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        Selections From the 2024 Audubon Photography Awards Top 100
        Alan Taylor

        Last week, we featured some of the winners of this year's Audubon Photography Awards, and today, the contest organizers were kind enough to share some of their Top 100 photographs from the thousands of entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        There's Nothing on TV Like <em>We Are Lady Parts</em>
        Hannah Giorgis

        Early in the second season of We Are Lady Parts, a delightful British series about an all-female Muslim punk band, a musician draws inspiration from the most radical person she knows: her adolescent daughter. At the start of a jam session, Bisma (played by Faith Omole) tells her Lady Parts bandmates about a recent argument with Imani (Edesiri Okepnerho), who was suspended for throwing eggs at a teacher over the history of slavery being removed from her curriculum--and who likened this action to Ma...

      

      
        The Court Can't Think Straight When It Comes to Corruption
        Ian MacDougall

        The bid-rigging scheme was a classic of the genre. A small Rust Belt city needed new garbage trucks. Its mayor and two of his donors needed money. The mayor, a struggling mortgage lender, owed years' worth of back taxes; the donors were two brothers desperate to save the truck dealership they'd spent the past few years running into the ground. So the mayor fixed things to steer the garbage-truck contracts to the brothers, a million-dollar cushion under their failing dealership. Thankful for this ...

      

      
        Whatever Happened to 'the Big One'?
        Ross Andersen

        The three words were spelled out in block letters on the evening news, right next to an anchorman's gelled coif: the big one. A map of Southern California hovered just below, bull's-eye'd with red, concentric circles. I'm pretty sure it was 1988. The region was awash in warnings about the great earthquake to come. They were like something out of the Book of Isaiah. They lent an apocalyptic crackle to the sunbaked days. My generation hit school age too late to take part in atomic-attack drills, an...

      

      
        The Federal Reserve's Little Secret
        Roge Karma

        Arguably the single most important question for the U.S. economy in 2024 is whether and when the Federal Reserve will cut interest rates. With inflation still hovering just above the Fed's 2 percent target, the central bank faces a dilemma: Lower rates too quickly, and inflation could take off again; keep them high for too long, and the public could suffer unnecessarily. The decision could even affect the outcome of the presidential election. Wall Street and the White House are anxiously awaiting...

      

      
        The Tchaikovsky Cure for Worry
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.The 19th-century Russian composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky--still popular today for such works as The Nutcracker and the 1812 Overture--was not a happy man. In his 5,365 extant letters to friends and family, we find constant references to his sadness and unremitting anxiety. Over and over, he wrote versions of the line: "I suffered incredibly from depression and hatred for the human race."He had ju...

      

      
        What Kind of 'Psycho' Calls Dead Americans 'Losers' and 'Suckers'?
        Adrienne LaFrance

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Perhaps you've noticed lately that Donald Trump, a man not known for subtlety, has been testing the limits of the Streisand effect. At one event after another--at a rally, then a fundraiser, in remarks on his social platform, and in at least one video that his campaign distributed online--Trump keeps reminding his supporters about his well-documented habit of disparaging America's military service members as "d...

      

      
        The Real Story of the Crisis at <em>The Washington Post</em>
        Brian Stelter

        Illustrations by Mel HaaschIf you want to understand the current crisis at The Washington Post--the still-unfolding ethical scandal threatening the reign of its publisher and CEO, the growing newsroom revolt, the tumult and uncertainty about the paper's future--you have to start with the previous crisis, just 18 months ago, which led to Will Lewis's appointment as CEO. It was the end of 2022, and, like today, the Post was in desperate need of an intervention.Web traffic was plunging. Subscription l...

      

      
        Why Your Airport Burger Costs That Much
        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.You can get almost anything at the airport in 2024. But it's going to cost you.First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	Why Jamaal Bowman lost
	New, ominous signs for gay rights keep emerging.
	The center must hold.
	You might be a late bloomer.
Warped Airport LogicA $30 hamburger. A $7 coff...

      

      
        A New Danger at America's National Parks
        Kylie Mohr

        This is an edition of The Weekly Planet, a newsletter that provides a guide for living through climate change. Sign up for it here.The thermometer read 121 degrees Fahrenheit when 71-year-old Steve Curry collapsed outside a restroom in Death Valley National Park last summer. Curry, who'd reportedly been hiking on a nearby trail in Golden Canyon, was just trying to make it back to his car. The National Park Service and the Inyo County Sheriff's Office quickly responded to the scene. They tried to ...

      

      
        Even the Iranian Election Is About Trump
        Arash Azizi

        A specter is haunting Iran's presidential election--the specter of Donald Trump's return to office. Although Trump has been out of the White House for more than three years, he seems to come up more than Joe Biden, and more than other foreign politicians, in debates among the six candidates in the lead-up to Iran's election on June 28.To understand why, consider the recent history of Iran-U.S. relations--specifically, the nuclear deal negotiated between the Obama administration and that of Iran's c...

      

      
        How the 'Owner's Guide' Became a Rare Book
        Ian Bogost

        Just the other day, I had to read the manual. I'd borrowed my neighbor's hammer drill to make some holes in a masonry wall, and I didn't know how to swap the bits. Fortunately, the drill's carrying case came with a booklet of instructions, which I followed with great success. Many holes were thus produced. This got me thinking: I used to read the manual fairly often; now I almost never do. I own a smartphone, a handful of laptops, and a barrage of smart-home gadgets; for several days this winter,...

      

      
        Five Books for People Who Really Love Books
        Elisa Gabbert

        My dad likes to fish, and he likes to read books about fishing. My mom is a birder; she reads about birds. There are plenty of books on both subjects, I've found, when browsing in a gift-giving mood. These presents don't just prove I'm familiar with their interests. They're a way to acknowledge that we read about our pastimes to affirm our identity: Fly-fishers are contemplative sorts who reflect on reflections; birders must cultivate stillness and attention. What we choose to read can be a way o...

      

      
        In Search of a Nonexistent Cure
        Linda Kinstler

        On a short flight a few weeks ago, I overheard two flight attendants seated in the back galley of the plane idly chat about death. There were just a few minutes left in the flight, and the pilots had already begun pitching us toward the ground. From my seat in the very back row, I heard one flight attendant, a young woman, say to her colleague, "I think I would prefer to be cremated. It just feels weird to me to have my body rotting in the ground." Her colleague responded by sharing that in Hong ...

      

      
        You Might Be a Late Bloomer
        David Brooks

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Paul Cezanne always knew he wanted to be an artist. His father compelled him to enter law school, but after two desultory years he withdrew. In 1861, at the age of 22, he went to Paris to pursue his artistic dreams but was rejected by the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, struggled as a painter, and retreated back to his hometown in the south of France, where he worked as a clerk in his father's bank.He returned to Paris...

      

      
        New, Ominous Signs for Gay Rights Keep Emerging
        David A. Graham

        What happens to a dream undone? For many Americans, the progress of gay rights over the past quarter century was one of the country's greatest achievements. Even as social change on other fronts stagnated or reversed, LGBTQ Americans gained new acceptance and protections. In 2002, Gallup found that just 38 percent of Americans believed that homosexual behavior was morally acceptable. Barely more than a decade later, in 2015, that number was 63 percent; that year, the Supreme Court granted same-se...

      

      
        Israel Is Ready for Another War
        Graeme Wood

        Last week, my British Airways flight from London to Tel Aviv made a stop not indicated on my ticket. While we waited on the runway, I heard concerned murmurs in Hebrew from fellow passengers. "Some of you have noticed that your phones indicate that we are at Beirut International Airport," a flight attendant said over the intercom, in a reassuring tone. For an Israeli, an unexpected stop in Beirut--at an airport recently accused of stockpiling and trafficking weapons for Hezbollah--is at best awkwar...

      

      
        Generative AI Can't Cite Its Sources
        Matteo Wong

        Updated at 8:58 a.m. ET on June 26, 2024Silicon Valley appears, once again, to be getting the better of America's newspapers and magazines. Tech companies are injecting every corner of the web with AI language models, which may pose an existential threat to journalism as we currently know it. After all, why go to a media outlet if ChatGPT can deliver the information you think you need?A growing number of media companies--the publishers of The Wall Street Journal, Business Insider, New York, Politi...

      

      
        The Center Must Hold
        Yair Zivan

        Amid the rise in populism, extremism, and polarization around the world, centrism is frequently dismissed by its critics as too poorly defined, too short on passion, too weak to serve as an effective response. But this misunderstands both political centrism and the dangerous trends it seeks to counter. In fact, centrism offers the most potent antidote to the excesses of populism.To understand centrism, it's important to clearly explain what it is not. Centrism isn't the middle between an imaginar...

      

      
        Why Jamaal Bowman Lost
        Russell Berman

        The easiest explanation for why Representative Jamaal Bowman lost his Democratic primary in New York today is that he alienated the Jewish voters in his district with his denunciations of Israel. That explanation is reasonable, as far as it goes. Indeed, the race was the most expensive House primary in history largely because a pro-Israel group inundated the district with TV ads attacking Bowman. But that's not the whole story.Bowman's defeat to George Latimer, the executive of Westchester County...

      

      
        The Teen Summer Job Is Back
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The teen summer job was falling out of favor, until the funky economy of the past few years turned the trend around.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Once again, originalism's hollow core is revealed.
	It's all catching up to Bibi Netanyahu.
	What was the point of prosecuting Julian ...

      

      
        What the Success of <em>Inside Out 2</em> Means for Hollywood
        David Sims

        The big new character in Pixar's Inside Out 2 is Anxiety, which makes sense, given how much pressure was being loaded onto the film before its release. In a Time feature, Pixar's creative head, Pete Docter, candidly admitted as much: "If this doesn't do well at the theater, I think it just means we're going to have to think even more radically about how we run our business." Hollywood at large--the executives, producers, financiers, and other assorted figures whose feelings affect which movies get...

      

      
        What Was the Point of Prosecuting Julian Assange?
        James Ball

        Julian Assange is not a simple man, for all that people wish otherwise. The WikiLeaks founder is portrayed as a transparency hero, an enemy of the United States, a master tactician, and a thin-skinned narcissist. None of those descriptions quite fits the bill. But whatever you think of him, for the first time in almost 14 years, Assange is set to be a free man.Assange's friends and family, alongside his online supporters, are keen to present his release from London's Belmarsh prison as a victory,...

      

      
        It's All Catching Up to Bibi Netanyahu
        Aluf Benn

        Benjamin Netanyahu's government is showing all the signs of heading for an early election, probably next spring. The leaders of coalition parties are already openly campaigning, Netanyahu's Likud party is beginning to crack, senior military and civil-service figures are clashing openly with the prime minister, and Netanyahu remains broadly unpopular, despite overall public support for the war.Ratcheting up the pressure even more, an old scandal returned to haunt the beleaguered leader yesterday: ...

      

      
        The Deep Connection Between Life and Fire
        Ferris Jabr

        Perched on a densely forested hill crisscrossed with narrow, winding, often unsigned roads, Frank Lake's house in Orleans, California, is not easy to find. On my way there one afternoon in late October, I got lost and inadvertently trespassed on two of his neighbors' properties before I found the right place. When Lake, a research ecologist for the United States Forest Service, and his wife, Luna, bought their home in 2008, it was essentially a small cabin with a few amenities. They expanded it i...
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        Selections From the 2024 Audubon Photography Awards Top 100

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	11:54 AM ET

            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Last week, we featured some of the winners of this year's Audubon Photography Awards, and today, the contest organizers were kind enough to share some of their Top 100 photographs from the thousands of entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird opens its beak wide to catch a spiny fish it has tossed in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Neotropic Cormorant. The spiny fish has to go into the cormorant's throat in just the right way: head first and lengthwise. This bird was tossing this fish in the air for more than an hour to put it on the right trajectory. Photo taken from a boat in Encontro das Aguas State Park in Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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                [image: Two woodpecker parents perch on either side of a nest hole in a dead tree, with at least three chicks inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pileated Woodpecker. Pileated woodpecker parents perch on either side of a nest hole in a dead tree, with at least three chicks inside. Photographed in Dunedin, Florida.
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                [image: A hummingbird flies amid a spray of water droplets, with its beak open.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anna's Hummingbird. In Port Townsend, Washington, an Anna's hummingbird sips from a spray of water droplets above a water fountain.
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                [image: Three small owls peek over the top of a mound of dirt, only showing the tops of their heads and their eyes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Burrowing Owl. Three burrowing owls peer over the top of a mound of dirt in Calipatria, California.
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                [image: A sparrow perches inside a section of a chain-link fence, with a green backdrop of out-of-focus grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grasshopper Sparrow. A grasshopper sparrow perches in a chain-link fence. Photographed in Highgate, Vermont.
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                [image: A close view of a gull at sunset]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Black-backed Gull. A close view of a gull at sunset in Chesapeake Beach, Maryland.
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                [image: A pair of cranes dance in the snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-crowned Crane. A pair of cranes dance in the snow at the Tsurui-Ito Crane Sanctuary in Hokkaido, Japan.
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                [image: A grebe mother swims as three chicks lean forward while riding on her back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Western Grebe. A western grebe mother swims as three chicks lean forward while riding on her back in Escondido, California.
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                [image: A view looking upward, past two statues, toward a distant skyscraper, with the sky filled with a flock of small birds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Purple Martin. Thousands of small purple martins fill the frame in a loose spiral against a dark blue sky at dusk in Nashville, Tennessee.
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                [image: A huge colony of fuzzy brown king penguin chicks covers most of a rocky shoreline near mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                King Penguin. An immense colony of fuzzy brown king penguin chicks congregates on the shore of South Georgia Island.
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                [image: An owl perches at the very tip of a bare tree branch, backdropped by fluffy clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Horned Owl. A great horned owl perches atop a bare tree branch in West Gardiner, Maine.
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                [image: A merganser swims, grasping a crawfish in its bill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hooded Merganser. This hooded merganser swims in Mallard Lake in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park, grasping a crawfish in its bill.
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                [image: A bird stretches out its wings while preening on a fence post, its head tucked down.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Northern Flicker. A northern flicker stretches out its wings while preening on a fence post in Corunna, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: A shorebird walks through a field of tall grass, partly obscured by small tufts topping the grass stalks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Variable Oystercatcher. A variable oystercatcher walks through a field of bunny tail grass in Tawharanui Regional Reserve, New Zealand.
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                [image: A close view of a bird's  bill lying against its bright red inflatable throat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Frigatebird. A close view of the bill and inflatable gular pouch of a great frigatebird. Photographed on Genovesa Island, Galapagos, Ecuador.
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                [image: A pair of tiny fuzzy goslings run toward an adult Canada goose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Canada Goose. A pair of goslings run toward an adult Canada goose in Alexandria, Virginia.
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                [image: A pelican swims with an osprey partially trapped in its bill and gular pouch. The osprey is flapping, trying to escape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Osprey and Brown Pelican. A brown pelican swims with an osprey partially trapped in its bill and gular pouch. Photographed at Sebastian Inlet State Park in Sebastian, Florida.
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                [image: A bright green hummingbird feeds on a bright red flower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruby-throated Hummingbird. A ruby-throated hummingbird feeds on a bright red flower in Pembroke, Virginia.
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                [image: Two prairie-chickens fight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Greater and Lesser Prairie-Chicken. A pair of prairie-chickens fight outside of Hays, Kansas.
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                [image: A red-winged blackbird sings while perched on an orange hibiscus stem, a small cloud of steam rising from its beak into in the cool air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-winged Blackbird. A red-winged blackbird sings while perched on an orange hibiscus stem in Alexandria, Virginia.
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                [image: A flock of snow geese takes flight, filling the frame.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snow Goose. In Mount Vernon, Washington, a flock of snow geese takes flight.
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                [image: A jay stands on the back of a deer, acting as a cleaner, searching for ticks while pecking gently at the corner of its eye.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Purplish Jay. A purplish jay stands on the back of a brocket deer, acting as a cleaner, searching for ticks and other tidbits. Photographed in Pocone in the state of Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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                [image: A bird with long legs and a long, thin bill stands on one leg.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Avocet. In Salem, Utah, an American avocet is photographed in profile as it stretches.
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                [image: A juvenile bald eagle flies through a foggy sky, past several trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bald Eagle. A juvenile bald eagle flies through a foggy sky at the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge in Ridgefield, Washington.
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                [image: A heron stands in shallow, still water at sunset, with a small fish caught in its bill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Blue Heron. A great blue heron fishes at Izaak Walton Nature Area at sunset. Photographed in November 2023 in Longmont, Colorado.
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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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There's Nothing on TV Like <em>We Are Lady Parts</em>

The story of an all-female Muslim punk band trying to make it has lots of humor, and surprising depth.

by Hannah Giorgis




Early in the second season of We Are Lady Parts, a delightful British series about an all-female Muslim punk band, a musician draws inspiration from the most radical person she knows: her adolescent daughter. At the start of a jam session, Bisma (played by Faith Omole) tells her Lady Parts bandmates about a recent argument with Imani (Edesiri Okepnerho), who was suspended for throwing eggs at a teacher over the history of slavery being removed from her curriculum--and who likened this action to Malala Yousafzai's fight for girls' education. After a quick chuckle, the other members encourage Bisma, the only mother in the group, to channel her exasperation into writing new music.

The resulting song is "Malala Made Me Do It," a rollicking, irreverent country anthem that's an ode at once to the Pakistani activist ("Nobel prize at 17 / The baddest bitch you've ever seen") and to Bisma's daughter, whose youthful conviction prompts the band members to reflect on their own small rebellions ("Stole biscuits from the staff room / Malala made her do it"). In a Western-themed music video that plays out in Bisma's imagination, Yousafzai herself makes a cameo: Sitting on a horse, she slyly winks at the camera from beneath a beaded hat. The fantasy sequence is a highlight of this new season, and a neon-hued reminder of what makes We Are Lady Parts so special. From its first episode, the series has chronicled the band's attempts to cultivate a meaningful creative identity in a world that often fails to see its members as complex people, much less artists. In tracing how Lady Parts comes together, and what it takes to keep the group together, the series elevates the familiar narrative of a musical origin story into a poignant, inventive exploration of self-expression and community building.

When I sat down to watch the first season a little over two years ago, I was expecting to be amused, perhaps charmed. And there is certainly a whole lot of subversive humor in the series, which was created by the British Pakistani writer-director Nida Manzoor. Two of the first songs we hear Lady Parts perform are "Ain't No One Gonna Honour Kill My Sister but Me" and "Voldemort Under My Headscarf"; a rival Muslim punk band introduced in Season 2 is called Second Wife. But We Are Lady Parts is so much more than a collection of jokes about the absurdities that young Muslim women often encounter. By turns raucous and earnest, the series is unlike anything else on TV right now--in part because it doesn't consider representation to be a worthy end goal of its own. Instead, the show allows its characters to riff on their identities in ways that reflect how young people actually talk to one another, without becoming didactic or self-serious.

We Are Lady Parts kicked off its first season by introducing an unlikely new member to the already established band: sweet, geeky Amina (Anjana Vasan), who narrates the series. When Amina first encounters Lady Parts, the 26-year-old Ph.D. student and volunteer music teacher is in desperate pursuit of a husband--a storyline that's certainly familiar for Muslim women on-screen. In fact, the band persuades her to be its lead guitarist only by setting her up on a date with her crush. Amina's concerns about how other Muslims perceive her, and her involvement with the band, animated much of the debut season, which established the series as a clever new take on reductive tropes. As the Lady Parts founder, Saira (Sarah Kameela Impey), wrote in the band's manifesto, the women use music to tell the real truths of their lives, "before we're mangled by other people's bullshit ideas of us." This season, the show turns its focus to the struggles that many working musicians face: financial precarity, unexpected competition, and the existential compromises that major record labels expect of artists. After the band's first tour, some conflicts have emerged among the members, and the show uses this distance to zoom in on aspects of each woman's life.

Saira, for example, has long been the group's righteous moral center: When her bandmates discuss the idea of doing a mascara ad, the front woman reminds them that they're "serious musicians, not vapid agents of capitalism," then pulls the Lady Parts manifesto out of her bag and starts reading from it. But her resolve starts to crack after she's evicted from her apartment, which also served as Lady Parts' rehearsal space. Unable to turn to her estranged family for support, and desperate to raise money for the studio time Lady Parts needs to record an album, Saira begins to lose sight of the values that define her. She agrees to do sponsored content for a sustainable-fashion line; more disastrously, she meets with a white manager who wants to sign the band.

That decision sets off a chain of events that forces Lady Parts to confront how the musicians' personal and political concerns may clash with their desire to support themselves through their art. These questions become even more complicated when considered alongside some of the major changes that the band members are navigating outside their music--evolving friendships, new romantic relationships, and the social pressures that come with their semipublic profiles.

Read: Is this the quiet revolution of Latino representation?

Because Lady Parts is a punk band made up entirely of Muslim women, it's not just dealing with the kinds of quandaries that may challenge modern artists. So few groups like Lady Parts even attract a record label's attention, both in real life and on the show. A veteran musician the bandmates meet this season--a Muslim woman blacklisted by labels after refusing to conform to their vision--cautions Saira against getting caught up in the excitement of a shiny record deal. "They're gonna love having you on the posters," she says. "But don't you let them forget that you have got a voice." Shortly after, when Saira broaches the idea of tackling political topics on the new Lady Parts album, the band's manager tells her it's out of the question: "There's no 'Atrocity Bangers' playlist that you can be on."

The way that this tension metastasizes--first within Saira, and then within the band--makes for some of the most honest and compelling discussions of artistic authenticity that I've seen on TV. It's not just the new manager who balks at Saira's sudden dissatisfaction with the band's style of music. The other Lady Parts members initially resent the suggestion that they make only "funny Muslim songs," as their musical role model puts it--especially Ayesha (Juliette Motamed), the band's sharp-tongued drummer.

In a sense, the show's incisive portrayal of this conflict is not surprising: Many similar conversations must have happened to bring this show into the world. Manzoor recently told Vulture that the bandmates' struggles, in particular Saira's, with the weight of their platform as Muslim artists do reflect a comparable feeling about her own career: "Being 'Zeitgeist-y' feels like it's temporary, of the moment--but then, no other moment?" she said. We Are Lady Parts pushes back against the temptation to accept this kind of tokenism: Saira's storyline shows the dangers of letting a scarcity mindset dictate one's art.

The show's frank depiction of Saira's dilemma, and of another band member's queer coming-of-age journey, is a striking achievement in a contracting entertainment landscape. Lady Parts can't be everything to everyone, and the series knows this--about the band, and its own artistic mandate. As the industry pulls back on diversity, equity, and inclusion programs and opportunities for people of color across the industry--despite audience demand--the all-Muslim writers' room of We Are Lady Parts looks beyond these narrow conversations, instead leaning into the distinct joys and difficulties of the world its characters inhabit. Saira, Amina, Bisma, and Ayesha may feel like they have something to prove with their first album, but We Are Lady Parts has been self-assured since its premiere. Nothing makes that more apparent than how Season 2 examines fissures in the band without sacrificing the show's remarkable warmth.
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The Court Can't Think Straight When It Comes to Corruption

Yesterday's decision demonstrates the justices' sympathy for their powerful peers.

by Ian MacDougall




The bid-rigging scheme was a classic of the genre. A small Rust Belt city needed new garbage trucks. Its mayor and two of his donors needed money. The mayor, a struggling mortgage lender, owed years' worth of back taxes; the donors were two brothers desperate to save the truck dealership they'd spent the past few years running into the ground. So the mayor fixed things to steer the garbage-truck contracts to the brothers, a million-dollar cushion under their failing dealership. Thankful for this good turn, they cut the mayor a check for $13,000 ostensibly for some consulting work, the substance of which was never clear.

The feds caught on to this arrangement, and in 2021, the mayor, Jim Snyder, was tried and convicted on corruption charges. On Wednesday, in Snyder v. United States, the Supreme Court threw out the verdict in a 6-3 vote, with the three liberal justices dissenting. The majority cut in half the federal law Snyder was convicted of violating. That law, the Court held, applies to bribes promised or dispensed before any official action is taken but not to "gratuities"--rewards, as the majority put it, "given as a token of appreciation after the official act." The majority reached its conclusion by pointing to various indicators that, in its view, showed Congress never intended the law to dictate whether state and local officials can or can't accept gratuities. As far as federal law is concerned, state and local officials are now generally free to accept gifts small and large--$13,000 checks, lavish vacations, cash-stuffed valises--from the beneficiaries of their actions in office. (State and local laws still apply to them, but only a small fraction of corruption cases are brought by state prosecutors.)

The dissenting justices primarily attacked the majority's shoddy interpretation of the law at issue, accusing the conservative bloc of betraying its purported devotion to textualism to reach its preferred outcome. But they leveled another accusation too, one that extends well beyond the Snyder case--and in which the liberals themselves have been complicit.

Graeme Wood: Inside the garden of evil

To read the majority opinion, the case had little to do with Jim Snyder or the very real risks of legalizing a pervasive form of graft, even as the public worries about money corrupting politics and as trust in government to do the right thing sinks to historic lows. Instead, for the majority, the case was really about the threat that anti-corruption law poses to modest expressions of gratitude. If Snyder could be charged with taking a $13,000 reward for rigging city contracts, didn't all such thank-you gifts pose the risk of indictment? Justice Brett Kavanaugh peppered his majority opinion with examples of what he feared ruling against Snyder would put at risk. Prosecutors, he fretted, could file indictments anytime "parents send an end-of-year gift basket to their child's public school teacher" or homeowners give "thank-you gift cards, steak dinners, or Fever tickets to their garbage collectors." He had a thing for the latter, asking elsewhere in the opinion, "Is a $100 Dunkin' Donuts gift card for a trash collector wrongful?"

If these examples sound far-fetched, it's because they are. In his opinion, Kavanaugh pronounces this state of affairs "a very serious real-world problem." Yet neither Snyder's high-powered legal team nor the justices themselves pointed to any actual cases of such prosecutorial overreach.

Hypothetical scenarios are inevitable in a common-law system, as ours is, in which judicial rulings constitute new law. Judges need to consider the broader implications of how they resolve the disputes before them, because their decisions create rules that govern future cases. Yet hypotheticals can be dangerous too, letting judges elide the real-life implications of their rulings.

The Snyder decision is the latest installment in a long-running Roberts Court project to curtail the reach of anti-corruption law, a period that has seen the number of federal corruption indictments filed each year nearly halved. It's a subject I examined earlier this year in a story for The New York Times Magazine about a $60 million bribery scandal in Ohio. While reporting it, I was struck by the high court's ready replacement of the ugly reality of its corruption cases with a fictional world of political innocents railroaded for engaging in civic life--turning away from instances of actual corruption to inhabit a Mayberry of the mind. Corrupt dealings become the ordinary give-and-take of politics. Venal officials become conscientious politicians serving their constituents. Palm-greasing businessmen become everyday voters living in fear of domineering prosecutors.

The primary effect of all these hypotheticals is to soften the portrait of corruption in American politics to the point that punishing innocents appears to be an inherent feature of anti-corruption law. But they have a secondary effect as well. With heavy reliance on hypotheticals comes the risk of an unconscious tell--a Freudian slip in which judges reveal more than they mean to.

Take, for example, a 2016 case in which the high court unanimously undid the bribery conviction of Bob McDonnell, who as governor of Virginia had used his office to boost a Richmond businessman's tobacco-based nutritional supplement. In exchange, the businessman had given McDonnell and his wife more than $175,000 worth of weekend trips, golf outings, loans, and gifts, including a Rolex.

If McDonnell's bribery conviction were allowed to stand, Chief Justice John Roberts speculated, it might discourage legitimate political activity. "Homeowners who wonder why it took five days to restore power to their neighborhood after a storm," Roberts wrote, might be reluctant to seek help from their elected representative if they had once invited him "to join them on their annual outing to the ball game." Government officials do get invited to baseball games but typically not by concerned citizens. That's the province of white-shoe-law-firm partners, K Street lobbyists, and big-money political donors--the justices' peer group, in other words. A non-hypothetical example I encountered while reporting on the Ohio bribery scandal: a wealthy CEO inviting a powerful lawmaker to watch the Home Run Derby and the All-Star Game from his corporate box.

Last year, the Court--again unanimously--threw out the conviction of a top New York gubernatorial aide who, while on temporary leave to run then-Governor Andrew Cuomo's reelection campaign, had taken $35,000 from a real-estate developer to help him secure a lucrative state contract. If federal law criminalized what the aide had done, Justice Samuel Alito worried, then "it could also be used to charge particularly well-connected and effective lobbyists."

In the Snyder case, Kavanaugh ignored the dissent's efforts to call attention to the sordid world of pay-to-play politics that his hypotheticals seemed tacitly to endorse. This was also true when the case was argued, in April. The justices brushed aside the government lawyer's repeated attempts to focus them on what was actually at stake in the case. A running theme during oral argument was the Court's mistrust of juries, a rare democratic feature of the judiciary. Justice Elena Kagan raised the legality of a billionaire bumped ahead of the rabble on a surgery waitlist, with hospital administrators angling for a multimillion-dollar donation. A jury wouldn't like it, but this couldn't be a crime, Kagan insisted, because "probably every hospital in America does it." Universities too, she observed, a perhaps unwitting nod to her own fundraising days as Harvard Law School dean. (Kagan did, in the end, join Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson in her dissent, apparently satisfied by the focus on federal guardrails that have kept such scenarios purely hypothetical.)

Leah Litman: The Supreme Court says sorry, it just can't help with political corruption

The court's liberal bloc has consistently dissented in the other strand of corruption cases, the ones striking down campaign-finance laws, such as Citizens United. Yet until the Snyder case, the liberal justices had signed on to the Roberts court's attack on criminal corruption law. Some legal scholars have argued that, unlike abstract debates over electioneering rules, the criminal cases get personal for the justices. Their hypotheticals, in which even the imagined everyman behaves like their wealthy peers, suggest that what's animating the justices, as the Fordham law professor Zephyr Teachout put it recently, is "a deep sense of identification with the political advisors and officials who are the targets of these investigations." Recent empirical studies provide compelling evidence that Supreme Court justices, like the rest of us, are susceptible to in-group favoritism--to feel an uncommonly high degree of sympathy for people like themselves.

The Snyder case cuts closer still. Alito and Justice Clarence Thomas aren't the only justices to accept gifts from wealthy acquaintances, including some who are often before the Court. The liberals and conservatives alike accept all-expense-paid trips to speak or teach at universities and law schools. Schools at times fundraise off these events, lavish university-themed gifts on the justices, or buy stacks of their books to sell--on occasion, at the urging of Justice Sonia Sotomayor's staff, even more than they'd planned to. Evidently, these considerations weren't far from Kavanaugh's mind when he was drafting his opinion. Is a crime committed, he wondered, when "a college dean gives a college sweatshirt to a city council member who comes to speak at an event"?

A few minutes into debating Kagan's billionaire patient with the justices, the government's lawyer discerned a subtext. "What I'm hearing today," she said, "is there are some gifts that just aren't corrupt." The justices made no effort to correct her and promptly changed the subject. To spare the imagined schoolteachers or garbage collectors--and the very real billionaires--the threat of legal sanction, Americans must be content to live under a government that, if not exactly for sale, works for tips.
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Whatever Happened to 'the Big One'?

The quest to predict major earthquakes before they happen

by Ross Andersen




The three words were spelled out in block letters on the evening news, right next to an anchorman's gelled coif: the big one. A map of Southern California hovered just below, bull's-eye'd with red, concentric circles. I'm pretty sure it was 1988. The region was awash in warnings about the great earthquake to come. They were like something out of the Book of Isaiah. They lent an apocalyptic crackle to the sunbaked days. My generation hit school age too late to take part in atomic-attack drills, and too early for those that mimic school shootings, but we learned to duck and cover just the same.

In 1989, we saw a vision of our future. An earthquake hit the Bay Area, and for more than a week, the whole state was immersed in the imagery of seismic catastrophe. A freeway overpass snapped in half. Some of San Francisco's pastel Victorians toppled over. A fire broke out in the Marina. The World Series--an event of great import and inevitability in the mind of a child--was halted. "The big one is supposed to be worse," we whispered to ourselves, and to one another. In the psychogeography of Southern California, it lay sleeping like a monster deep beneath the Earth's surface. At any moment, probably soon, it would wake up.

It still hasn't. The San Andreas Fault formed about 30 million years ago, when the Pacific plate--the planet's largest--began grinding against the North American plate. Sometimes, the plates snag. Tension builds until they release with a lurch that sends energy in all directions. The section of the San Andreas that runs alongside Los Angeles hasn't had a fearsome quake for more than three centuries. Paleoseismologists expect big ones to occur there every 150 to 200 years, Greg Beroza, a Stanford professor and a co-director of the Southern California Earthquake Center, told me: "We're overdue." Teams of scientists have been trying to improve on that chillingly vague forecast, he said, so that the quake's arrival can be predicted days, weeks, or even months ahead of time--but there is no guarantee that they'll succeed.

From the January 1924 issue: A harrowing first-hand account of the Great Kanto earthquake

At the turn of the 20th century, California was home to only a few seismographs, primarily inside domed observatories atop mountain peaks, where they made use of ultraprecise astronomers' clocks. But after the United States and the Soviet Union agreed in 1963 to stop testing nukes aboveground, the Pentagon suddenly became very keen on funding new seismic sensors. Scientists have since spread more than 1,000 of them across California's surface, in both big cities and wilderness areas. They pick up a lot of noise. East of Los Angeles, in the San Bernardino Mountains, they detect the clatter of rockfall. At construction sites downtown, they register the rumble of semitrucks and jackhammer pounding.

Algorithms sift through this noise at real-time data-analysis centers, searching for P-waves--the fast-moving ripples of seismic energy that first rush outward from a fault slip. These waves are a gentle announcement of the more ruinous S waves to come. When enough of them are detected, automated processes are set into motion. Millions of push alerts pop up on mobile-phone lock screens. Stop lights redden, and gas valves shut down. Metro cars pause instead of entering tunnels. "The speed of telecommunications is faster than seismic waves," Beroza told me. "You only have seconds, but that's enough time to get out ahead of the shaking."

Scientists hope that new technologies can give us a longer warning window. If deep-learning algorithms were trained on enough seismic data, they might be able to spot sequences of activity that reliably precede earthquakes. So far, the forecasting track record of these techniques has underwhelmed, says Zachary Ross, a geophysicist at the California Institute of Technology. An analogous approach has had fabulous success in meteorology, he told me. AI-based methods can spot patterns in atmospheric data that help forecast storms, but they can't yet guess when two plates along a fault might slip.

I was surprised to hear that the ethereal movements of wind and rain are easier to predict than great shifts in the hard subterranean realm of rock. Ross told me that meteorologists have better data. They're constantly measuring the state of the atmosphere at high resolution, whereas seismologists are more constrained in the kind of data that they can collect, at least for now. Christopher Johnson, a research scientist at the Los Alamos National Laboratory, has been using a hydraulic press to push 10-centimeter blocks of granite together, until they slip past each other like tectonic plates. He measures the seismic energy that radiates outward, and is able to generate a lot of data, because these experiments can be repeated with new blocks in quick succession. But there are serious challenges in extrapolating from their results to actual earthquakes that operate on much larger scales of space and time. Fresh data are also pouring in from new kinds of sensors, including cheap ones that seismologists are deploying aboveground in temporary arrays along particularly active sections of faults. They're also transforming existing fiber-optic networks into seismometers, by measuring changes to the way that laser light bounces around inside them when the ground shakes.

Read: Did you feel that?

These new data sources are exciting, Ross said, but he doesn't expect them to produce any breakthroughs in earthquake prediction. He said that emerging technologies have the same problem as existing ones: The sensors are all placed too far away from the action. California's seismic sensors are at ground level, but the fault slips that trigger many of the state's earthquakes start six to eight miles below the surface of the Earth. The resulting seismic waves radiate outward in a sphere. Some move downward through the thick molten mantle and core until they reach the planet's opposite side. ("Anything over a 5 on the Richter scale is detected pretty much everywhere on Earth where there is a seismometer," Ross told me.) Others rush up toward the surface directly above the fault. The problem is that no matter where these waves surface, they first have to pass through the last outer mile of crust, which is shot through with cracks, loose rock, and sloshing fluids. "Something like 90 percent of the energy of these waves gets absorbed just in the top mile or so," Ross said. Seismologists can tell that an earthquake is happening, but they can't observe its more subtle characteristics.

"Everything we do now is remote sensing," Beroza told me. If we want clearer glimpses at earthquakes--and the potentially predictive seismic activity that precedes them--we have to place sensors underneath this top layer of crust. Japan's seismic network is the envy of the world, in part because its scientists have wedged their sensors deeper into the planet. After the Kobe earthquake killed more than 6,000 people in 1995, the country's political leaders encouraged data-sharing among seismologists and funded the drilling of boreholes all across the archipelago. Each one runs a few hundred feet deep.

It's a good start. At that depth, the sensors encounter much less noise. But seismic waves are still distorted and weakened when they arrive at Japan's borehole sensors. Ideally, they would be placed miles and miles down, where the quakes originate, but that part of the interior is as inaccessible as outer space, Beroza told me. Even putting the equipment a mile down would be very expensive. Any borehole that deep would be in constant danger of closing in on itself, given the extreme pressure. It might also fill up with corrosive liquids and gases. Still, this kind of drilling has been done in a few one-off projects. If it were successful, sensors could be lowered beneath the crust's uppermost layer, and they'd be able to record aspects of an earthquake that can't be observed at the surface.

"The most persistent hope is that there's some signal in smaller earthquake activity that would presage larger earthquakes," Beroza said. But scientists might also pick up new kinds of seismic waves, or new patterns of activity. Ross told me that any breakthrough in prediction would most likely arise from a signal that we've never seen before and don't expect. But even if we spend decades listening closely to the great monster that lies sleeping beneath California, we may never hear any telltale pattern of snoring that suggests it is about to rouse itself. We may forever be vulnerable to big ones.

I had hoped for better news. I no longer live in Southern California, but I remain tethered to it, spiritually and through family. Fear of the big one is a shared psychic experience for those who grew up in the region. I still remember worrying over it with friends on the playground and late at night during sleepovers. Like the Night Stalker, it seemed to be a hyperlocal generational concern, an object of anxiety that was uniquely ours. But we have passed it down. All these years later, the forecast hasn't changed: Experts are still giving even odds that a great quake will shake the massed towers of downtown Los Angeles and its surrounding environs, with great violence, sometime in the next 30 years. When my young niece and nephew go to school, they too may be taught to fear the big one. Part of growing up in California, or anywhere, is learning that science has limits. Nature can never be fully known or tamed.
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The Federal Reserve's Little Secret

No one really knows how interest rates work, or even whether they work at all--not the experts who study them, the investors who track them, or the officials who set them.

by Roge Karma




Arguably the single most important question for the U.S. economy in 2024 is whether and when the Federal Reserve will cut interest rates. With inflation still hovering just above the Fed's 2 percent target, the central bank faces a dilemma: Lower rates too quickly, and inflation could take off again; keep them high for too long, and the public could suffer unnecessarily. The decision could even affect the outcome of the presidential election. Wall Street and the White House are anxiously awaiting the Fed's next move.

Given all that, you might reasonably expect the relationship between interest rates and inflation to be thoroughly understood by the economics establishment. Not so. Over the past two years, reality has looked nothing like the theories found in economics textbooks. The uncomfortable truth is that no one really knows how interest rates work or even whether they work at all--not the experts who study them, the investors who track them, or the officials who set them.

The belief that raising interest rates is the cure for inflation has long been an article of faith. In the early 1980s, when inflation reached nearly 15 percent, then-Fed Chair Paul Volcker famously raised rates to record levels, triggering a major recession. Unemployment reached nearly 11 percent in 1982 and stayed high for years. But inflation stabilized, and Volcker went down in history as the hero who wrecked the economy to save it.

Roge Karma: The 1970s economic theory that refuses to die

How exactly did Volcker accomplish the job? The conventional view is that raising rates sets off a chain reaction throughout the economy. First, the Fed increases what is known as the federal funds rate--the interest that banks must pay to borrow money from one another, which in turn forces them to charge more for consumer loans. Those higher rates ripple throughout the economy, making it more expensive for people to buy homes and cars, companies to make investments, and developers to finance new construction.

Gradually, everyone starts spending less money. Then, faced with less demand from consumers and less access to capital, companies begin laying off workers. At this point, a vicious cycle takes hold. Laid-off workers pull back even more on spending, which means more layoffs and, in turn, even less spending, until the economy falls into recession. With less money chasing the same amount of goods, prices finally come under control. The dread beast inflation is defeated.

This is the canonical story of what happened in the 1980s. And so, when inflation hit three years ago, and the Fed reached for the one tool in its toolbox, nearly every expert predicted an '80s-style economic meltdown. A Bloomberg Economics model forecast a 100 percent chance of a recession by October 2023, and the Fed itself projected hundreds of thousands of job losses. The experts were wrong. Over the course of 2023, the economy boomed, unemployment remained historically low, and consumers kept spending. Despite all that, inflation fell anyway, from a peak of 9 percent in June 2022 to about 3 percent by the end of 2023.

We have a bit of a mystery on our hands. The Fed raised rates, and inflation fell--but the other steps in the chain reaction never happened. Did higher interest rates cause inflation to decline, or was that a coincidence? Multiple studies have concluded that the inflation spike was mostly caused by pandemic-shutdown ripple effects. Perhaps the subsequent decline was just a natural consequence of things returning to normal.

Some experts believe that the orthodox theory holds up. "You have to ask, 'What's the counterfactual?'" Lawrence Summers, the former Treasury secretary and informal dean of mainstream American economics, told me. In Summers's view, without the Fed's actions, unemployment would have been even lower, wages would have gone up even faster, spending would have been even higher, and inflation would have gone up even further.

Still, if interest rates helped tame inflation, you'd expect to see their impact show up somewhere. Yet even in construction--the sector typically hit earliest and hardest when rates go up--employment has kept rising. "You can tell a lot of stories about the role interest rates played, but that's really all they are at this point: stories," Skanda Amarnath, the executive director of Employ America, a think tank focused on monetary policy, told me. "There's no smoking gun in the data."

When I said there was a conventional view of how interest rates work, that wasn't the whole story. There are actually two conventional views. One is the chain-reaction theory. The other is about expectations.

According to Econ 101, if workers expect prices to rise tomorrow, they will demand higher wages today. That will in turn raise costs for businesses, which pass those on to consumers in the form of higher prices. Economists refer to this feedback loop as the "wage-price spiral." In the 1970s, prices rose so fast for so long that eventually people came to expect them to keep rising and adjusted their behavior accordingly. Inflation became a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The expectations theory provides an alternative account of how Volcker tamed inflation in the '80s: By raising interest rates to record levels, he sent the message that the Fed would do whatever it took to defeat inflation. Only then did Americans finally accept that price growth would slow down.

Some experts believe that inflation fell so painlessly in 2023 because the Fed never let expectations get out of control in the first place. The central bank began raising rates early on and signaled clearly that it would stop at nothing to bring prices down. Convinced that a recession was around the corner, employers stopped raising wages and hiring as quickly, and consumers slowed down their spending, which allowed the economy to glide smoothly toward a more stable equilibrium.

Derek Thompson: How the recession doomers got the U.S. economy so wrong

This is the kind of economic theory that sounds very plausible until you try to apply it to actual human behavior. How, exactly, is the latest federal-funds-rate number supposed to penetrate the consciousness of the American consumer? Normal people don't pay much attention to the minutes of Federal Reserve meetings. You might suppose that the Fed's general vibe trickles down through the media to the man on the street via a drawn-out game of economic telephone, but the evidence suggests otherwise. The average American has depressingly little idea of what's going on with the national economy. (In one recent poll, 56 percent of respondents said that we're in a recession. We are not.) And even if people are aware of rate hikes, that doesn't mean they will respond in the way the textbooks predict. A survey recently conducted by a trio of economists found that 57 percent of Americans believe that raising interest rates actually causes inflation to rise. This isn't totally irrational--more on that later--but it's the exact opposite of how Econ 101 says people react to higher rates.

Even those who endorse the expectations theory acknowledge that they can't explain how it works. "Do we really think an individual person in some town somewhere is really saying, 'Oh, the Fed went to a 5.5 federal funds rate, so I won't ask for more wages'?" Adam Posen, a former central banker who literally co-wrote the book on the role expectations play in lowering inflation, told me. "Economic theory says yes: Through some magical awareness, people do behave that way. I've always been a little skeptical of that."

If the benefits of high interest rates are mysterious and uncertain, the costs are fairly clear. Many low-income households, which may rely on borrowing to cover routine expenses, are struggling. Several big clean-energy projects have been canceled, partly because of higher financing costs. Rising rates will also force the U.S. government to pay a projected $870 billion to service the national debt this year, more than it spends on Medicaid or national defense.

Most troubling of all, today's high interest rates may paradoxically be prolonging the inflation problem. Most of the gap between the current rate of inflation (just above 3 percent) and the Fed's 2 percent target comes from a single category: housing. In theory, higher interest rates should temper housing prices by making mortgages more expensive and thus reducing demand. In reality, many homeowners are staying put to preserve the cheap mortgages they secured when rates were lower. This "lock-in effect" has restricted the supply of available homes, exacerbating a decades-long housing shortage and putting upward pressure on prices. Even more worrying in the long run, higher borrowing costs mean less investment in building new homes. When it comes to housing, Mark Zandi, the chief economist at Moody's Analytics, told me, "the Fed's main tool for lowering inflation is actually doing the opposite."

Annie Lowrey: Why did cars get so expensive?

The Fed sees things differently. At its most recent meeting, earlier this month, the central bank decided to keep rates at current levels, citing a trio of hotter-than-expected inflation reports at the beginning of the year that left the trajectory of prices unclear. "We remain highly attentive to inflation risks," Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell said during a press conference announcing the Fed's decision. (Notably, the latest inflation report, released the same day as the Fed's announcement, showed dramatic signs of improvement.)

Powell's worry is this: Inflation is still too high for reasons no one fully understands. If people like Lawrence Summers are right that interest rates are keeping the economy from running too hot, then easing up on them could allow inflation to get out of control all over again. That would be the ultimate nightmare scenario for the central bank, which is terrified of losing the inflation-fighting credibility that Paul Volcker worked so hard, and caused so much damage, to build.

For the central bank, in other words, interest rates are like chemotherapy. They might have horrible side effects. They might not even work. But they're a lot better than taking your chances with the cancer of inflation. "The lesson of the 1970s is that once inflation really takes off, getting it down is really hard and expensive," Summers told me. "So the Fed has every reason to be extra cautious."

Although a wait-and-see approach sounds reasonable, no one knows how long it takes for rate increases to work their way through the economy's bloodstream. As two leading scholars of the history of monetary policy wrote last year, "If policymakers keep tightening until inflation falls as much as they want, they will likely have gone too far--because the effects of tight policy will continue for many months after they stop raising rates." Translation: Wait too long to cut rates, and you might throw people out of work unnecessarily. You might even trigger a recession.

The orthodox view of interest rates has a utopian quality to it: Inflation--one of the single greatest threats to the social and economic order--can be controlled with the equivalent of a push of a button. The events of the past two years have called that notion into question. This time, we were lucky, avoiding both an inflationary spiral and a recession. Next time we may not be. Fortunately, there are many other ideas for how to fight inflation. They include taxing the consumption of the rich to restrain spending, boosting immigration to alleviate worker shortages, cracking down on price-fixing, and keeping strategic reserves of important goods in case of a supply crunch. These approaches are all far messier and more politically fraught than waiting for the Fed to work its magic behind closed doors. But the next time inflation rolls around, we may need them.
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The Tchaikovsky Cure for Worry

If you have anxiety, or simply want a greater sense of well-being, getting creative is just about the best thing you can do.

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.

The 19th-century Russian composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky--still popular today for such works as The Nutcracker and the 1812 Overture--was not a happy man. In his 5,365 extant letters to friends and family, we find constant references to his sadness and unremitting anxiety. Over and over, he wrote versions of the line: "I suffered incredibly from depression and hatred for the human race."

He had just one, temporary analgesic for his misery: "It would be in vain to try to put into words that immeasurable sense of bliss which comes over me," he wrote in 1878, to his patroness, "[when] a new idea awakens in me and begins to assume a definite form."

Tchaikovsky's experience is no aberration. Modern research in neuroscience and psychology reveals that active engagement in creative pursuits is an effective way to gain relief from negative emotions and see the world in a much more positive way. At a time when mood disorders are exploding and less than a third of U.S. adults believe that they are living up to their creative potential, this might be the simplest, easiest, and most natural way for anyone to improve their life.

From the June 2024 issue: Hypochondria never dies

Scholars have demonstrated that creative activities can increase one's sense of well-being. For example, researchers in 2021 found a strong positive correlation between self-perceived creativity and life satisfaction among both students and working adults. To establish causality, they asked some subjects to think of occasions in their life when they'd behaved creatively. Afterward, these participants reported 28 percent higher well-being scores than those not asked the creativity question.

When scholars look at well-being in a granular way, they find that creativity serves less to raise happiness than to lower unhappiness. Indeed, 46 percent of Americans say they use creativity to relieve stress and anxiety, according to the American Psychiatric Association. In specific experiments, psychologists have found that among people experiencing anxiety and depression, painting lowers symptoms--hence art therapy. Similarly, researchers have shown that poetry therapy, which involves writing and reading poems, can reduce anxiety and post-traumatic-stress symptoms in patients. Other studies have found that simply working on creative solutions to common problems can relieve psychological burdens.

In my own work, I have found that many professional artists--an unusually anxious group--seek relief from their affliction by losing themselves, as Tchaikovsky did, in their art. For example, I mentioned to Rainn Wilson, who played Dwight Schrute on The Office and wrote the 2023 book Soul Boom, that I was writing about the mental-health effects of creativity. He has spoken publicly about his struggles with anxiety and sent me this rather poetic text message, which I quote with permission:

When you're alone with a canvas or a blank screen, the world and its bristles and burs fades away. There's a new universe and you, the artist, are its divine fashioner. When in this creative mode, anxiety disappears and a new set of rules unfolds.


Neuroscientific research offers explanations of how creativity might lower negative emotion, and anxiety in particular. In a fascinating 2015 study published in the journal Human Brain Mapping, neuroscientists observed people as they wrote poetry. The researchers found that during the idea-generation phase of writing, the medial prefrontal cortex (which is associated with mind-wandering) is especially active. This is the same part of the brain that is activated during meditation, which suggests that creative activity might have some of the same analgesic effects on stress as contemplative exercises do--thus why some anxious people routinely use it to treat themselves.

Read: Mime as art therapy

At this point, anxious readers might be saying, "I'm no Pyotr Tchaikovsky or Rainn Wilson, so this information won't help me." But think again, I'd urge: Creativity is not about being artistically accomplished or professional. On the contrary, the benefits may be greatest if you are a beginner. Research published in 2020 in the journal NeuroImage found that inexperienced jazz musicians, who need more creative horsepower to grasp the novel music, tend to rely more on the right hemisphere of their brain, which is popularly thought (with some scholarly backing) to be the neurological source of creativity. Don't know how to paint? All the better.

Granted, so many different creative outlets exist that the task of finding one that fits your personality and tastes can be daunting. One method I like to suggest, to help people find the ideal activity for them, is to start by categorizing creative pursuits as public versus private and inventive versus interpretive. All you need is to know your personality type and your preference. Extroverted, novelty-seeking people should try inventive, public avenues such as improv drama and jazz; introverted people who like new experiences might do better in the field of fiction writing. Extroverts who prefer to interpret the works of others can try theater or classical music; introverts in the same vein might prefer studying poetry.

If you already have an artistic outlet that you like, but you need to get the creative juices flowing--which, in my experience, can be hard in particularly anxious moments--the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche has a suggestion. In his posthumous 1908 book, Ecce Homo, he wrote: "Sit as little as possible; do not believe any idea that was not conceived while moving around outside." Modern social science supports this Nietzschean contention. In a study published in 2015, scholars compared the levels of creativity that people experienced while walking outside to the levels they experienced while sitting indoors. The walkers reported 65 percent more ideas; their ideas were also more novel and of higher quality. Not surprisingly, scholars have consistently shown that walking in nature can lower anxiety.

Getting out into nature is also helpful for stimulating creativity. Researchers in 2022 showed people photos that ranged from completely urban settings to very rural ones and then measured their creative-thinking abilities. They found that for originality of ideas, a seminatural environment is best (say, a city with a lot of parks and trees); for idea elaboration, the more natural the surroundings, the better.

Helen Lewis: Why extremists need therapy

One last suggestion, if you find these pointers intriguing and promising: For best effect, make creativity a life habit. That means working at your creative practice regularly, not just when you feel like it.

Think of the matter this way: If you were prescribed a medication to treat anxiety, your doctor would emphasize the importance of taking your daily dose, whether you feel that you need it or not at that moment. This is because, for the drug to work properly, your brain needs a certain, constant level of the active chemical.

The same principle surely applies if you are using creativity to improve your well-being--which almost certainly involves modifying your brain chemistry. Some days, it's true, you won't feel the effect. Inspiration "is a guest who does not always appear at the first summons," Tchaikovsky admitted to his patroness. Nevertheless, he wrote every day, starting at nine in the morning. Make a habit of your creative pursuit, and feel better as a result--and maybe even inspired.
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What Kind of 'Psycho' Calls Dead Americans 'Losers' and 'Suckers'?

Trump's denial of his own well-documented remarks is a tell.

by Adrienne LaFrance




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


Perhaps you've noticed lately that Donald Trump, a man not known for subtlety, has been testing the limits of the Streisand effect. At one event after another--at a rally, then a fundraiser, in remarks on his social platform, and in at least one video that his campaign distributed online--Trump keeps reminding his supporters about his well-documented habit of disparaging America's military service members as "dumb," "losers," and "suckers."

"Think of it, from a practical standpoint," Trump said before a crowd in Las Vegas earlier this month. "I'm standing there with generals and military people in a cemetery, and I look at them and say, 'These people are suckers and losers.' Now, think of it; unless you're a psycho or a crazy person or a very stupid person, who would say that, anyway?"

As it happens, the American people have, by now, a very clear picture of the kind of person who would say such a thing.

Recall Trump's infamous 2015 remarks about Senator John McCain, who was tortured during his five and a half years as a prisoner of war in North Vietnam: "He's not a war hero," Trump insisted. "He was a war hero because he was captured. I like people who weren't captured." Then there was the time in 2016 when Trump publicly mocked and belittled Khzir and Ghazala Khan, the parents of a fallen U.S. Army officer, Humayun Khan, who had been killed by a suicide bomber in Iraq in 2004. (Trump is "devoid of feeling the pain of a mother who has sacrificed her son," Khzir said at the time.)

Then, in 2020, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, reported several instances in which Trump openly expressed disgust for America's dead service members. There was the time in Arlington National Cemetery, on Memorial Day in 2017, when Trump was standing at the grave of Robert Kelly, a young Marine officer who had been killed in Afghanistan. Trump was visiting the cemetery with his then-Chief of Staff John Kelly, a retired four-star Marine general and father to Robert. As Goldberg first reported, "Trump, while standing by Robert Kelly's grave, turned directly to his father and said, 'I don't get it. What was in it for them?'"

During a trip to France the following year, faced with the prospect of visiting another cemetery, this time to pay respects to service members killed in World War I, Trump complained: "Why should I go to that cemetery? It's filled with losers." (Trump's loyalists have attempted to redirect attention to the weather that day, arguing that it really was too rainy for a visit.) And, as Goldberg first reported, "in a separate conversation on the same trip, Trump referred to the more than 1,800 marines who lost their lives at Belleau Wood as 'suckers' for getting killed."

In subsequent reporting, including his 2023 profile of former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, Goldberg uncovered additional incidents in which Trump disparaged American service members. At one military ceremony, for example, a wounded Army captain who'd completed five combat tours and lost a leg in an IED attack nearly tumbled over. Others, including then-Vice President Mike Pence, rushed to help the man. But Trump complained to Milley in a voice loud enough for several people to hear: "Why do you bring people like that here? No one wants to see that, the wounded."

Trump has spent years attempting to deny these incidents--all while experienced journalists writing for multiple news organizations have corroborated The Atlantic's initial reporting. But recently, Trump has become newly preoccupied with Goldberg (whom Trump mentioned by name and described as a "horrible radical left lunatic" at a rally last month) and with his reporting on Trump's disdain for the Americans who volunteer to serve their country. And Trump seems preoccupied generally with denying his own record of disparaging service members. (Listening to his clumsy attempts to deny what he said, I can't help but think of Hamlet's Queen Gertrude--"The lady doth protest too much, methinks"--or at least the unraveling guilt of the narrator in The Tell-Tale Heart.)

That Trump would lie is unsurprising. But his recent obsession is curious because it represents a rare instance in which he avoids doubling down on his own provocations. And it is revealing--presumably reflecting some sort of poll that has found that Americans don't particularly like their war dead to be mocked by the once and prospective commander in chief. (I suppose it's possible that on some level, Trump feels ashamed of what he said, but shame typically requires a baseline degree of self-awareness and empathy.)

"They made up a story about me with suckers and losers," Trump said at a fundraiser in Washington, D.C., last weekend. "They made up this story about me, looking down at graves, saying 'suckers'--they make it up. Suckers and losers. Who would? Surrounded by military people. There's nobody that's stupid enough to make that statement. Think of it. And I was president. I would have said that would have been justified for somebody to start taking swings at me as president. But they made it up. It's a phrase that was totally made up by a third-rate magazine that's going out of business, losing a fortune. I think it was The Atlantic. A magazine that nobody reads." (The Atlantic is profitable and recently announced that it has more than 1 million subscribers.) "It's horrible," he later added. "Who would say it?"

Well, Trump said it. And over the past four years, several more journalists have reported as much. One day after Goldberg's 2020 story appeared, Jennifer Griffin, a national-security correspondent for Fox News, found in her own reporting that Trump had "disparaged veterans." One former senior Trump-administration official told Griffin that Trump said anyone who served in Vietnam "was a sucker," she reported. "This former official heard the President say about American veterans: 'What's in it for them? They don't make any money.'" Griffin also corroborated details first reported by Goldberg about how Trump did not want to include wounded service members in military parades. "Regarding Trump's July 4th military parade, during a planning session at the White House after seeing the Bastille Day parade in 2017, the President said regarding the inclusion of 'wounded guys' 'that's not a good look' 'Americans don't like that,' source confirms," Griffin tweeted.

Trump attacked her in response. "Jennifer Griffin should be fired for this kind of reporting," he tweeted at the time. "Fox News is gone!" The Washington Post subsequently reported that "Trump believed people who served in the Vietnam War must be 'losers' because they hadn't gotten out of it, according to a person familiar with the comments." (The newspaper also noted that although Trump, in a tweeted response to the Atlantic story, claimed, "I never called John [McCain] a loser. I swear on whatever, or whoever, I was asked to swear on," he did, in fact, call McCain a loser in a 2015 interview, which you can watch for yourself.)

The New York Times similarly reported that its sources verified "that Mr. Trump resisted supporting an official funeral and lowering flags after the death of Senator John McCain of Arizona, a Vietnam War hero whose military service he had disparaged." (Ultimately, Trump relented, and the flags were lowered.) And the Times reported that "people familiar with Mr. Trump's private conversations say he has long scorned those who served in Vietnam as being too dumb to have gotten out of it," as Trump had done. The Times further reported that "some also recalled him asking why the United States should be so interested in finding captured soldiers" who are prisoners of war.

This past October, John Kelly publicly confirmed, in a statement to CNN's Jake Tapper, the details that Goldberg first reported. This came in the weeks following Goldberg's profile of Milley, and Trump's subsequent suggestion that Milley be executed for treason. Here is how Kelly put it:

What can I add that has not already been said? A person that thinks those who defend their country in uniform, or are shot down or seriously wounded in combat, or spend years being tortured as POWs are all "suckers" because "there is nothing in it for them." A person that did not want to be seen in the presence of military amputees because "it doesn't look good for me." A person who demonstrated open contempt for a Gold Star family--for all Gold Star families--on TV during the 2016 campaign, and rants that our most precious heroes who gave their lives in America's defense are "losers" and wouldn't visit their graves in France ... A person that has no idea what America stands for and has no idea what America is all about. A person who cavalierly suggests that a selfless warrior who has served his country for 40 years in peacetime and war should lose his life for treason--in expectation that someone will take action. A person who admires autocrats and murderous dictators. A person that has nothing but contempt for our democratic institutions, our Constitution, and the rule of law. There is nothing more that can be said. God help us.


And in his new book, The Return of Great Powers, the CNN national-security reporter Jim Sciutto quotes Kelly telling him that Trump "would often say, 'Why do you people all say that these guys who get wounded or killed are heroes? They're suckers for going in the first place, and they're losers.'"

On November 9, 2010, Robert Kelly stepped on a concealed bomb while leading his platoon in Afghanistan. Donald Trump, meanwhile, was somewhere in between tweets promoting his television game show, The Apprentice, and a Fox News appearance during which he dangled the prospect of running for office.

Robert Kelly was 29 when he died. He was also a newlywed. And he was a friend and brother to many more who served in the military. In an obituary, Robert's friends and family recalled his quick wit and strong sense of duty. They remembered the charm and persistence with which he pursued his first date with the woman who would become his wife. They noted his fondness for history and for ice hockey. And they described his deep love of country. "He went quickly and thank God he did not suffer," Kelly's father wrote to his friends after Robert died. "In combat that is as good as it gets." The elder Kelly described the pain of his loss as "unimaginable."

Trump has never served in the U.S. military. "Bone spurs" won him an exemption from Vietnam.  He has never had to triple-check to make sure his uniform was in regulation, or taken a combat-fitness test. He has never watched his spouse walk out the door for the last time before deployment. He has never cared for a family member who returned from war with permanent injuries. And he has never received the unfathomable news that one of his children was killed in action. Millions of Americans have. But Trump is nothing like them.
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The Real Story of the Crisis at <em>The Washington Post</em>

How the world's greatest businessman drove his newspaper into a ditch

by Brian Stelter




If you want to understand the current crisis at The Washington Post--the still-unfolding ethical scandal threatening the reign of its publisher and CEO, the growing newsroom revolt, the tumult and uncertainty about the paper's future--you have to start with the previous crisis, just 18 months ago, which led to Will Lewis's appointment as CEO. It was the end of 2022, and, like today, the Post was in desperate need of an intervention.

Web traffic was plunging. Subscription levels were falling steeply as well, and digital-ad revenues were slipping. Beloved sections of the Post--Outlook, the Sunday magazine--were being shut down to cut costs. Washington's paper of record was on track to lose money for the first time in years.

Post reporters were not privy to all the financial details, but they perceived impending doom. Senior executives and Pulitzer Prize-winning writers were leaving. Subscriptions were being sold at steep discounts. Long-standing problems with the paper's homepage and the newsroom's organizational chart weren't getting fixed. The Post was adrift. Staffers at the time almost uniformly blamed the CEO, Fred Ryan. Even the executive editor Ryan had helped hire 18 months earlier, Sally Buzbee, had given up on him. Buzbee described Ryan to Post journalists as "incompetent." She told them she was astonished by his complete lack of strategy.

Ryan, though more discreet than Buzbee, was likewise disappointed in her--he had wanted a newsroom "change agent" but felt that she had reverted to the status quo. Staffers gossiped every day about intensifying tensions between the two. It was yet another distraction for an institution that couldn't afford any. All of this turmoil prompted senior staffers to send an SOS to the Post's absentee owner, Jeff Bezos.

Several eminent figures from the Post's storied history were involved, including Bob Woodward, Sally Quinn, and Buzbee's predecessor, Marty Baron. They each contacted Bezos by email after Ryan held a year-end town hall and shocked the company by announcing layoffs and refusing to answer any questions. "This is embarrassing," one staffer could be heard saying as Ryan walked out of the room.

Woodward stepped in partly at the urging of other staff members. "I voiced concerns that a lot of people on the news staff had about Fred Ryan," Woodward told me, confirming his role for the first time. Quinn wrote to Bezos that the situation at the Post was untenable. Baron told Bezos that the Post was suffering from a leadership crisis and urged him to get involved.

The effort wasn't centrally plotted or carefully orchestrated, but it worked. Bezos spoke with Buzbee by phone--she'd been trying to reach him for weeks--then appeared at the Post's headquarters in January 2023 and spoke privately with key staffers. Ryan stepped down that summer. Many reporters were relieved; they thought Bezos should have thrown Ryan overboard years earlier.

The Post's problems, however, did not end with Ryan's departure. The crisis now gripping the paper--following another year of bad news, staff departures, and sinking morale--is more severe than the previous one. Lewis, Ryan's successor, is accused of corruption and cronyism. He has denied wrongdoing but hasn't answered questions from the Post's own reporters. He has also forced Buzbee out of her job, seemed to blame reporters for the Post's financial difficulties, allegedly meddled in the newsroom's decisions about what to publish, and sowed confusion by announcing a radical but vaguely described restructuring of the paper. Many staffers, including senior figures in the newsroom, believe that Lewis is too tainted to continue serving as publisher, and that his presence is badly hurting the Post's credibility.

Read: All The Washington Post has is its credibility

The mood in the newsroom these past few weeks has been described to me as aggrieved, embarrassed, and exhausted. "It all feels like one giant house of cards," a journalist told me. After the steady exodus of talented staffers over the past couple of years, there are widespread concerns that more top reporters will soon flee. ("Either Will goes, or a hell of a lot of us go," one well-regarded reporter told me.)

Underneath the drama, there is a rising fear among Post staffers that they had not previously understood the root of the problem at their paper, one of the country's most essential publications. The continuing tumult has drawn attention to the very top of the Post, to the person responsible for hiring both Ryan and Lewis: Bezos.

For years, it was sacrilege at the Post to speak ill of Bezos, the billionaire founder of Amazon who rescued the paper in 2013. Rescue really is the appropriate word: As the Post's revenues crumbled amid the broader collapse of the print-newspaper business, the Graham family--stewards of the Post for 80 years--couldn't find a path forward. Though embedded deeply in the city's culture, they welcomed Bezos's $250 million bailout. Baron, the executive editor at the time, wrote in his 2023 memoir, Collision of Power, that "we all wondered whether Bezos grasped just how bad things were."

He did. "What has been happening over the last several years can't continue to happen," Bezos told the newsroom during his initial visit to the Post's Washington, D.C., offices. "If every year we cut the newsroom a little more and a little more and a little more, we know where that ends."

Bezos was everything the staff hoped he would be: charming, candid, and ready to invest. He acknowledged that the Post's print business was in "structural decline" and said that the institution urgently needed to find digital ways to grow. The one word that everyone remembers from his first town hall is runway--as in, financial room to pick up speed and profitably take off. "He said, 'What I can give you is runway,' and he did," Sally Jenkins, a sports columnist who's been with the Post for decades, told me.

"He hasn't meddled," Jenkins said. "He's been incredibly respectful." This is true: He has kept his hands off the Post's news coverage, even when it dinged Amazon, even when it stung him personally. But some staffers now believe that he was too hands-off for his and the paper's own good--his attention elsewhere while the executives he'd selected flailed. It's clear in retrospect that the Post's business operations needed more inspiration and more accountability. All of the runway Bezos gave the Post did not produce sustained profitability.

The Post was at one point reportedly on track to lose about $100 million in 2023; after more than 200 staff buyouts and other drastic cost-cutting measures, it ended the year with a $77 million loss. This year, a loss of roughly $50 million has been forecast, according to sources with knowledge of the matter, who, like most of the more than 70 people interviewed for this article, insisted on anonymity to share sensitive information. And although losses can be reversed, sometimes quickly, institutional reputations, once tarnished, can be harder to regain. It is this possibility--that the Post's leadership may be very rapidly throwing away the standing that the institution has earned over the course of many decades--that seems to most preoccupy the Post's staff today.

Bezos has so far stood by Lewis, reflecting his reputation as a delegator, his tendency to remain loyal to his lieutenants, and his hopes that Lewis will push large changes through. Bezos wants the Post to reinvent its business model and show the news industry a new, profitable way forward. "This guy invented the Everything Store. He thinks big. He wants the Post to think big," a person who knows Bezos told me. Although the Post has just significantly and indiscriminately reduced its staff, Bezos wants a dramatically larger audience, and wants AI infused throughout the organization.

And so, another intervention is now underway. Yet it remains unclear whether Lewis and Bezos really know what they want the news organization to become--or whether Bezos cares enough to make the transformation come to pass.

When Bezos took over the Post nearly a dozen years ago, Baron had been the editor for less than a year, and the paper had just introduced a digital paywall. It was still operating under the Graham-era tagline "For and About Washington," suited for a local publication with only a relatively small number of subscribers beyond the Beltway, even though the Post's coverage of national politics brought in readers from further afield, especially online.

Don Graham, the head of the family, was well liked, but revenues had declined for six straight years on his watch, without sufficient response, and the paper was hemorrhaging money. (It is perhaps telling that Graham had graciously allowed Mark Zuckerberg to back out of a handshake deal that would have made Graham an early, $6 million investor in Facebook back in 2005--an investment that would be worth many billions of dollars today.)

Bezos wanted to greatly expand the Post's ambitions. He said that the brand should be truly national, even international, given that the cost of reaching people online was essentially zero. He called this the internet's "gift."

Bezos had ideas about how to build a news organization with that kind of reach. He needed Baron to strengthen the Post's core news coverage and generate more must-read reporting. Baron welcomed the chance to hire more reporters and editors--mostly the former because Bezos, as he examined the Post's structure, wasn't sure that the place needed so many editors: He viewed frontline reporters as "direct" employees and editors as "indirect" employees, and he wanted as few "indirects" as possible. ("To avoid setting off alarms up the line," Baron wrote in his book, "my deputies and I would strip the word 'editor' from proposed new positions whenever possible," sometimes calling them analysts or strategists instead.)

Bezos also wanted the Post to attract more eyeballs with an early-morning report composed entirely of stories aggregated from elsewhere, a proposal that Baron successfully resisted. Looked at one way, these ideas might suggest something less than an ironclad commitment to journalistic quality and originality. But Bezos had worthy ideas as well. He supported more ambitious investigations and deeply reported narratives. During the worldwide reckoning known as #MeToo, Bezos wondered aloud to Baron and others, "Do you think we should have a columnist focused on gender?" Months later, Monica Hesse was named the Post's first gender columnist. She was a Pulitzer finalist in 2023.

Overall, Bezos seemed like a nearly ideal billionaire benefactor. Newsroom staffers were taken with his listening skills, probing questions, and self-deprecating humor. Perhaps they were also blinded by his net worth. In 2015, Bezos held a dinner for Pulitzer-winning Post reporters and their spouses at Fiola Mare, a luxurious Italian seafood restaurant in D.C.'s Georgetown neighborhood. Diners remember detailed conversations about Bezos's impassioned devotion to the Post. "He wowed us," one longtime reporter who'd attended the dinner told me, recalling giant seafood towers and champagne. "No question about it." But, in a version of a comment I heard over and over again during my reporting, the person added, "We didn't see him again for a long time."

The most important decision Bezos made in his early days as the owner of the Post was picking Ryan as its publisher. It was inevitable that Bezos would dismiss the Graham family's publisher, Katharine Weymouth, and appoint his own publisher-CEO--traditionally a newspaper owner's one big hire. Bezos, a D.C. neophyte, wanted someone who would effectively be his ambassador to the city. He was introduced to Ryan by the philanthropist Jean Case, who knew that Ryan was looking for work and that he liked the challenge the Post presented.

Ryan had some political star power and the right kind of media resume. He had been the chief of staff for President Ronald Reagan after the latter left the White House, and later the founding chief executive of Politico, in 2007. In 2014, when Bezos was searching for a publisher, Politico was the envy of the town; it had grown quickly, and its early-morning Playbook was precisely the kind of popular, lucrative newsletter that the Post should have been publishing but wasn't. It didn't hurt that Ryan looked the part: patrician, congenial, vaguely presidential. He brought digital-publishing experience, although how much was unclear; insiders at Politico said that Ryan--who was also the president of Allbritton Communications, the company that owned Politico--had in fact mostly managed the company's local TV stations, not the Politico brand. Nevertheless, Bezos was sold.

When Ryan arrived, in the fall of 2014, the Post's advertising and subscription revenue came overwhelmingly from its print product. The website had a measly 35,000 subscribers, and it was obvious to Ryan why: Visitors were able to read 20 stories for free before being prompted to pay. Tightening the paywall was easy, and Ryan did so relatively early in his tenure. The harder part would be converting the free readers of the Post--and there were millions--to subscribers instead of turning them away.


Left: Former Washington Post executive editor Marty Baron. Right: Former publisher and CEO Fred Ryan. (Illustration by Mel Haasch. Sources: Justin T. Gellerson / The New York Times / Redux; Mandel Ngan / AFP / Getty.)



Bezos weighed in on this at first, in minor ways--scrutinizing the color of the "Subscribe" buttons and fretting over page load times. Paul Farhi, who covered the Bezos takeover as a media reporter for the Post, told me, "I think one of the reasons he bought the Post was to prove that he could solve a problem that had eluded other business people: how to make newspapers profitable again." For a while, Bezos succeeded, thanks to an inspirational editor, a sizable investment, and very lucky timing.

Shortly before Bezos bought the Post, traffic to the paper's website was hovering at about 20 million unique visitors a month. But in September 2015, after Donald Trump had upended the Republican primary race for president, the Post scored nearly 60 million unique visitors, and in September 2016, more than 80 million. At the end of 2016, Ryan announced that the publication would "finish this year as a profitable and growing company."

The Post was flourishing, gaining on The New York Times in both scoops and subscribers. Trump wasn't the only accelerant to the Post's growth, but politics was the dominant force, and the paper leaned into it, taking on the official slogan "Democracy Dies in Darkness." The drama of that phrase--adopted by Woodward years earlier, and pushed by Bezos--initially met with concerns in the newsroom (and some snickers, even more so outside the Post). But along with Baron's gravitas and experience with deep investigations, it gave the paper a sense of mission as a bulwark for democracy during that time, and a base to build on. "Back then, it just felt like the Post could do anything," a reporter reflected. In 2016, the Post topped 100 million unique visitors a month. Traffic remained elevated through 2020, when the coronavirus pandemic temporarily supercharged interest in health and science news.

But looking back, it's clear that while the Times used that heady period to build out a business structure that would enable it to thrive after the "Trump bump" ended, the Post ... didn't, at least not to the degree that was needed. Almost everything on the business side needed changing, for the simple reason that almost nothing about the print-newspaper age is transferable to the digital age--not the printing press, not the delivery trucks, not the subscriber mailing cards, not even the marketing techniques.

Bezos knew this better than anyone. He had built the world's largest online-consumer business, supplanting brick-and-mortar stores of all kinds. And he had pioneered a new kind of bundle at Amazon--the paid-subscription service known as Amazon Prime, featuring e-books, movies, TV shows, and two-day shipping. The Post was a bundle too: Print readers paid for a huge package of investigations, features, columns, and games. "The problem," Bezos said at his first town hall, "is how do we get back to that glorious bundle that the paper did so well?" He felt that the internet had blown apart the print bundle, and that something new needed to be built.

"People will buy a package," he said at another meeting. "They will not pay for a story."

Bezos brought the right vision. And he invested. With the right leadership in place at the Post, that might have been enough. But curiously, the fruits of Bezos's investment during the Trump era consisted almost exclusively of more and better stories. A decade later, it's the Times, not the Post, that has reinvented "that glorious bundle"--including Wordle and a wildly popular cooking app--while the Post has done surprisingly little to adapt its business to the digital-news era.

During the Trump years, "on the surface, there was no problem," a former senior editor told me. "But there was a problem. Our growth was based on politics" in a historically fraught political period. Whenever normalcy returned, it all risked a sudden collapse.

Ideas were hatched, meetings were held, but Baron--who was preparing to retire from the Post--nevertheless grew more concerned about the lack of a plan. He repeatedly pushed Ryan to find time on Bezos's calendar for a candid long-term-strategy discussion. "We needed his counsel," Baron wrote in his memoir. "And whatever we settled on doing, we needed his bank account." But the meeting never materialized. When Baron asked Ryan why, his response was simply "Whenever we have Jeff's time, I've never missed the opportunity to take it."

Ryan declined to be interviewed for this article and has not spoken publicly about the Post since stepping down. But his confidants told me that Bezos made it clear, in their first conversations, that Bezos was not going to run the Post day to day or week to week. His early suggestions aside, he wanted to be "at arm's length and trust the stewardship of the place to someone else," a Post veteran told me.

Bezos rarely visited the newsroom (or spent time in Washington at all, despite his purchase of an enormous mansion in the exclusive neighborhood of Kalorama in 2016). Initially, he held biweekly phone calls with Post officials, during which subscriptions and new initiatives and product ideas were discussed. Then the meetings "became infrequent," a regular attendee told me. "Then they became smaller. Then they became more choreographed. Then they wouldn't happen for months." And then, he said, "Bezos just kind of disappeared."

Anxiety about the owner's absence was foreshadowed in 2014 when Bezos developed kidney stones while on a cruise near the Galapagos Islands and had to be rescued by an Ecuadorian-navy helicopter. Post staffers, ruminating on the owner's mortality, joked a little nervously to one another, "Do you think MacKenzie likes us?," referring to Bezos's wife at the time. The Post was reliant on a single world-traveling boss, both for better and for worse. Bezos wasn't always going to be easy to reach, or reachable at all. So everything was riding on Ryan. "When they hit choppy waters," Robert McCartney, a 39-year Post staffer who retired in 2021, told me, Ryan "didn't know how to steer."

Even Ryan's harshest critics at the Post say that he excelled at some parts of the job. When the correspondent Jason Rezaian was imprisoned in Iran in 2014, Ryan and Bezos threw all of the Post's weight behind winning his release. Ryan lobbied every level of the U.S. government and drew on a Rolodex of contacts around the world. He rose to the occasion again when Post journalists and stringers were in harm's way in Afghanistan in 2021. Aides recall Ryan getting then-Chief of Staff Ron Klain on the phone in 20 minutes when White House assistance was needed.

Ryan cared deeply about the Post's image. He pushed reporters to promote the paper by saying yes to outside interview requests. (The PR department maneuvered to get Post guests on WTOP, Washington's all-news radio station, in the 5 p.m. hour so that Ryan would hear them during his drive home.) But he lacked a clear vision for the Post's future. Bezos's money had allowed the organization to worry less about the short term and dream big for the long term, but Ryan wasn't a dreamer.

According to several business-side staffers, the Post did not conduct the type of rigorous long-term planning and strategizing that its rivals did. As a result, the company's priorities seemed to shift constantly. The paper repeatedly tried to break through with online news videos, for instance, but it changed its approach so often that nothing ever stuck. "There have been these whiplashing changes in policy and strategy," Sally Jenkins said. "You can't execute anything that way."

Ryan didn't seem to always bear down enough on the details of the digital-news business either. Recruiting and retaining the business staff--especially the data engineers and other professionals most needed to help convert readers into subscribers--was a never-ending struggle. At one point, even the Post's recruiters were being poached en masse.

Looking back, "we had a lot of financial success in the Trump years--almost by accident," a senior editor told me. "We didn't use that moment to add premium subscriptions or market ourselves or acquire products," whereas "the Times did all of that."

Bezos, meanwhile, was growing even more absent. In 2019, the National Enquirer broke the news that he was having an affair with a married TV reporter, Lauren Sanchez. His marriage to MacKenzie had fallen apart. His life was being dissected by tabloids. Even at Amazon headquarters, in Seattle, Bezos was "increasingly hard to find," the journalist Brad Stone reported; "he was spending more time traveling." It seemed as if his biggest passion at the time was Blue Origin, his rocket company.

Bezos still appeared at the Post occasionally--in October 2019, he visited the newsroom for Baron's 65th-birthday party, giving him a bicycle (bought and delivered via Amazon)--but in his book, Baron described Bezos's get-togethers with journalists as "highly infrequent," and revealed that he'd never had a one-on-one meeting with the owner. The pandemic then put great strains on Amazon--and on Bezos's time--which only amplified the sense of disconnect. Generally speaking, Bezos "flitted in and out," a former manager I spoke with said. "Fred was left alone to run it," a current executive told me.


When a skeptical employee asked if Bezos was too absent for the Post's own good, Patty Stonesifer said that "Bezos trusts his leaders to lead, perhaps trusting longer than you would."


In 2021, the Post's total profit was about $60 million. In 2022, the paper began to dip into the red. Ryan reassured people that the loss was expected because of the investments in the Post's journalism and continued losses at Arc XP, the in-house content-management system that the Post expanded during Bezos's and Ryan's tenure (the software is now licensed to other companies). Arc needed to spend a lot of money to have a chance to make money in the future, the argument went, and according to two sources, it accounted for the majority of the Post's losses in 2022 and 2023.

Regardless, losing money takes a psychic toll, even on the richest of the rich. And none of the trend lines was good: Subscriptions were still falling, and digital-ad sales were cratering. In the past, Ryan had encouraged deputies to be fully prepared and optimistic in presentations to Bezos, but come the summer of 2022, there was little to be optimistic about. People around Ryan wondered if he had a plan. "I don't think he knew he had to have a theory of the case," a former staffer told me. He couldn't articulate what the Post was supposed to be.

Sally Buzbee was the executive editor by then. Baron had retired in early 2021. The decision as to who would next sit in his chair was momentous--and it was the first time Bezos and Ryan would be making the choice. Ryan spent months sifting through candidates and brought four finalists to Bezos's Kalorama mansion for interviews. The two men settled on Buzbee, a 33-year staffer at the Associated Press newswire who had been its top editor for four years. They expected her to modernize the newsroom and expand the Post's global presence. But Buzbee's appointment came as a shock to the newsroom staff, many of whom had hoped for promotion from within; Buzbee didn't have any experience managing a newspaper. The AP, which licenses stories to other news organizations that wish to publish them, had many strengths, but it wasn't an obvious place to find the Post's next inspirational editor.

Buzbee was dealt a terrible hand--taking charge during a pandemic, when a majority of employees were working remotely, and anxiety levels were sky-high--and most of the newsroom staffers I spoke with said she played it poorly. Although they respected Buzbee's journalistic credentials and instincts, they felt that she couldn't answer a basic question: Who are we, and what is our mission? In other words, she didn't have a theory of the case either.

The Post was in the midst of an identity crisis. It was no surprise that highly regarded reporters such as Eli Saslow and David Fahrenthold jumped to the Times, and Stephanie McCrummen to The Atlantic. "We had an extraordinary exodus of talent, both on the business side and the news side," Robert McCartney said.

Finally, in January 2023, after receiving the SOS from Woodward, Buzbee, and others, Bezos clicked back in. When he visited the Post newsroom that month, he brought a legal pad, asked probing questions about Ryan, and took detailed notes. Almost every meeting went longer than scheduled. "He acknowledged that he'd been an absent owner, that he hadn't been paying attention to our crisis," a reporter told me. He shared his personal contact information with the staffers he met with, and asked them to stay in touch. "That day was a real wake-up call for him," the senior editor, who was one of the people who met with Bezos, said. And he stayed engaged by speaking with Buzbee.

In June 2023, Bezos brought in his friend Patty Stonesifer, an Amazon board member and a well-known philanthropist in D.C., to figure out what had gone so wrong and how to make it right. As the interim CEO, Stonesifer told lieutenants that she was astounded by just how far behind the Post was.

"We didn't lose this in two years; we lost this in five years," she told a Post employee--meaning that the Post's missteps dated back to the middle of the "Trump bump," when things were flush and the newsroom was expanding and the paper was winning widespread acclaim. Stonesifer concluded that inaction had been the problem: Neither the newsroom nor the business units had built the products and systems that were needed. At an all-hands meeting in October 2023, when a skeptical employee asked if Bezos was too absent for the Post's own good, Stonesifer said that Bezos "trusts his leaders to lead, perhaps trusting longer than you would."

Soon after her appointment, Stonesifer had brought on Alex MacCallum, a respected expert in subscriptions from the Times and CNN, to be chief revenue officer. MacCallum told her new colleagues that she was stunned by the Post's puny business-side staffing. It was amateurish. She estimated that the Times had about 100 people working on customer acquisition, whereas the Post had about a dozen. There were other glaring problems too: The data sets used by staffers to help them attract and retain subscribers were way too rudimentary. Far too little thought had been given to price points and the approach to wooing back digital subscribers who'd canceled their memberships. MacCallum returned to CNN six months later.

Times envy and resentment runs deep at the Post, and it's useful to compare how the two publications had diverged by the Post's 2022 crash and its aftermath. Beyond all of its infrastructure investments, the Times poured money into its puzzles and cooking app. It acquired Wirecutter in 2016. It snapped up Wordle and The Athletic in 2022. These things provided premium-subscription opportunities, cross-sells, diversification. "Today, The New York Times looks much more, as a business operation, like Spotify or Netflix than a legacy newspaper company," Meredith Kopit Levien, its CEO, said earlier this year.

The Post looks nothing like that. Ryan had never matched the Times with his own acquisitions. He had his reasons, including an awareness that integrating outside products can be arduous. He was also aware that Bezos has high standards for acquisitions--the owner needed to sign off on them and "is willing to invest, but only if you have a very strong plan," a source told me.

But Ryan hadn't built much in-house, either. In 2019, the Post did attempt an exciting content extension, Launcher, a section devoted to video games and esports. The brand was well regarded and well reviewed, but staffers groused that it was under-resourced, and it was shut down after less than four years, under the rationale that it didn't drive enough gaming fans to the rest of the Post site. In 2022, at Ryan's urging, Buzbee led a build-out of climate and wellness verticals. The vertical Well+Being could have been the Post's answer to Wirecutter, full of profitable affiliate links to recommended products and services. But "we didn't even have an affiliate-marketing deal around it," the former manager said. Philosophically, Ryan believed that the Post's news coverage should be sustainable on its own, without needing puzzles or product-review sites to turn a profit.

How should one evaluate this period of masked problems, strategic lassitude, and sudden decline, which set the stage for all the other disasters that have, in short order, followed? Journalists who have worked at both the Times and the Post portray the competition in personal terms, as "A. G. versus Fred." A. G. Sulzberger was the younger but in many ways superior publisher: He recruited mentors, soaked up information like a sponge, and ensured that the Times was a valuable part of subscribers' lives.

But another comparison seems at least as significant--and more important to the Post's future. Although the Times is a family business, it is also a publicly traded company with a board of directors and all the transparency and accountability that come from shareholders. Ryan was accountable to only one person, Bezos. No one in Bezos's orbit was relying on a dividend from the Post's profits or pushing him to explore changes, so he had little external prompting to keep close tabs on the operation. An attorney from his private-investment firm Nash Holdings interacts with the Post on legal matters, but he is based in the state of Washington, not the city, and is not involved on a regular basis.

Some Post leaders believe that Bezos should set up a board of directors that would supply oversight and counsel. If a board had been in place in 2021, "they would have seen that the numbers weren't going in the right direction," a high-ranking editor told me. The board idea came up in the Post newsroom again earlier this month. "Bezos doesn't have time or bandwidth for us," a source told me, "so a board would help a lot." But Bezos hasn't taken any such action.

For long stretches, no one--and certainly not Bezos--was mediating high-level disputes or fostering unity.

One of the biggest problems that plagued the Post during Ryan's tenure--and one the organization still needs to overcome today--is a debilitating lack of trust between the news and business sides of the organization, which has grown worse and worse over many years.

Although Baron and Ryan tried to act friendly toward each other, they argued frequently. Their feuds embodied wider attitudes: Business staffers blamed the newsroom for not generating more must-click content, and the newsroom blamed the business side for weak marketing, ad sales, and subscription operations. ("We were winning Pulitzer after Pulitzer, and there was never any marketing campaign," the high-ranking editor complained.) Tensions compounded after Buzbee took over.

The newsroom has not been blameless. Many reporters and editors described to me the persistence of inefficient bureaucracies and outdated publishing techniques. Some complained that the Post has failed to own its D.C. backyard in the face of competition from Politico and Axios. Others said that stories die on the vine because the homepage is poorly programmed. As recently as last year, splashy stories meant for Sunday's print edition were routinely posted online on Saturdays, a day that has historically received low traffic, rather than being rolled out in a more thoughtful manner, when more readers might encounter them and subscribe. And although the publication has still earned prize after prize, it has sometimes seemed weaker, sloppier, and less rigorous in recent years. Copy editing has been sorely lacking, multiple writers told me.

The point is that for long stretches, no one--and certainly not Bezos--was mediating high-level disputes or fostering unity. For a time, Stonesifer was something of a unifying figure: The rank and file in the newsroom warmed to her immediately. But she was only an interim leader, and one who presided over hundreds of employee buyouts to help stanch the bleeding. Some staffers have told me that they understood the buyouts, saying the Post is better off being a profitable business than a charity case. But the ire of others seems to have fallen on the owner. Paul Farhi, who took a buyout, expressed disappointment that Bezos was trying to cut his way back to profitability.

Bezos, in other words, has been losing trust too.

After a gutting 2023 of buyouts, bad feelings, and bad press, Post reporters and editors desperately wanted a new leader, someone who would protect the paper and turn its annual losses back into profits. Among the most important tasks facing that leader would be the articulation of a clear strategy and the restoration of trust between the newsroom and the business side.

For this role, Bezos selected Will Lewis, a veteran of British newspapers who'd spent the past 10 years running The Wall Street Journal and launching a digital-news start-up aimed at young people. To Bezos, Lewis must have seemed like everything Ryan wasn't--decisive, creative, steeped more fully in digital journalism. Lewis knew he had some nuts-and-bolts work to do when he arrived at the Post, but "Jeff encouraged him to go bigger and bolder," the former manager said. Bezos called Lewis "an exceptional, tenacious industry executive" with a background in "fierce, award-winning journalism" in a press release.

When Lewis started work on January 2 of this year, he hit all the right notes, and the goodwill stretched for months. "He is impressing people so far," an editor told me in mid-April. "We're rooting for Will," a reporter told me in early May. His corporate patter--we're going to "say it," he promised, meaning say what's wrong with the Post, then "fix it," "build it," and "scale it"--was cringey, but it provided a path forward and conveyed a sense of urgency that had been sorely lacking during Ryan's tenure.

It feels like "a return to the Don Graham era," another reporter told me, referring to a time when the publisher was a supportive presence in the newsroom. Graham, who has been an informal sounding board for Bezos in the past, talked with Lewis early on and advised him to send attaboy notes to reporters in much the same way Graham had sent "Donnie-grams" decades earlier. Lewis did just that, and made a positive first impression. "You can tell Will reads our stories," one writer told me.

But concerns were always lurking beneath the surface. Lewis was another outsider to the Post--and he was coming from even further outside than Ryan or Buzbee had. Although rakish and charming, with a relatable history as a beat reporter at The Mail on Sunday and an editor at The Daily Telegraph, he also had a mysterious past life as a Rupert Murdoch lieutenant. After Murdoch's papers were exposed for paying public officials for story tips and hacking into phones, resulting in criminal charges and huge payouts to victims, Lewis was appointed to help clean up the mess--by cooperating with police probes and establishing new standards--but he was later accused in legal filings of concealing evidence. He denied any wrongdoing years ago--"Any allegations of wrongdoing are untrue," he reiterated after a request for comment for this article--and he told Post reporters on the day he was hired, "I'm never going to talk about it" again.

It soon turned out that he didn't want the Post to talk about it either. In March and again in May, Lewis tried to wave Buzbee off publishing stories about litigation by Prince Harry and other victims of phone-hacking. The plaintiffs claim that Lewis allowed emails to be destroyed, so Buzbee was troubled that he applied pressure, sensing that he was interfering in newsroom coverage in a way that business-side executives never should. The Post went ahead and covered the news anyway, but hours after the May story was published, the Post's director of newsletter strategy told writers, "Please do not put this Prince Harry story in any of your newsletters." (The Post declined to explain the situation to Semafor, which first reported it, but a Post employee told Semafor that the email was the result of an internal miscommunication.)

In a memo to staffers on his very first day, in January, Lewis had pledged transparency: "I want you to know that I will always level with you and I ask that you do the same with me." But he appeared to be hiding something serious. NPR's David Folkenflik perceived as much when Lewis "repeatedly" and "heatedly" offered him an exclusive interview if Folkenflik would scrap plans for a story about the hacking allegations. Folkenflik didn't take the deal.

By the time these facts came out, Buzbee was gone. The Post's staff learned of her departure in what some now call the "Sunday-night massacre." In a shocking late-evening memo on June 2, Lewis declared that Buzbee was out "effective immediately" and that Robert Winnett, his longtime protege and a deputy editor of the Telegraph in London, was in line to take over in the fall. Matt Murray, a former editor in chief of the Journal, would run the Post's newsroom in the interim, he added. The swiftness (no goodbye for Buzbee) and secrecy (no heads-up for at least some top editors) suggested brutality and arrogance, as did his combative performance at a staff town hall the next day. "We are going to turn this thing around, but let's not sugarcoat it: It needs turning around," Lewis said. "We are losing large amounts of money. Your audience has halved in recent years. People are not reading your stuff. I can't sugarcoat it anymore."

Officially, the Post said that Buzbee had "stepped down," but it was more complicated. She had doubts about the strategic plans Lewis was developing for the paper, and had balked after he revealed a reorganization that would have diminished her role. In any case, it wasn't so much the fact of Buzbee's departure that disturbed staff, but the manner. And Winnett's appointment immediately worried many: He was well regarded in the U.K., but the Post is a uniquely American brand, based in the U.S. capital and best known for its political reportage; the British import made no sense.
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Within a few days of the Sunday-night massacre, the Times revealed that Lewis had pressured Buzbee over the hacking-litigation stories. The Post's own media reporters were able to confirm the Times' account with two sources. Still, a Post spokesperson working for Lewis insisted that he "did not pressure Ms. Buzbee from publishing any stories"--contradicting the Post's own reporting. And when Folkenflik came forward with his account of Lewis's pressure, Lewis called the longtime NPR correspondent an "activist, not a journalist." Many Post reporters knew Folkenflik and took the insult personally. Lewis sounded hostile toward the Post's newsroom and toward tough-nosed journalism in general. "It seems like he doesn't trust anyone in the building," a Post reporter told me. "And many of us don't trust him either."

Added to this soup of concerns over Lewis--questions about his journalistic values, suspicions that he might not be a newsroom ally after all--were the unfolding reactions to Lewis's strategic plan for the Post, which he had first revealed to the staff on May 22. Lewis said at the time that the Post would do more to convert free readers into paying subscribers and build a pyramid of products at different price points. Parts of his presentation were quite convincing, even exciting, but 10 days later, he left some staffers confused and worried when, on the same day that he made Buzbee's departure public, he announced the establishment of what he dubbed a "third newsroom." Until that moment, no one had referred to the Opinion section as the Post's "second newsroom," although it is true that the editorial-page editor had always reported to the publisher and CEO, not to Baron or Buzbee. More to the point, why did the Post need a "third" newsroom? Lewis said that this new department, under an editor who would report directly to him as well, would produce service journalism and social-media content for audiences who don't currently read or trust the Post. It would be "video-first, image-first, because that's how most audiences consume news now," Lewis told a small group of editors and reporters.

Some elements of the Lewis plan seemed very much in keeping with Bezos's ethos, or at least his way of doing things at Amazon. In 2004, Bezos set up Lab126, a secretive Amazon R&D center where products such as the Kindle and the Echo were invented. Bezos told executives that the "third newsroom" would be the Post's lab, where the publication could innovate more quickly and try new forms of aggregation--a harkening-back to one of his earliest ideas as the Post's owner--adding that the paper's core standards were sacrosanct. A slogan in Lewis's presentation of the strategic plan--"AI everywhere"--was also in keeping with Bezos's investment in a controversial AI venture, Perplexity (which has been accused of stealing journalists' work). Rightly or not, Lewis's comments and slogans stoked fears in the newsroom that high-quality journalism might be sacrificed in a race to break even.

But the business plans were overshadowed on the weekend of June 16 by bruising articles in the Times and in the Post itself about Lewis's and Winnett's pasts. The Times reported allegations that, years ago, as journalists in the U.K., each man had "used fraudulently obtained phone and company records in newspaper articles"; the Post revealed Winnett's alleged collaboration when he worked at The Sunday Times with a self-described "thief" who said that he would misrepresent himself to journalistic targets in order to gain sensitive information. Winnett has not commented publicly on the allegations in either article; a spokesperson for the Telegraph, Winnett's current employer, declined to comment for this article. Lewis declined to comment on the Times article. By mid-June, staffers wondered if he would survive as CEO, and a great many hoped he wouldn't. An investigative team at the Post has since continued to report on his background.

Bezos, meanwhile, remained silent on the matter, and paparazzi spotted him on the Greek island of Mykonos. His $500 million superyacht was reportedly harbored nearby. As friends interrupted his island-hopping with texts about the Post's instability and reporters hounded his spokespeople for updates, a plan was developed: Bezos would send a memo to the Post's top editors, and it would be immediately shared with the public, in an attempt to calm nerves.

"The journalistic standards and ethics at The Post will not change," Bezos wrote in the one-paragraph email on June 18. He mentioned Lewis and, in so doing, showed his support for the CEO, though with sufficient wiggle room should the circumstances worsen. And worsen they did the following day, when David Maraniss, who has worked at the Post for 47 years and won two Pulitzer Prizes, wrote on Facebook, "I don't know a single person at the Post who thinks the current situation with the publisher and supposed new editor can stand. There might be a few, but very very few."

Maraniss wasn't done. He wrote that Bezos was too much of an outsider--he "owns the Post but he is not of and for the Post"--to understand the mess. His page filled up with comments from fellow journalists assailing Bezos. Lewis's fate aside, the billionaire who'd hired him was now firmly under scrutiny.

As recently as March, when I began reporting this story about the Post's decade of missed opportunities, the references to Bezos by people at the paper were minimal. When reporters did mention him, it was mostly to praise him. His basic ethos--a willingness to spend money and foment journalistic ambition while not interfering with the journalism itself--is noble. Even with the recent buyouts and defections, the newsroom has nearly 1,000 employees, up from about 640 at the time of his acquisition. The Post has done much to be proud of during Bezos's tenure, and the publication has certainly burnished his reputation.

But right now it's doing the opposite. If Bezos remains aloof and continues to reject a corporate board or some other manner of oversight, then everything depends on his key hires, and his hiring judgment so far has been exceedingly questionable. The most respected Post leader in the Bezos era was Marty Baron, who was hired before Bezos arrived. As his appointment of Lewis has collapsed into an ethical crisis, it should not be surprising that the Post's employees are now invoking Bezos with skepticism and even bitterness. "We think he just doesn't care that much," a business reporter remarked to me.

If Bezos had ever immersed himself in the Post's newsroom, had ever taken a crash course in journalists' habits and anxieties, he'd understand why so many of his employees are perturbed. In 2013, the longtime reporter recalled, "Jeff told us, 'Cover me like you cover anyone else.' He has clearly laid out that his expectation is no special favors. But Will did the opposite by pressuring Buzbee." The reporter wondered what Bezos would think about that. But it seemed unlikely that she would have a chance to find out.

Bezos hasn't granted an interview to his own paper or held a town hall with staffers in years. On a recent trip to D.C., in March, for his and Sanchez's Courage and Civility Award ceremony, he invited Lewis and a handful of staffers to the cocktail reception at his mansion, but didn't stop by the Post's offices. It's clear that Bezos was a steadying presence during that January 2023 checkup, but he has done little to reassure anxious staffers since.

Emily Bell, the founding director of the Tow Center for Digital Journalism at Columbia Journalism School, told me that "journalists and editors think they want a hands-off proprietor, but in truth that's a total misreading of what it takes to run a news organization in the long term"--it takes someone "in it for the long haul with a very deep understanding of the mission and the business." The Lewis appointment, she added, shows that Bezos is "not thinking about it maybe as deeply as he should."

Lewis has very few defenders left at the Post today. And one of the only defenses that staffers have recently mustered is rooted in fear--the fear that Bezos could give up on the paper and sell it to some private-equity firm or sovereign wealth fund. I heard the words "Will is our last chance" several times.

Confidants of Bezos say that's not true. They noted that he has consistently said that he plans to own the publication for the rest of his life. A few months before he bought the Post, Bezos led a $5 million investment round in Business Insider, the media start-up co-founded by Henry Blodget. Bezos exited that business three years later. "Watching from the outside, I think Jeff still very much values the Post," Blodget told me. "If he hadn't, I think he'd have sold it years ago. It's challenging and thankless to own media these days, so you don't do it unless you care."

Stonesifer returned to the office in June as the institutional chaos intensified, and she has been touching base with Bezos regularly. She has also participated in meetings with Bezos and Lewis. In those meetings, she told me, "Jeff's persistent focus was on ensuring a successful future for the Post. He is committed to our mission and our journalism."

"Jeff is highly connected to the work at the Post," Stonesifer said. "To perceive otherwise is false." She said that Bezos "consistently joins critical conversations and discussions with the Post's leadership. And he reads the Post daily as well." Stonesifer has been holding meetings at the paper this week to reassure reporters. Still, they haven't heard directly from the owner.

Post employees would like to see Bezos care; they'd like to see him focused. Right now they see a place in disarray. On June 21, Winnett's boss at the Telegraph, Chris Evans, announced that Winnett would not be joining the Post after all; he'd be staying put. The news rippled across social media and through the group chats of relieved Post employees for nearly an hour before Lewis sent out a terse memo making it official. In journalism parlance, he got "scooped." The executive team couldn't even break its own news.

Read: Readers don't trust dirty tricks

The Post's crisis is particularly worrying for at least two reasons: The publication's credibility is at risk, and the institution can't afford to waste any more time implementing a turnaround plan. "To be sure, it can't be business as usual at The Post," Bezos wrote in his reassure-the-newsroom email last week. "The world is evolving rapidly and we do need to change as a business."

Lewis, for all his faults, has at least outlined how the paper might make up for lost time. Two of his top deputies, Karl Wells and Johanna Mayer-Jones, recently walked me through the business plan, which began with the mantra "One size doesn't fit all." (Mayer-Jones previously worked at The Atlantic.) Wells, who is in charge of subscriptions, said that the Post reaches tens of millions of people a month who currently don't pay for any access. "There's a ton of juice left to squeeze" by offering flexible payments such as pay-per-article options at the bottom of the pyramid and superpremium subscriptions at the top, he said.

That would be a departure from Bezos's previously stated belief in the bundle, and could well backfire. Bezos said in 2013 that people wouldn't pay for individual stories, and lots of other companies have tried micropayments without much success. But the Post is going to attempt it anyway; the new plan is premised on the very real phenomenon of "subscription fatigue" and the notion that some people don't want to make a monthly or yearly commitment. People used to gain access to one day of the Post by buying a print copy at the newsstand; why not offer one-day access online? For that matter, why not try a "third newsroom" full of experiments? The media industry, beset by technological upheaval and political attacks, is in desperate need of new thinking. The Post media critic, Erik Wemple, told me, "If anyone is sniping about the business plans, I think they should show what they have proposed in the past two or three years that's better."

Skepticism comes naturally to many reporters, but the Post newsroom is not change-averse per se. Every single Post journalist I interviewed said that they're willing to adapt. "All folks crave is some organization and direction," Sally Jenkins said.

They're getting that from Matt Murray--the interim newsroom editor replacing Buzbee--who has been warmly welcomed into the newsroom and has already been called "Marty-like," a kind reference to Baron. Numerous staffers have expressed the hope that Murray will remain in charge of the Post's core coverage after the election, rather than shifting over to the "third newsroom," as is currently expected. Last week, Lewis promised that he would follow a formal process for finding a new editor this time--which hadn't happened when he recruited Winnett.

No matter who is running the Post, no matter who is editing it, the institution needs a theory of the case. Considering Bezos's ambitions, the Post can't limit itself to Washington, even though much of its core audience still lives in the metro area. And it can't define itself by what it's not, even though it's tempting to say the Post is less elitist than the Times and less corporate than the Journal. In the Trump years, "Democracy Dies in Darkness" was a clever slogan that perhaps helped convert readers into subscribers, and it's possible that if Trump wins again in November, the paper's deeper problems may again be masked for a time. But allusions to death aren't typically the best way to sell a product, and the Post needs more than a slogan.

News organizations are raucous, living organisms, made up of people who know stuff and want to tell it to the world. What they need more than anything else is leadership.
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Why Your Airport Burger Costs That Much

Yes, travelers have nowhere else to go. But that's not the only reason everything is so expensive at the gate.

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.


You can get almost anything at the airport in 2024. But it's going to cost you.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why Jamaal Bowman lost
 	New, ominous signs for gay rights keep emerging.
 	The center must hold.
 	You might be a late bloomer.




Warped Airport Logic

A $30 hamburger. A $7 coffee. A $38 shower (yes, some airports have showers now). The modern airport offers a cornucopia of overpriced delights for the modern traveler.

An obvious reason that airport vendors get away with these prices is that airline travelers are a captive audience--often a bored and thirsty one too. But airport vendors also charge what they do because of the peculiar cost of doing business there. Once you step through an airport's sliding doors, you enter a new reality--or, as Emily Stewart wrote in Vox in 2022, a "sort of economic twilight zone where the cost of anything and everything goes up."

The cost of retail space in the airport can run unusually high, Blaise Waguespack, an expert on airport management at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University, told me, and spaces come with extra costs. Vendors may need to pay for employee badges, transportation to the airport, and parking. The operating challenges are meaningful too: Getting food through its version of airport security (which needs to happen frequently, because storage inside the airport is limited) is trickier than simply delivering goods in town.

But although it can feel like no price is out of the question, airports do technically have guidelines for what vendors should charge. Many airport vendors charge "street" or "street plus" pricing, typically capped at about 10 percent more than the cost of nearby establishments, Waguespack told me--though what a given area's street cost is can be subjective. Some mid-tier places end up charging upscale prices. And airport restaurants have, in many places, gone genuinely upscale: More and more fine-dining and name-brand establishments are coming to America's airports, bringing nicer food but also normalizing heftier checks.

In the early days of air travel, people didn't really care about high airport prices, Janet Bednarek, an airport historian at the University of Dayton, told me in an email. "Well into the 1970s, most of the people who flew were affluent and thus not highly price sensitive," she explained, and in the decades that followed, expensive food became the norm. In the 1990s, however, when BAA (formerly the British Airports Authority) began managing retail at the Pittsburgh airport, it brought European standards with it, including that vendors needed to charge prices similar to those at outside stores. "This was revolutionary and for a time did bring prices down," Bednarek said.

But after 9/11, the economics of airport food, like so much else about flying, transformed. "The necessity of security measures meant that hiring became harder and more expensive for merchants," Bednarek told me. The way people approached their time in the airport also changed, and some restaurants lost business. "It is hard to remember, but before 9/11 non-passengers could come to the airport and hang out," she said. People waited around for loved ones to land, or even just watched planes go by. A series of post-9/11 shifts, Bednarek explained, combined with the more recent disruptions of COVID-19 and inflation, have kept prices high.

What's a traveler to do? Is there some sort of hack to avoid an upcharge on your chicken tenders? When I asked Katy Nastro, a spokesperson for the travel company Going, her response boiled down to: not really. "Try to avoid eating at the airport altogether," she advised in an email. Pack your own food, she recommended, unless you have a luxurious lounge to take advantage of.

The volume of flights that have been delayed lately means that people sometimes have lots of time to kill at the airport. Once you cross the threshold from normal life into travel mode, it can be easy to start relying on warped airport logic. An extra 30 minutes? Consider a fancy cocktail. An extra hour? Consider a massage. Three extra hours? Consider a three-course meal and two more drinks to pass the time. There's not a lot people can do to resist, besides opting out altogether. So why not just pack a turkey sandwich instead and watch the planes go by?

Related:

	It's 5 a.m. somewhere.
 	America built an actually good airport.




Today's News

	The Supreme Court accidentally uploaded and removed a document on its website, which seemed to show that the Court is set to allow Idaho's emergency-room doctors to perform emergency abortions on a temporary basis, according to Bloomberg News.
 	The Bolivian president accused the military of attempting a coup after military members and tanks stormed the presidential palace.
 	After at least 23 people were killed in yesterday's mass protests, Kenyan President William Ruto backed down from signing a controversial finance bill that would raise taxes.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Extreme heat at national parks doesn't just pose a risk for hikers' health--it also makes saving their lives harder, Kylie Mohr writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Just Stop Oil via AP



Maybe Don't Spray-Paint Stonehenge

By Tyler Austin Harper

They run toward Stonehenge in white shirts. "Just Stop Oil" is emblazoned on the front, marking them as emissaries of a British climate-activism group. The pair--one of them young, the other older--carry twin orange canisters that emit a cloud of what looks like colored smoke (we later learn it's dyed corn flour) ...
 If I have to pick a side, I'm with the gentlemen wielding the washable dye. (I am an environmental-studies professor, after all.) But the protest left me frustrated: yet another example of environmental activism that produces more rancor over its means than focus on its message.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Graeme Wood: Israel is ready for another war.
 	Even the Iranian election is about Trump.
 	Generative AI can't cite its sources.
 	How the "owner's guide" became a rare book




Culture Break


Netflix



Watch. America's Sweethearts, a new docuseries out on Netflix, is an addictive watch about the cult of femininity, Caitlin Dickerson writes.

Read. These five books are for people who really love books or want to love them more.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

As Stewart's article reminded me, back in the 1990s, America's great chronicler of lifestyle inconveniences addressed the high cost of airport fare: In a Seinfeld bit, the titular character asks, "Do you think that the people at the airport that run the stores have any idea what the prices are every place else in the world? Or do you think they just feel they have their own little country out there and they can charge anything they want?" It's a fair question. Although it's not its own country, it does have its own name--experts tell me that the space past the scanners is called "airside." I hope you have a good and reasonably priced journey if you will be venturing airside in the coming holiday week!

-- 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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A New Danger at America's National Parks

Extreme heat is making it harder for rescue helicopters to take off.

by Kylie Mohr




This is an edition of The Weekly Planet, a newsletter that provides a guide for living through climate change. Sign up for it here.

The thermometer read 121 degrees Fahrenheit when 71-year-old Steve Curry collapsed outside a restroom in Death Valley National Park last summer. Curry, who'd reportedly been hiking on a nearby trail in Golden Canyon, was just trying to make it back to his car. The National Park Service and the Inyo County Sheriff's Office quickly responded to the scene. They tried to revive him with an external defibrillator, but it was not enough, and the medical helicopter that could've transported him to a hospital wasn't able to take off because of the extreme heat. It was too late.

One of the last photographs of Curry alive, taken by a Los Angeles Times team on the day he died, shows him sitting under a tiny patch of shade, a large sun hat on his head and his face smeared with sunscreen. When asked by the Times why he was hiking that day, the experienced hiker replied, "Why not?"

This summer, millions of visitors will descend on national parks. They may not realize that extreme heat is not only making the outdoors riskier, but also making rescuing those in danger much more difficult. Park rangers in Death Valley respond to overheated visitors multiple times a week in the summer months, and in recent years, heat has been a factor in one to three deaths there a year. High temperatures can lead to heat exhaustion and heatstroke--conditions that can necessitate a search-and-rescue operation or an air ambulance, which can reach you quicker than an ambulance on the ground. But temperatures above 120 degrees Fahrenheit (a common summer occurrence in Death Valley) make the air too "thin" to give an ambulance helicopter the lift it needs to get off the ground and safely stay there.

Without a helicopter, rescuers on the ground--braving the same blistering heat--are the only option. Although park rangers want to help, park managers will not allow them to put their lives in danger for lengthy search-and-rescue operations in extreme heat. On-foot searches for people whose location is unknown are less likely to happen when temperatures are 120 degrees or hotter in Death Valley, though park rangers will respond to medical emergencies that they can safely get to (in developed areas and along roads, for example), even in high temperatures.

These rescue challenges are likely to become more and more common at numerous national parks. Some of the most popular--Death Valley and Joshua Tree in California, Big Bend in Texas, Grand Canyon in Arizona--are in desert regions where summer is just naturally, well, hot. Death Valley once reached an air temperature of 134 degrees, at the aptly named Furnace Creek in 1913.

But even the hot places are getting hotter. In 2021, Death Valley broke its record for most consecutive days over 125 degrees; projections from a report prepared for the National Climate Assessment show that temperatures across the southwestern United States will continue to warm above previous averages throughout the rest of the century. National parks (in part because of their locations in Alaska, at high elevations, and in the arid Southwest) are disproportionately affected by climate change--from 1895 to 2010, their temperatures increased at double the rate of the rest of the country, according to research published in 2018. Last June and July, at least five people--including Curry--died in national parks in the Southwest. Heat was a contributing factor in all five deaths.

But the heat doesn't seem to be deterring visitors. In fact, record-breaking temperatures can even be a draw. In Death Valley, many visitors are eager to get a photo in front of the park's giant digital thermometer with its eye-popping numbers in the triple digits.

Visiting a national park is a quintessential American pastime, particularly in the summer. But in recent years, the experience of visiting a park, and other outdoor destinations, has changed alongside the climate. A study led by the NPS predicted a significant uptick in heat-related illness for its visitors in the coming years. "People should know that heat can kill, and it does," Abby Wines, a Death Valley National Park spokesperson, told me.

Rangers and volunteers in the Grand Canyon, where hikers start the day going down and must exert themselves more on the way back up, when temperatures are higher, have since 1997 implemented a proactive approach. A "preventive" search-and-rescue team stops people before they've reached the canyon's bottom, and checks on their water supplies, educates them on the day's forecast, and encourages a U-turn if necessary.

Hikers can also take their own precautions to get ahead of an emergency. Recommendations are commonsense and easy to follow wherever you are: Drink water, shorten your activities, wear a hat, eat salty snacks, and seek out shady trails if possible. Don't discount temperatures of 105 or 110 degrees, Wines warned, even though those numbers are "not so hot" by Death Valley standards. Low humidity in these dry places means your sweat evaporates off your body as it's being created, getting rid of a familiar signal of exertion. And keep an eye on your watch: Hiking low-elevation trails after 10 a.m., and especially from 3 to 5 p.m., is discouraged in places like Death Valley.

Stop signs at the Golden Canyon trailhead, where Curry hiked the day of his death, warn visitors of extreme heat danger in nine different languages. Another sign shows a helicopter with a black line slashed through it, warning that a rescue may be hours away. When you see those signs, take heed.
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Even the Iranian Election Is About Trump

The presidential candidates can't seem to talk about foreign policy without talking about him.

by Arash Azizi




A specter is haunting Iran's presidential election--the specter of Donald Trump's return to office. Although Trump has been out of the White House for more than three years, he seems to come up more than Joe Biden, and more than other foreign politicians, in debates among the six candidates in the lead-up to Iran's election on June 28.

To understand why, consider the recent history of Iran-U.S. relations--specifically, the nuclear deal negotiated between the Obama administration and that of Iran's centrist former president Hassan Rouhani.

In 2013, Rouhani campaigned on the promise of making a deal with the West: Iran would limit its nuclear program in exchange for sanctions relief. That agreement was finally reached in 2015, after months of grueling negotiations, led by U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry on one side and Rouhani's foreign minister, Javad Zarif, on the other. Trump vocally opposed the deal, and when he became president, he tore it up in 2018. He adopted a policy of "maximum pressure" on Iran instead, characterized by intensified sanctions and culminating in 2020 with the assassination of Iran's best-known general, Qassem Soleimani.

Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr.: I carried out the strike that killed Soleimani. America doesn't understand the lesson of his death.

The 2015 deal and its fate might feel like ancient history in the United States, but the topic remains very fresh in Iran. On Monday, the six approved candidates for president held their televised foreign-policy debate, and much of the discussion revolved around the ill-fated nuclear deal. One reason the subject has been so central throughout this campaign is that Zarif is effectively acting as the running mate of Masoud Pezeshkian, the sole reformist candidate, appearing by his side in TV debates and campaign stops around the country.


Masoud Pezeshkian (Vahid Salemi / AP)



In these appearances, Zarif defends the 2015 deal and harshly attacks Pezeshkian's two major conservative rivals, the ultra-hard-liner Saeed Jalili and the conservative Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, both of whom are linked to the saga of Iranian American talks in their own way. Jalili was Iran's chief nuclear negotiator from 2007 to 2013, and his bellicose approach led to intensified U.S. sanctions. In the years since, he has been a harsh critic of Rouhani, Zarif, and the 2015 deal. As speaker of Parliament, Qalibaf helped pass a bill in late 2020 that made Iran's return to its obligations under the 2015 deal much more difficult. Written by the hard-liner-dominated Parliament, the bill was passed shortly after Israel's assassination of the former head of Iran's nuclear-weapons program and weeks before Biden, who had promised to return the U.S. to the 2015 deal, took office. Rouhani recently called it the worst legislation in the history of the Islamic Republic.

But Iran's presidential hopefuls don't just invoke Trump's name in relation to the past. The former U.S. president also shadows their projections for the future. The candidates seem to anticipate that Trump will return to power in 2025, and that the next Iranian president will have to contend with his unpredictable second term.


Mostafa Pourmohammadi (Morteza Fakhri Nezhad / WANA / Reuters)



On May 26, Hosamoddin Ashena, an influential former adviser to Rouhani who now runs the centrist Mostafa Pourmohammadi's campaign, posed a simple question on X: "Who will be able to run the country against Trump?" This question helped steer discussion from early on.

Pourmohammadi has a long past in Iran's security services and had a hand in the mass executions of the 1980s. No one expects him to win the presidency, but he is playing an intriguing role in the debates this season: He has been vociferously pro-reform and anti-hard-liner, presumably helping Pezeshkian. His warnings about Trump's possible return led hard-liner candidates to attack him. One accused him of "promoting Trumpophobia." Pourmohammadi's campaign issued a poster promoting the candidate as "the man who can stand up to Trump." (In 2020, Pourmohammadi called Trump's loss to Biden a "divine gift" to Iran.)

Read: Who will be Iran's next president?

Pezeshkian's supporters have sounded similar themes. Mohammad-Javad Azari Jahromi, Rouhani's young, tech-savvy communications minister, told the public that he would support Pezeshkian because of "worries about Trump's possible return." Zarif gave a stormy, eight-minute televised speech on June 18, blasting hard-liners for taking credit for a recent boom in oil sales. The increase was possible only because of Biden's lax policy in enforcing sanctions, Zarif said: "Let Trump come back, then let's see what you are up to." In a rally in Kashan, Zarif called Trump "the most cruel president of America."


Saeed Jalili (Atta Kenare / Getty)



Zarif's point about oil sales provoked controversy and rebuttals from hard-liners. Such claims were "self-humiliation" for Iran, Jalili said. On June 19, when Iran beat the U.S. in a tense volleyball game, Jalili mocked Zarif by commenting: "I hope they don't say that the Americans didn't want to win themselves!" He added, "There are 200 countries in the world, and Iran shouldn't wait for just one."

"Let Trump come," another hard-liner candidate said in the debate on Monday. "Don't scare us with the Republicans. We will negotiate with them and impose our demands on them."

But many in the Iranian establishment worry that the coincidence of a bellicose Jalili as president and a second Trump term would be explosive. Jalili's presidency could be "so very dangerous for Iran, and I feel this in every cell of my body," Zarif said last week in an online town hall on the app Clubhouse. Some observers had hoped that Jalili would resign in favor of Qalibaf, but the Paydari Front, an influential hard-liner group, has endorsed him, making his withdrawal less likely.

Qalibaf, who has tried to position himself as a technocratic centrist, made perhaps the most important promise of the debate: If the West is willing to lift sanctions, his administration would scale down Iran's nuclear program and effectively go back to its obligations under the 2015 deal. Iran could do that even within the contours of the notorious 2020 bill that Qalibaf helped push through Parliament, he insisted.


Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf (Hossein Beris / Middle East Images / Getty)



"We need the sanctions to be lifted, and for that, we will go anywhere and negotiate with anyone," Qalibaf had said in an earlier debate last week.

In other words, of the three major candidates, two seem motivated to talk with the U.S. to help lift the sanctions and decrease Iran's isolation. Jalili is the fundamentalist outlier. A reformist political activist and scholar of international relations spoke for many when she posted on X expressing hope for a Qalibaf-Pezeshkian alliance and a "national consensus" against Jalili. She has since gone as far as endorsing Qalibaf as a good "strategic choice." Top of mind for the anti-Jalili candidates and their supporters is the possibility of talking with the United States, and hence the prospect of confronting a Trump White House.

The current likelihood is that no one will win Iran's election outright on Friday, and the voting will go to a second round on July 5. If Jalili makes it to the runoff, there might be an upsurge in turnout to help defeat him. "I won't vote in the first round, but if Jalili makes it to the second round, I'll vote for anyone to stop him, and so many around me are the same," a student at the University of Tehran told me on Monday.

The very fact that the two main front-runners--Qalibaf and Pezeshkian--are speaking positively of talks with the U.S. suggests that Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei may even be inclined toward a possible deal. Without his blessing, these candidates couldn't have run in the first place.

Here in the U.S., the candidates are also preparing for a debate. And Trump will likely  make Iran a campaign issue. In a recent podcast appearance, he made the outlandish claim that Iran would have joined the Abraham Accords, which paved the way for diplomatic ties between Israel and four Arab countries, if he had remained in office. "I had them at the point where you could've negotiated, a child could have made a deal with them, and Biden did nothing," he added.

Revelations made by Zarif and others in recent weeks cast serious doubt on Trump's claim. Rouhani was ready to ink a deal with the U.S. during his last weeks in office, in the summer of 2021, Zarif said, but Iran's hard-liners scotched it. Khamenei was apparently worried that a Rouhani-Biden deal would politically strengthen the centrist camp in Iran, and he preferred for any deal to take place under a president closer to himself. The hard-line Raisi administration, for all its harsh rhetoric, conducted secret talks with the U.S. as recently as last month and reestablished diplomatic ties with Saudi Arabia. What effectively made a deal with the Biden administration politically impossible was the anti-regime uprising of Iranians in 2022-23.

Robert F. Worth: In Iran, raw fury is in the air

In other words, contrary to Trump's claims, there was little Biden could have done to make a deal. Conversely, Trump's maximum-pressure policy also failed to force Iran into a new deal. In fact, Iran's nuclear program has gone from being severely limited under the terms of the 2015 deal to only a short step away from building a nuclear bomb--and such advances took place mostly during the Trump administration. That is in part because Iran's leaders worry about the optics and consequences of making a deal under aggressive pressure.

Whether or not Trump wins in November, his specter will already have helped shape the political landscape in Iran.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/06/iranian-2024-election-trump-nuclear-deal/678800/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How the 'Owner's Guide' Became a Rare Book

A good manual is hard to find.

by Ian Bogost




Just the other day, I had to read the manual. I'd borrowed my neighbor's hammer drill to make some holes in a masonry wall, and I didn't know how to swap the bits. Fortunately, the drill's carrying case came with a booklet of instructions, which I followed with great success. Many holes were thus produced. This got me thinking: I used to read the manual fairly often; now I almost never do. I own a smartphone, a handful of laptops, and a barrage of smart-home gadgets; for several days this winter, I also played around with Apple's brand-new, ultra-high-definition VR headset. Yet not a single one of these devices, each a million times more complicated than the drill, came with any useful printed matter--usually just a "Quick Start" booklet and, if I was lucky, a QR code that linked to further help online.

The instruction manual's decline has been slow and plodding, like the act of going through a manual itself. (The universal joke about instruction manuals has always been that no one ever reads them.) Technological advances, especially in electronics, have made it easier for products to tell you how to use them as you go. The 1977 Atari Video Computer System could not display extensive text, so each game had a printed manual to explain its premise and its actions. Likewise, a VCR could show only a few letters and symbols on a simple LED display. But now almost every gizmo has a more advanced display built into it--or else it can connect to a smartphone that will act as one. And these displays will show you step-by-step instructions as you need them.

Another factor was the rise of new interface designs, and the promise of gadgets that were so intuitive, people wouldn't even need instructions to begin with. The 1984 Apple Macintosh computer holds the reputation of being the first user-friendly computer, but it's easy to forget that the Mac was not yet a device that you could just turn on and start using. In fact, the original machine came with a 165-page manual that covered how to manipulate windows, drag icons, and create documents. ("Use it now to learn the basic Macintosh skills," the booklet commands its readers.) Through the mid-1990s, Apple's products shipped with similar manuals--and sometimes Quick Start references, which most people chose to read instead. Eventually, the manuals disappeared. When the first iPod was released, in 2001, it was packaged with a one-sheet "Getting Started" guide that included a labeled diagram of its buttons and ports. The original iPhone, from 2007, came with just a folded strip of "Finger Tips" that described its basic operation. Over time, those guides became less common too.

Read: The Apple Vision Pro is spectacular and sad

The move away from manuals was good for business, the gadget journalist David Pogue told me. "Once the product is done, they want to ship it and start earning revenue," he said. According to Pogue, a paper manual can take months to write, edit, and print. Why hold up distribution unless you really have to? Manufacturers also save some money when they choose not to print and pack a user guide, and post a PDF instead. This is better for the planet, too--a fact that may be touted to consumers.

As manuals became more rare, during the '90s, Pogue helped start a countertrend. He tried replacing them with ... other manuals. Some products--like Mac OS 9--had no manual at all, so third-party publishers would step in to create one. By 2000, Pogue had written Mac OS 9: The Missing Manual, one in a long series of such books. In other cases, the official user's guides that came with, say, photo-editing software or a word processor were bad enough that people would pay extra for a better version. A book like Photoshop CS4 for Dummies was written for real people rather than the product engineers and lawyers who presumably had a hand in creating and approving Adobe's 700-page instruction guide. "You want a reference that discusses how things work and what things do, not in a technogeek or encyclopedic manner, but rather as an experienced friend might explain something to you," the introduction says.

But these how-to books for consumer tech also fell into decline. Pogue, who wrote seven For Dummies books in addition to more than a dozen Missing Manuals, explained in a 2017 article that they'd been made less useful by free online tips and YouTube tutorials. People were also spending a lot more time using apps and software that are designed to seem as simple as possible. (He quoted the founder of O'Reilly Media, which published the Missing Manual series: "You don't need a book to use Facebook.") As a result, Pogue wrote, we've become ever more ignorant of our devices' features, let alone their inner workings, even as those devices have grown ever more complex.

How-to information is arguably much more prevalent than it ever was before; it's just distributed across the internet these days, and may be harder to find. "I feel worse for older people who much preferred a printed book with well-written, proofread, logically structured information and a good index," Pogue told me. For them, searching Reddit or scrubbing through YouTube videos may not be a natural skill. The search for free advice can also introduce some frictions of its own. Recently, I became frustrated looking for the right video tutorial on replacing ignition coils in my car engine. None of the ones that listed the correct year and model had the same engine cover I did, so I wasn't sure how to remove it. I eventually discovered the solution--just pull up--but I might have done so sooner had I not been so fixated on finding instructions.

For the moment, only certain species of the printed manual have gone extinct. My smartphone doesn't have one; neither do my laptops. But the functions of my neighbor's hammer drill have been clearly documented. Other, simpler machines have instructions, too. (Forgot how to operate your four-slice toaster? Just read the manual.) It makes sense that the workings of a smartphone or computer, or any other high-tech, general-purpose machine, would be harder to document than, say, a hammer drill, which exists to put holes of different sizes into bricks and concrete.

Read: I wrote this on a 30-year-old computer

But as I pored over the drill's manual, I realized that it offered me a different kind of benefit: It taught me not only how to use the tool, but also how I might engage with it at a remove. A manual can be an instrument of the imagination: Instead of using a gadget, you ponder using it, or plan to use it, or reflect upon its possible uses. One joy of the erstwhile video-game manual was that it could be studied while away from the console, creating anticipation and helping players develop strategy. Before smartphones filled every idle moment with novelty, boredom was more common. To pass the time, you might pick up the guide for your camcorder or read the instructions for the microwave. A manual created intimacy with the consumer goods that surround you almost every day. It helped you get to know them in a deeper sense.

A digital manual can still do this work, I suppose. But in the same way that accessing a restaurant menu via QR code enforces a distraction from the experience of eating out, perusing a manual on your phone may work to separate you from the tool you mean to use. A printed manual allowed you to explore the operation of a machine as an activity in its own right. Even if you never read it, a manual offered assurance that unforeseen problems could be tamed. I recently had to add up the BTUs for my gas appliances so the utility company could issue the correct replacement meter; I was glad to have the manuals. When my lawn mower stopped working properly, the manual helped me decode the meaning of its indicator lights (the battery was overheating). However you might use the instructions, the manual is a thing in itself, worthy of keeping in a drawer with all the others. A manual suggests a relationship with a product.

That weird, bewitching attention to the inner life of manufactured goods appears to be endangered. Already, manuals have taken on a metaphorical meaning, standing for self-sufficiency. When you seek out gadget help on an online forum, your fellow citizens might urge you to RTFM. This doesn't always mean that you should "read the fucking manual," given that said manual may not exist. Rather, it's a way of pointing to your need for help and calling it a weakness. But we all need help in understanding and connecting with the gadgets that surround us. Pogue told me that he still receives daily emails from people yearning for a Missing Manual guide to Windows 11 or iOS 18 or whatever else. "I'm so sorry," he says in a reply so common that he has automated its generation, "but the economics just aren't there anymore."
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Five Books for People Who Really Love Books

These five titles focus on the many connections we can form with what we read.

by Elisa Gabbert




My dad likes to fish, and he likes to read books about fishing. My mom is a birder; she reads about birds. There are plenty of books on both subjects, I've found, when browsing in a gift-giving mood. These presents don't just prove I'm familiar with their interests. They're a way to acknowledge that we read about our pastimes to affirm our identity: Fly-fishers are contemplative sorts who reflect on reflections; birders must cultivate stillness and attention. What we choose to read can be a way of saying: I am this kind of soul.

For my part, I like reading more than I like almost anything else. And so, in the manner of my parents, I like to read books about books. Writers who write about writing, readers who write about reading--these are people I instantly recognize as my kind. We're people who are always in the middle of a chapter, who start conversations by asking, "What are you reading right now?" For us, a meta-book is like coffee brewed with more coffee. It's extra-strength literature.

If you really love books, or you want to love them more, I have five recommendations. None of these are traditional literary criticism; they're not dry or academic. They take all kinds of forms (essay, novel, memoir) and focus on the many connections we can form with what we read. Those relationships might be passionate, obsessive, even borderline inappropriate--and this is what makes the books so lovable. Finishing them will make you want to pick up an old favorite or add several more titles to your to-read list.






U and I, by Nicholson Baker

I can now say that I've been reading Baker for more than 20 years, or more than half my life. But I didn't know that would happen when I found U and I in a college friend's car, borrowed it, and never returned it. The subject, not the author, appealed to me then--I loved John Updike. And so did Baker, though love is probably not the right word. This book-length essay is not quite, or not merely, an appreciation of Updike; it's a hilarious confessional "true story" of Baker's anxieties, ambitions, competitive jealousy, and feelings of inadequacy in the face of Updike's abundant body of work. It's rich too, with wonderful observations on reading and writing in general, as in a passage considering how much more affecting a memoir becomes once the author is deceased: "The living are 'just' writing about their own lives; the dead are writing about their irretrievable lives, wow wow wow."

A poem by John Updike: 'Half Moon, Small Cloud'






Dayswork, by Chris Bachelder and Jennifer Habel

I almost prefer to keep certain books on my to-read list forever, where they remain full of magical possibility and cannot disappoint me. Moby-Dick is one of them. What if, God forbid, I chance to read it at the wrong time or in the wrong place and it doesn't change my life? So I turn to Dayswork instead, which feels like cheating--you get some of the experience of reading Moby-Dick without any of the risk. This very novel novel, written collaboratively by a novelist and a poet who happen to be married, is sort of a sneaky biography of Herman Melville, framed by a meta-narrative about a woman writing a book during lockdown. This narrator delivers a parade of delightful facts and quotes and anecdotes, which she's been collecting on sticky notes. You could think of it also as a biography of Melville's most famous novel, which has had its own life after his death and touched so many other lives. Dayswork is fragmentary, digressive, and completely absorbing.

Read: The endless depths of Moby-Dick symbolism






Written Lives, by Javier Marias, translated by Margaret Jull Costa

Marias is one of my favorite novelists, but I only recently encountered this work, a collection of short, dubiously nonfictional biographies in a very specific style. In the prologue, Marias explains that he had edited an anthology of stories by writers so obscure, he was forced to compose their biographical notes using odd, scanty evidence that made it all sound "invented." It occurred to him that he could do the same thing for authors much more famous (Henry James, Thomas Mann, Djuna Barnes), treating "well-known literary figures as if they were fictional characters, which may well be how all writers, whether famous or obscure, would secretly like to be treated," he explains. The result is marvelously irreverent, packed with unforgettable details (Rilke, supposedly, loved the letter y and used any excuse to write it) and endearing patterns (Marias would have us believe that many writers loathe Dostoyevsky). Written Lives immediately earned a spot on my shelf of most treasured objects, and every friend I've recommended it to has been equally enchanted.

Read: An introverted writer's lament






Dear Friend, From My Life I Write to You in Your Life, by Yiyun Li

This sad and incredibly beautiful memoir from a writer best known for her fiction takes its title from a line in a notebook by the New Zealand author Katherine Mansfield. For Li, correspondence, diaries and journals, and literature in general are forms of consolation and companionship that make life worth living even in times of overwhelming despair. The memoir is a record of the reading experiences that saved Li from a dangerous depression. It made me want to dig more deeply into the work of all her favorite writers--Thomas Hardy, Ivan Turgenev, Elizabeth Bowen, William Trevor--because she describes them so warmly and affectionately, as if they were friends. Here, as in her novels, Li is philosophical, with a gift for startling aphorisms: "Harder to endure than fresh pain is pain that has already been endured," she writes. And "One always knows how best to sabotage one's own life," or "What does not make sense is what matters." Li's work is so moving and so very wise.






Madness, Rack, and Honey, by Mary Ruefle

The American poet Mary Ruefle is one of those writers people like to call a "national treasure," which always has to do with something beyond brilliance or talent, an additional spectacular charm that makes you wish you knew them in "real life." This collection of lectures on poetry and topics adjacent to poetry (sentimentality, theme, the moon) is the perfect introduction to Ruefle's particular charisma. She's unabashedly devoted to poets and poems, but you don't have to love poetry to fall in love with her voice. She's plainspoken yet mysterious, always asking curious questions, about death and fear and secrets, and then answering herself with surprising authority. Ruefle is inclined toward quirky asides, but all roads lead back to books: "I offer my dinner guest, after dinner, the choice between regular and decaf coffee, when in fact I don't have any decaf in the house," she writes. "I am so sincere in my effort to be a good host that I lie; I think this probably happens all the time in poetry." Ruefle offers a beautiful example of how a life filled with reading opens and alters the mind.
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In Search of a Nonexistent Cure

In his new book, Cody Delistraty chronicles his almost decade-long journey to heal his grief--only to discover that there is no remedy.

by Linda Kinstler




On a short flight a few weeks ago, I overheard two flight attendants seated in the back galley of the plane idly chat about death. There were just a few minutes left in the flight, and the pilots had already begun pitching us toward the ground. From my seat in the very back row, I heard one flight attendant, a young woman, say to her colleague, "I think I would prefer to be cremated. It just feels weird to me to have my body rotting in the ground." Her colleague responded by sharing that in Hong Kong, where he was from, cremation was the norm. Their exchange petered out as we descended, all talk of death abandoned as soon as the wheels hit the ground.

It was striking to witness the banality of their discussion, to observe the casualness with which two colleagues contemplated the end of life, all while hurtling, at 300 miles an hour, down to Earth. But aside from the unexpected setting, there was little of note about their exchange. After all, many conversations about death take place in a similarly arbitrary manner: Questions about end-of-life plans come up, sometimes seemingly out of nowhere; then, inevitably, we move on.

In the United States, our vernacular of death, dying, and grieving leaves much to be desired: Books and advice meant to help people mourn too often offer up only cliched solutions and shallow platitudes. Grief is treated as something that can be processed and managed; concepts such as "efficient grieving" are designed to coax bereaved individuals back toward maximum productivity. After the writer Cody Delistraty lost his mother to cancer, he found himself taking the "path of least resistance" in conversations, partaking in what he calls the "bullshit dance we all do" to deflect and minimize the weight of our losses. He found himself responding to people who said Oh, I'm very sorry to him with "kinder and kinder letdowns to the point of replying No worries!"

In The Grief Cure, his debut work of nonfiction, Delistraty makes an admirable attempt to write his way out of that "bullshit dance," to directly confront the contours of his own grief. Yet his writing ends up mired in the same unsatisfying truisms about the universality and incommunicability of death that ostensibly propelled his project in the first place. "Every generation, every person, really, must relearn the truths of grief for themselves," he writes. "There is no other way to grieve than to grieve." The book chronicles his almost decade-long journey to come to terms with his mother's death and his "search for possible cures to my grief," only to discover that no such remedies have been found, nor will they ever be. To be a person is to inhabit a permanent condition of mourning for everyone and everything that has been irrevocably lost, and to try to live on--and live well--all the same.

Read: What to read to come to terms with death

The search takes him far and wide. After a compulsive exercise regime fails to do the trick, he tries something called "laughter therapy," where you force yourself to laugh until you might just cry. He uses audio recordings of his mother to program AI bots that can imitate her personality; he takes mushrooms to see if they could kick him out of his grief and release him from his newfound identity as "a person whose fundamental personality is rooted in loss." He tries "bibliotherapy," in which a therapist prescribes him a reading list intended to help him process his loss. Here, Delistraty pauses to tritely acknowledge that "the most intense kind of grief can feel unprecedented because, when it happens to us, within our own perception, it really is unprecedented ... But countless works of history, literature, and philosophy have reckoned with grief."

He goes on a silent retreat to the Esalen Institute, in Big Sur, California, for Zen meditation classes; he looks into life-extension technology and wonders whether it might one day be possible to stave off the inevitable. He speaks to a neuroscientist working toward a way of deleting memories; he goes to Mexico for the Day of the Dead, takes a cocktail-mixing class, and then wanders around a cemetery looking for closure. He pays $3,295 to attend a "breakup bootcamp" to see if it is possible to break up with his grief the same way one breaks up with a destructive ex.

In sum, Delistraty wears himself--and his reader--out by frenetically searching for "cures" for his grief, cures that, somewhere along the way, he realizes will never come. He seems lost, and his lostness, more than anything else, identifies him as a bereaved person. In the end, rather than finding a remedy for his incurable condition, he seems intent on drawing it out. "By searching for solutions, I got to keep my grief close," he admits.

The impulse to reject the terrible finality of a loved one's death by assigning oneself a series of tasks to complete, therapies to try, or mementos to sort through is a classic and thoroughly human response. In his slim and searing collection of essays on mortality, Imagining the End, the philosopher Jonathan Lear writes that we "come to life when a loved one dies"; that "we get busy emotionally, imaginatively, and cognitively" as we try to keep the memory of the lost person (or pet) alive. It is a response that Freud, in "Mourning and Melancholia," described as a "revolt in [people's] minds against mourning," the refusal to accept the awful fact that everyone will eventually die.

Read: The defining emotion of modern life

Delistraty seems to reject the idea that his mother's death has made him a lifetime member of the world's population of mourners. He is more interested in grief as an object, a thing that can be dealt with, investigated, analyzed, and held in one's hand, than he is in the indeterminate, ambivalent, and far more interesting process of grieving. He is so busy giving himself tasks to complete and "grief cures" to try that he at times seems to sidestep the true nature of his experience, treading lightly wherever he considers the profound emotional toll of his loss. He is hardly the first writer to fall into this trap, to discover that you cannot report your way past grief, that treating your own pain as an assignment to be completed and triumphantly handed in to one's editor will do nothing to assuage the sense of abiding loss. (I know because I, too, have tried.)

Reading The Grief Cure brought to mind advice that Mary Gaitskill once offered to her students: that, when writing about the hardest things in life, "they should not be surprised if they failed the first or second or third time." Although Delistraty name-checks a handful of authors and philosophers who have managed to write about loss and death well--Proust, Schopenhauer, Didion, and Berger all merit mentions--he does not meaningfully reflect on what makes their works serve as enduring guides to grief, nor model the artfulness of their prose.

"Grief is the stuff of life. A life without grief is no life at all," Cormac McCarthy wrote in one of his last novels. We are born bereft, birthed into a cascade of past and future losses. The process of acquiring language is also, in part, the process of learning how to describe this condition: Children hungrily expand their vocabularies only to turn into adults (and in some cases writers) who realize that they still haven't found the right words. We are, as Delistraty puts it, "inundated" with loss, swimming in news of death and dying, all members of the same macabre club. "Mourning reveals itself as a basic mode of human being," Jonathan Lear advises. "When we mourn well, it is a peculiarly human way of flourishing." Figuring out how to "mourn well" is the task of life, an assignment that by its very nature cannot be completed.
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You Might Be a Late Bloomer

The life secrets of those who flailed early but succeeded by old age

by David Brooks




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


Paul Cezanne always knew he wanted to be an artist. His father compelled him to enter law school, but after two desultory years he withdrew. In 1861, at the age of 22, he went to Paris to pursue his artistic dreams but was rejected by the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, struggled as a painter, and retreated back to his hometown in the south of France, where he worked as a clerk in his father's bank.

He returned to Paris the next year and was turned down again by the Ecole. His paintings were rejected by the Salon de Paris every year from 1864 to 1869. He continued to submit paintings until 1882, but none were accepted. He joined with the Impressionists, many of whose works were also being rejected, but soon stopped showing with them as well.

By middle age, he was discouraged. He wrote to a friend, "On this matter I must tell you that the numerous studies to which I devoted myself having produced only negative results, and dreading criticism that is only too justified, I have resolved to work in silence, until the day when I should feel capable of defending theoretically the results of my endeavors." No Cezanne paintings were put on public display when he was between 46 and 56, the prime years for many artists, including some of Cezanne's most prominent contemporaries.

In 1886, when Cezanne was 47, the celebrated writer Emile Zola, the artist's closest friend since adolescence, published a novel called The Oeuvre. It was about two young men, one who grows up to be a famous author and the other who grows up to be a failed painter and commits suicide. The painter character was based, at least in part, on Cezanne. ("I had grown up almost in the same cradle as my friend, my brother, Paul Cezanne," Zola would later write in a French newspaper, "in whom one begins to realize only today the touches of genius of a great painter come to nothing.") Upon publication of the novel, Zola sent a copy to Cezanne, who responded with a short, polite reply. After that, they rarely communicated.

Things began to turn around in 1895, when, at the age of 56, Cezanne had his first one-man show. Two years later, one of his paintings was purchased by a museum in Berlin, the first time any museum had shown that kind of interest in his work. By the time he was 60, his paintings had started selling, though for much lower prices than those fetched by Manet or Renoir. Soon he was famous, revered. Fellow artists made pilgrimages to watch him work.

What drove the man through all those decades of setbacks and obscurity? One biographer attributed it to his "inquietude"--his drive, restlessness, anxiety. He just kept pushing himself to get better.

His continual sense of dissatisfaction was evident in a letter he wrote to his son in 1906, at age 67, a month before he died: "I want to tell you that as a painter I am becoming more clairvoyant to nature, but that it is always very difficult for me to realize my feelings. I cannot reach the intensity that unfolds before my senses. I do not possess that wonderful richness of color that animates nature." He was still at it on the day he died, still working on his paintings, still teaching himself to improve.

The year after his death, a retrospective of his work was mounted in Paris. Before long, he would be widely recognized as one of the founders of modern art: "Cezanne is the father of us all," both Matisse and Picasso are said to have declared.



Today we live in a society structured to promote early bloomers. Our school system has sorted people by the time they are 18, using grades and SAT scores. Some of these people zoom to prestigious academic launching pads while others get left behind. Many of our most prominent models of success made it big while young--Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, Elon Musk, Taylor Swift, Michael Jordan. Magazines publish lists with headlines like "30 Under 30" to glamorize youthful superstars on the rise. Age discrimination is a fact of life. In California in 2010, for example, more people filed claims with the state Department of Fair Employment and Housing for age discrimination than for racial discrimination or sexual harassment. "Young people are just smarter," Zuckerberg once said, in possibly the dumbest statement in American history. "There are no second acts in American lives," F. Scott Fitzgerald once observed, in what might be the next dumbest.

But for many people, the talents that bloom later in life are more consequential than the ones that bloom early. A 2019 study by researchers in Denmark found that, on average, Nobel Prize winners made their crucial discoveries at the age of 44. Even brilliant people apparently need at least a couple of decades to master their field.

The average age of a U.S. patent applicant is 47. A 45-year-old is twice as likely to produce a scientific breakthrough as a 25-year-old. A study published in The American Economic Review found 45 to be the average age of an entrepreneur-and found furthermore that the likelihood that an entrepreneur's start-up will succeed increases significantly between ages 25 and 35, with the odds of success continuing to rise well into the 50s. A tech founder who is 50 is twice as likely to start a successful company as one who is 30. A study by researchers at Northwestern University, MIT, and the U.S. Census Bureau found that the fastest-growing start-ups were founded by people whose average age was 45 when their company was launched. The Information Technology and Innovation Foundation produced a study that found that the peak innovation age is the late 40s.

Successful late bloomers are all around us. Morgan Freeman had his breakthrough roles in Street Smart and Driving Miss Daisy in his early 50s. Colonel Harland Sanders started Kentucky Fried Chicken in his 60s. Isak Dinesen published the book that established her literary reputation, Out of Africa, at 52. Morris Chang founded Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing, the world's leading chipmaker, at 55. If Samuel Johnson had died at 40, few would remember him, but now he is considered one of the greatest writers in the history of the English language. Copernicus came up with his theory of planetary motion in his 60s. Grandma Moses started painting at 77. Noah was around 600 when he built his ark (though Noah truthers dispute his birth certificate).

Why do some people hit their peak later than others? In his book Late Bloomers, the journalist Rich Karlgaard points out that this is really two questions: First, why didn't these people bloom earlier? Second, what traits or skills did they possess that enabled them to bloom late? It turns out that late bloomers are not simply early bloomers on a delayed timetable--they didn't just do the things early bloomers did but at a later age. Late bloomers tend to be qualitatively different, possessing a different set of abilities that are mostly invisible to or discouraged by our current education system. They usually have to invent their own paths. Late bloomers "fulfill their potential frequently in novel and unexpected ways," Karlgaard writes, "surprising even those closest to them."

Jim VandeHei: What I wish someone had told me 30 years ago

If you survey history, a taxonomy of achievement emerges. In the first category are the early bloomers, the precocious geniuses. These are people like Picasso or Fitzgerald who succeeded young. As the University of Chicago economist David Galenson has pointed out, these high achievers usually made a conceptual breakthrough. They came up with a new idea and then executed it. Picasso had a clear idea of Cubism, and how he was going to revolutionize art, in his mid-20s. Then he went out and painted Les Demoiselles d'Avignon.

Then there are the "second-mountain people," exemplified by, say, Albert Schweitzer. First, they conquer their career mountain; Schweitzer, for instance, was an accomplished musician and scholar. But these people find their career success unsatisfying, so they leave their career mountain to serve humanity--their whole motivational structure shifts from acquisition to altruism. Schweitzer became a doctor in the poorest parts of Africa, and won the Nobel Peace Prize for his work in 1952.

Finally, there are the people Galenson calls "the masters." In his book Old Masters and Young Geniuses, he writes about people like Cezanne or Alfred Hitchcock or Charles Darwin, who were not all that successful--and in some cases just not even very good at what they did--when they were young. This could have been discouraging, but they just kept improving.

These people don't do as much advanced planning as the conceptual geniuses, but they regard their entire lives as experiments. They try something and learn, and then they try something else and learn more. Their focus is not on their finished work, which they often toss away haphazardly. Their focus is on the process of learning itself: Am I closer to understanding, to mastering? They live their lives as a long period of trial and error, trying this and trying that, a slow process of accumulation and elaboration, so the quality of their work peaks late in life. They are the ugly ducklings of human achievement, who, over the decades, turn themselves into swans.



Let's look at some of the traits that tend to distinguish late bloomers from early bloomers--the qualities that cause them to lag early in life but surge ahead over the long haul.

Intrinsic motivation. Most of our schools and workplaces are built around extrinsic motivation: If you work hard, you will be rewarded with good grades, better salaries, and performance bonuses. Extrinsic-motivation systems are built on the assumption that while work is unpleasant, if you give people external incentives to perform they will respond productively.

People who submit to these extrinsic-reward systems are encouraged to develop a merit-badge mentality. They get good at complying with other people's standards, following other people's methods, and pursuing other people's goals. The people who thrive in these sorts of systems are good at earning high GPAs--having the self-discipline to get A's in all subjects, even the ones that don't interest them. They are valuable to companies precisely because they're good at competently completing whatever tasks are put in front of them.

People driven by intrinsic motivation are not like that. They are bad at paying attention to what other people tell them to pay attention to. Winston Churchill was a poor student for just this reason. "Where my reason, imagination or interest were not engaged, I would not or I could not learn," he wrote in his autobiography, My Early Life.

But such people can be great at paying attention to things that do interest them. The intrinsically motivated have a strong need for autonomy. They are driven by their own curiosity, their own obsessions--and the power of this motivation eclipses the lesser ones fired by extrinsic rewards.

Extrinsically motivated people tend to race ahead during young adulthood, when the job is to please teachers, bosses, and other older people, but then stop working as hard once that goal is met. They're likely to take short cuts if it can get them more quickly to the goal.

Worse, as research by scholars like the psychologist Edward L. Deci has established, if you reward people extrinsically, you can end up crushing the person's capacity for intrinsic motivation. If you pay kids to read, they might read more in the short term--but over time they'll regard reading as unpleasant work, best avoided. A 2009 London School of Economics study that looked at 51 corporate pay-for-performance plans found that financial incentives "can have a negative impact on overall performance."

I once asked a group of students on their final day at their prestigious university what book had changed their life over the previous four years. A long, awkward silence followed. Finally a student said, "You have to understand, we don't read like that. We only sample enough of each book to get through class." These students were hurrying to be good enough to get their merit badges, but not getting deep enough into any subject to be transformed. They didn't love the process of learning itself, which is what you need if you're going to keep educating yourself decade after decade--which, in turn, is what you need to keep advancing when the world isn't rewarding you with impressive grades and prizes.

Intrinsically motivated people, by contrast, are self-directed and often obsessed, burying themselves deep into some subject or task. They find learning about a subject or doing an activity to be their own reward, so they are less likely to cut corners. As Vincent van Gogh--a kind of early late bloomer, who struggled to find his way and didn't create most of his signature works until the last two years of his life before dying at 37--wrote to his brother, "I am seeking. I am striving. I am in it with all my heart."

In Drive, the writer Daniel Pink argues that extrinsic-motivation models work fine when tasks are routine, boring, and technical. But he cites a vast body of research showing that intrinsically motivated people are more productive, more persistent, and less likely to burn out. They also exhibit higher levels of well-being. Over the long run, Pink concludes, "intrinsically motivated people usually achieve more than their reward-seeking counterparts."



Early screw-ups. Late bloomers often don't fit into existing systems. To use William Deresiewicz's term, they are bad at being "excellent sheep"--bad at following the conventional rules of success. Or to put it another way, they can be assholes. Buckminster Fuller was expelled from college twice, lost his job in the building business when he was 32, and later contemplated suicide so his family could live off his life insurance. But then he moved to Greenwich Village, took a teaching job at Black Mountain College, and eventually emerged as an architect, designer, futurist, and winner of the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Colonel Sanders was fired for insubordination when he was a railway engineer, and then fired again for brawling with a colleague while working as a fireman. His career as a lawyer ended when he got into a fistfight with a client, and he lost his job as an insurance salesman because he was unsuited to working for other people. Then, at 62, he created the recipe for what became Kentucky Fried Chicken, began to succeed as a franchiser at 69, and sold the company for $2 million when he was 73.

Late bloomers often have an edge to them, a willingness to battle with authority.



"Diversive curiosity." Our culture pushes people to specialize early: Be like Tiger Woods driving golf balls as a toddler. Concentrate on one thing and get really good, really fast--whether it is golf or physics or investing. In the academic world, specialization is rewarded: Don't be a scholar of Europe, be a scholar of Dutch basket weaving in the 16th century.

Yet when the journalist David Epstein looked at the lives of professional athletes, he found that most of them were less like Tiger Woods and more like Roger Federer, who played a lot of different sports when he was young. These athletes went through what researchers call a "sampling period" and only narrowed their focus to one sport later on. In his book Range, Epstein writes that people who went through a sampling period ended up enjoying greater success over the long run: "One study showed that early career specializers jumped out to an earning lead after college, but that later specializers made up for the head start by finding work that better fitted their skills and personalities."

Jessica Lahey and Tim Lahey: How middle-school failures lead to medical-school success

Many late bloomers endure a brutal wandering period, as they cast about for a vocation. Julia Child made hats, worked for U.S. intelligence (where she was part of a team trying to develop an effective shark repellent), and thought about trying to become a novelist before enrolling in a French cooking school at 37. Van Gogh was an art dealer, a teacher, a bookseller, and a street preacher before taking up painting at 27. During those wandering years, he was a miserable failure. His family watched his repeated downward spirals with embarrassment.

During these early periods, late bloomers try and then quit so many jobs that the people around them might conclude that they lack resilience. But these are exactly the years when the late bloomers are developing what psychologists call "diversive curiosity"--the ability to wander into a broad range of interests in a manner that seems to have no rhyme or reason.

The benefits of this kind of curiosity might be hard to see in the short term, but they become obvious once the late bloomer begins to take advantage of their breadth of knowledge by putting discordant ideas together in new ways. When the psychologist Howard Gruber studied the diaries of Charles Darwin, he found that in the decades before he published On the Origin of Species, Darwin was "pen pals" (as David Epstein puts it) with at least 231 scientists, whose worked ranged across 13 broad streams, from economics to geology, the biology of barnacles to the sex life of birds. Darwin couldn't have written his great masterworks if he hadn't been able to combine these vastly different intellectual currents.

Epstein notes that many of the most successful scientists have had diverse interests, and especially in different kinds of performing: Nobel Prize winners are 22 times more likely to spend large chunks of time as an amateur actor, musician, magician, or other type of performer than non-Nobel-winning scientists are. Epstein quotes Santiago Ramon y Cajal, the founder of modern neuroscience: "To him who observes them from afar, it appears as though they are scattering and dissipating their energies," Cajal wrote, speaking of these late-blooming Nobelists, "while in reality they are channeling and strengthening them."

Late bloomers tend to have a high tolerance for ambiguity, and can bring multiple ways of thinking to bear on a single complex problem. They also have a high tolerance for inefficiency. They walk through life like a curious person browsing through a bookstore. In old age, the historian Daniel Boorstin wrote, "The amateur spirit has guided my thinking and writing." He had wandered from subject to subject throughout his life, playing around.



The ability to self-teach. Late bloomers don't find their calling until they are too old for traditional education systems. So they have to teach themselves. Successful autodidacts start with what psychologists call a "high need for cognition"--in other words, they like to think a lot. In his book Curious, Ian Leslie presents a series of statements that, when answered in the affirmative, indicate a high need for cognition: "I would prefer complex to simple problems"; "I prefer my life be filled with puzzles that I can't solve"; "I find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for long hours."

Leonardo da Vinci is the poster child for high-cognition needs. Consider his famous lists of self-assigned research projects: "Ask the master of arithmetic how to square a triangle ... examine a crossbow ... ask about the measurement of the sun ... draw Milan." Benjamin Franklin was similar. After he was appointed U.S. ambassador to France, he could have relaxed on his transatlantic voyages between home and work. Instead, he turned them into scientific expeditions, measuring the temperature of the water as he went, which allowed him to discover and chart the Gulf Stream.

Successful late bloomers combine this high need for cognition with a seemingly contradictory trait: epistemic humility. They are aggressive about wanting to acquire knowledge and learn--but they are also modest, possessing an accurate sense of how much they don't know.

This mentality combines high self-belief (I can figure this out on my own; I know my standards are right and the world's standards are wrong) with high self-doubt (There's a lot I don't know, and I am falling short in many ways).

The combination of a high need for cognition and epistemic humility is a recipe for lifelong learning. Late bloomers learn more slowly but also more deeply precisely because they're exploring on their own. The benefits of acquiring this self-taught knowledge compound over time. The more you know about a subject, the faster you can learn. A chess grandmaster with thousands of past matches stored in their head will see a new strategy much faster than a chess beginner. Knowledge begets knowledge. Researchers call this "the Matthew effect": "For whosoever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance." Pretty soon, the late bloomer is taking off.



The ability to finally commit. Of course, late bloomers can't just wander forever. At some point they must grab onto some challenge that engages their powerful intrinsic drive. They have to commit. Ray Kroc endured a classic wandering period. He got a job selling ribbons. He played piano in a bordello. He read the ticker tape at the Chicago stock exchange. He sold paper cups and then milkshake mixers. In that latter job he noticed that one restaurant was ordering a tremendous number of milkshake machines. Curious, he drove halfway across the country to see it, and found a fast-food restaurant that was more efficiently churning out meals than any he had ever encountered. "There was something almost religious about Kroc's inspirational moment when he discovered McDonald's," Henry Oliver writes in his forthcoming book, Second Act. Kroc just cared about hamburgers and fries (and milkshakes) more than most people. He bought the restaurant, and brought to it his own form of genius, which was the ability to franchise it on a massive scale.



The mind of the explorer. By middle age, many late bloomers have achieved lift-off and are getting to enjoy the pleasures of concentrated effort. They are absorbed, fascinated. But since they are freer from ties and associations than the early achiever, late bloomers can also change their mind and update their models without worrying about betraying any professional norms.

We have a notion that the happiest people are those who have aimed their life toward some goal and then attained it, like winning a championship trophy or achieving renown. But the best moments of life can be found within the lifelong learning or quest itself. It's doing something so fulfilling that the work is its own reward. "Effort is the one thing that gives meaning to life," the Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck once wrote. "Effort means you care about something."

"The secret of life is to have a task, something you devote your entire life to, something you bring everything to, every minute of the day for the rest of your life," the sculptor Henry Moore once told the poet Donald Hall. "And the most important thing is--it must be something you cannot possibly do."



Crankiness in old age. So far, I've been describing late bloomers as if they were all openhearted curiosity and wonder. But remember that many of them have been butting against established institutions their whole lives--and they've naturally developed oppositional, chip-on-the-shoulder, even angry mindsets.

In his essay "The Artist Grows Old," the great art critic Sir Kenneth Clark wrote about painters--like Titian, Michelangelo, Rembrandt, and Cezanne--who produced their best work at the end of their lives, sometimes in their 80s or even 90s. He noticed that while these older artists painted with passion, this passion was inflected with what he called "transcendental pessimism." The artists who peak late, he found, "take a very poor view of human life." They are energized by a holy rage. The British artist William Turner felt so hopeless late in life that he barely spoke. "Old artists are solitary," Clark writes. "Like all old people they are bored and irritated by the company of their fellow bipeds and yet find their isolation depressing. They are also suspicious of interference."

The angry old artists fight back with their brushes. They retreat from realism. Their handling of paint grows freer. "Cezanne, who in middle life painted with the delicacy of a watercolorist, and was almost afraid, as he said, to sully the whiteness of a canvas, ended by attacking it with heavy and passionate strokes," Clark writes. "The increased vitality of an aged hand is hard to explain."

Younger painters, like younger workers in any field, are trying to learn the language of the craft. Older painters, like older expert practitioners in other fields, have mastered the language and are willing to bend it. Older painters feel free to jettison the rules that stifle their prophetic voice. They can express what they need to more purely.

Clark's analysis is insightful, but I think he may be overgeneralizing. His theory applies to an angry, pessimistic painting like Michelangelo's late work The Crucifixion of St. Peter, a painting of an old man raging against the inhumanity of the world. But Clark's theory doesn't really apply to, say, Rembrandt's late work The Return of the Prodigal Son. By the time he painted it, Rembrandt was old, broke, and out of fashion; his wife and many of his children had preceded him to the grave. But Prodigal Son is infused with a spirit of holy forgiveness. It shows a father offering infinite love to a wayward, emaciated, and grateful son. It couldn't be gentler.



Wisdom. After a lifetime of experimentation, some late bloomers transcend their craft or career and achieve a kind of comprehensive wisdom.

Wisdom is a complicated trait. It starts with pattern recognition--using experience to understand what is really going on. The neuroscientist Elkhonon Goldberg provides a classic expression of this ability in his book The Wisdom Paradox. "Frequently when I am faced with what would appear from the outside to be a challenging problem, the grinding mental computation is somehow circumvented, rendered, as if by magic, unnecessary," he writes. "The solution comes effortlessly, seamlessly, seemingly by itself. What I have lost with age in my capacity for hard mental work, I seem to have gained in my capacity for instantaneous, almost unfairly easy insight."

But the trait we call wisdom is more than just pattern recognition; it's the ability to see things from multiple points of view, the ability to aggregate perspectives and rest in the tensions between them. When he was in his 60s, Cezanne built a study in Provence and painted a series of paintings of a single mountain, Mont Sainte-Victoire, which are now often considered his greatest works. He painted the mountain at different times of day, in different sorts of light. He wasn't so much painting the mountain as painting time. He was also painting perception itself, its continual flow, its uncertainties and evolutions. "I progress very slowly," he wrote to the painter Emile Bernard, "for nature reveals herself to me in complex ways; and the progress needed is endless."

"Old men ought to be explorers," T. S. Eliot wrote in East Coker. "Here and there does not matter / We must be still and still moving / Into another intensity / For a further union, a deeper communion." For some late bloomers, the exploration never ends. They have a certain distinct way of being in the world, but they express that way of being at greater and greater levels of complexity as they age.

Wisdom is an intellectual trait--the ability to see reality as it really is. But it is also a moral trait; we wouldn't call a self-centered person wise. It is also a spiritual trait; the wise person possesses a certain tranquility, the ability to stay calm when others are overwhelmed with negative emotions.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to succeed at failure

When I was young I was mentored by William F. Buckley and Milton Friedman, both at that time approaching the end of their careers. Both men had changed history. Buckley created the modern conservative movement that led to the election of Ronald Reagan. Friedman changed economics and won the Nobel Prize. I had a chance to ask each of them, separately, if they ever felt completion, if they ever had a sense that they'd done their work and now they had crossed the finish line and could relax. Neither man even understood my question. They were never at rest, pushing for what they saw as a better society all the days of their lives.

My friend Tim Keller, the late pastor, was in some ways not a classic late bloomer--his talents were already evident when he was a young man. But those talents weren't afforded much public scope at the church in rural Virginia where his calling had taken him.

Tim didn't feel qualified to publish his first major book until he was 58. Over the next 10 years he published nearly three dozen more, harvesting the wisdom he'd been gathering all along. His books have sold more than 25 million copies. During this same time, he founded Redeemer, the most influential church in New York and maybe America.

When Tim got pancreatic cancer at the age of 70, he was still in the prime of his late-blooming life. Under the shadow of death, as he wrote in The Atlantic, his spiritual awareness grew deeper. He experienced more sadness and also more joy. But what I will always remember about those final years is how much more eager Tim was to talk about the state of the world than about the state of his own health. He had more to give, and he worked feverishly until the end. He left behind an agenda for how to repair the American church--a specific action plan for how to mend the Christian presence in our torn land.

I've noticed this pattern again and again: Slow at the start, late bloomers are still sprinting during that final lap--they do not slow down as age brings its decay. They are seeking. They are striving. They are in it with all their heart.
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New, Ominous Signs for Gay Rights Keep Emerging

A growing faction supports rolling back the gains of the past quarter century.

by David A. Graham




What happens to a dream undone? For many Americans, the progress of gay rights over the past quarter century was one of the country's greatest achievements. Even as social change on other fronts stagnated or reversed, LGBTQ Americans gained new acceptance and protections. In 2002, Gallup found that just 38 percent of Americans believed that homosexual behavior was morally acceptable. Barely more than a decade later, in 2015, that number was 63 percent; that year, the Supreme Court granted same-sex couples the right to marry. This change was celebrated by its beneficiaries, of course, and by progressives, but also more broadly. By 2022, 55 percent of Republicans supported same-sex marriage, according to Gallup--a huge leap from just 22 percent 10 years earlier.

Now alarm bells are ringing for same-sex marriage and LGBTQ rights in general. A new Gallup poll shows that Republican approval of homosexual rights has dropped from 56 to 40 percent in two years, and that support for same-sex marriage is down to less than half, at 46 percent. Liberal justices on the Supreme Court warned in a dissent last week that their colleagues are chipping away at the right to marriage. Over the past four years, Republican policy makers have mounted a campaign against transgender rights and discussion of homosexuality in schools, but the result appears to be a wider backlash against LGBTQ rights.

The slippage belies the Whiggish view of inexorable if slow progress that many liberals, most notably former President Barack Obama, espoused in the early 21st century. The Supreme Court's abortion decision in Dobbs shows that even things that courts have long treated as fundamental rights can be reversed. But although that ruling was a shock to many, abortion has long been a subject of entrenched division. Gay rights seemed like an area where public opinion was moving quickly, and in one direction.

Whether permanent or fleeting, the reversal fits with a general revanchist push by the MAGA movement against cultural change. The pushback on transgender and educational issues may have looked to some Americans like simply pumping the brakes--after such fast change on gay rights generally, slower movement was merited. These new developments, however, indicate that a growing faction supports not just pausing change but reversing it.

Donald Trump makes for a strange figurehead for such a movement. Just as Trump was a libertine who favored abortion rights before transforming himself into a hero of evangelical Christians who brought down Roe v. Wade, he seems to have had little animus toward LGBTQ people before his political career. If anything, he brought a median New Yorker's shrugging acceptance. During his first presidential campaign, he spoke little about gay rights but still went further in affirming them than any prior Republican nominee had.

But just as Obama disingenuously claimed to have "evolved" toward greater support for gay rights once in the White House, Trump appears to have made a strategic choice to devolve. He first indicated that he'd preserve an Obama-era rule providing workplace protections for LGBTQ employees, but his administration proceeded to water down or roll back existing rules, and to institute carve-outs for religious organizations. Even so, Gallup found that GOP support for same-sex relations stayed stable during the Trump presidency. (Trump hosted a gay wedding at Mar-a-Lago a few months ago.)

What happened from 2022 to 2024? The most obvious answer is that Republican candidates made attacks on LGBTQ people a centerpiece of the 2022 midterm elections. Red states and jurisdictions passed laws restricting discussion of sexual orientation in schools, some of the more than 1,800 anti-LGBTQ-rights bills introduced nationwide in the past four years. Bans on books that discussed the subject spread widely. Advocates claimed, with no basis, that these books and other events were part of a dark conspiracy to "groom" children into being gay. States also pushed to restrict gender-affirming care for transgender people, both children and adults, and to circumscribe transgender rights.

More than just an attempt to slow down change, these political campaigns have reversed public opinion, at least among Republicans. Views among Democrats and independents remain basically stable, which is one reason approval for same-sex marriage still sits at 69 percent, down from 71 percent a couple of years ago.

Such a shift could be consequential in policy terms. If Trump wins in November, his allies are pushing for a greater rollback in LGBTQ rights through executive policy, part of a larger assertion of presidential power; a Republican majority in Congress, bolstered by shifting GOP-voter opinions, could make changes statutory.

These moves might be constrained somewhat by electoral imperatives. The Supreme Court would not be. The Dobbs decision showed that the most conservative justices have no qualms about issuing politically incendiary opinions, and that Chief Justice John Roberts is unable or unwilling to restrain them. Justice Clarence Thomas has already argued in a concurring opinion that the Court should reverse its rulings protecting same-sex marriage and relationships as well as contraception. The conservative bloc's ruling in a case about an American woman and her immigrant husband last week drew warnings from the minority that same-sex marriage could soon be threatened. And the next president is likely to appoint more justices, so a Trump victory would solidify the Court's rightward direction, and possibly shift it yet further.

American law has treated same-sex marriage, like abortion, as a fundamental right since the 2015 ruling. If Dobbs shows that such rights can be taken away, it still doesn't explain what that would look like. The end of a pregnancy is a moment in time, and past abortions aren't reversed. But if the Court revoked the right to same-sex marriage, what would happen to couples who married and established lives based on that right? No one knows, but surely the answer is nothing good.
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Israel Is Ready for Another War

In the north, Israelis are not just resigned to the opening of a war with Hezbollah but in some cases annoyed that committing to one is taking so long.

by Graeme Wood




Last week, my British Airways flight from London to Tel Aviv made a stop not indicated on my ticket. While we waited on the runway, I heard concerned murmurs in Hebrew from fellow passengers. "Some of you have noticed that your phones indicate that we are at Beirut International Airport," a flight attendant said over the intercom, in a reassuring tone. For an Israeli, an unexpected stop in Beirut--at an airport recently accused of stockpiling and trafficking weapons for Hezbollah--is at best awkward, and at worst the prelude to a long subterranean stay chained to a radiator. "We are not in Beirut," she continued. "The GPS here is scrambled for security purposes. We are in Larnaca, Cyprus, for a crew change."

For the past month, Israel and Hezbollah--the Iran-backed Shiite militia that dominates southern Lebanon and the Bekaa Valley--have been exchanging heavy fire across their shared border. The trend is toward war. To hinder GPS-guided attacks, Israel has spoofed GPS signals, so smartphones sometimes indicate that they are at the Beirut airport, when they are in fact in Israel or Cyprus. Cyprus is on the spoofing list because last week Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, said that if the Republic of Cyprus--a European Union member--lets Israel use its airports, then "the resistance will deal with it as part of the war." Now fear is spreading around the region generously: Israelis are contemplating an onslaught of 100,000 Hezbollah rockets, Lebanese are preparing for the collapse of their country upon an Israeli invasion, and the European Union has to deal with the possibility of the first war on its territory since its establishment.

Read: Iran's proxies are out of control

But Nasrallah's bellicose language masks a peculiar reality: Hezbollah does not want a war, and Israel--whose international standing has tumbled as a result of its prosecution of war on another front--does. In a week of visiting the north and talking with Israeli politicians and generals, I found a country not just resigned to the opening of a war in the north but in some cases annoyed that committing to one is taking so long.

Six months ago, after Israel evacuated civilians from northern border areas deemed too difficult to defend, I asked a senior Israeli military official whether Israel could sustain that evacuation, which had affected more than 200,000 people. He said that Hezbollah, too, had had to evacuate or militarize a huge portion of its territory, and that Israel was a richer and more robust country. Now many people in the area talk as if they think Israel and Hezbollah have an appointment with destiny.

The lack of reliable GPS was in some ways a journalistic blessing: Rather than navigate northern Israel by paper maps, I picked up Israeli hitchhikers and used them as human satnav systems, then between turns asked them what they thought of the situation. All were civilians. Not all were civil. "This is what we get from an incompetent government," one said, just about spitting on the floor of my rental car in disgust. He said successive governments had gutted the military, handed out freebies to undeserving constituencies like ultra-Orthodox religious students, and left the state incapable of defending its territory. A woman from Katzrin, an Israeli city in the Golan ("turn right here"), described seeing the wreckage of a car near where she lived that had either been hit directly by a rocket or had Hezbollah rocket fragments rain down on it after an Israeli missile intercept. Either way, she was rattled to see the wreckage, and she said that the status quo was intolerable.

The largest city evacuated by Israel is Kiryat Shmona, which had 22,000 people in October and is now mostly vacant. The road remains open, and the city is not quite zombie-apocalypse empty, because people keep coming in to maintain their property. But the businesses are nearly all shut, and overhead one regularly sees the smoke trails of missiles and anti-missiles, which are reminders that no sane person would live here under the current circumstances. I saw shopping malls whose windows were crusted with months of dust. Under a statue of a lion on the main street, someone had spray-painted defiantly in Hebrew: WE ARE STILL HERE. But the traffic was so sparse that I could stop my car in the middle of the street to take a picture, without inconveniencing anyone.

Historically the frontier status of Kiryat Shmona--and Metula, even farther north--had been a source of pride. Metula was one of the first Zionist agricultural communes. Now it is abandoned. Kiryat Shmona had been a stronghold of Benjamin Netanyahu's Likud party, because of the Israeli right's promises of security. Now its residents are having to consider the possibility that they will not be allowed back in time for September, the start of their children's school year. That symbolic deadline will for many of them be the moment they admit that their families have to get comfortable elsewhere, and may never go back. Netanyahu visited Kiryat Shmona earlier this month and declared that Israel is "prepared for very intense action in the north," and that it would restore security "one way or another."

Michael Oren, the Israeli historian and former ambassador to Washington, told me that if the current circumstances continue, Israel will revert to a condition similar to the fragile years of the 1950s and '60s. "Most of our borders were not settled by civilians," he told me. "They were settled by agricultural troops, and over time they became kibbutzim and towns. The only people who will get to live in Metula now are soldiers." He was pessimistic about the country's ability to reverse this process without war. "I'm beginning to think we have no choice."

If Hezbollah wanted a full-on war, it could already have prompted one--but since firing the opening shots after October 7, it has absorbed more painful blows than it has dealt. Israel has killed more than 300 Hezbollah fighters in the past nine months, many of them in targeted strikes, and has lost only a handful of its own. Hezbollah's purpose is to deter and punish Israel on behalf of Iran over the long term, not to provoke a war that could lead to its own destruction.

Read: Hezbollah goes to the theater

Conversely, if Hezbollah wished to avert an Israeli invasion, some say, it could just stop firing missiles into Israel and allow residents to return to their homes and farms. But a promise from Hezbollah to stop firing rockets would not, under Israel's post-October 7 doctrine, be enough. After Hamas's attack, Israel decided that an enemy's promises are not sufficient, and instead Israel must degrade the enemy's ability to invade and slaughter Israeli communities. Yaakov Amidror, a former Israeli national security adviser, told me that the principle applies equally to the north and south. "It's no longer about what an enemy has in its mind," he said. "It's not about ideology. It's about what they can do." He said that Hezbollah would need to retreat from the border, far enough to prevent it from launching a surprise attack resembling Hamas's on October 7.

Demanding that Hezbollah withdraw from southern Lebanon is tantamount to asking Hezbollah to admit defeat in a war that has not yet happened, and that it has spent decades preparing for. To Nasrallah, that would be personally mortifying. The chasm between the two sides' positions is wide. It is unlikely to narrow through diplomacy and negotiation.
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Generative AI Can't Cite Its Sources

How will OpenAI keep its promise to media companies?

by Matteo Wong




Updated at 8:58 a.m. ET on June 26, 2024

Silicon Valley appears, once again, to be getting the better of America's newspapers and magazines. Tech companies are injecting every corner of the web with AI language models, which may pose an existential threat to journalism as we currently know it. After all, why go to a media outlet if ChatGPT can deliver the information you think you need?



A growing number of media companies--the publishers of The Wall Street Journal, Business Insider, New York, Politico, The Atlantic, and many others--have signed licensing deals with OpenAI that will formally allow the start-up's AI models to incorporate recent partner articles into their responses. (The editorial division of The Atlantic operates independently from the business division, which announced its corporate partnership with OpenAI last month.) OpenAI is just the beginning, and such deals may soon be standard for major media companies: Perplexity, which runs a popular AI-powered search engine, has had conversations with various publishers (including The Atlantic's business division) about a potential ad-revenue-sharing arrangement, the start-up's chief business officer, Dmitry Shevelenko, told me yesterday. Perplexity has spent the past few weeks defending itself against accusations that it appears to have plagiarized journalists' work. (A spokesperson for The Atlantic said that its business leadership has been talking with "a number of AI companies" both to explore possible partnerships and to express "significant concerns.")



OpenAI is paying its partners and receives permission to train its models on their content in exchange. Although a spokesperson for OpenAI did not answer questions about citations in ChatGPT or the status of media-partner products in any detail, Shevelenko was eager to explain why this is relevant to Perplexity: "We need web publishers to keep creating great journalism that is loaded up with facts, because you can't answer questions well if you don't have accurate source material."

Read: A devil's bargain with OpenAI

Although this may seem like media arcana--mere C-suite squabbles--the reality is that AI companies are envisioning a future in which their platforms are central to how all internet users find information. Among OpenAI's promises is that, in the future, ChatGPT and other products will link and give credit--and drive readers--to media partners' websites. In theory, OpenAI could improve readership at a time when other distribution channels--Facebook and Google, mainly--are cratering. But it is unclear whether OpenAI, Perplexity, or any other generative-AI company will be able to create products that consistently and accurately cite their sources--let alone drive any audiences to original sources such as news outlets. Currently, they struggle to do so with any consistency.



Curious about how these media deals might work in practice, I tried a range of searches in ChatGPT and Perplexity. Although Perplexity generally included links and citations, ChatGPT--which is not a tailored, Google-like search tool--typically did not unless explicitly asked to. Within those citations, both Perplexity and ChatGPT at times failed to deliver a functioning link to the source that had originated whatever information was most relevant or that I was looking for. The most advanced version of ChatGPT made various errors and missteps when I asked about features and original reporting from publications that have partnered with OpenAI. Sometimes links were missing, or went to the wrong page on the right site, or just didn't take me anywhere at all. Frequently, the citations were to news aggregators or publications that had summarized journalism published originally by OpenAI partners such as The Atlantic and New York.



For instance, I asked about when Donald Trump had called Americans who'd died at war "suckers" and "losers." ChatGPT correctly named The Atlantic as the outlet that first reported, in 2020, that Trump had made these remarks. But instead of linking to the source material, it pointed users to secondary sources such as Yahoo News, Military Times, and logicallyfacts.com; the last is itself a subsidiary of an AI company focused on limiting the spread of disinformation. When asked about the leak of the Supreme Court opinion that overturned Roe v. Wade in 2022--a scoop that made Politico a Pulitzer Prize finalist and helped win it a George Polk Award--ChatGPT mentioned Politico but did not link to the site. Instead, it linked to Wikipedia, Rutgers University, Yahoo News, and Poynter. When asked to direct me to the original Politico article, it provided a nonfunctioning hyperlink. In response to questions about ChatGPT's failure to provide high-quality citations, an OpenAI spokesperson told me that the company is working on an enhanced, attribution-forward search product that will direct users to partner content. The spokesperson did not say when that product is expected to launch.

Read: Google is turning into a libel machine

My attempts to use Microsoft Copilot and Perplexity turned up similar errors, although Perplexity was less error-prone than any other chatbot tool I tried. Google's new AI Overview feature recently missummarized one of my articles into a potentially defamatory claim (the company has since addressed that error). That experience lines up with other reports and academic research demonstrating that these programs struggle to cite sources correctly: One test from last year showed that leading language models did not offer complete citations even half the time in response to questions from a particular data set. Recent Wired and Forbes investigations have alleged that Perplexity closely reproduced journalists' content and wording to respond to queries or create bespoke "Perplexity Pages"--which the company describes as "comprehensive articles on any topic," and which at the time of the Forbes article's publication hid attributions as small logos that linked out to the original content. When I asked Perplexity, "Why have the past 10 years of American life been uniquely stupid?"--a reference to the headline of a popular Atlantic article--the site's first citation was to a PDF copy of the story; the original link was fifth.



Shevelenko said that Perplexity had adjusted its product in response to parts of the Forbes report, which enumerated various ways that the site minimizes the sources it draws information from for its Perplexity Pages. He also said that the company avoids "the most common sources of pirated, downloadable content," and that my PDF example may have slipped through because it is hosted on a school website. The company depends on and wants to "create healthy, long-term incentives" to support human journalism, Shevelenko told me, and although he touted the product's accuracy, he also said that "nobody at Perplexity thinks we're anywhere near as good as we can be or should be."



In fairness, these are not entirely new problems. Human-staffed websites already harvest and cannibalize original reporting into knockoff articles designed to rank highly on search engines or social media. When ChatGPT points to an aggregated Yahoo News article instead of the original scoop, it is operating similarly to Google's traditional search engine (which in one search about the Supreme Court leak did not even place Politico in its top 10 links). This isn't a new practice. Long before the internet existed, newspapers and magazines routinely aggregated stories from their competitors. When Perplexity appears to rip off Wired or Forbes, it may not be so different from any other sketchy website that copies with abandon. But OpenAI, Microsoft, Google, and Perplexity have promised that their AI products will be good friends to the media; linked citations and increased readership have been named as clear benefits to publishers that have contracted with OpenAI.



Several experts I interviewed for this article told me that AI models might never be perfect at finding and citing information. Accuracy and attribution are an active area of research, and substantial improvements are coming, they said. But even if some future model reaches "70 or 80 percent" accuracy, "it'll never reach, or might take a long time to reach, 99 percent," Tianyu Gao, a machine-learning researcher at Princeton, told me. Even those who were more optimistic noted that significant challenges lie ahead.

Read: These 183,000 books are fueling the biggest fight in publishing and tech

A traditional large language model is not connected to the internet but instead writes answers based on its training data; OpenAI's most advanced model hasn't trained on anything since October 2023. While OpenAI's technology is proprietary, to provide information about anything more recent, or more accurate responses about older events, researchers typically connect the AI to an external data source or even a typical search engine--a process known as "retrieval-augmented generation," or RAG. First, a chatbot turns the user's query into an internet search, perhaps via Google or Bing, and "retrieves" relevant content. Then the chatbot uses that content to "generate" its response. (ChatGPT currently relies on Bing for queries that use RAG.)



Every step of this process is currently prone to error. Before a generative-AI program composes its response to a user's query, it might struggle with a faulty internet search that doesn't pull up relevant information. "The retrieval component failing is actually a very big part of these systems failing," Graham Neubig, an AI and natural-language-processing researcher at Carnegie Mellon University, told me. Anyone who has used Google in the past few years has witnessed the search engine pull up tangential results and keyword-optimized websites over more reliable sources. Feeding that into an AI risks creating more mess, because language models are not always good at discriminating between more and less useful search results. Google's AI Overview tool, for instance, recently seemed to draw from a Reddit comment saying that glue is a good way to get cheese to stick to pizza. And if the web search doesn't turn up anything particularly helpful, the chatbot might just invent something in order to answer the question, Neubig said.



Even if a chatbot retrieves good information, today's generative-AI programs are prone to twisting, ignoring, or misrepresenting data. Large language models are designed to write lucid, fluent prose by predicting words in a sequence, not to cross-reference information or create footnotes. A chatbot can tell you that the sky is blue, but it doesn't "understand" what the sky or the color blue are. It might say instead that the sky is hot pink--evincing a tendency to "hallucinate," or invent information, that is counter to the goal of reliable citation. Various experts told me that an AI model might invent reasonable-sounding facts that aren't in a cited article, fail to follow instructions to note its sources, or cite the wrong sources.



Representatives from News Corp, Vox Media, and Axel Springer declined to comment. A spokesperson for The Atlantic told me that the company believes that AI "could be an important way to help build our audience in the future." The OpenAI spokesperson said that the company is "committed to a thriving ecosystem of publishers and creators" and is working with its partners to build a product with "proper attribution--an enhanced experience still in development and not yet available in ChatGPT."

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

One way to do that could be to apply external programs that filter and check the AI model's citations, especially given language models' inherent limitations. ChatGPT may not be great at citing its sources right now, but OpenAI could build a specialized product that is far better. Another tactic might be to specifically prompt and train AI models to provide more reliable annotations; a chatbot could "learn" that a high-quality response includes citations for each line delivered, for example. "There are potential engineering solutions to some of these problems, but solving all of them in one fell swoop is always hard," Neubig said. Alex Dimakis, a computer scientist at the University of Texas at Austin and a co-director of the National Science Foundation's Institute for Foundations of Machine Learning, told me over email that it is "certainly possible" that reliable responses with citations could be engineered "soon."



Still, some of the problems may be inherent to the setup: Reliable summary and attribution require adhering closely to sources, but the magic of generative AI is that it synthesizes and associates information in unexpected ways. A good chatbot and a good web index, in other words, could be fundamentally at odds--media companies might be asking OpenAI to build a product that sacrifices "intelligence" for fidelity. "What we want to do with the generation goes against that attribution-and-provenance part, so you have to make a choice," Chirag Shah, an AI and internet-search expert at the University of Washington, told me. There has to be a compromise. Which is, of course, what these media partnerships have been all along--tech companies paying to preempt legal battles and bad PR, media companies hedging their bets against a future technology that could ruin their current business model.



Academic and corporate research on making more reliable AI systems that don't destroy the media ecosystem or poison the web abounds. Just last Friday, OpenAI acquired a start-up that builds information-retrieval software. But absent more details from the company about what exactly these future search products or ChatGPT abilities will look like, the internet's billions of users are left with the company's word--no sources cited.
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The Center Must Hold

Why centrism offers a dramatic break from the trajectory of politics across the world

by Yair Zivan




Amid the rise in populism, extremism, and polarization around the world, centrism is frequently dismissed by its critics as too poorly defined, too short on passion, too weak to serve as an effective response. But this misunderstands both political centrism and the dangerous trends it seeks to counter. In fact, centrism offers the most potent antidote to the excesses of populism.

To understand centrism, it's important to clearly explain what it is not. Centrism isn't the middle between an imaginary left and right. It isn't a compromise between wherever the extremes happen to be dragging society at any given moment. It isn't simply a more palatable version of socialism or a poorly disguised right-wing ploy. In short, centrism isn't the search for an unattainable, and usually unwanted, middle point on the political spectrum.

For too long, centrism has been defined by its critics, while actual centrists have shied away from making the case for their approach loudly and proudly. That has to change, not just for the good of political centrism but for the good of liberal democracy as a whole.

Centrism has a set of core values, a set of beliefs that underpin the entire political approach: a focus on moderation and pragmatism; an embrace of complexity; a deep and unwavering commitment to liberal democracy, including the essential institutions that uphold it; an understanding of the value of compromise; a belief in equality of opportunity; a positive liberal patriotism; and a trust that through balancing the tensions that exist in every nation, we can make people's lives better.

McKay Coppins: The Kyrsten Sinema theory of American politics

Centrism doesn't look for total victory over one side or the other, but rather for the most effective approach to dealing with complex and ever-changing challenges. Most often, that means managing the never-ending tensions between competing sets of values. So, for example, seeking to maximize the benefits of globalization that increase our quality of life while also protecting local industries; managing the need to provide security without abandoning our commitment to civil rights; balancing the need for free markets, which encourage entrepreneurship, risk-taking, and innovation, and the necessity of a social safety net that doesn't allow people to fall into abject poverty; managing the need to embrace the technology that will define the future and the importance of protecting society from its most harmful effects.

The challenges facing countries today are arguably more complex than ever before, and they require cooperation across national boundaries and among multiple sectors of society. The idea that Karl Marx or Friedrich Hayek can offer us neat, all-encompassing solutions to those challenges is absurd.

Centrists believe in incomplete answers as part of an imperfect world; those seemingly partial solutions help us continue living together by creating a shared narrative, a tolerance and understanding of differing points of view, and some measure of continuity in policy making rather than wild swings of the policy pendulum. When centrists govern, it is with the aim of making sure that no one is entirely overlooked, even if no one gets everything they want.

An embrace of complexity and a commitment to honesty about the challenges we face are what make centrism the antidote to populism and, with it, extremism and polarization. It is why centrism is anathema to the extremes that seek to address every issue through the lens of partisan purity tests.

Populists neatly reduce any issue to two basic messages: Solutions are always simple, and failures are always someone else's fault. Populists always have an easy, if ultimately unworkable, answer, and whatever you're angry or fearful about, they will always find you someone to blame. Populism is, at its core, the attempt to divide society into two groups--real people versus elites, oppressors versus the oppressed, locals versus outsiders. This divisive approach leaves no room for nuance, context, or complexity. Individuals are removed from the equation, left only as part of one group or the other. Populists leave no opportunity for introspection, debate, or self-criticism--which is why populism almost inevitably results in political extremism and polarization. Populist politicians want us to believe that compromise is never necessary, let alone desirable, but rather that it is a symbol of weakness and failure.

The fear that drives populist politics is real. People who feel a true sense of loss for a world that once was, or genuine anxiety about the world that is coming, are drawn to politicians who offer simplistic solutions, especially if no one else is willing to take those fears seriously.

Branding politicians who push populist approaches as "irresponsible" or "racist" or "anti-democratic" is not enough, although they may be any or all of those things. Fearing the changes that artificial intelligence will bring to the world or rejecting changes to a sense of national identity is not inherently unreasonable. Neither is wanting to protect local industries and local communities. Those fears, and those attachments to what we know, are real, and we have a responsibility to connect to them emotionally and approach them with sincerity.

The answer is to offer a better alternative to the simplistic, if emotionally appealing, solutions offered by populists. That alternative can't come from a countervailing brand of extremism or a different strain of populism, which would merely replicate the problem. Only the center offers an antidote to the politics of intransigence and inflexibility; it is the center that can counter the messages of despair and divisiveness.

Any politician seeking to halt the rise of populism must start by showing genuine compassion and understanding of the anxiety that large swaths of the public feel, and then offering a more attractive path forward. Centrists must build a hopeful national narrative, one that embraces liberal patriotism as a positive force, respects traditions, and still welcomes progress. Centrism must be pragmatic, but it must also be driven by hope.

Hope is a powerful driver of action, and it is a winning political message that provides an effective approach to governing. In 1960, Frank Sinatra rerecorded his hit song "High Hopes" as the anthem of John F. Kennedy's election campaign. When Bill Clinton accepted the Democratic nomination in 1992, he ended his speech by declaring, "I still believe in a place called hope."

Luke Savage: The making of a leftist

Jonathan Sacks, the late chief rabbi of the United Kingdom, explained that optimism and hope are not the same. "Optimism is the belief that the world is changing for the better," he wrote, while "hope is the belief that, together, we can make the world better. Optimism is a passive virtue, hope an active one." The "politics of hope," as Sacks termed it, not only inspires an emotional reaction but spurs action, forming healthier societies that are more cohesive, tolerant, and open. That stands in contrast to politicians with authoritarian and illiberal tendencies who imbue societies with fear and create violence and prejudice.

By playing an active role in creating more hopeful societies and in breaking what the political scientist Lee Drutman calls the "cynicism and mistrust doom loop," centrists not only help build healthier societies but can help create a positive reinforcing political loop that will benefit them politically.

At a time when politics too often feels like a negative force, when politicians are more divisive and divided than the public they seek to represent, and when intransigence feels unavoidable, centrism can offer a dramatic break from the trajectory of politics across the world. It is the antidote to populism; it is the politics of hope.
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Why Jamaal Bowman Lost

The New York progressive veered too far left of his constituents.

by Russell Berman




The easiest explanation for why Representative Jamaal Bowman lost his Democratic primary in New York today is that he alienated the Jewish voters in his district with his denunciations of Israel. That explanation is reasonable, as far as it goes. Indeed, the race was the most expensive House primary in history largely because a pro-Israel group inundated the district with TV ads attacking Bowman. But that's not the whole story.

Bowman's defeat to George Latimer, the executive of Westchester County, made him the first member of the House's progressive "Squad" to lose a reelection bid. He might have hung on had he not criticized Israel so harshly in the weeks after October 7. Yet Bowman had made himself politically vulnerable well before Hamas's attacks, both by veering too far left of his constituents and by drawing unwelcome attention that had nothing to do with the Middle East.

A former middle-school principal, Bowman won the seat in 2020 by ousting Eliot Engel, a senior House Democrat who was then the chair of the Foreign Affairs Committee. In doing so, Bowman followed the path set two years earlier by Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who'd rallied New York City progressives to defeat a moderate member of the party leadership.

Graeme Wood: Jamaal Bowman's very bad poetry

Once in Congress, Bowman aligned himself with AOC and her allies in the left-wing Squad. Both she and Bowman pressured the Biden administration from the left and became foils for Republicans and centrist Democrats.

But their trajectories diverged in other ways. Ocasio-Cortez has been able to establish herself as a progressive star nationally while consolidating support in her district, avoiding a serious electoral challenge. Bowman has struggled to do either. "He did not make the kind of connections and build out the coalition like he needed to in the district," a former Bowman adviser told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity to avoid publicly criticizing their former boss.

When Bowman first ran, in 2020, his majority-minority district was more progressive than it is now--and more progressive than AOC's. Shortly after he won, the decennial reapportionment process extended the northern boundary to include more of New York City's wealthier suburbs. Bowman's district now features just a sliver of the Bronx. "His district is not woke. It is Democratic," another former Bowman adviser told me on the condition of anonymity. Ignoring the advice of some aides, Bowman joined other members of the Squad to vote against President Joe Biden's infrastructure bill in 2021--a decision that has become a liability in the primary.

Bowman soon became known for his eagerness to confront right-wing Republicans in the halls of Congress, getting into shouting matches with the likes of Representatives Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia and Thomas Massie of Kentucky. During one such exchange last year, Ocasio-Cortez pulled him away from Taylor Greene, telling him, "She ain't worth it, bro."

Read: Ladies and gentlemen, the state of things

Bowman's most embarrassing stumble came on September 30, when he was caught pulling a fire alarm in a Capitol office building after Republicans, on short notice, called a vote to avert a government shutdown. Bowman said he was rushing to make the vote and did not realize that pulling the alarm would trigger an evacuation; Republicans accused him of trying to delay the proceeding, and the House voted in December mostly along party lines to censure him. (He pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor in the District of Columbia for pulling the fire alarm.)

A week after the incident, Hamas invaded Israel. Bowman immediately condemned the terrorist group but quickly shifted to urging de-escalation in the region. He became one of the first House Democrats to call for Israel to halt its bombing campaign in Gaza and eventually accused it of waging "genocide" against Palestinians. In December, days after returning from a trip to Israel, Latimer launched his campaign.

Much of the Democratic Party machine in Westchester and the Bronx rallied around Latimer, who since 2019 has held Westchester's most powerful post. He received endorsements from Engel and two other former members of Congress, Nita Lowey and Mondaire Jones, the latter of whom is running to win back a neighboring House seat. Another retiree who lives in Bowman's district, Hillary Clinton, also backed Latimer. Although House Democratic leaders supported Bowman--endorsing incumbents is their de facto policy--they did not go out of their way to help him win. Representative Hakeem Jeffries, the minority leader, recorded a robocall for Bowman but did not campaign for him.

By far the biggest spenders in the race have been the American Israel Public Affairs Committee and its allied groups, which have financed more than $14.5 million in ads. Bowman tried to link AIPAC's support of Latimer to the MAGA movement and even accused his opponent of being an anti-Black and anti-Muslim "racist." Latimer, who levied his own criticism that Bowman had ignored constituents "who are not Black or brown," dismissed the charges as the flailing of a desperate candidate.

Despite AIPAC's involvement, however, the campaign has not hinged entirely on the Israel-Hamas war. The group's ads have mentioned the conflict only glancingly, criticizing Bowman instead for opposing Biden's infrastructure package.

Bowman's progressive allies tried to rescue him in the closing days of the race. Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont headlined a rally for him in the South Bronx on Saturday. But despite being billed as a "get out the vote" event, the rally took place outside Bowman's district, about seven miles away from any of his constituents. Three days later, they voted him out.
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The Teen Summer Job Is Back

A classic way to spend the season was falling out of style--until the arrival of the weird economy of the past few years.

by Lora Kelley




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


The teen summer job was falling out of favor, until the funky economy of the past few years turned the trend around.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Once again, originalism's hollow core is revealed.
 	It's all catching up to Bibi Netanyahu.
 	What was the point of prosecuting Julian Assange?




"They Will Come"

Summer vacation: a time when many teens head to their gigs as camp counselors, cashiers, ice-cream scoopers, or--if they're lucky, as I was one summer--pencil pushers in an air-conditioned local office.

The summer job is a chance for teens to make money, learn new skills (even if the learning is interspersed with heavy doses of drudgery), and stay busy in the months between school years. In the 1970s and '80s, working at least part-time in the summer was the norm for teenagers, but the teen job became much less popular in recent decades, especially after the Great Recession made employment harder to come by.

Now summer jobs are so back. Since the tight labor market of 2021 pushed entry-level wages up and left businesses with a tranche of openings to fill, more and more young adults have been clocking in. About 38 percent of 16-to-19-year-olds were either working or looking for work in May, according to federal data released earlier this month--rates that, until this year, hadn't been seen since the summer of 2009. Teen labor-force participation has been up year-round in recent years but has tended to spike in the summer months.

Job prospects were bleak for teens (and many adults) in the summer of 2020. But in 2021, as a gusher of government checks, a.k.a. "stimmies," flowed through the economy and the "Great Resignation" was in full swing, teen workers were suddenly in high demand. Many adults were quitting gigs to move to higher-paid ones or, having been laid off, were waiting to find a good job while flush unemployment checks supported them. Hospitality bosses, in particular, were desperate for laborers--so desperate that they were willing to pay inexperienced teens to come in and work. The pattern has continued in the years since: A persistently tight labor market means that workers are still needed--and inflation means that teens both want and need more money. (Demand for summer workers is down from last year but still well above where it was in 2019.)

As the hometown summer job flourishes, the corporate summer internship is flagging. Nick Bunker, an economist at the Indeed Hiring Lab, told me that he's noticed a real disparity in job postings: Compared with pre-pandemic levels, general demand is higher for traditional seasonal jobs such as summer-camp counselors--but not for for internships in corporate, white-collar settings.

Because teens are plugging holes in the broader workforce, the new teen summer job is not only better-paid than those of generations past; it may also come with more responsibility. Now, in addition to the classic entry-level seasonal fare--think: lifeguard--teens are getting hired for jobs that previously went to more experienced workers--think: retail manager. "We've seen employers rediscover teenagers," Alicia Sasser Modestino, an economist at Northeastern University, told me, adding that some employers are bringing back teens for repeated summers and giving them more responsibility each year. Some teens end up parlaying these high-school job experiences into postgraduation roles. Still, Modestino said, not every job setting is appropriate or safe for young people. Issues with teen jobs can range from the relatively mild--a young person misses out on time with friends--to the genuinely dangerous: Some workplaces have illegally overscheduled teens, and some states are moving to weaken child-labor protections.

Job opportunities for teens are not always distributed equally. White teens tend to see higher rates of employment, even as their Black and Hispanic peers have also been looking for work. Lately, in this very strong job market, "we're seeing those racial differences narrow, but they're still not narrowing enough to get us to a point of equality," Modestino explained.

Young people have caught a lot of flak over the past decade for supposedly being lazy and not wanting to work. But the surge in teens working over the past few years shows that when they're offered good opportunities to work and make money, many will go for it. Teens, Bunker said, are living proof of his riff on the Field of Dreams principle: "Raise the wages; they will come."

Related: 

	How lifeguards lost their luster 
 	Teenagers have stopped getting summer jobs--why? (From 2017)




Today's News

 	A New York judge altered parts of the gag order on Donald Trump in his hush-money criminal case. He can now speak publicly about the witnesses and jurors involved with his trial.
 	Israel's supreme court ruled that ultra-Orthodox Jewish men should no longer be exempt from the national draft. The decision could split Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's coalition government, which contains both members who oppose the exemption and members who support it.
 	People stormed Kenya's Parliament building during ongoing protests against proposed tax hikes; the police reportedly opened fire and killed at least five people, according to a statement from multiple groups in the country.
 




Evening Read


Detail of a landscape during a cultural prescribed burn training (TREX) hosted by the Cultural Fire Management Council and the Nature Conservancy in Weitchpec, California. Alexandra Hootnick



The Deep Connection Between Life and Fire

By Ferris Jabr

Wildfires in many parts of the world are becoming more frequent, intense, and disastrous. In the context of anthropogenic global warming, the concept of a discrete "fire season" is unraveling because devastating blazes can now happen at any time of the year. Yet the horrors of the current wildfire crisis all too easily obscure an essential truth: that fire is not always destructive. Fire can be beneficial. Fire can be life-giving. In fact, fire is a product of life.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The lies Los Angeles was built upon
 	India is building a mega-river.




Culture Break


Disney



Listen. In a new episode of Good on Paper, Atlantic writer and host Jerusalem Demsas investigates whether young men are really becoming more sexist.

Watch. The soaring box-office performance of Inside Out 2 (now in theaters) has given Hollywood insiders hope, David Sims writes. Why was everyone so worried about its success in the first place?

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

When I spoke with Modestino, she emphasized that there is a big difference between a teen summer job and exploitative child labor, which has been on the rise as companies that do dangerous work, such as meatpacking and roofing, take advantage of underage workers. The New York Times' Hannah Dreier has done some incredible, troubling reporting over the past year on the employers exploiting immigrant children. I recommend starting with her 2023 article "Alone and Exploited, Migrant Children Work Brutal Jobs Across the U.S."

-- 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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What the Success of <em>Inside Out 2</em> Means for Hollywood

The movie industry is still recovering from 2023's dual strike, but there are clear signs of life.

by David Sims




The big new character in Pixar's Inside Out 2 is Anxiety, which makes sense, given how much pressure was being loaded onto the film before its release. In a Time feature, Pixar's creative head, Pete Docter, candidly admitted as much: "If this doesn't do well at the theater, I think it just means we're going to have to think even more radically about how we run our business." Hollywood at large--the executives, producers, financiers, and other assorted figures whose feelings affect which movies get made, and for what reasons--was similarly biting its fingernails, after years of post-COVID anticipation for movies to be fully and simply "back." Following the underwhelming performances of big-budgeted 2024 releases such as The Fall Guy and Furiosa, panic was growing that audiences had lost interest in seeing anything at the theater, even from a brand as previously recession-proof as Pixar.

Everyone needn't have worried. Inside Out 2 opened to $155 million, almost doubling industry expectations and posting the second-highest opening of all time for an animated movie. Last weekend, it made $101 million, the highest second weekend for an animated movie ever, and even higher than the second weekend of 2023's biggest box-office phenomenon, Barbie. Surely now Anxiety can be packed away--and the sunny Joy, another Inside Out character, can become the box office's summer mascot. But why was everyone so anxious in the first place?

The waves of worry emanating from the industry--through columns by insiders, off-the-record hand-wringing by executives, and the like--only sometimes acknowledged that 2024 was going to be an awkward bridge year for films. The long dual writer and actor strikes of 2023 gummed up production for countless movies, causing numerous delays--which, bluntly, meant that fewer finished products were ready for release this year. That placed even more expectations on big blockbusters to succeed so that chains such as AMC and Regal would stay afloat before the release schedule rebounded in 2025.

But here's the thing: Those movies are coming, just not this year. In general, studios are pivoting back to releasing their movies in theaters, given that the straight-to-streaming approach never generated much in terms of profit (unless you're Netflix). One reason studios are pivoting is that, last year, movies such as Barbie and Oppenheimer proved that audiences of all demographics would flock to films that weren't just franchise sequels, and that people were still excited about the communal moviegoing experience. Last July, I wrote that Hollywood was catastrophically fumbling the accomplishment of those movies by playing hardball with the writers' and actors' unions (and eventually losing), and this mediocre 2024 release calendar is the result. But it's not permanent.

Yes, something as visually dazzling as Furiosa should have performed better, at least in the eyes of critics like me. Still, it's clear that audiences just weren't that intrigued by a prequel to a nine-year-old film in a series that's always had niche commercial appeal. The Fall Guy, a goofy, self-referential comedy about a stuntman on a film set, has made about $90 million domestically, which is solid--but the movie was crushed under expectations stemming from its budget. At a slightly smaller scale, it would have invited less scrutiny and possibly done just as well.

The year in film has, in fact, had plenty of hits. Dune: Part Two was an out-and-out smash. Grown-up dramas such as Civil War and Challengers generated major buzz and ticket sales; franchise movies such as Godzilla x Kong, Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes, and Bad Boys: Ride or Die all played to expectations. But the industry definitely needed a movie to massively outperform all predictions--and Inside Out 2 is that winner, reassuring Hollywood that families (once the most reliable audience of all) are still willing to flood multiplexes for the right film.

Read: How Pixar lost its way

That brings us to Pixar, which was somewhat pilloried following a recent Bloomberg feature that said the company would be prioritizing sequels, following a string of commercial flops. But things were never so unexplainably dire for the studio. Although Pixar has largely put out original films of late--Soul, Luca, Turning Red, and Elemental among them--only Elemental was given a theatrical release, because of concerns over audience willingness to risk getting COVID-19 and a desire to pump up Disney+'s subscriber numbers. Meanwhile, Lightyear, a misguided spin-off of the Toy Story franchise, was pushed to theaters, where it was financially disappointing. Elemental started slow but became a sleeper success, suggesting that a reliance on old glories might actually be foolish.

The massive triumph of Inside Out 2 will rebut that thinking. On top of the already-announced Toy Story 5, Bloomberg reported that new Incredibles and Finding Nemo entries may soon find their way to the top of Pixar's development slate. But the success of Inside Out 2 is also good news for Pixar in that making money will ease the pressure on its creative teams. Yes, they'll make more sequels, but people such as Pete Docter know that new ideas have to flourish to keep the company moving forward--just as theatrical hits only help build out the streaming catalogs Disney wants people to sign up for.

As Docter put it to Time, a rising tide lifts all boats: "The better [a movie] does at the theater, the more successful it has been on Disney+. Initially you'd think if it does really well in the theater, nobody's going to watch it on Disney+ because we've seen it already. It's actually the opposite." Although he was talking about Pixar, it's a lesson that Hollywood needs to internalize from this summer, as it tries to hope that brighter times are ahead.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/06/inside-out-2-box-office-success/678789/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What Was the Point of Prosecuting Julian Assange?

The world's most powerful government now looks small in the very worst ways.

by James Ball




Julian Assange is not a simple man, for all that people wish otherwise. The WikiLeaks founder is portrayed as a transparency hero, an enemy of the United States, a master tactician, and a thin-skinned narcissist. None of those descriptions quite fits the bill. But whatever you think of him, for the first time in almost 14 years, Assange is set to be a free man.

Assange's friends and family, alongside his online supporters, are keen to present his release from London's Belmarsh prison as a victory, a triumph after years of international campaigning for his release.

The reality, as usual, is more complex. Assange has been freed as part of a plea deal with the U.S. Justice Department, which has been the subject of careful negotiation for months, even as the two sides battled it out in U.K. extradition courts.

Assange has agreed to plead guilty on one felony count relating to illegally securing and publishing classified U.S. documents, in exchange for a sentence of five years in prison, which he has already served in the U.K. while fighting against his extradition. He will not have to set foot on the mainland United States, let alone serve time in an American prison. He will soon be back in his native Australia.

James Ball: You don't have to like Julian Assange to defend him

There is no world in which Julian Assange believes he is guilty of wrongdoing. He will almost certainly, upon his arrival in Australia, recant any admission of guilt and say that the plea deal was a simple matter of saying what he had to say to be free. Assange has lost more than a decade of his life to criminal cases, at a significant toll to his health, according to his friends and supporters. If this is the price of freedom, he has been ground down until he is willing to pay it.

Assange's legal troubles did not begin with his work as WikiLeaks' founder and editor in chief. His first arrest, in December 2010, related to allegations of rape and sexual assault against two women in Sweden. Assange fought against that extradition in the U.K. courts until each and every one, up to and including the Supreme Court, decided against him. Days afterward, in 2012, he breached his bail conditions and fled to the Ecuadorian embassy in London, where he claimed asylum--not over the Swedish case, but over potential U.S. charges.

He remained in the Ecuadorian embassy for seven years, fathering two children during that time, until the combination of a change in government and long-deteriorating relations between Assange and his hosts led to Ecuador inviting the Metropolitan Police into its embassy to arrest him. Sweden briefly considered reopening its own prosecution of Assange but eventually gave up owing to statute-of-limitation issues--the Swedish women were successfully denied their day in court.

Assange has been in a U.K. prison since he was dragged from the embassy in 2019, though he did get married during that time. The first year was for breaching his bail conditions in 2012, but the years since then have been pretrial detention--for understandable reasons, U.K. courts did not grant bail a second time--while Assange awaited extradition.

The Swedish case was eclipsed in the public eye by the unsealing of the Department of Justice's case against Assange in 2019. To the surprise of many journalists, the charge sheet against Assange related entirely to documents leaked by Chelsea Manning, and published by WikiLeaks in 2010, that shed light on U.S. actions in Afghanistan and Iraq, the conduct of the State Department worldwide, and the treatment of detainees in Guantanamo Bay.

These releases were published in coordination with major international news outlets, including The New York Times, and won public-interest journalism awards across the globe.

During Barack Obama's presidency, the Department of Justice did not attempt to prosecute Julian Assange for any conduct related to these leaks, on the grounds that there was no case to be brought against Assange that could not also have been brought against reporters or editors at The New York Times--a clear admission of the threat to journalism such a case could bring.

And yet, this was exactly the case that was prosecuted against Assange by the Justice Department, first under Donald Trump and then under Joe Biden. The charges included conduct beyond journalism, relating to hacking, but these were relatively weak, stemming from an offer to help Manning obtain login credentials that might help hide her identity.

In trying to understand why the Justice Department was continuing to pursue--in full sight of the world--a case that posed a threat to the First Amendment, some observers reasoned that the unsealed charge sheet was being used to secure Assange's extradition to the U.S., with the intention of bringing more serious charges later.

WikiLeaks had, after 2010, engaged in leaks that would not be so difficult to distinguish from mainstream journalism. Among those later releases were emails--found to have been obtained by Russian military hackers--related to the Democratic National Committee and the Hillary Clinton aide John Podesta.

In another release, in 2017, WikiLeaks published hacking tools used by the CIA. Because the actual code for the tools was released, some were then used in criminal cyberattacks across the world. Was the prosecution of Assange for his conduct in 2010 an attempt to bring him to justice for later actions?

The plea deal, which will soon see Assange become a free man, puts paid to any such theories. If the Department of Justice ever hoped to extradite Assange and then charge him with a host of other crimes, it must have abandoned that ambition. Instead, it has secured what could be described at best as a messy draw.

The Assange prosecution, though, will still have a chilling effect on mainstream and independent journalists. Assange, compared with most people in his position, had almost unlimited resources to fight the case. He had access to the very best of U.K. legal counsel and enjoyed worldwide fame, with a network of high-profile supporters and activists. Even with all of that, he spent years in prison and has been forced to accept a plea deal for a felony.

Conor Friedersdorf: Now Julian Assange is a martyr

Almost no journalist outside the very largest media institutions would retain even a fraction of Assange's advantages in a confrontation with the U.S. government. Assange's protracted public fight and punishment--even if they came before his formal sentencing--send a loud and clear message across the world.

That message is not the one the U.S. generally seeks to project when it comes to free expression and press freedom, which is under threat across the world. Although America likes to portray itself as a champion of a free and even aggressive media, it has just secured the conviction of man seen by many as the personification of those values. What's more, it has also freed him up to talk about it, which he will almost certainly do--in blistering terms, if his previous form is anything to go by.

The Department of Justice and Julian Assange have been engaged in a ferocious and yearslong battle, which they have both now lost. Assange has forfeited a decade of his life, and has had to plead guilty in court to a crime that he undoubtedly does not feel he committed. The Justice Department, for its part, wasted endless hours and dollars on an ultimately inconsequential fight. It has in the process made the world's most powerful government look small in the very worst ways--appearing petty and vindictive, by bringing the immense power of the state to bear against one annoying man.

In an extremely volatile and polarizing election year, that petty use of prosecutorial power is perhaps the scariest precedent of all.
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It's All Catching Up to Bibi Netanyahu

Israel's governing coalition could be headed toward an early exit.

by Aluf Benn




Benjamin Netanyahu's government is showing all the signs of heading for an early election, probably next spring. The leaders of coalition parties are already openly campaigning, Netanyahu's Likud party is beginning to crack, senior military and civil-service figures are clashing openly with the prime minister, and Netanyahu remains broadly unpopular, despite overall public support for the war.

Ratcheting up the pressure even more, an old scandal returned to haunt the beleaguered leader yesterday: A state commission of inquiry accused him of putting Israel's security at risk and harming the country's foreign relations and economy by mishandling a submarine-procurement deal from 2009 to 2016. Netanyahu seemed to shrug off the commission as politically biased against him, but he has yet to respond to the accusation.

Finally, earlier today, Israel's supreme court declared the long-held draft exemption of ultra-Orthodox men illegal and called on the government to either recruit them or enact a law relieving them from conscription. The ruling strains Netanyahu's coalition of nationalist and religious parties, leaving the prime minister with a host of bad options.

Read: The earthquake that could shatter Netanyahu's coalition

Netanyahu has defied Israeli political wisdom by keeping his job for this long after Hamas's attack on October 7. He presided over the country's worst-ever disaster and has since failed to defeat Hamas or Hezbollah or to bring back the remaining hostages from captivity in Gaza. He turned Israel into a pariah state, censured around the world for the mass killing of Palestinian civilians and the destruction of infrastructure. And yet, through it all, he retained the support of his political base and remained in power, defying many predictions. Now, however, the pressure is mounting on his cabinet, which may not last through the end of its official term, in October 2026.



The political turning point came on June 9, when Benny Gantz, the former defense chief and Netanyahu's occasional rival and partner, left the wartime cabinet. Gantz is no dissident, and he did not leave office to lead the Saturday-night protest marches, which are growing despite a surge in police violence against them. Rather, he is the embodiment of establishment centrism, commanding the public-opinion polls by invoking little controversy--unlike Netanyahu, who is always on the prowl for a good melee. Gantz's long-overdue departure broke the fragile semblance of unity around the war. Netanyahu's coalition of 64 out of 120 Knesset members won't collapse because of it, but without Gantz to kick around as the "defeatist," the remaining partners will have a harder time hiding their disagreements.

Read: Israel's wartime government just collapsed. Does it matter?

The war obviously dominates Israeli life at the moment. It clouds public morale with a deep sense of despair and hopelessness. But the public has been split over Netanyahu for years, through successive political crises and recurring, indecisive elections.

When Netanyahu returned to power in late 2022, the focus of the government he formed with far-right and ultra-Orthodox coalition partners was domestic. They sought to make Israel more autocratic and theocratic by shattering the independence and power of the institutions they viewed as hopelessly liberal: the judiciary, the military, and the mainstream media. A proposed judicial reform in January 2023 prompted the country's largest-ever protest movement, whose ace card was reservist fighter pilots' threat not to fly for a leader who acted like a dictator. Rather than compromising, Netanyahu doubled down. His defense minister, Yoav Gallant, and the military-intelligence agencies both warned the prime minister that a war might be imminent. He dismissed these alarms as politically charged.

Then came the October 7 massacre and the Israel Defense Forces' failure to respond in time. Netanyahu rejected any responsibility, blaming the "refuseniks" of the protest movement as well as the military and intelligence chiefs, whom he accused of failing to prepare and not even waking him up when they intercepted last-minute warning signs. This is the vanilla version. Yair Netanyahu--the prime minister's son and public alter ego--has voiced a more blatant conspiracy theory, accusing the brass of deliberately allowing Hamas to invade Israel in order to overthrow the government.

The prime minister's critics acknowledged the intelligence and military failures but lay the overall responsibility at Netanyahu's feet, pointing to his antebellum policy of tacitly supporting Hamas as a counterbalance to the Western-backed Palestinian Authority. The policy rested on a view, popular on the Israeli right, that a future Palestinian state was a graver threat than Hamas's underground fortress. Even now, Netanyahu's coalition has been cool toward diplomatic initiatives to end the war that are also designed to lead to the establishment of a Palestinian state, and his far-right partners in the government are lobbying to depopulate Gaza and build Jewish settlements there.

Netanyahu's interest lies in continuing the fighting, because the far-right leaders he has empowered, Itamar Ben-Gvir and Bezalel Smotrich, have threatened to topple his government if the war ends. And Jewish public opinion in Israel still widely supports the achievement of the two conflicting war aims: defeating Hamas and rescuing the hostages. (The Arab community has, from day one, overwhelmingly supported a quick cease-fire and a prisoner deal.)

Israelis don't watch the Gaza death-and-destruction footage aired around the world. They generally view the accusations of genocide and war crimes as expressions of anti-Semitism, and many are oblivious to Palestinian suffering. A plurality in Israel even supports waging a wider war in the north, despite the fact that Hezbollah missiles (and maybe even Iranian ones) can be expected to destroy Israeli cities and infrastructure. Netanyahu has so far rejected pleas to expand the war to the Lebanese front, but pressure is mounting to respond to Hezbollah's provocations.

The general support for the war, as well as the lack of a credible rival suggesting an alternative policy, has allowed Netanyahu to stay in power despite lagging behind in public-opinion surveys (his position has improved recently, but the polls still anticipate the demise of the current coalition). And he has been able to reject the calls for an immediate hostage-for-cease-fire deal.



The bigger conundrum for Netanyahu's coalition may still be ahead: whether to extend the draft to ultra-Orthodox youth, who are traditionally exempt from conscription so that they can pursue rabbinic study. Maintaining this exemption is a key demand of the ultra-Orthodox parties that have been Netanyahu's loyal partners. And for decades, the exemption was convenient for liberals too, because it allowed less religious conscripts to avoid interacting in the barracks with the strictly Orthodox lifestyle.

Read: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

But now the war is straining Israel's regular and reserve forces, and the absence of the Haredi youth from the front lines, military cemeteries, and hospitals is no longer accepted as it was before October 7. The supreme court ruled today that the blanket exemption lacks legal authority and that the military should issue draft orders to the rabbinical students rather than find some legal mechanism to keep things as they are. The otherwise nationalist and militarist "Bibists," as followers of Netanyahu are sometimes called, have not justified allowing the Haredi young men to dodge conscription in wartime, and Gallant, the rebellious defense minister, voted against the exemption bill, leading the way for others in Likud to break ranks on this issue as the legislative process moves forward.

Any attempt to draft the ultra-Orthodox in earnest would spark a mass Haredi protest. Their parties would pull out of the government, causing it to collapse. But ignoring the anticipated court ruling and keeping the exemption would fuel anti-government protest, widen the cracks in the coalition, and play into the hands of Netanyahu's right-wing adversaries, such as Naftali Bennett and Avigdor Lieberman, whose popularity has been growing.

The center-right voters who traditionally decide Israeli elections seem to be motivated by a combination of nationalism and leadership fatigue, which has only grown since October 7. Bennett, Lieberman, and even Gantz speak to these sentiments. They are just as militarist and nationalist as the incumbents, but they tend to work in tandem with the top brass and bureaucracy, and to be more attentive to Washington. So far, they lack a party and an agreed leader.

Netanyahu will probably make it to the end of the Knesset summer session, on July 28. But when the Knesset reconvenes in late October, survival could become much more difficult, even if, as the Bibists hope, Donald Trump defeats Joe Biden in the U.S. presidential election.

In times of political trouble, the tried-and-true Netanyahu trick is dismissing the Knesset and going to the polls before a serious contender can build power. But Netanyahu could also defy conventional wisdom, reach a cease-fire deal, and even cut a plea bargain to end his slow-moving corruption trial, leaving office undefeated and throwing the thankless job of postwar rebuilding to a successor. Unfortunately for Israel, he's showing no sign of such a radical change.
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The Deep Connection Between Life and Fire

How wildfire defines the world

by Ferris Jabr


Detail of a landscape during a cultural prescribed burn training (TREX) hosted by the Cultural Fire Management Council and the Nature Conservancy in Weitchpec, California. (Alexandra Hootnick)



Perched on a densely forested hill crisscrossed with narrow, winding, often unsigned roads, Frank Lake's house in Orleans, California, is not easy to find. On my way there one afternoon in late October, I got lost and inadvertently trespassed on two of his neighbors' properties before I found the right place. When Lake, a research ecologist for the United States Forest Service, and his wife, Luna, bought their home in 2008, it was essentially a small cabin with a few amenities. They expanded it into a long and handsome red house with a gabled entrance and a wooden porch. A maze of Douglas firs, maples, and oaks, undergrown with ferns, blackberries, and manzanitas, covers much of the surrounding area.

"This is a feral orchard," Lake said as he showed me around, weaving among slender-trunked trees and sprawling shrubs. He was wearing cargo pants, thick black boots, and a camo-print beanie. "This is an old place that Karuk managed." Lake, who is of mixed Indigenous, European, and Mexican heritage, is a descendant of the Karuk, a native people of northwestern California and one of the largest tribes in the state today. Some of his family members are also part of the Yurok Tribe, which is indigenous to the same region. Lake grew up learning the history and culture of both peoples.

A little ways ahead, we reached a grove of moderately large oak trees. Here, the forest floor was mostly free of vegetation, charred black in places, and littered with acorns. Since 2009, Lake, who is a certified firefighter, has used chain saws, propane torches, and drip torches to strategically thin and burn this particular half acre. Over the years, the controlled burns, or prescribed burns as they are often called, have removed the smothering underbrush, reduced the number of trees, and provided the remaining oaks with much more light and space, creating an orchard similar to those Lake's ancestors would have managed.

Fire has also kept pests in check. Every year, weevils and moths lay eggs on or within acorns, which their larvae proceed to devour. Periodic low-level fires spare the trees but kill a portion of the pests' pupae buried in leaf litter and soil, preventing them from ruining the following year's crop. Like many Indigenous peoples in the area, Lake's family and friends continue to use acorns to make flour, bread, and soup.

"How do you know which ones are best?" I said, scanning the hundreds of fallen acorns around our feet.

"Look for silvery-white ones," Lake said. He rummaged through the leaf litter, his fingers moving too quickly for me to follow. "Okay, here we go. Brown top bad. White top good." He showed me several large acorns with neat white circles on their rounded ends. "A stain on top usually represents that there's a bug hole or injury. When it's clear, then the inside is usually good too." Lake cracked open an acorn and split it in half lengthwise. The flesh was smooth and creamy white with a tinge of yellow, like French vanilla. He turned it this way and that, as if he were inspecting a jewel. "That is a perfect acorn," he said. We explored more areas of the grove as he continued: "This is what traditional management and food security looks like ...  And this is climate adaptation. If someone tosses a cigarette on a hot summer day and a wildfire comes through here, this clearing will be a barrier between the fire and my home." Fire had created what he called "a place of safety."

Wildfires in many parts of the world are becoming more frequent, intense, and disastrous. In the context of anthropogenic global warming, the concept of a discrete "fire season" is unraveling because devastating blazes can now happen at any time of the year. Yet the horrors of the current wildfire crisis all too easily obscure an essential truth: that fire is not always destructive. Fire can be beneficial. Fire can be life-giving. In fact, fire is a product of life. Over the past 400 million years, wildfire has become a vital component of the vast living system we call Earth. Without it, forests and grasslands as we know them would not be possible, the level of atmospheric oxygen might be far less stable, and much of human history would never have happened.

For the first few billion years of Earth's history, wildfires did not exist. Fire requires three ingredients: fuel, oxygen, and heat. In Earth's youth, there were many sources of intense heat and plenty of sparks--lightning, volcanoes, rockfalls--but hardly any free oxygen or dry and combustible matter. By 600 million years ago, photosynthetic cyanobacteria and algae had raised the amount of oxygen in Earth's atmosphere to somewhere between 10 percent and half of its current level--a monumental change but not quite sufficient for fire. The creation of a more familiar atmosphere required a second revolution: the greening of a new Earthly domain.

About 425 million to 500 million years ago, the first land plants evolved. Cooksonia was a tiny, moisture-loving plant with spore-bearing structures that resembled the toe pads of a tree frog. Baragwanathia longifolia's undulating branches, densely packed with slender leaves, gave it a hirsute, tarantula-like appearance. And the 23-inch-high Psilophyton dawsonii, with a rather sophisticated vascular system for its time, looked like a primordial cousin of dill. Over the next several hundred million years, terrestrial plants of all kinds profoundly altered the planet, accelerating the water cycle, turning obdurate crust into supple soil--and pushing the level of atmospheric oxygen to new heights.

The process by which this happened was not as simple as plants exhaling oxygen into the air. The great majority of oxygen that plants breathe out is used up by other organisms in a perpetual cycle. In order to grow, plants absorb carbon dioxide, use it to build their tissues, and release oxygen as a waste product. Animals, fungi, and microbes eat and decompose plants, using oxygen in the process and exhaling carbon dioxide. Not all plant material is consumed or decomposed, however. A fraction is buried relatively intact in lakes, swamps, landslides, and seafloor sediments. The oxygen that animals and decomposers would have used to break down those absentee plants remains in the atmosphere, having escaped the usual cycle. This leakage began in the ocean about 2.5 billion years ago with photosynthetic cyanobacteria, but it accelerated when plants evolved on land. Bit by bit, across the Paleozoic era, excess oxygen accumulated.



Along the way, fire became routine. The charred remains of  430-million-year-old plant fragments are the earliest evidence of wildfire. Charcoal has been present in the fossil record ever since. From the late Devonian onward, many plants adapted to fire's recurring presence. They evolved thick, flame-resistant bark, succulent leaves, and resilient tubers that resurrected themselves in charred soil. Some plants even came to depend on fire to reproduce: Certain pine trees have cones sealed by resin that melts in the heat of a wildfire, releasing seeds into fertile ash; smoke seems to stimulate germination in some plant species; and a few flowering plants burst into bloom only after a blaze.

In tandem, fire adapted to life. "Fire cannot exist without the living world," the fire historian Stephen J. Pyne writes in Fire: A Brief History. "The chemistry of combustion has progressively embedded itself within a biology of burning." Wildfires coevolved with the very ecosystems that made their existence possible. The outcome is known as a fire regime: the typical frequency, intensity, and duration of wildfires in a given region. If fire is itself a kind of music that results from the interplay of life and environment, then a fire regime is a tune or theme that recurring wildfires and their particular habitat compose together.

Once fire became a frequent occurrence in the Earth system, an entirely novel evolutionary path emerged: the chance that one or more creatures might learn to control it. At some point, possibly 1 million to 2 million years ago, our ancestors began to do just this. Archaeological evidence suggests that humans were routinely maintaining fires by about 400,000 years ago.

Fire was warmth when there was no sun and light when it was not day. An evening campfire became a focal point of conversation and storytelling. A torch or an oil lamp turned the formerly dark contours of a cave into a canvas for myth and memory. A combination of hunting and cooking with fire allowed our species to evolve and nourish much bigger, denser, and hungrier brains with nearly three times as many neurons. Fire is arguably the single most important catalyst of human evolution--the furnace behind our intelligence, technology, and culture.

Strategically burning the environment is undoubtedly an ancient practice, but its exact origins are lost to unrecorded history. What is certain, however, is that whenever Indigenous peoples began to experiment with controlled burns--not just in North America but in Africa, Australia, and Asia too--they did so within the context of existing fire regimes that had developed over many millions of years. Over millennia, humans became co-conductors of fire's ecological rhythms. Eventually, we would alter them more drastically than any creature before us--sometimes to marvelous effect, sometimes with dreadful consequences.


View of the Klamath from Orleans, California, ancestral Karuk territory. For millennia, the Yurok, Karuk and Hupa of northern California, and indigenous tribes worldwide, passed the use of fire down through generations as a means of land stewardship and survival. Light, frequent burning created fire-adapted landscapes.



The day after meeting Frank Lake at his property, I ventured northeast of Orleans, past Somes Bar, and into Klamath National Forest, near an area known as Rogers Creek. Moss pillowed every rock, trunk, and stump. Wisps of pale lichen hung along the length of every branch, as though the trees were antique chandeliers caked in melted wax. The stout smell of wet soil and rotting leaves flavored the air, muddled with their near opposites: the scent of woodsmoke and ash.

Dozens of people dressed in flame-resistant clothing--mustard-yellow shirts and pine-green pants--paused along a forest service road to adjust their hard hats, strap propane tanks onto their backs, and test the torches connected to them: long, thin metal rods with a stream of flaming gas at one end. Although they were all firefighters, they were not there to extinguish anything. They had come to burn. A diverse group of conservationists, paramedics, members of local Indigenous communities, and pyrophiles, they had traveled from near and far to participate in a program known as TREX: prescribed fire training exchanges. Founded in 2008 by the U.S. Forest Service and the Nature Conservancy, TREX teaches people how to use controlled burns to benefit ecosystems and reduce the chance of severe wildfires.

The firefighters--some of whom prefer to be called firelighters--moved carefully down steep slopes into the midst of the forest, searching for large piles of branches and brush, which crews of foresters had cut and stacked in the preceding months, covering their centers with wax paper to keep them dry. When a firelighter found a brush pile, they would push their torch into its heart and squeeze a lever or turn a knob to increase the flow of gas, scorching the pile's interior with a fierce orange flame.

At first, some of the piles seemed too wet to burn properly. Although they spewed plumes of smoke like volcanoes stirring from slumber, they did not erupt in flame. A little rain is beneficial for pile burning, as it prevents fires from becoming too big and hot, but too much moisture defeats the purpose. The forest ecologist and firefighter Michael Hentz explained that the piles needed time to burn and dry from the inside out before catching fire in their entirety. As the day progressed, more and more piles began to burn, sometimes so vigorously that they lofted ash and embers high above us. Soon the whole forest seemed to glow and crackle within shifting layers of fog and smoke. Although I knew that these fires were intentional, the sight of them still provoked some deeply embedded survival instinct--a stubborn feeling that something was wrong. It was strange to see the forest on fire. It was beautiful too. Surveying the many heaps and rings of wood with flames leaping from their centers, I felt like we had stumbled into a colony of phoenix nests.

"This is one of the most important steps in reintroducing fire back to this mountainside," Zack Taylor, the burn boss and one of the key organizers of the day's events, told me. The 50 acres on which they were burning, he explained, were populated with a mix of tan oak, black oak, canyon live oak, big-leaf maple, madrone, and a surfeit of spindly Douglas firs. "The ecological trajectory we want is one in which we have less conifers and more healthy hardwoods," he continued. "They're an important cultural food source, and they have a lot of value for wildlife, but they're lacking on the landscape because of a hundred years of fire exclusion."

When Frank Lake was a boy, TREX was many decades away from existing, Indigenous burning traditions were still sometimes prohibited by law, and prescribed burns in the West were uncommon. After earning a Ph.D. in environmental science from Oregon State University, Lake became a key figure in collaborations between the Forest Service and Indigenous tribes, as well as a champion of the growing movement to return fire to western North America. Thanks in large part to advocacy by Indigenous leaders, both federal and state government agencies are more and more open to using prescribed fire to reinvigorate ecosystems and reduce the likelihood of disastrous megafires.

I asked Lake what he envisions for the future. "I want to scale up," he said with typical fervor. "If my gold standard is my half-acre orchard, we should have 50,000 acres of it. I have learned this Western system of sound, credible science. I've been able to use that to demonstrate that Indigenous practices can fulfill desired objectives for carbon sequestration, climate resilience, and the mitigation of severe wildfires. What I do is no longer questioned the way it was before. You serve by example."

When fire first became part of the Earth system, it was highly volatile. The rhythms that characterize modern fire-adapted ecosystems took hundreds of millions of years to form. Earth's earliest wildfires may have been fitful and erratic, flickering among the amphibious flora of fens and bogs. In contrast, during the Carboniferous, between 275 million and 375 million years ago--when atmospheric oxygen levels were at their peak and giant dragonflies soared through the air--fires were frequent and rampant, incinerating even lush vegetation. For a long time, oxygen levels, and the frequency and intensity of wildfires, fluctuated widely.

About 200 million years ago, however, something appears to have changed: The amount of oxygen in Earth's atmosphere began to stabilize, remaining within a relatively narrow window around 18 percent. Fires cannot sustain themselves if the atmosphere contains less than 16 percent oxygen; conversely, if oxygen exceeds about 23 percent, wildfires are much more likely to blaze out of control, and essentially anything that isn't drenched or submersed in water becomes flammable. In the past 55 million years, atmospheric oxygen has been more stable than ever, hovering around 21 percent, which is high enough to support occasional wildfires and an incredible diversity of complex, fire-adapted life, yet not so high that any stray spark will ignite an unstoppable inferno. Scientists have long struggled to explain this remarkable equilibrium. In the past couple of decades, they have begun converging on a possible answer: the coevolution of fire and life.

The geoscientist Lee Kump was one of the first scientists to formally publish a theory of this particular planetary balancing act, which was further developed by the Earth-system scientist Tim Lenton. The gist of their idea is that the level of oxygen in the atmosphere is regulated by the overall productivity of terrestrial plants. When land plants thrive, there is an abundance of plant tissue on the planet, and an even higher-than-usual amount of that carbon-rich organic matter is buried before it is eaten or decomposed, strengthening the mechanism by which oxygen accumulates in the atmosphere. If oxygen levels rise too high, however, wildfires become more intense and frequent, destroying immense tracts of vegetation, hindering the process of oxygen accumulation, and bringing the oxygen level down again. Although this feedback loop is not yet textbook science, a growing cadre of scientists think that it has stabilized the amount of oxygen in Earth's atmosphere for 50 million years.

Such feedback invokes one of the most provocative ideas in the history of Western science: the Gaia hypothesis. Developed by the British scientist James Lovelock and the American biologist Lynn Margulis, the Gaia hypothesis characterizes Earth as a giant, living, self-regulating entity. When the original version of Gaia rose to prominence in the late 1970s, some of its most controversial tenets were that life controls the global climate in order to benefit itself and that the Earth system as a whole actively "seeks an optimal physical and chemical environment for life on this planet," as Lovelock initially phrased it. As Earth history shows us, that is not quite true. To the contrary, many forms of life--as varied as microbes, trees, and bipedal apes--have caused or exacerbated some of the worst crises in Earth history. And there is no single "optimal" state of the planet that would suit all of the manifold and wildly diverse types of life that have existed in the past 4 billion years. In general, though, given enough time and opportunity, life and environment seem to coevolve relationships and rhythms that ensure their mutual persistence. There is nothing teleological about this. Such persistence is not designed or planned. It is the outcome of ineluctable physical processes that are distinct from, but related to, the processes that govern the evolution of species.

All complex multicellular organisms have evolved numerous ways to maintain homeostasis--to preserve a steady state of physical and chemical conditions essential to their continued existence. All complex organisms are also chimeras: Their genomes are patchworks stitched with genes introduced by viruses and pilfered from other species; some of the organelles in their cells were once free-living bacteria subsumed in the emergence of multicellular life; their bark, fur, or skin teems with trillions of microbes, competing, cooperating, and multiplying in secret societies. Any individual plant, fungus, or animal is, in effect, an ecosystem. If such composite creatures can evolve homeostasis--a point about which there is absolutely no disagreement--then perhaps an analogous phenomenon, which science does not yet fully understand, occurs at the scale of forests, grasslands, coral reefs, and other ecosystems.

Ecosystems might not compete and reproduce the way organisms and species do, but some scholars have proposed that they should be regarded as living entities capable of self-regulation and evolution. The coevolution of the organisms and habitats that compose a given ecosystem influences how that system changes over time. An ecosystem, then, does not evolve passively; it effectively changes itself through inevitable feedback loops--at least to an extent. Although the particular species and habitats within these systems shift dramatically over time, the fundamental relationships that define them, the cycles and webs that bind prey and predator, flower and bee, leaf and flame, and the physical infrastructure that life creates--the rich soils, webs of roots and fungi, reefs, and ocean sediments--typically persist or, if they are demolished, regenerate in some form. Networks of species that happen to help sustain the system as a whole will be favored, whereas those that undermine the system to the point of collapse will ultimately eliminate themselves, even if they profit in the short term. The most resilient ecosystems--those best able to adapt to challenges and crises--will survive the longest.

Perhaps this phenomenon of persistence extends to the planet as a whole--not an intention to persist but a tendency; not an imperative but an inclination. Whether cell or cetacean, prairie or planet, living systems find ways to endure.



This article has been adapted from Ferris Jabr's new book, Becoming Earth.
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        The Real Story of the Crisis at <em>The Washington Post</em>
        Brian Stelter

        Illustrations by Mel HaaschIf you want to understand the current crisis at The Washington Post--the still-unfolding ethical scandal threatening the reign of its publisher and CEO, the growing newsroom revolt, the tumult and uncertainty about the paper's future--you have to start with the previous crisis, just 18 months ago, which led to Will Lewis's appointment as CEO. It was the end of 2022, and, like today, the Post was in desperate need of an intervention.Web traffic was plunging. Subscription l...

      

      
        Whatever Happened to 'the Big One'?
        Ross Andersen

        The three words were spelled out in block letters on the evening news, right next to an anchorman's gelled coif: the big one. A map of Southern California hovered just below, bull's-eye'd with red, concentric circles. I'm pretty sure it was 1988. The region was awash in warnings about the great earthquake to come. They were like something out of the Book of Isaiah. They lent an apocalyptic crackle to the sunbaked days. My generation hit school age too late to take part in atomic-attack drills, an...

      

      
        There's Nothing on TV Like <em>We Are Lady Parts</em>
        Hannah Giorgis

        Early in the second season of We Are Lady Parts, a delightful British series about an all-female Muslim punk band, a musician draws inspiration from the most radical person she knows: her adolescent daughter. At the start of a jam session, Bisma (played by Faith Omole) tells her Lady Parts bandmates about a recent argument with Imani (Edesiri Okepnerho), who was suspended for throwing eggs at a teacher over the history of slavery being removed from her curriculum--and who likened this action to Ma...

      

      
        The Court Can't Think Straight When It Comes to Corruption
        Ian MacDougall

        The bid-rigging scheme was a classic of the genre. A small Rust Belt city needed new garbage trucks. Its mayor and two of his donors needed money. The mayor, a struggling mortgage lender, owed years' worth of back taxes; the donors were two brothers desperate to save the truck dealership they'd spent the past few years running into the ground. So the mayor fixed things to steer the garbage-truck contracts to the brothers, a million-dollar cushion under their failing dealership. Thankful for this ...

      

      
        Selections From the 2024 Audubon Photography Awards Top 100
        Alan Taylor

        Last week, we featured some of the winners of this year's Audubon Photography Awards, and today, the contest organizers were kind enough to share some of their Top 100 photographs from the thousands of entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        What Kind of 'Psycho' Calls Dead Americans 'Losers' and 'Suckers'?
        Adrienne LaFrance

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Perhaps you've noticed lately that Donald Trump, a man not known for subtlety, has been testing the limits of the Streisand effect. At one event after another--at a rally, then a fundraiser, in remarks on his social platform, and in at least one video that his campaign distributed online--Trump keeps reminding his supporters about his well-documented habit of disparaging America's military service members as "d...

      

      
        The Federal Reserve's Little Secret
        Roge Karma

        Arguably the single most important question for the U.S. economy in 2024 is whether and when the Federal Reserve will cut interest rates. With inflation still hovering just above the Fed's 2 percent target, the central bank faces a dilemma: Lower rates too quickly, and inflation could take off again; keep them high for too long, and the public could suffer unnecessarily. The decision could even affect the outcome of the presidential election. Wall Street and the White House are anxiously awaiting...

      

      
        Why Your Airport Burger Costs That Much
        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.You can get almost anything at the airport in 2024. But it's going to cost you.First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	Why Jamaal Bowman lost
	New, ominous signs for gay rights keep emerging.
	The center must hold.
	You might be a late bloomer.
Warped Airport LogicA $30 hamburger. A $7 coff...

      

      
        You Might Be a Late Bloomer
        David Brooks

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Paul Cezanne always knew he wanted to be an artist. His father compelled him to enter law school, but after two desultory years he withdrew. In 1861, at the age of 22, he went to Paris to pursue his artistic dreams but was rejected by the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, struggled as a painter, and retreated back to his hometown in the south of France, where he worked as a clerk in his father's bank.He returned to Paris...

      

      
        The Tchaikovsky Cure for Worry
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.The 19th-century Russian composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky--still popular today for such works as The Nutcracker and the 1812 Overture--was not a happy man. In his 5,365 extant letters to friends and family, we find constant references to his sadness and unremitting anxiety. Over and over, he wrote versions of the line: "I suffered incredibly from depression and hatred for the human race."He had ju...

      

      
        A New Danger at America's National Parks
        Kylie Mohr

        This is an edition of The Weekly Planet, a newsletter that provides a guide for living through climate change. Sign up for it here.The thermometer read 121 degrees Fahrenheit when 71-year-old Steve Curry collapsed outside a restroom in Death Valley National Park last summer. Curry, who'd reportedly been hiking on a nearby trail in Golden Canyon, was just trying to make it back to his car. The National Park Service and the Inyo County Sheriff's Office quickly responded to the scene. They tried to ...

      

      
        How the 'Owner's Guide' Became a Rare Book
        Ian Bogost

        Just the other day, I had to read the manual. I'd borrowed my neighbor's hammer drill to make some holes in a masonry wall, and I didn't know how to swap the bits. Fortunately, the drill's carrying case came with a booklet of instructions, which I followed with great success. Many holes were thus produced. This got me thinking: I used to read the manual fairly often; now I almost never do. I own a smartphone, a handful of laptops, and a barrage of smart-home gadgets; for several days this winter,...

      

      
        Why Jamaal Bowman Lost
        Russell Berman

        The easiest explanation for why Representative Jamaal Bowman lost his Democratic primary in New York today is that he alienated the Jewish voters in his district with his denunciations of Israel. That explanation is reasonable, as far as it goes. Indeed, the race was the most expensive House primary in history largely because a pro-Israel group inundated the district with TV ads attacking Bowman. But that's not the whole story.Bowman's defeat to George Latimer, the executive of Westchester County...

      

      
        'I Am Pleasing to Everyone'
        Caitlin Dickerson

        Netflix is out with a new delectable documentary series, America's Sweethearts, about tryouts for the 2023 Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders. Why should I, someone who's never reviewed anything other than a book, be the one to review it? For starters, a sick day granted me the ability to guzzle it down in a single seven-hour stretch. The show scratched just about every itch that I have: As a former cheerleader who spent much of this year in physical therapy to address a chronic back injury, I find watc...

      

      
        Once Again, Originalism's Hollow Core Is Revealed
        Erwin Chemerinsky

        The Supreme Court's gun-rights decision last week came to the right result, but for the wrong reasons. On June 21, the Court ruled that the historical record supported a federal law barring those under restraining orders in domestic-violence cases from possessing guns. The decision, United States v. Rahimi, was 8-1, with Justice Clarence Thomas the lone dissenter. What the Court didn't say, but should have, is that the federal law is constitutional because the government has a compelling interest...

      

      
        Are Young Men Really Becoming More Sexist?
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Nearly 25 years ago, two prominent political scientists formally discovered a political gender gap. It had been an "established orthodoxy in political science" that women in advanced Western democracies were more right-wing than their male counterparts. But when Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris examined more than 60 countries across the world, they found that from the early 1980s to the mid-1990s, women had been moving to the left. They predicted that this gender split would continue to grow, wi...

      

      
        It's All Catching Up to Bibi Netanyahu
        Aluf Benn

        Benjamin Netanyahu's government is showing all the signs of heading for an early election, probably next spring. The leaders of coalition parties are already openly campaigning, Netanyahu's Likud party is beginning to crack, senior military and civil-service figures are clashing openly with the prime minister, and Netanyahu remains broadly unpopular, despite overall public support for the war.Ratcheting up the pressure even more, an old scandal returned to haunt the beleaguered leader yesterday: ...

      

      
        What the Success of <em>Inside Out 2</em> Means for Hollywood
        David Sims

        The big new character in Pixar's Inside Out 2 is Anxiety, which makes sense, given how much pressure was being loaded onto the film before its release. In a Time feature, Pixar's creative head, Pete Docter, candidly admitted as much: "If this doesn't do well at the theater, I think it just means we're going to have to think even more radically about how we run our business." Hollywood at large--the executives, producers, financiers, and other assorted figures whose feelings affect which movies get...

      

      
        Even the Iranian Election Is About Trump
        Arash Azizi

        A specter is haunting Iran's presidential election--the specter of Donald Trump's return to office. Although Trump has been out of the White House for more than three years, he seems to come up more than Joe Biden, and more than other foreign politicians, in debates among the six candidates in the lead-up to Iran's election on June 28.To understand why, consider the recent history of Iran-U.S. relations--specifically, the nuclear deal negotiated between the Obama administration and that of Iran's c...

      

      
        Five Books for People Who Really Love Books
        Elisa Gabbert

        My dad likes to fish, and he likes to read books about fishing. My mom is a birder; she reads about birds. There are plenty of books on both subjects, I've found, when browsing in a gift-giving mood. These presents don't just prove I'm familiar with their interests. They're a way to acknowledge that we read about our pastimes to affirm our identity: Fly-fishers are contemplative sorts who reflect on reflections; birders must cultivate stillness and attention. What we choose to read can be a way o...

      

      
        In Search of a Nonexistent Cure
        Linda Kinstler

        On a short flight a few weeks ago, I overheard two flight attendants seated in the back galley of the plane idly chat about death. There were just a few minutes left in the flight, and the pilots had already begun pitching us toward the ground. From my seat in the very back row, I heard one flight attendant, a young woman, say to her colleague, "I think I would prefer to be cremated. It just feels weird to me to have my body rotting in the ground." Her colleague responded by sharing that in Hong ...
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The Real Story of the Crisis at <em>The Washington Post</em>

How the world's greatest businessman drove his newspaper into a ditch

by Brian Stelter




If you want to understand the current crisis at The Washington Post--the still-unfolding ethical scandal threatening the reign of its publisher and CEO, the growing newsroom revolt, the tumult and uncertainty about the paper's future--you have to start with the previous crisis, just 18 months ago, which led to Will Lewis's appointment as CEO. It was the end of 2022, and, like today, the Post was in desperate need of an intervention.

Web traffic was plunging. Subscription levels were falling steeply as well, and digital-ad revenues were slipping. Beloved sections of the Post--Outlook, the Sunday magazine--were being shut down to cut costs. Washington's paper of record was on track to lose money for the first time in years.

Post reporters were not privy to all the financial details, but they perceived impending doom. Senior executives and Pulitzer Prize-winning writers were leaving. Subscriptions were being sold at steep discounts. Long-standing problems with the paper's homepage and the newsroom's organizational chart weren't getting fixed. The Post was adrift. Staffers at the time almost uniformly blamed the CEO, Fred Ryan. Even the executive editor Ryan had helped hire 18 months earlier, Sally Buzbee, had given up on him. Buzbee described Ryan to Post journalists as "incompetent." She told them she was astonished by his complete lack of strategy.

Ryan, though more discreet than Buzbee, was likewise disappointed in her--he had wanted a newsroom "change agent" but felt that she had reverted to the status quo. Staffers gossiped every day about intensifying tensions between the two. It was yet another distraction for an institution that couldn't afford any. All of this turmoil prompted senior staffers to send an SOS to the Post's absentee owner, Jeff Bezos.

Several eminent figures from the Post's storied history were involved, including Bob Woodward, Sally Quinn, and Buzbee's predecessor, Marty Baron. They each contacted Bezos by email after Ryan held a year-end town hall and shocked the company by announcing layoffs and refusing to answer any questions. "This is embarrassing," one staffer could be heard saying as Ryan walked out of the room.

Woodward stepped in partly at the urging of other staff members. "I voiced concerns that a lot of people on the news staff had about Fred Ryan," Woodward told me, confirming his role for the first time. Quinn wrote to Bezos that the situation at the Post was untenable. Baron told Bezos that the Post was suffering from a leadership crisis and urged him to get involved.

The effort wasn't centrally plotted or carefully orchestrated, but it worked. Bezos spoke with Buzbee by phone--she'd been trying to reach him for weeks--then appeared at the Post's headquarters in January 2023 and spoke privately with key staffers. Ryan stepped down that summer. Many reporters were relieved; they thought Bezos should have thrown Ryan overboard years earlier.

The Post's problems, however, did not end with Ryan's departure. The crisis now gripping the paper--following another year of bad news, staff departures, and sinking morale--is more severe than the previous one. Lewis, Ryan's successor, is accused of corruption and cronyism. He has denied wrongdoing but hasn't answered questions from the Post's own reporters. He has also forced Buzbee out of her job, seemed to blame reporters for the Post's financial difficulties, allegedly meddled in the newsroom's decisions about what to publish, and sowed confusion by announcing a radical but vaguely described restructuring of the paper. Many staffers, including senior figures in the newsroom, believe that Lewis is too tainted to continue serving as publisher, and that his presence is badly hurting the Post's credibility.

Read: All The Washington Post has is its credibility

The mood in the newsroom these past few weeks has been described to me as aggrieved, embarrassed, and exhausted. "It all feels like one giant house of cards," a journalist told me. After the steady exodus of talented staffers over the past couple of years, there are widespread concerns that more top reporters will soon flee. ("Either Will goes, or a hell of a lot of us go," one well-regarded reporter told me.)

Underneath the drama, there is a rising fear among Post staffers that they had not previously understood the root of the problem at their paper, one of the country's most essential publications. The continuing tumult has drawn attention to the very top of the Post, to the person responsible for hiring both Ryan and Lewis: Bezos.

For years, it was sacrilege at the Post to speak ill of Bezos, the billionaire founder of Amazon who rescued the paper in 2013. Rescue really is the appropriate word: As the Post's revenues crumbled amid the broader collapse of the print-newspaper business, the Graham family--stewards of the Post for 80 years--couldn't find a path forward. Though embedded deeply in the city's culture, they welcomed Bezos's $250 million bailout. Baron, the executive editor at the time, wrote in his 2023 memoir, Collision of Power, that "we all wondered whether Bezos grasped just how bad things were."

He did. "What has been happening over the last several years can't continue to happen," Bezos told the newsroom during his initial visit to the Post's Washington, D.C., offices. "If every year we cut the newsroom a little more and a little more and a little more, we know where that ends."

Bezos was everything the staff hoped he would be: charming, candid, and ready to invest. He acknowledged that the Post's print business was in "structural decline" and said that the institution urgently needed to find digital ways to grow. The one word that everyone remembers from his first town hall is runway--as in, financial room to pick up speed and profitably take off. "He said, 'What I can give you is runway,' and he did," Sally Jenkins, a sports columnist who's been with the Post for decades, told me.

"He hasn't meddled," Jenkins said. "He's been incredibly respectful." This is true: He has kept his hands off the Post's news coverage, even when it dinged Amazon, even when it stung him personally. But some staffers now believe that he was too hands-off for his and the paper's own good--his attention elsewhere while the executives he'd selected flailed. It's clear in retrospect that the Post's business operations needed more inspiration and more accountability. All of the runway Bezos gave the Post did not produce sustained profitability.

The Post was at one point reportedly on track to lose about $100 million in 2023; after more than 200 staff buyouts and other drastic cost-cutting measures, it ended the year with a $77 million loss. This year, a loss of roughly $50 million has been forecast, according to sources with knowledge of the matter, who, like most of the more than 70 people interviewed for this article, insisted on anonymity to share sensitive information. And although losses can be reversed, sometimes quickly, institutional reputations, once tarnished, can be harder to regain. It is this possibility--that the Post's leadership may be very rapidly throwing away the standing that the institution has earned over the course of many decades--that seems to most preoccupy the Post's staff today.

Bezos has so far stood by Lewis, reflecting his reputation as a delegator, his tendency to remain loyal to his lieutenants, and his hopes that Lewis will push large changes through. Bezos wants the Post to reinvent its business model and show the news industry a new, profitable way forward. "This guy invented the Everything Store. He thinks big. He wants the Post to think big," a person who knows Bezos told me. Although the Post has just significantly and indiscriminately reduced its staff, Bezos wants a dramatically larger audience, and wants AI infused throughout the organization.

And so, another intervention is now underway. Yet it remains unclear whether Lewis and Bezos really know what they want the news organization to become--or whether Bezos cares enough to make the transformation come to pass.

When Bezos took over the Post nearly a dozen years ago, Baron had been the editor for less than a year, and the paper had just introduced a digital paywall. It was still operating under the Graham-era tagline "For and About Washington," suited for a local publication with only a relatively small number of subscribers beyond the Beltway, even though the Post's coverage of national politics brought in readers from further afield, especially online.

Don Graham, the head of the family, was well liked, but revenues had declined for six straight years on his watch, without sufficient response, and the paper was hemorrhaging money. (It is perhaps telling that Graham had graciously allowed Mark Zuckerberg to back out of a handshake deal that would have made Graham an early, $6 million investor in Facebook back in 2005--an investment that would be worth many billions of dollars today.)

Bezos wanted to greatly expand the Post's ambitions. He said that the brand should be truly national, even international, given that the cost of reaching people online was essentially zero. He called this the internet's "gift."

Bezos had ideas about how to build a news organization with that kind of reach. He needed Baron to strengthen the Post's core news coverage and generate more must-read reporting. Baron welcomed the chance to hire more reporters and editors--mostly the former because Bezos, as he examined the Post's structure, wasn't sure that the place needed so many editors: He viewed frontline reporters as "direct" employees and editors as "indirect" employees, and he wanted as few "indirects" as possible. ("To avoid setting off alarms up the line," Baron wrote in his book, "my deputies and I would strip the word 'editor' from proposed new positions whenever possible," sometimes calling them analysts or strategists instead.)

Bezos also wanted the Post to attract more eyeballs with an early-morning report composed entirely of stories aggregated from elsewhere, a proposal that Baron successfully resisted. Looked at one way, these ideas might suggest something less than an ironclad commitment to journalistic quality and originality. But Bezos had worthy ideas as well. He supported more ambitious investigations and deeply reported narratives. During the worldwide reckoning known as #MeToo, Bezos wondered aloud to Baron and others, "Do you think we should have a columnist focused on gender?" Months later, Monica Hesse was named the Post's first gender columnist. She was a Pulitzer finalist in 2023.

Overall, Bezos seemed like a nearly ideal billionaire benefactor. Newsroom staffers were taken with his listening skills, probing questions, and self-deprecating humor. Perhaps they were also blinded by his net worth. In 2015, Bezos held a dinner for Pulitzer-winning Post reporters and their spouses at Fiola Mare, a luxurious Italian seafood restaurant in D.C.'s Georgetown neighborhood. Diners remember detailed conversations about Bezos's impassioned devotion to the Post. "He wowed us," one longtime reporter who'd attended the dinner told me, recalling giant seafood towers and champagne. "No question about it." But, in a version of a comment I heard over and over again during my reporting, the person added, "We didn't see him again for a long time."

The most important decision Bezos made in his early days as the owner of the Post was picking Ryan as its publisher. It was inevitable that Bezos would dismiss the Graham family's publisher, Katharine Weymouth, and appoint his own publisher-CEO--traditionally a newspaper owner's one big hire. Bezos, a D.C. neophyte, wanted someone who would effectively be his ambassador to the city. He was introduced to Ryan by the philanthropist Jean Case, who knew that Ryan was looking for work and that he liked the challenge the Post presented.

Ryan had some political star power and the right kind of media resume. He had been the chief of staff for President Ronald Reagan after the latter left the White House, and later the founding chief executive of Politico, in 2007. In 2014, when Bezos was searching for a publisher, Politico was the envy of the town; it had grown quickly, and its early-morning Playbook was precisely the kind of popular, lucrative newsletter that the Post should have been publishing but wasn't. It didn't hurt that Ryan looked the part: patrician, congenial, vaguely presidential. He brought digital-publishing experience, although how much was unclear; insiders at Politico said that Ryan--who was also the president of Allbritton Communications, the company that owned Politico--had in fact mostly managed the company's local TV stations, not the Politico brand. Nevertheless, Bezos was sold.

When Ryan arrived, in the fall of 2014, the Post's advertising and subscription revenue came overwhelmingly from its print product. The website had a measly 35,000 subscribers, and it was obvious to Ryan why: Visitors were able to read 20 stories for free before being prompted to pay. Tightening the paywall was easy, and Ryan did so relatively early in his tenure. The harder part would be converting the free readers of the Post--and there were millions--to subscribers instead of turning them away.


Left: Former Washington Post executive editor Marty Baron. Right: Former publisher and CEO Fred Ryan. (Illustration by Mel Haasch. Sources: Justin T. Gellerson / The New York Times / Redux; Mandel Ngan / AFP / Getty.)



Bezos weighed in on this at first, in minor ways--scrutinizing the color of the "Subscribe" buttons and fretting over page load times. Paul Farhi, who covered the Bezos takeover as a media reporter for the Post, told me, "I think one of the reasons he bought the Post was to prove that he could solve a problem that had eluded other business people: how to make newspapers profitable again." For a while, Bezos succeeded, thanks to an inspirational editor, a sizable investment, and very lucky timing.

Shortly before Bezos bought the Post, traffic to the paper's website was hovering at about 20 million unique visitors a month. But in September 2015, after Donald Trump had upended the Republican primary race for president, the Post scored nearly 60 million unique visitors, and in September 2016, more than 80 million. At the end of 2016, Ryan announced that the publication would "finish this year as a profitable and growing company."

The Post was flourishing, gaining on The New York Times in both scoops and subscribers. Trump wasn't the only accelerant to the Post's growth, but politics was the dominant force, and the paper leaned into it, taking on the official slogan "Democracy Dies in Darkness." The drama of that phrase--adopted by Woodward years earlier, and pushed by Bezos--initially met with concerns in the newsroom (and some snickers, even more so outside the Post). But along with Baron's gravitas and experience with deep investigations, it gave the paper a sense of mission as a bulwark for democracy during that time, and a base to build on. "Back then, it just felt like the Post could do anything," a reporter reflected. In 2016, the Post topped 100 million unique visitors a month. Traffic remained elevated through 2020, when the coronavirus pandemic temporarily supercharged interest in health and science news.

But looking back, it's clear that while the Times used that heady period to build out a business structure that would enable it to thrive after the "Trump bump" ended, the Post ... didn't, at least not to the degree that was needed. Almost everything on the business side needed changing, for the simple reason that almost nothing about the print-newspaper age is transferable to the digital age--not the printing press, not the delivery trucks, not the subscriber mailing cards, not even the marketing techniques.

Bezos knew this better than anyone. He had built the world's largest online-consumer business, supplanting brick-and-mortar stores of all kinds. And he had pioneered a new kind of bundle at Amazon--the paid-subscription service known as Amazon Prime, featuring e-books, movies, TV shows, and two-day shipping. The Post was a bundle too: Print readers paid for a huge package of investigations, features, columns, and games. "The problem," Bezos said at his first town hall, "is how do we get back to that glorious bundle that the paper did so well?" He felt that the internet had blown apart the print bundle, and that something new needed to be built.

"People will buy a package," he said at another meeting. "They will not pay for a story."

Bezos brought the right vision. And he invested. With the right leadership in place at the Post, that might have been enough. But curiously, the fruits of Bezos's investment during the Trump era consisted almost exclusively of more and better stories. A decade later, it's the Times, not the Post, that has reinvented "that glorious bundle"--including Wordle and a wildly popular cooking app--while the Post has done surprisingly little to adapt its business to the digital-news era.

During the Trump years, "on the surface, there was no problem," a former senior editor told me. "But there was a problem. Our growth was based on politics" in a historically fraught political period. Whenever normalcy returned, it all risked a sudden collapse.

Ideas were hatched, meetings were held, but Baron--who was preparing to retire from the Post--nevertheless grew more concerned about the lack of a plan. He repeatedly pushed Ryan to find time on Bezos's calendar for a candid long-term-strategy discussion. "We needed his counsel," Baron wrote in his memoir. "And whatever we settled on doing, we needed his bank account." But the meeting never materialized. When Baron asked Ryan why, his response was simply "Whenever we have Jeff's time, I've never missed the opportunity to take it."

Ryan declined to be interviewed for this article and has not spoken publicly about the Post since stepping down. But his confidants told me that Bezos made it clear, in their first conversations, that Bezos was not going to run the Post day to day or week to week. His early suggestions aside, he wanted to be "at arm's length and trust the stewardship of the place to someone else," a Post veteran told me.

Bezos rarely visited the newsroom (or spent time in Washington at all, despite his purchase of an enormous mansion in the exclusive neighborhood of Kalorama in 2016). Initially, he held biweekly phone calls with Post officials, during which subscriptions and new initiatives and product ideas were discussed. Then the meetings "became infrequent," a regular attendee told me. "Then they became smaller. Then they became more choreographed. Then they wouldn't happen for months." And then, he said, "Bezos just kind of disappeared."

Anxiety about the owner's absence was foreshadowed in 2014 when Bezos developed kidney stones while on a cruise near the Galapagos Islands and had to be rescued by an Ecuadorian-navy helicopter. Post staffers, ruminating on the owner's mortality, joked a little nervously to one another, "Do you think MacKenzie likes us?," referring to Bezos's wife at the time. The Post was reliant on a single world-traveling boss, both for better and for worse. Bezos wasn't always going to be easy to reach, or reachable at all. So everything was riding on Ryan. "When they hit choppy waters," Robert McCartney, a 39-year Post staffer who retired in 2021, told me, Ryan "didn't know how to steer."

Even Ryan's harshest critics at the Post say that he excelled at some parts of the job. When the correspondent Jason Rezaian was imprisoned in Iran in 2014, Ryan and Bezos threw all of the Post's weight behind winning his release. Ryan lobbied every level of the U.S. government and drew on a Rolodex of contacts around the world. He rose to the occasion again when Post journalists and stringers were in harm's way in Afghanistan in 2021. Aides recall Ryan getting then-Chief of Staff Ron Klain on the phone in 20 minutes when White House assistance was needed.

Ryan cared deeply about the Post's image. He pushed reporters to promote the paper by saying yes to outside interview requests. (The PR department maneuvered to get Post guests on WTOP, Washington's all-news radio station, in the 5 p.m. hour so that Ryan would hear them during his drive home.) But he lacked a clear vision for the Post's future. Bezos's money had allowed the organization to worry less about the short term and dream big for the long term, but Ryan wasn't a dreamer.

According to several business-side staffers, the Post did not conduct the type of rigorous long-term planning and strategizing that its rivals did. As a result, the company's priorities seemed to shift constantly. The paper repeatedly tried to break through with online news videos, for instance, but it changed its approach so often that nothing ever stuck. "There have been these whiplashing changes in policy and strategy," Sally Jenkins said. "You can't execute anything that way."

Ryan didn't seem to always bear down enough on the details of the digital-news business either. Recruiting and retaining the business staff--especially the data engineers and other professionals most needed to help convert readers into subscribers--was a never-ending struggle. At one point, even the Post's recruiters were being poached en masse.

Looking back, "we had a lot of financial success in the Trump years--almost by accident," a senior editor told me. "We didn't use that moment to add premium subscriptions or market ourselves or acquire products," whereas "the Times did all of that."

Bezos, meanwhile, was growing even more absent. In 2019, the National Enquirer broke the news that he was having an affair with a married TV reporter, Lauren Sanchez. His marriage to MacKenzie had fallen apart. His life was being dissected by tabloids. Even at Amazon headquarters, in Seattle, Bezos was "increasingly hard to find," the journalist Brad Stone reported; "he was spending more time traveling." It seemed as if his biggest passion at the time was Blue Origin, his rocket company.

Bezos still appeared at the Post occasionally--in October 2019, he visited the newsroom for Baron's 65th-birthday party, giving him a bicycle (bought and delivered via Amazon)--but in his book, Baron described Bezos's get-togethers with journalists as "highly infrequent," and revealed that he'd never had a one-on-one meeting with the owner. The pandemic then put great strains on Amazon--and on Bezos's time--which only amplified the sense of disconnect. Generally speaking, Bezos "flitted in and out," a former manager I spoke with said. "Fred was left alone to run it," a current executive told me.


When a skeptical employee asked if Bezos was too absent for the Post's own good, Patty Stonesifer said that "Bezos trusts his leaders to lead, perhaps trusting longer than you would."


In 2021, the Post's total profit was about $60 million. In 2022, the paper began to dip into the red. Ryan reassured people that the loss was expected because of the investments in the Post's journalism and continued losses at Arc XP, the in-house content-management system that the Post expanded during Bezos's and Ryan's tenure (the software is now licensed to other companies). Arc needed to spend a lot of money to have a chance to make money in the future, the argument went, and according to two sources, it accounted for the majority of the Post's losses in 2022 and 2023.

Regardless, losing money takes a psychic toll, even on the richest of the rich. And none of the trend lines was good: Subscriptions were still falling, and digital-ad sales were cratering. In the past, Ryan had encouraged deputies to be fully prepared and optimistic in presentations to Bezos, but come the summer of 2022, there was little to be optimistic about. People around Ryan wondered if he had a plan. "I don't think he knew he had to have a theory of the case," a former staffer told me. He couldn't articulate what the Post was supposed to be.

Sally Buzbee was the executive editor by then. Baron had retired in early 2021. The decision as to who would next sit in his chair was momentous--and it was the first time Bezos and Ryan would be making the choice. Ryan spent months sifting through candidates and brought four finalists to Bezos's Kalorama mansion for interviews. The two men settled on Buzbee, a 33-year staffer at the Associated Press newswire who had been its top editor for four years. They expected her to modernize the newsroom and expand the Post's global presence. But Buzbee's appointment came as a shock to the newsroom staff, many of whom had hoped for promotion from within; Buzbee didn't have any experience managing a newspaper. The AP, which licenses stories to other news organizations that wish to publish them, had many strengths, but it wasn't an obvious place to find the Post's next inspirational editor.

Buzbee was dealt a terrible hand--taking charge during a pandemic, when a majority of employees were working remotely, and anxiety levels were sky-high--and most of the newsroom staffers I spoke with said she played it poorly. Although they respected Buzbee's journalistic credentials and instincts, they felt that she couldn't answer a basic question: Who are we, and what is our mission? In other words, she didn't have a theory of the case either.

The Post was in the midst of an identity crisis. It was no surprise that highly regarded reporters such as Eli Saslow and David Fahrenthold jumped to the Times, and Stephanie McCrummen to The Atlantic. "We had an extraordinary exodus of talent, both on the business side and the news side," Robert McCartney said.

Finally, in January 2023, after receiving the SOS from Woodward, Buzbee, and others, Bezos clicked back in. When he visited the Post newsroom that month, he brought a legal pad, asked probing questions about Ryan, and took detailed notes. Almost every meeting went longer than scheduled. "He acknowledged that he'd been an absent owner, that he hadn't been paying attention to our crisis," a reporter told me. He shared his personal contact information with the staffers he met with, and asked them to stay in touch. "That day was a real wake-up call for him," the senior editor, who was one of the people who met with Bezos, said. And he stayed engaged by speaking with Buzbee.

In June 2023, Bezos brought in his friend Patty Stonesifer, an Amazon board member and a well-known philanthropist in D.C., to figure out what had gone so wrong and how to make it right. As the interim CEO, Stonesifer told lieutenants that she was astounded by just how far behind the Post was.

"We didn't lose this in two years; we lost this in five years," she told a Post employee--meaning that the Post's missteps dated back to the middle of the "Trump bump," when things were flush and the newsroom was expanding and the paper was winning widespread acclaim. Stonesifer concluded that inaction had been the problem: Neither the newsroom nor the business units had built the products and systems that were needed. At an all-hands meeting in October 2023, when a skeptical employee asked if Bezos was too absent for the Post's own good, Stonesifer said that Bezos "trusts his leaders to lead, perhaps trusting longer than you would."

Soon after her appointment, Stonesifer had brought on Alex MacCallum, a respected expert in subscriptions from the Times and CNN, to be chief revenue officer. MacCallum told her new colleagues that she was stunned by the Post's puny business-side staffing. It was amateurish. She estimated that the Times had about 100 people working on customer acquisition, whereas the Post had about a dozen. There were other glaring problems too: The data sets used by staffers to help them attract and retain subscribers were way too rudimentary. Far too little thought had been given to price points and the approach to wooing back digital subscribers who'd canceled their memberships. MacCallum returned to CNN six months later.

Times envy and resentment runs deep at the Post, and it's useful to compare how the two publications had diverged by the Post's 2022 crash and its aftermath. Beyond all of its infrastructure investments, the Times poured money into its puzzles and cooking app. It acquired Wirecutter in 2016. It snapped up Wordle and The Athletic in 2022. These things provided premium-subscription opportunities, cross-sells, diversification. "Today, The New York Times looks much more, as a business operation, like Spotify or Netflix than a legacy newspaper company," Meredith Kopit Levien, its CEO, said earlier this year.

The Post looks nothing like that. Ryan had never matched the Times with his own acquisitions. He had his reasons, including an awareness that integrating outside products can be arduous. He was also aware that Bezos has high standards for acquisitions--the owner needed to sign off on them and "is willing to invest, but only if you have a very strong plan," a source told me.

But Ryan hadn't built much in-house, either. In 2019, the Post did attempt an exciting content extension, Launcher, a section devoted to video games and esports. The brand was well regarded and well reviewed, but staffers groused that it was under-resourced, and it was shut down after less than four years, under the rationale that it didn't drive enough gaming fans to the rest of the Post site. In 2022, at Ryan's urging, Buzbee led a build-out of climate and wellness verticals. The vertical Well+Being could have been the Post's answer to Wirecutter, full of profitable affiliate links to recommended products and services. But "we didn't even have an affiliate-marketing deal around it," the former manager said. Philosophically, Ryan believed that the Post's news coverage should be sustainable on its own, without needing puzzles or product-review sites to turn a profit.

How should one evaluate this period of masked problems, strategic lassitude, and sudden decline, which set the stage for all the other disasters that have, in short order, followed? Journalists who have worked at both the Times and the Post portray the competition in personal terms, as "A. G. versus Fred." A. G. Sulzberger was the younger but in many ways superior publisher: He recruited mentors, soaked up information like a sponge, and ensured that the Times was a valuable part of subscribers' lives.

But another comparison seems at least as significant--and more important to the Post's future. Although the Times is a family business, it is also a publicly traded company with a board of directors and all the transparency and accountability that come from shareholders. Ryan was accountable to only one person, Bezos. No one in Bezos's orbit was relying on a dividend from the Post's profits or pushing him to explore changes, so he had little external prompting to keep close tabs on the operation. An attorney from his private-investment firm Nash Holdings interacts with the Post on legal matters, but he is based in the state of Washington, not the city, and is not involved on a regular basis.

Some Post leaders believe that Bezos should set up a board of directors that would supply oversight and counsel. If a board had been in place in 2021, "they would have seen that the numbers weren't going in the right direction," a high-ranking editor told me. The board idea came up in the Post newsroom again earlier this month. "Bezos doesn't have time or bandwidth for us," a source told me, "so a board would help a lot." But Bezos hasn't taken any such action.

For long stretches, no one--and certainly not Bezos--was mediating high-level disputes or fostering unity.

One of the biggest problems that plagued the Post during Ryan's tenure--and one the organization still needs to overcome today--is a debilitating lack of trust between the news and business sides of the organization, which has grown worse and worse over many years.

Although Baron and Ryan tried to act friendly toward each other, they argued frequently. Their feuds embodied wider attitudes: Business staffers blamed the newsroom for not generating more must-click content, and the newsroom blamed the business side for weak marketing, ad sales, and subscription operations. ("We were winning Pulitzer after Pulitzer, and there was never any marketing campaign," the high-ranking editor complained.) Tensions compounded after Buzbee took over.

The newsroom has not been blameless. Many reporters and editors described to me the persistence of inefficient bureaucracies and outdated publishing techniques. Some complained that the Post has failed to own its D.C. backyard in the face of competition from Politico and Axios. Others said that stories die on the vine because the homepage is poorly programmed. As recently as last year, splashy stories meant for Sunday's print edition were routinely posted online on Saturdays, a day that has historically received low traffic, rather than being rolled out in a more thoughtful manner, when more readers might encounter them and subscribe. And although the publication has still earned prize after prize, it has sometimes seemed weaker, sloppier, and less rigorous in recent years. Copy editing has been sorely lacking, multiple writers told me.

The point is that for long stretches, no one--and certainly not Bezos--was mediating high-level disputes or fostering unity. For a time, Stonesifer was something of a unifying figure: The rank and file in the newsroom warmed to her immediately. But she was only an interim leader, and one who presided over hundreds of employee buyouts to help stanch the bleeding. Some staffers have told me that they understood the buyouts, saying the Post is better off being a profitable business than a charity case. But the ire of others seems to have fallen on the owner. Paul Farhi, who took a buyout, expressed disappointment that Bezos was trying to cut his way back to profitability.

Bezos, in other words, has been losing trust too.

After a gutting 2023 of buyouts, bad feelings, and bad press, Post reporters and editors desperately wanted a new leader, someone who would protect the paper and turn its annual losses back into profits. Among the most important tasks facing that leader would be the articulation of a clear strategy and the restoration of trust between the newsroom and the business side.

For this role, Bezos selected Will Lewis, a veteran of British newspapers who'd spent the past 10 years running The Wall Street Journal and launching a digital-news start-up aimed at young people. To Bezos, Lewis must have seemed like everything Ryan wasn't--decisive, creative, steeped more fully in digital journalism. Lewis knew he had some nuts-and-bolts work to do when he arrived at the Post, but "Jeff encouraged him to go bigger and bolder," the former manager said. Bezos called Lewis "an exceptional, tenacious industry executive" with a background in "fierce, award-winning journalism" in a press release.

When Lewis started work on January 2 of this year, he hit all the right notes, and the goodwill stretched for months. "He is impressing people so far," an editor told me in mid-April. "We're rooting for Will," a reporter told me in early May. His corporate patter--we're going to "say it," he promised, meaning say what's wrong with the Post, then "fix it," "build it," and "scale it"--was cringey, but it provided a path forward and conveyed a sense of urgency that had been sorely lacking during Ryan's tenure.

It feels like "a return to the Don Graham era," another reporter told me, referring to a time when the publisher was a supportive presence in the newsroom. Graham, who has been an informal sounding board for Bezos in the past, talked with Lewis early on and advised him to send attaboy notes to reporters in much the same way Graham had sent "Donnie-grams" decades earlier. Lewis did just that, and made a positive first impression. "You can tell Will reads our stories," one writer told me.

But concerns were always lurking beneath the surface. Lewis was another outsider to the Post--and he was coming from even further outside than Ryan or Buzbee had. Although rakish and charming, with a relatable history as a beat reporter at The Mail on Sunday and an editor at The Daily Telegraph, he also had a mysterious past life as a Rupert Murdoch lieutenant. After Murdoch's papers were exposed for paying public officials for story tips and hacking into phones, resulting in criminal charges and huge payouts to victims, Lewis was appointed to help clean up the mess--by cooperating with police probes and establishing new standards--but he was later accused in legal filings of concealing evidence. He denied any wrongdoing years ago--"Any allegations of wrongdoing are untrue," he reiterated after a request for comment for this article--and he told Post reporters on the day he was hired, "I'm never going to talk about it" again.

It soon turned out that he didn't want the Post to talk about it either. In March and again in May, Lewis tried to wave Buzbee off publishing stories about litigation by Prince Harry and other victims of phone-hacking. The plaintiffs claim that Lewis allowed emails to be destroyed, so Buzbee was troubled that he applied pressure, sensing that he was interfering in newsroom coverage in a way that business-side executives never should. The Post went ahead and covered the news anyway, but hours after the May story was published, the Post's director of newsletter strategy told writers, "Please do not put this Prince Harry story in any of your newsletters." (The Post declined to explain the situation to Semafor, which first reported it, but a Post employee told Semafor that the email was the result of an internal miscommunication.)

In a memo to staffers on his very first day, in January, Lewis had pledged transparency: "I want you to know that I will always level with you and I ask that you do the same with me." But he appeared to be hiding something serious. NPR's David Folkenflik perceived as much when Lewis "repeatedly" and "heatedly" offered him an exclusive interview if Folkenflik would scrap plans for a story about the hacking allegations. Folkenflik didn't take the deal.

By the time these facts came out, Buzbee was gone. The Post's staff learned of her departure in what some now call the "Sunday-night massacre." In a shocking late-evening memo on June 2, Lewis declared that Buzbee was out "effective immediately" and that Robert Winnett, his longtime protege and a deputy editor of the Telegraph in London, was in line to take over in the fall. Matt Murray, a former editor in chief of the Journal, would run the Post's newsroom in the interim, he added. The swiftness (no goodbye for Buzbee) and secrecy (no heads-up for at least some top editors) suggested brutality and arrogance, as did his combative performance at a staff town hall the next day. "We are going to turn this thing around, but let's not sugarcoat it: It needs turning around," Lewis said. "We are losing large amounts of money. Your audience has halved in recent years. People are not reading your stuff. I can't sugarcoat it anymore."

Officially, the Post said that Buzbee had "stepped down," but it was more complicated. She had doubts about the strategic plans Lewis was developing for the paper, and had balked after he revealed a reorganization that would have diminished her role. In any case, it wasn't so much the fact of Buzbee's departure that disturbed staff, but the manner. And Winnett's appointment immediately worried many: He was well regarded in the U.K., but the Post is a uniquely American brand, based in the U.S. capital and best known for its political reportage; the British import made no sense.


Left: Former executive editor Sally Buzbee. Right: Publisher and CEO William Lewis. (Illustration by Mel Haasch. Sources: Kevin Mazur / Getty; Marvin Joseph / The Washington Post / Getty.)



Within a few days of the Sunday-night massacre, the Times revealed that Lewis had pressured Buzbee over the hacking-litigation stories. The Post's own media reporters were able to confirm the Times' account with two sources. Still, a Post spokesperson working for Lewis insisted that he "did not pressure Ms. Buzbee from publishing any stories"--contradicting the Post's own reporting. And when Folkenflik came forward with his account of Lewis's pressure, Lewis called the longtime NPR correspondent an "activist, not a journalist." Many Post reporters knew Folkenflik and took the insult personally. Lewis sounded hostile toward the Post's newsroom and toward tough-nosed journalism in general. "It seems like he doesn't trust anyone in the building," a Post reporter told me. "And many of us don't trust him either."

Added to this soup of concerns over Lewis--questions about his journalistic values, suspicions that he might not be a newsroom ally after all--were the unfolding reactions to Lewis's strategic plan for the Post, which he had first revealed to the staff on May 22. Lewis said at the time that the Post would do more to convert free readers into paying subscribers and build a pyramid of products at different price points. Parts of his presentation were quite convincing, even exciting, but 10 days later, he left some staffers confused and worried when, on the same day that he made Buzbee's departure public, he announced the establishment of what he dubbed a "third newsroom." Until that moment, no one had referred to the Opinion section as the Post's "second newsroom," although it is true that the editorial-page editor had always reported to the publisher and CEO, not to Baron or Buzbee. More to the point, why did the Post need a "third" newsroom? Lewis said that this new department, under an editor who would report directly to him as well, would produce service journalism and social-media content for audiences who don't currently read or trust the Post. It would be "video-first, image-first, because that's how most audiences consume news now," Lewis told a small group of editors and reporters.

Some elements of the Lewis plan seemed very much in keeping with Bezos's ethos, or at least his way of doing things at Amazon. In 2004, Bezos set up Lab126, a secretive Amazon R&D center where products such as the Kindle and the Echo were invented. Bezos told executives that the "third newsroom" would be the Post's lab, where the publication could innovate more quickly and try new forms of aggregation--a harkening-back to one of his earliest ideas as the Post's owner--adding that the paper's core standards were sacrosanct. A slogan in Lewis's presentation of the strategic plan--"AI everywhere"--was also in keeping with Bezos's investment in a controversial AI venture, Perplexity (which has been accused of stealing journalists' work). Rightly or not, Lewis's comments and slogans stoked fears in the newsroom that high-quality journalism might be sacrificed in a race to break even.

But the business plans were overshadowed on the weekend of June 16 by bruising articles in the Times and in the Post itself about Lewis's and Winnett's pasts. The Times reported allegations that, years ago, as journalists in the U.K., each man had "used fraudulently obtained phone and company records in newspaper articles"; the Post revealed Winnett's alleged collaboration when he worked at The Sunday Times with a self-described "thief" who said that he would misrepresent himself to journalistic targets in order to gain sensitive information. Winnett has not commented publicly on the allegations in either article; a spokesperson for the Telegraph, Winnett's current employer, declined to comment for this article. Lewis declined to comment on the Times article. By mid-June, staffers wondered if he would survive as CEO, and a great many hoped he wouldn't. An investigative team at the Post has since continued to report on his background.

Bezos, meanwhile, remained silent on the matter, and paparazzi spotted him on the Greek island of Mykonos. His $500 million superyacht was reportedly harbored nearby. As friends interrupted his island-hopping with texts about the Post's instability and reporters hounded his spokespeople for updates, a plan was developed: Bezos would send a memo to the Post's top editors, and it would be immediately shared with the public, in an attempt to calm nerves.

"The journalistic standards and ethics at The Post will not change," Bezos wrote in the one-paragraph email on June 18. He mentioned Lewis and, in so doing, showed his support for the CEO, though with sufficient wiggle room should the circumstances worsen. And worsen they did the following day, when David Maraniss, who has worked at the Post for 47 years and won two Pulitzer Prizes, wrote on Facebook, "I don't know a single person at the Post who thinks the current situation with the publisher and supposed new editor can stand. There might be a few, but very very few."

Maraniss wasn't done. He wrote that Bezos was too much of an outsider--he "owns the Post but he is not of and for the Post"--to understand the mess. His page filled up with comments from fellow journalists assailing Bezos. Lewis's fate aside, the billionaire who'd hired him was now firmly under scrutiny.

As recently as March, when I began reporting this story about the Post's decade of missed opportunities, the references to Bezos by people at the paper were minimal. When reporters did mention him, it was mostly to praise him. His basic ethos--a willingness to spend money and foment journalistic ambition while not interfering with the journalism itself--is noble. Even with the recent buyouts and defections, the newsroom has nearly 1,000 employees, up from about 640 at the time of his acquisition. The Post has done much to be proud of during Bezos's tenure, and the publication has certainly burnished his reputation.

But right now it's doing the opposite. If Bezos remains aloof and continues to reject a corporate board or some other manner of oversight, then everything depends on his key hires, and his hiring judgment so far has been exceedingly questionable. The most respected Post leader in the Bezos era was Marty Baron, who was hired before Bezos arrived. As his appointment of Lewis has collapsed into an ethical crisis, it should not be surprising that the Post's employees are now invoking Bezos with skepticism and even bitterness. "We think he just doesn't care that much," a business reporter remarked to me.

If Bezos had ever immersed himself in the Post's newsroom, had ever taken a crash course in journalists' habits and anxieties, he'd understand why so many of his employees are perturbed. In 2013, the longtime reporter recalled, "Jeff told us, 'Cover me like you cover anyone else.' He has clearly laid out that his expectation is no special favors. But Will did the opposite by pressuring Buzbee." The reporter wondered what Bezos would think about that. But it seemed unlikely that she would have a chance to find out.

Bezos hasn't granted an interview to his own paper or held a town hall with staffers in years. On a recent trip to D.C., in March, for his and Sanchez's Courage and Civility Award ceremony, he invited Lewis and a handful of staffers to the cocktail reception at his mansion, but didn't stop by the Post's offices. It's clear that Bezos was a steadying presence during that January 2023 checkup, but he has done little to reassure anxious staffers since.

Emily Bell, the founding director of the Tow Center for Digital Journalism at Columbia Journalism School, told me that "journalists and editors think they want a hands-off proprietor, but in truth that's a total misreading of what it takes to run a news organization in the long term"--it takes someone "in it for the long haul with a very deep understanding of the mission and the business." The Lewis appointment, she added, shows that Bezos is "not thinking about it maybe as deeply as he should."

Lewis has very few defenders left at the Post today. And one of the only defenses that staffers have recently mustered is rooted in fear--the fear that Bezos could give up on the paper and sell it to some private-equity firm or sovereign wealth fund. I heard the words "Will is our last chance" several times.

Confidants of Bezos say that's not true. They noted that he has consistently said that he plans to own the publication for the rest of his life. A few months before he bought the Post, Bezos led a $5 million investment round in Business Insider, the media start-up co-founded by Henry Blodget. Bezos exited that business three years later. "Watching from the outside, I think Jeff still very much values the Post," Blodget told me. "If he hadn't, I think he'd have sold it years ago. It's challenging and thankless to own media these days, so you don't do it unless you care."

Stonesifer returned to the office in June as the institutional chaos intensified, and she has been touching base with Bezos regularly. She has also participated in meetings with Bezos and Lewis. In those meetings, she told me, "Jeff's persistent focus was on ensuring a successful future for the Post. He is committed to our mission and our journalism."

"Jeff is highly connected to the work at the Post," Stonesifer said. "To perceive otherwise is false." She said that Bezos "consistently joins critical conversations and discussions with the Post's leadership. And he reads the Post daily as well." Stonesifer has been holding meetings at the paper this week to reassure reporters. Still, they haven't heard directly from the owner.

Post employees would like to see Bezos care; they'd like to see him focused. Right now they see a place in disarray. On June 21, Winnett's boss at the Telegraph, Chris Evans, announced that Winnett would not be joining the Post after all; he'd be staying put. The news rippled across social media and through the group chats of relieved Post employees for nearly an hour before Lewis sent out a terse memo making it official. In journalism parlance, he got "scooped." The executive team couldn't even break its own news.

Read: Readers don't trust dirty tricks

The Post's crisis is particularly worrying for at least two reasons: The publication's credibility is at risk, and the institution can't afford to waste any more time implementing a turnaround plan. "To be sure, it can't be business as usual at The Post," Bezos wrote in his reassure-the-newsroom email last week. "The world is evolving rapidly and we do need to change as a business."

Lewis, for all his faults, has at least outlined how the paper might make up for lost time. Two of his top deputies, Karl Wells and Johanna Mayer-Jones, recently walked me through the business plan, which began with the mantra "One size doesn't fit all." (Mayer-Jones previously worked at The Atlantic.) Wells, who is in charge of subscriptions, said that the Post reaches tens of millions of people a month who currently don't pay for any access. "There's a ton of juice left to squeeze" by offering flexible payments such as pay-per-article options at the bottom of the pyramid and superpremium subscriptions at the top, he said.

That would be a departure from Bezos's previously stated belief in the bundle, and could well backfire. Bezos said in 2013 that people wouldn't pay for individual stories, and lots of other companies have tried micropayments without much success. But the Post is going to attempt it anyway; the new plan is premised on the very real phenomenon of "subscription fatigue" and the notion that some people don't want to make a monthly or yearly commitment. People used to gain access to one day of the Post by buying a print copy at the newsstand; why not offer one-day access online? For that matter, why not try a "third newsroom" full of experiments? The media industry, beset by technological upheaval and political attacks, is in desperate need of new thinking. The Post media critic, Erik Wemple, told me, "If anyone is sniping about the business plans, I think they should show what they have proposed in the past two or three years that's better."

Skepticism comes naturally to many reporters, but the Post newsroom is not change-averse per se. Every single Post journalist I interviewed said that they're willing to adapt. "All folks crave is some organization and direction," Sally Jenkins said.

They're getting that from Matt Murray--the interim newsroom editor replacing Buzbee--who has been warmly welcomed into the newsroom and has already been called "Marty-like," a kind reference to Baron. Numerous staffers have expressed the hope that Murray will remain in charge of the Post's core coverage after the election, rather than shifting over to the "third newsroom," as is currently expected. Last week, Lewis promised that he would follow a formal process for finding a new editor this time--which hadn't happened when he recruited Winnett.

No matter who is running the Post, no matter who is editing it, the institution needs a theory of the case. Considering Bezos's ambitions, the Post can't limit itself to Washington, even though much of its core audience still lives in the metro area. And it can't define itself by what it's not, even though it's tempting to say the Post is less elitist than the Times and less corporate than the Journal. In the Trump years, "Democracy Dies in Darkness" was a clever slogan that perhaps helped convert readers into subscribers, and it's possible that if Trump wins again in November, the paper's deeper problems may again be masked for a time. But allusions to death aren't typically the best way to sell a product, and the Post needs more than a slogan.

News organizations are raucous, living organisms, made up of people who know stuff and want to tell it to the world. What they need more than anything else is leadership.
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Whatever Happened to 'the Big One'?

The quest to predict major earthquakes before they happen

by Ross Andersen




The three words were spelled out in block letters on the evening news, right next to an anchorman's gelled coif: the big one. A map of Southern California hovered just below, bull's-eye'd with red, concentric circles. I'm pretty sure it was 1988. The region was awash in warnings about the great earthquake to come. They were like something out of the Book of Isaiah. They lent an apocalyptic crackle to the sunbaked days. My generation hit school age too late to take part in atomic-attack drills, and too early for those that mimic school shootings, but we learned to duck and cover just the same.

In 1989, we saw a vision of our future. An earthquake hit the Bay Area, and for more than a week, the whole state was immersed in the imagery of seismic catastrophe. A freeway overpass snapped in half. Some of San Francisco's pastel Victorians toppled over. A fire broke out in the Marina. The World Series--an event of great import and inevitability in the mind of a child--was halted. "The big one is supposed to be worse," we whispered to ourselves, and to one another. In the psychogeography of Southern California, it lay sleeping like a monster deep beneath the Earth's surface. At any moment, probably soon, it would wake up.

It still hasn't. The San Andreas Fault formed about 30 million years ago, when the Pacific plate--the planet's largest--began grinding against the North American plate. Sometimes, the plates snag. Tension builds until they release with a lurch that sends energy in all directions. The section of the San Andreas that runs alongside Los Angeles hasn't had a fearsome quake for more than three centuries. Paleoseismologists expect big ones to occur there every 150 to 200 years, Greg Beroza, a Stanford professor and a co-director of the Southern California Earthquake Center, told me: "We're overdue." Teams of scientists have been trying to improve on that chillingly vague forecast, he said, so that the quake's arrival can be predicted days, weeks, or even months ahead of time--but there is no guarantee that they'll succeed.

From the January 1924 issue: A harrowing first-hand account of the Great Kanto earthquake

At the turn of the 20th century, California was home to only a few seismographs, primarily inside domed observatories atop mountain peaks, where they made use of ultraprecise astronomers' clocks. But after the United States and the Soviet Union agreed in 1963 to stop testing nukes aboveground, the Pentagon suddenly became very keen on funding new seismic sensors. Scientists have since spread more than 1,000 of them across California's surface, in both big cities and wilderness areas. They pick up a lot of noise. East of Los Angeles, in the San Bernardino Mountains, they detect the clatter of rockfall. At construction sites downtown, they register the rumble of semitrucks and jackhammer pounding.

Algorithms sift through this noise at real-time data-analysis centers, searching for P-waves--the fast-moving ripples of seismic energy that first rush outward from a fault slip. These waves are a gentle announcement of the more ruinous S waves to come. When enough of them are detected, automated processes are set into motion. Millions of push alerts pop up on mobile-phone lock screens. Stop lights redden, and gas valves shut down. Metro cars pause instead of entering tunnels. "The speed of telecommunications is faster than seismic waves," Beroza told me. "You only have seconds, but that's enough time to get out ahead of the shaking."

Scientists hope that new technologies can give us a longer warning window. If deep-learning algorithms were trained on enough seismic data, they might be able to spot sequences of activity that reliably precede earthquakes. So far, the forecasting track record of these techniques has underwhelmed, says Zachary Ross, a geophysicist at the California Institute of Technology. An analogous approach has had fabulous success in meteorology, he told me. AI-based methods can spot patterns in atmospheric data that help forecast storms, but they can't yet guess when two plates along a fault might slip.

I was surprised to hear that the ethereal movements of wind and rain are easier to predict than great shifts in the hard subterranean realm of rock. Ross told me that meteorologists have better data. They're constantly measuring the state of the atmosphere at high resolution, whereas seismologists are more constrained in the kind of data that they can collect, at least for now. Christopher Johnson, a research scientist at the Los Alamos National Laboratory, has been using a hydraulic press to push 10-centimeter blocks of granite together, until they slip past each other like tectonic plates. He measures the seismic energy that radiates outward, and is able to generate a lot of data, because these experiments can be repeated with new blocks in quick succession. But there are serious challenges in extrapolating from their results to actual earthquakes that operate on much larger scales of space and time. Fresh data are also pouring in from new kinds of sensors, including cheap ones that seismologists are deploying aboveground in temporary arrays along particularly active sections of faults. They're also transforming existing fiber-optic networks into seismometers, by measuring changes to the way that laser light bounces around inside them when the ground shakes.

Read: Did you feel that?

These new data sources are exciting, Ross said, but he doesn't expect them to produce any breakthroughs in earthquake prediction. He said that emerging technologies have the same problem as existing ones: The sensors are all placed too far away from the action. California's seismic sensors are at ground level, but the fault slips that trigger many of the state's earthquakes start six to eight miles below the surface of the Earth. The resulting seismic waves radiate outward in a sphere. Some move downward through the thick molten mantle and core until they reach the planet's opposite side. ("Anything over a 5 on the Richter scale is detected pretty much everywhere on Earth where there is a seismometer," Ross told me.) Others rush up toward the surface directly above the fault. The problem is that no matter where these waves surface, they first have to pass through the last outer mile of crust, which is shot through with cracks, loose rock, and sloshing fluids. "Something like 90 percent of the energy of these waves gets absorbed just in the top mile or so," Ross said. Seismologists can tell that an earthquake is happening, but they can't observe its more subtle characteristics.

"Everything we do now is remote sensing," Beroza told me. If we want clearer glimpses at earthquakes--and the potentially predictive seismic activity that precedes them--we have to place sensors underneath this top layer of crust. Japan's seismic network is the envy of the world, in part because its scientists have wedged their sensors deeper into the planet. After the Kobe earthquake killed more than 6,000 people in 1995, the country's political leaders encouraged data-sharing among seismologists and funded the drilling of boreholes all across the archipelago. Each one runs a few hundred feet deep.

It's a good start. At that depth, the sensors encounter much less noise. But seismic waves are still distorted and weakened when they arrive at Japan's borehole sensors. Ideally, they would be placed miles and miles down, where the quakes originate, but that part of the interior is as inaccessible as outer space, Beroza told me. Even putting the equipment a mile down would be very expensive. Any borehole that deep would be in constant danger of closing in on itself, given the extreme pressure. It might also fill up with corrosive liquids and gases. Still, this kind of drilling has been done in a few one-off projects. If it were successful, sensors could be lowered beneath the crust's uppermost layer, and they'd be able to record aspects of an earthquake that can't be observed at the surface.

"The most persistent hope is that there's some signal in smaller earthquake activity that would presage larger earthquakes," Beroza said. But scientists might also pick up new kinds of seismic waves, or new patterns of activity. Ross told me that any breakthrough in prediction would most likely arise from a signal that we've never seen before and don't expect. But even if we spend decades listening closely to the great monster that lies sleeping beneath California, we may never hear any telltale pattern of snoring that suggests it is about to rouse itself. We may forever be vulnerable to big ones.

I had hoped for better news. I no longer live in Southern California, but I remain tethered to it, spiritually and through family. Fear of the big one is a shared psychic experience for those who grew up in the region. I still remember worrying over it with friends on the playground and late at night during sleepovers. Like the Night Stalker, it seemed to be a hyperlocal generational concern, an object of anxiety that was uniquely ours. But we have passed it down. All these years later, the forecast hasn't changed: Experts are still giving even odds that a great quake will shake the massed towers of downtown Los Angeles and its surrounding environs, with great violence, sometime in the next 30 years. When my young niece and nephew go to school, they too may be taught to fear the big one. Part of growing up in California, or anywhere, is learning that science has limits. Nature can never be fully known or tamed.
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There's Nothing on TV Like <em>We Are Lady Parts</em>

The story of an all-female Muslim punk band trying to make it has lots of humor, and surprising depth.

by Hannah Giorgis




Early in the second season of We Are Lady Parts, a delightful British series about an all-female Muslim punk band, a musician draws inspiration from the most radical person she knows: her adolescent daughter. At the start of a jam session, Bisma (played by Faith Omole) tells her Lady Parts bandmates about a recent argument with Imani (Edesiri Okepnerho), who was suspended for throwing eggs at a teacher over the history of slavery being removed from her curriculum--and who likened this action to Malala Yousafzai's fight for girls' education. After a quick chuckle, the other members encourage Bisma, the only mother in the group, to channel her exasperation into writing new music.

The resulting song is "Malala Made Me Do It," a rollicking, irreverent country anthem that's an ode at once to the Pakistani activist ("Nobel prize at 17 / The baddest bitch you've ever seen") and to Bisma's daughter, whose youthful conviction prompts the band members to reflect on their own small rebellions ("Stole biscuits from the staff room / Malala made her do it"). In a Western-themed music video that plays out in Bisma's imagination, Yousafzai herself makes a cameo: Sitting on a horse, she slyly winks at the camera from beneath a beaded hat. The fantasy sequence is a highlight of this new season, and a neon-hued reminder of what makes We Are Lady Parts so special. From its first episode, the series has chronicled the band's attempts to cultivate a meaningful creative identity in a world that often fails to see its members as complex people, much less artists. In tracing how Lady Parts comes together, and what it takes to keep the group together, the series elevates the familiar narrative of a musical origin story into a poignant, inventive exploration of self-expression and community building.

When I sat down to watch the first season a little over two years ago, I was expecting to be amused, perhaps charmed. And there is certainly a whole lot of subversive humor in the series, which was created by the British Pakistani writer-director Nida Manzoor. Two of the first songs we hear Lady Parts perform are "Ain't No One Gonna Honour Kill My Sister but Me" and "Voldemort Under My Headscarf"; a rival Muslim punk band introduced in Season 2 is called Second Wife. But We Are Lady Parts is so much more than a collection of jokes about the absurdities that young Muslim women often encounter. By turns raucous and earnest, the series is unlike anything else on TV right now--in part because it doesn't consider representation to be a worthy end goal of its own. Instead, the show allows its characters to riff on their identities in ways that reflect how young people actually talk to one another, without becoming didactic or self-serious.

We Are Lady Parts kicked off its first season by introducing an unlikely new member to the already established band: sweet, geeky Amina (Anjana Vasan), who narrates the series. When Amina first encounters Lady Parts, the 26-year-old Ph.D. student and volunteer music teacher is in desperate pursuit of a husband--a storyline that's certainly familiar for Muslim women on-screen. In fact, the band persuades her to be its lead guitarist only by setting her up on a date with her crush. Amina's concerns about how other Muslims perceive her, and her involvement with the band, animated much of the debut season, which established the series as a clever new take on reductive tropes. As the Lady Parts founder, Saira (Sarah Kameela Impey), wrote in the band's manifesto, the women use music to tell the real truths of their lives, "before we're mangled by other people's bullshit ideas of us." This season, the show turns its focus to the struggles that many working musicians face: financial precarity, unexpected competition, and the existential compromises that major record labels expect of artists. After the band's first tour, some conflicts have emerged among the members, and the show uses this distance to zoom in on aspects of each woman's life.

Saira, for example, has long been the group's righteous moral center: When her bandmates discuss the idea of doing a mascara ad, the front woman reminds them that they're "serious musicians, not vapid agents of capitalism," then pulls the Lady Parts manifesto out of her bag and starts reading from it. But her resolve starts to crack after she's evicted from her apartment, which also served as Lady Parts' rehearsal space. Unable to turn to her estranged family for support, and desperate to raise money for the studio time Lady Parts needs to record an album, Saira begins to lose sight of the values that define her. She agrees to do sponsored content for a sustainable-fashion line; more disastrously, she meets with a white manager who wants to sign the band.

That decision sets off a chain of events that forces Lady Parts to confront how the musicians' personal and political concerns may clash with their desire to support themselves through their art. These questions become even more complicated when considered alongside some of the major changes that the band members are navigating outside their music--evolving friendships, new romantic relationships, and the social pressures that come with their semipublic profiles.

Read: Is this the quiet revolution of Latino representation?

Because Lady Parts is a punk band made up entirely of Muslim women, it's not just dealing with the kinds of quandaries that may challenge modern artists. So few groups like Lady Parts even attract a record label's attention, both in real life and on the show. A veteran musician the bandmates meet this season--a Muslim woman blacklisted by labels after refusing to conform to their vision--cautions Saira against getting caught up in the excitement of a shiny record deal. "They're gonna love having you on the posters," she says. "But don't you let them forget that you have got a voice." Shortly after, when Saira broaches the idea of tackling political topics on the new Lady Parts album, the band's manager tells her it's out of the question: "There's no 'Atrocity Bangers' playlist that you can be on."

The way that this tension metastasizes--first within Saira, and then within the band--makes for some of the most honest and compelling discussions of artistic authenticity that I've seen on TV. It's not just the new manager who balks at Saira's sudden dissatisfaction with the band's style of music. The other Lady Parts members initially resent the suggestion that they make only "funny Muslim songs," as their musical role model puts it--especially Ayesha (Juliette Motamed), the band's sharp-tongued drummer.

In a sense, the show's incisive portrayal of this conflict is not surprising: Many similar conversations must have happened to bring this show into the world. Manzoor recently told Vulture that the bandmates' struggles, in particular Saira's, with the weight of their platform as Muslim artists do reflect a comparable feeling about her own career: "Being 'Zeitgeist-y' feels like it's temporary, of the moment--but then, no other moment?" she said. We Are Lady Parts pushes back against the temptation to accept this kind of tokenism: Saira's storyline shows the dangers of letting a scarcity mindset dictate one's art.

The show's frank depiction of Saira's dilemma, and of another band member's queer coming-of-age journey, is a striking achievement in a contracting entertainment landscape. Lady Parts can't be everything to everyone, and the series knows this--about the band, and its own artistic mandate. As the industry pulls back on diversity, equity, and inclusion programs and opportunities for people of color across the industry--despite audience demand--the all-Muslim writers' room of We Are Lady Parts looks beyond these narrow conversations, instead leaning into the distinct joys and difficulties of the world its characters inhabit. Saira, Amina, Bisma, and Ayesha may feel like they have something to prove with their first album, but We Are Lady Parts has been self-assured since its premiere. Nothing makes that more apparent than how Season 2 examines fissures in the band without sacrificing the show's remarkable warmth.
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The Court Can't Think Straight When It Comes to Corruption

Yesterday's decision demonstrates the justices' sympathy for their powerful peers.

by Ian MacDougall




The bid-rigging scheme was a classic of the genre. A small Rust Belt city needed new garbage trucks. Its mayor and two of his donors needed money. The mayor, a struggling mortgage lender, owed years' worth of back taxes; the donors were two brothers desperate to save the truck dealership they'd spent the past few years running into the ground. So the mayor fixed things to steer the garbage-truck contracts to the brothers, a million-dollar cushion under their failing dealership. Thankful for this good turn, they cut the mayor a check for $13,000 ostensibly for some consulting work, the substance of which was never clear.

The feds caught on to this arrangement, and in 2021, the mayor, Jim Snyder, was tried and convicted on corruption charges. On Wednesday, in Snyder v. United States, the Supreme Court threw out the verdict in a 6-3 vote, with the three liberal justices dissenting. The majority cut in half the federal law Snyder was convicted of violating. That law, the Court held, applies to bribes promised or dispensed before any official action is taken but not to "gratuities"--rewards, as the majority put it, "given as a token of appreciation after the official act." The majority reached its conclusion by pointing to various indicators that, in its view, showed Congress never intended the law to dictate whether state and local officials can or can't accept gratuities. As far as federal law is concerned, state and local officials are now generally free to accept gifts small and large--$13,000 checks, lavish vacations, cash-stuffed valises--from the beneficiaries of their actions in office. (State and local laws still apply to them, but only a small fraction of corruption cases are brought by state prosecutors.)

The dissenting justices primarily attacked the majority's shoddy interpretation of the law at issue, accusing the conservative bloc of betraying its purported devotion to textualism to reach its preferred outcome. But they leveled another accusation too, one that extends well beyond the Snyder case--and in which the liberals themselves have been complicit.

Graeme Wood: Inside the garden of evil

To read the majority opinion, the case had little to do with Jim Snyder or the very real risks of legalizing a pervasive form of graft, even as the public worries about money corrupting politics and as trust in government to do the right thing sinks to historic lows. Instead, for the majority, the case was really about the threat that anti-corruption law poses to modest expressions of gratitude. If Snyder could be charged with taking a $13,000 reward for rigging city contracts, didn't all such thank-you gifts pose the risk of indictment? Justice Brett Kavanaugh peppered his majority opinion with examples of what he feared ruling against Snyder would put at risk. Prosecutors, he fretted, could file indictments anytime "parents send an end-of-year gift basket to their child's public school teacher" or homeowners give "thank-you gift cards, steak dinners, or Fever tickets to their garbage collectors." He had a thing for the latter, asking elsewhere in the opinion, "Is a $100 Dunkin' Donuts gift card for a trash collector wrongful?"

If these examples sound far-fetched, it's because they are. In his opinion, Kavanaugh pronounces this state of affairs "a very serious real-world problem." Yet neither Snyder's high-powered legal team nor the justices themselves pointed to any actual cases of such prosecutorial overreach.

Hypothetical scenarios are inevitable in a common-law system, as ours is, in which judicial rulings constitute new law. Judges need to consider the broader implications of how they resolve the disputes before them, because their decisions create rules that govern future cases. Yet hypotheticals can be dangerous too, letting judges elide the real-life implications of their rulings.

The Snyder decision is the latest installment in a long-running Roberts Court project to curtail the reach of anti-corruption law, a period that has seen the number of federal corruption indictments filed each year nearly halved. It's a subject I examined earlier this year in a story for The New York Times Magazine about a $60 million bribery scandal in Ohio. While reporting it, I was struck by the high court's ready replacement of the ugly reality of its corruption cases with a fictional world of political innocents railroaded for engaging in civic life--turning away from instances of actual corruption to inhabit a Mayberry of the mind. Corrupt dealings become the ordinary give-and-take of politics. Venal officials become conscientious politicians serving their constituents. Palm-greasing businessmen become everyday voters living in fear of domineering prosecutors.

The primary effect of all these hypotheticals is to soften the portrait of corruption in American politics to the point that punishing innocents appears to be an inherent feature of anti-corruption law. But they have a secondary effect as well. With heavy reliance on hypotheticals comes the risk of an unconscious tell--a Freudian slip in which judges reveal more than they mean to.

Take, for example, a 2016 case in which the high court unanimously undid the bribery conviction of Bob McDonnell, who as governor of Virginia had used his office to boost a Richmond businessman's tobacco-based nutritional supplement. In exchange, the businessman had given McDonnell and his wife more than $175,000 worth of weekend trips, golf outings, loans, and gifts, including a Rolex.

If McDonnell's bribery conviction were allowed to stand, Chief Justice John Roberts speculated, it might discourage legitimate political activity. "Homeowners who wonder why it took five days to restore power to their neighborhood after a storm," Roberts wrote, might be reluctant to seek help from their elected representative if they had once invited him "to join them on their annual outing to the ball game." Government officials do get invited to baseball games but typically not by concerned citizens. That's the province of white-shoe-law-firm partners, K Street lobbyists, and big-money political donors--the justices' peer group, in other words. A non-hypothetical example I encountered while reporting on the Ohio bribery scandal: a wealthy CEO inviting a powerful lawmaker to watch the Home Run Derby and the All-Star Game from his corporate box.

Last year, the Court--again unanimously--threw out the conviction of a top New York gubernatorial aide who, while on temporary leave to run then-Governor Andrew Cuomo's reelection campaign, had taken $35,000 from a real-estate developer to help him secure a lucrative state contract. If federal law criminalized what the aide had done, Justice Samuel Alito worried, then "it could also be used to charge particularly well-connected and effective lobbyists."

In the Snyder case, Kavanaugh ignored the dissent's efforts to call attention to the sordid world of pay-to-play politics that his hypotheticals seemed tacitly to endorse. This was also true when the case was argued, in April. The justices brushed aside the government lawyer's repeated attempts to focus them on what was actually at stake in the case. A running theme during oral argument was the Court's mistrust of juries, a rare democratic feature of the judiciary. Justice Elena Kagan raised the legality of a billionaire bumped ahead of the rabble on a surgery waitlist, with hospital administrators angling for a multimillion-dollar donation. A jury wouldn't like it, but this couldn't be a crime, Kagan insisted, because "probably every hospital in America does it." Universities too, she observed, a perhaps unwitting nod to her own fundraising days as Harvard Law School dean. (Kagan did, in the end, join Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson in her dissent, apparently satisfied by the focus on federal guardrails that have kept such scenarios purely hypothetical.)

Leah Litman: The Supreme Court says sorry, it just can't help with political corruption

The court's liberal bloc has consistently dissented in the other strand of corruption cases, the ones striking down campaign-finance laws, such as Citizens United. Yet until the Snyder case, the liberal justices had signed on to the Roberts court's attack on criminal corruption law. Some legal scholars have argued that, unlike abstract debates over electioneering rules, the criminal cases get personal for the justices. Their hypotheticals, in which even the imagined everyman behaves like their wealthy peers, suggest that what's animating the justices, as the Fordham law professor Zephyr Teachout put it recently, is "a deep sense of identification with the political advisors and officials who are the targets of these investigations." Recent empirical studies provide compelling evidence that Supreme Court justices, like the rest of us, are susceptible to in-group favoritism--to feel an uncommonly high degree of sympathy for people like themselves.

The Snyder case cuts closer still. Alito and Justice Clarence Thomas aren't the only justices to accept gifts from wealthy acquaintances, including some who are often before the Court. The liberals and conservatives alike accept all-expense-paid trips to speak or teach at universities and law schools. Schools at times fundraise off these events, lavish university-themed gifts on the justices, or buy stacks of their books to sell--on occasion, at the urging of Justice Sonia Sotomayor's staff, even more than they'd planned to. Evidently, these considerations weren't far from Kavanaugh's mind when he was drafting his opinion. Is a crime committed, he wondered, when "a college dean gives a college sweatshirt to a city council member who comes to speak at an event"?

A few minutes into debating Kagan's billionaire patient with the justices, the government's lawyer discerned a subtext. "What I'm hearing today," she said, "is there are some gifts that just aren't corrupt." The justices made no effort to correct her and promptly changed the subject. To spare the imagined schoolteachers or garbage collectors--and the very real billionaires--the threat of legal sanction, Americans must be content to live under a government that, if not exactly for sale, works for tips.
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        Selections From the 2024 Audubon Photography Awards Top 100

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	11:54 AM ET

            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Last week, we featured some of the winners of this year's Audubon Photography Awards, and today, the contest organizers were kind enough to share some of their Top 100 photographs from the thousands of entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird opens its beak wide to catch a spiny fish it has tossed in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Neotropic Cormorant. The spiny fish has to go into the cormorant's throat in just the right way: head first and lengthwise. This bird was tossing this fish in the air for more than an hour to put it on the right trajectory. Photo taken from a boat in Encontro das Aguas State Park in Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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                [image: Two woodpecker parents perch on either side of a nest hole in a dead tree, with at least three chicks inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pileated Woodpecker. Pileated woodpecker parents perch on either side of a nest hole in a dead tree, with at least three chicks inside. Photographed in Dunedin, Florida.
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                [image: A hummingbird flies amid a spray of water droplets, with its beak open.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anna's Hummingbird. In Port Townsend, Washington, an Anna's hummingbird sips from a spray of water droplets above a water fountain.
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                [image: Three small owls peek over the top of a mound of dirt, only showing the tops of their heads and their eyes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Burrowing Owl. Three burrowing owls peer over the top of a mound of dirt in Calipatria, California.
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                [image: A sparrow perches inside a section of a chain-link fence, with a green backdrop of out-of-focus grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grasshopper Sparrow. A grasshopper sparrow perches in a chain-link fence. Photographed in Highgate, Vermont.
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                [image: A close view of a gull at sunset]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Black-backed Gull. A close view of a gull at sunset in Chesapeake Beach, Maryland.
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                [image: A pair of cranes dance in the snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-crowned Crane. A pair of cranes dance in the snow at the Tsurui-Ito Crane Sanctuary in Hokkaido, Japan.
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                [image: A grebe mother swims as three chicks lean forward while riding on her back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Western Grebe. A western grebe mother swims as three chicks lean forward while riding on her back in Escondido, California.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Krisztina Scheeff / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view looking upward, past two statues, toward a distant skyscraper, with the sky filled with a flock of small birds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Purple Martin. Thousands of small purple martins fill the frame in a loose spiral against a dark blue sky at dusk in Nashville, Tennessee.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Graham Gerdeman / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge colony of fuzzy brown king penguin chicks covers most of a rocky shoreline near mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                King Penguin. An immense colony of fuzzy brown king penguin chicks congregates on the shore of South Georgia Island.
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                [image: An owl perches at the very tip of a bare tree branch, backdropped by fluffy clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Horned Owl. A great horned owl perches atop a bare tree branch in West Gardiner, Maine.
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                [image: A merganser swims, grasping a crawfish in its bill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hooded Merganser. This hooded merganser swims in Mallard Lake in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park, grasping a crawfish in its bill.
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                [image: A bird stretches out its wings while preening on a fence post, its head tucked down.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Northern Flicker. A northern flicker stretches out its wings while preening on a fence post in Corunna, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: A shorebird walks through a field of tall grass, partly obscured by small tufts topping the grass stalks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Variable Oystercatcher. A variable oystercatcher walks through a field of bunny tail grass in Tawharanui Regional Reserve, New Zealand.
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                [image: A close view of a bird's  bill lying against its bright red inflatable throat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Frigatebird. A close view of the bill and inflatable gular pouch of a great frigatebird. Photographed on Genovesa Island, Galapagos, Ecuador.
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                [image: A pair of tiny fuzzy goslings run toward an adult Canada goose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Canada Goose. A pair of goslings run toward an adult Canada goose in Alexandria, Virginia.
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                [image: A pelican swims with an osprey partially trapped in its bill and gular pouch. The osprey is flapping, trying to escape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Osprey and Brown Pelican. A brown pelican swims with an osprey partially trapped in its bill and gular pouch. Photographed at Sebastian Inlet State Park in Sebastian, Florida.
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                [image: A bright green hummingbird feeds on a bright red flower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruby-throated Hummingbird. A ruby-throated hummingbird feeds on a bright red flower in Pembroke, Virginia.
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                [image: Two prairie-chickens fight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Greater and Lesser Prairie-Chicken. A pair of prairie-chickens fight outside of Hays, Kansas.
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                [image: A red-winged blackbird sings while perched on an orange hibiscus stem, a small cloud of steam rising from its beak into in the cool air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-winged Blackbird. A red-winged blackbird sings while perched on an orange hibiscus stem in Alexandria, Virginia.
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                [image: A flock of snow geese takes flight, filling the frame.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snow Goose. In Mount Vernon, Washington, a flock of snow geese takes flight.
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                [image: A jay stands on the back of a deer, acting as a cleaner, searching for ticks while pecking gently at the corner of its eye.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Purplish Jay. A purplish jay stands on the back of a brocket deer, acting as a cleaner, searching for ticks and other tidbits. Photographed in Pocone in the state of Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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                [image: A bird with long legs and a long, thin bill stands on one leg.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Avocet. In Salem, Utah, an American avocet is photographed in profile as it stretches.
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                [image: A juvenile bald eagle flies through a foggy sky, past several trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bald Eagle. A juvenile bald eagle flies through a foggy sky at the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge in Ridgefield, Washington.
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                [image: A heron stands in shallow, still water at sunset, with a small fish caught in its bill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Blue Heron. A great blue heron fishes at Izaak Walton Nature Area at sunset. Photographed in November 2023 in Longmont, Colorado.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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What Kind of 'Psycho' Calls Dead Americans 'Losers' and 'Suckers'?

Trump's denial of his own well-documented remarks is a tell.

by Adrienne LaFrance




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


Perhaps you've noticed lately that Donald Trump, a man not known for subtlety, has been testing the limits of the Streisand effect. At one event after another--at a rally, then a fundraiser, in remarks on his social platform, and in at least one video that his campaign distributed online--Trump keeps reminding his supporters about his well-documented habit of disparaging America's military service members as "dumb," "losers," and "suckers."

"Think of it, from a practical standpoint," Trump said before a crowd in Las Vegas earlier this month. "I'm standing there with generals and military people in a cemetery, and I look at them and say, 'These people are suckers and losers.' Now, think of it; unless you're a psycho or a crazy person or a very stupid person, who would say that, anyway?"

As it happens, the American people have, by now, a very clear picture of the kind of person who would say such a thing.

Recall Trump's infamous 2015 remarks about Senator John McCain, who was tortured during his five and a half years as a prisoner of war in North Vietnam: "He's not a war hero," Trump insisted. "He was a war hero because he was captured. I like people who weren't captured." Then there was the time in 2016 when Trump publicly mocked and belittled Khzir and Ghazala Khan, the parents of a fallen U.S. Army officer, Humayun Khan, who had been killed by a suicide bomber in Iraq in 2004. (Trump is "devoid of feeling the pain of a mother who has sacrificed her son," Khzir said at the time.)

Then, in 2020, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, reported several instances in which Trump openly expressed disgust for America's dead service members. There was the time in Arlington National Cemetery, on Memorial Day in 2017, when Trump was standing at the grave of Robert Kelly, a young Marine officer who had been killed in Afghanistan. Trump was visiting the cemetery with his then-Chief of Staff John Kelly, a retired four-star Marine general and father to Robert. As Goldberg first reported, "Trump, while standing by Robert Kelly's grave, turned directly to his father and said, 'I don't get it. What was in it for them?'"

During a trip to France the following year, faced with the prospect of visiting another cemetery, this time to pay respects to service members killed in World War I, Trump complained: "Why should I go to that cemetery? It's filled with losers." (Trump's loyalists have attempted to redirect attention to the weather that day, arguing that it really was too rainy for a visit.) And, as Goldberg first reported, "in a separate conversation on the same trip, Trump referred to the more than 1,800 marines who lost their lives at Belleau Wood as 'suckers' for getting killed."

In subsequent reporting, including his 2023 profile of former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, Goldberg uncovered additional incidents in which Trump disparaged American service members. At one military ceremony, for example, a wounded Army captain who'd completed five combat tours and lost a leg in an IED attack nearly tumbled over. Others, including then-Vice President Mike Pence, rushed to help the man. But Trump complained to Milley in a voice loud enough for several people to hear: "Why do you bring people like that here? No one wants to see that, the wounded."

Trump has spent years attempting to deny these incidents--all while experienced journalists writing for multiple news organizations have corroborated The Atlantic's initial reporting. But recently, Trump has become newly preoccupied with Goldberg (whom Trump mentioned by name and described as a "horrible radical left lunatic" at a rally last month) and with his reporting on Trump's disdain for the Americans who volunteer to serve their country. And Trump seems preoccupied generally with denying his own record of disparaging service members. (Listening to his clumsy attempts to deny what he said, I can't help but think of Hamlet's Queen Gertrude--"The lady doth protest too much, methinks"--or at least the unraveling guilt of the narrator in The Tell-Tale Heart.)

That Trump would lie is unsurprising. But his recent obsession is curious because it represents a rare instance in which he avoids doubling down on his own provocations. And it is revealing--presumably reflecting some sort of poll that has found that Americans don't particularly like their war dead to be mocked by the once and prospective commander in chief. (I suppose it's possible that on some level, Trump feels ashamed of what he said, but shame typically requires a baseline degree of self-awareness and empathy.)

"They made up a story about me with suckers and losers," Trump said at a fundraiser in Washington, D.C., last weekend. "They made up this story about me, looking down at graves, saying 'suckers'--they make it up. Suckers and losers. Who would? Surrounded by military people. There's nobody that's stupid enough to make that statement. Think of it. And I was president. I would have said that would have been justified for somebody to start taking swings at me as president. But they made it up. It's a phrase that was totally made up by a third-rate magazine that's going out of business, losing a fortune. I think it was The Atlantic. A magazine that nobody reads." (The Atlantic is profitable and recently announced that it has more than 1 million subscribers.) "It's horrible," he later added. "Who would say it?"

Well, Trump said it. And over the past four years, several more journalists have reported as much. One day after Goldberg's 2020 story appeared, Jennifer Griffin, a national-security correspondent for Fox News, found in her own reporting that Trump had "disparaged veterans." One former senior Trump-administration official told Griffin that Trump said anyone who served in Vietnam "was a sucker," she reported. "This former official heard the President say about American veterans: 'What's in it for them? They don't make any money.'" Griffin also corroborated details first reported by Goldberg about how Trump did not want to include wounded service members in military parades. "Regarding Trump's July 4th military parade, during a planning session at the White House after seeing the Bastille Day parade in 2017, the President said regarding the inclusion of 'wounded guys' 'that's not a good look' 'Americans don't like that,' source confirms," Griffin tweeted.

Trump attacked her in response. "Jennifer Griffin should be fired for this kind of reporting," he tweeted at the time. "Fox News is gone!" The Washington Post subsequently reported that "Trump believed people who served in the Vietnam War must be 'losers' because they hadn't gotten out of it, according to a person familiar with the comments." (The newspaper also noted that although Trump, in a tweeted response to the Atlantic story, claimed, "I never called John [McCain] a loser. I swear on whatever, or whoever, I was asked to swear on," he did, in fact, call McCain a loser in a 2015 interview, which you can watch for yourself.)

The New York Times similarly reported that its sources verified "that Mr. Trump resisted supporting an official funeral and lowering flags after the death of Senator John McCain of Arizona, a Vietnam War hero whose military service he had disparaged." (Ultimately, Trump relented, and the flags were lowered.) And the Times reported that "people familiar with Mr. Trump's private conversations say he has long scorned those who served in Vietnam as being too dumb to have gotten out of it," as Trump had done. The Times further reported that "some also recalled him asking why the United States should be so interested in finding captured soldiers" who are prisoners of war.

This past October, John Kelly publicly confirmed, in a statement to CNN's Jake Tapper, the details that Goldberg first reported. This came in the weeks following Goldberg's profile of Milley, and Trump's subsequent suggestion that Milley be executed for treason. Here is how Kelly put it:

What can I add that has not already been said? A person that thinks those who defend their country in uniform, or are shot down or seriously wounded in combat, or spend years being tortured as POWs are all "suckers" because "there is nothing in it for them." A person that did not want to be seen in the presence of military amputees because "it doesn't look good for me." A person who demonstrated open contempt for a Gold Star family--for all Gold Star families--on TV during the 2016 campaign, and rants that our most precious heroes who gave their lives in America's defense are "losers" and wouldn't visit their graves in France ... A person that has no idea what America stands for and has no idea what America is all about. A person who cavalierly suggests that a selfless warrior who has served his country for 40 years in peacetime and war should lose his life for treason--in expectation that someone will take action. A person who admires autocrats and murderous dictators. A person that has nothing but contempt for our democratic institutions, our Constitution, and the rule of law. There is nothing more that can be said. God help us.


And in his new book, The Return of Great Powers, the CNN national-security reporter Jim Sciutto quotes Kelly telling him that Trump "would often say, 'Why do you people all say that these guys who get wounded or killed are heroes? They're suckers for going in the first place, and they're losers.'"

On November 9, 2010, Robert Kelly stepped on a concealed bomb while leading his platoon in Afghanistan. Donald Trump, meanwhile, was somewhere in between tweets promoting his television game show, The Apprentice, and a Fox News appearance during which he dangled the prospect of running for office.

Robert Kelly was 29 when he died. He was also a newlywed. And he was a friend and brother to many more who served in the military. In an obituary, Robert's friends and family recalled his quick wit and strong sense of duty. They remembered the charm and persistence with which he pursued his first date with the woman who would become his wife. They noted his fondness for history and for ice hockey. And they described his deep love of country. "He went quickly and thank God he did not suffer," Kelly's father wrote to his friends after Robert died. "In combat that is as good as it gets." The elder Kelly described the pain of his loss as "unimaginable."

Trump has never served in the U.S. military. "Bone spurs" won him an exemption from Vietnam.  He has never had to triple-check to make sure his uniform was in regulation, or taken a combat-fitness test. He has never watched his spouse walk out the door for the last time before deployment. He has never cared for a family member who returned from war with permanent injuries. And he has never received the unfathomable news that one of his children was killed in action. Millions of Americans have. But Trump is nothing like them.
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The Federal Reserve's Little Secret

No one really knows how interest rates work, or even whether they work at all--not the experts who study them, the investors who track them, or the officials who set them.

by Roge Karma




Arguably the single most important question for the U.S. economy in 2024 is whether and when the Federal Reserve will cut interest rates. With inflation still hovering just above the Fed's 2 percent target, the central bank faces a dilemma: Lower rates too quickly, and inflation could take off again; keep them high for too long, and the public could suffer unnecessarily. The decision could even affect the outcome of the presidential election. Wall Street and the White House are anxiously awaiting the Fed's next move.

Given all that, you might reasonably expect the relationship between interest rates and inflation to be thoroughly understood by the economics establishment. Not so. Over the past two years, reality has looked nothing like the theories found in economics textbooks. The uncomfortable truth is that no one really knows how interest rates work or even whether they work at all--not the experts who study them, the investors who track them, or the officials who set them.

The belief that raising interest rates is the cure for inflation has long been an article of faith. In the early 1980s, when inflation reached nearly 15 percent, then-Fed Chair Paul Volcker famously raised rates to record levels, triggering a major recession. Unemployment reached nearly 11 percent in 1982 and stayed high for years. But inflation stabilized, and Volcker went down in history as the hero who wrecked the economy to save it.

Roge Karma: The 1970s economic theory that refuses to die

How exactly did Volcker accomplish the job? The conventional view is that raising rates sets off a chain reaction throughout the economy. First, the Fed increases what is known as the federal funds rate--the interest that banks must pay to borrow money from one another, which in turn forces them to charge more for consumer loans. Those higher rates ripple throughout the economy, making it more expensive for people to buy homes and cars, companies to make investments, and developers to finance new construction.

Gradually, everyone starts spending less money. Then, faced with less demand from consumers and less access to capital, companies begin laying off workers. At this point, a vicious cycle takes hold. Laid-off workers pull back even more on spending, which means more layoffs and, in turn, even less spending, until the economy falls into recession. With less money chasing the same amount of goods, prices finally come under control. The dread beast inflation is defeated.

This is the canonical story of what happened in the 1980s. And so, when inflation hit three years ago, and the Fed reached for the one tool in its toolbox, nearly every expert predicted an '80s-style economic meltdown. A Bloomberg Economics model forecast a 100 percent chance of a recession by October 2023, and the Fed itself projected hundreds of thousands of job losses. The experts were wrong. Over the course of 2023, the economy boomed, unemployment remained historically low, and consumers kept spending. Despite all that, inflation fell anyway, from a peak of 9 percent in June 2022 to about 3 percent by the end of 2023.

We have a bit of a mystery on our hands. The Fed raised rates, and inflation fell--but the other steps in the chain reaction never happened. Did higher interest rates cause inflation to decline, or was that a coincidence? Multiple studies have concluded that the inflation spike was mostly caused by pandemic-shutdown ripple effects. Perhaps the subsequent decline was just a natural consequence of things returning to normal.

Some experts believe that the orthodox theory holds up. "You have to ask, 'What's the counterfactual?'" Lawrence Summers, the former Treasury secretary and informal dean of mainstream American economics, told me. In Summers's view, without the Fed's actions, unemployment would have been even lower, wages would have gone up even faster, spending would have been even higher, and inflation would have gone up even further.

Still, if interest rates helped tame inflation, you'd expect to see their impact show up somewhere. Yet even in construction--the sector typically hit earliest and hardest when rates go up--employment has kept rising. "You can tell a lot of stories about the role interest rates played, but that's really all they are at this point: stories," Skanda Amarnath, the executive director of Employ America, a think tank focused on monetary policy, told me. "There's no smoking gun in the data."

When I said there was a conventional view of how interest rates work, that wasn't the whole story. There are actually two conventional views. One is the chain-reaction theory. The other is about expectations.

According to Econ 101, if workers expect prices to rise tomorrow, they will demand higher wages today. That will in turn raise costs for businesses, which pass those on to consumers in the form of higher prices. Economists refer to this feedback loop as the "wage-price spiral." In the 1970s, prices rose so fast for so long that eventually people came to expect them to keep rising and adjusted their behavior accordingly. Inflation became a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The expectations theory provides an alternative account of how Volcker tamed inflation in the '80s: By raising interest rates to record levels, he sent the message that the Fed would do whatever it took to defeat inflation. Only then did Americans finally accept that price growth would slow down.

Some experts believe that inflation fell so painlessly in 2023 because the Fed never let expectations get out of control in the first place. The central bank began raising rates early on and signaled clearly that it would stop at nothing to bring prices down. Convinced that a recession was around the corner, employers stopped raising wages and hiring as quickly, and consumers slowed down their spending, which allowed the economy to glide smoothly toward a more stable equilibrium.

Derek Thompson: How the recession doomers got the U.S. economy so wrong

This is the kind of economic theory that sounds very plausible until you try to apply it to actual human behavior. How, exactly, is the latest federal-funds-rate number supposed to penetrate the consciousness of the American consumer? Normal people don't pay much attention to the minutes of Federal Reserve meetings. You might suppose that the Fed's general vibe trickles down through the media to the man on the street via a drawn-out game of economic telephone, but the evidence suggests otherwise. The average American has depressingly little idea of what's going on with the national economy. (In one recent poll, 56 percent of respondents said that we're in a recession. We are not.) And even if people are aware of rate hikes, that doesn't mean they will respond in the way the textbooks predict. A survey recently conducted by a trio of economists found that 57 percent of Americans believe that raising interest rates actually causes inflation to rise. This isn't totally irrational--more on that later--but it's the exact opposite of how Econ 101 says people react to higher rates.

Even those who endorse the expectations theory acknowledge that they can't explain how it works. "Do we really think an individual person in some town somewhere is really saying, 'Oh, the Fed went to a 5.5 federal funds rate, so I won't ask for more wages'?" Adam Posen, a former central banker who literally co-wrote the book on the role expectations play in lowering inflation, told me. "Economic theory says yes: Through some magical awareness, people do behave that way. I've always been a little skeptical of that."

If the benefits of high interest rates are mysterious and uncertain, the costs are fairly clear. Many low-income households, which may rely on borrowing to cover routine expenses, are struggling. Several big clean-energy projects have been canceled, partly because of higher financing costs. Rising rates will also force the U.S. government to pay a projected $870 billion to service the national debt this year, more than it spends on Medicaid or national defense.

Most troubling of all, today's high interest rates may paradoxically be prolonging the inflation problem. Most of the gap between the current rate of inflation (just above 3 percent) and the Fed's 2 percent target comes from a single category: housing. In theory, higher interest rates should temper housing prices by making mortgages more expensive and thus reducing demand. In reality, many homeowners are staying put to preserve the cheap mortgages they secured when rates were lower. This "lock-in effect" has restricted the supply of available homes, exacerbating a decades-long housing shortage and putting upward pressure on prices. Even more worrying in the long run, higher borrowing costs mean less investment in building new homes. When it comes to housing, Mark Zandi, the chief economist at Moody's Analytics, told me, "the Fed's main tool for lowering inflation is actually doing the opposite."

Annie Lowrey: Why did cars get so expensive?

The Fed sees things differently. At its most recent meeting, earlier this month, the central bank decided to keep rates at current levels, citing a trio of hotter-than-expected inflation reports at the beginning of the year that left the trajectory of prices unclear. "We remain highly attentive to inflation risks," Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell said during a press conference announcing the Fed's decision. (Notably, the latest inflation report, released the same day as the Fed's announcement, showed dramatic signs of improvement.)

Powell's worry is this: Inflation is still too high for reasons no one fully understands. If people like Lawrence Summers are right that interest rates are keeping the economy from running too hot, then easing up on them could allow inflation to get out of control all over again. That would be the ultimate nightmare scenario for the central bank, which is terrified of losing the inflation-fighting credibility that Paul Volcker worked so hard, and caused so much damage, to build.

For the central bank, in other words, interest rates are like chemotherapy. They might have horrible side effects. They might not even work. But they're a lot better than taking your chances with the cancer of inflation. "The lesson of the 1970s is that once inflation really takes off, getting it down is really hard and expensive," Summers told me. "So the Fed has every reason to be extra cautious."

Although a wait-and-see approach sounds reasonable, no one knows how long it takes for rate increases to work their way through the economy's bloodstream. As two leading scholars of the history of monetary policy wrote last year, "If policymakers keep tightening until inflation falls as much as they want, they will likely have gone too far--because the effects of tight policy will continue for many months after they stop raising rates." Translation: Wait too long to cut rates, and you might throw people out of work unnecessarily. You might even trigger a recession.

The orthodox view of interest rates has a utopian quality to it: Inflation--one of the single greatest threats to the social and economic order--can be controlled with the equivalent of a push of a button. The events of the past two years have called that notion into question. This time, we were lucky, avoiding both an inflationary spiral and a recession. Next time we may not be. Fortunately, there are many other ideas for how to fight inflation. They include taxing the consumption of the rich to restrain spending, boosting immigration to alleviate worker shortages, cracking down on price-fixing, and keeping strategic reserves of important goods in case of a supply crunch. These approaches are all far messier and more politically fraught than waiting for the Fed to work its magic behind closed doors. But the next time inflation rolls around, we may need them.
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Why Your Airport Burger Costs That Much

Yes, travelers have nowhere else to go. But that's not the only reason everything is so expensive at the gate.

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.


You can get almost anything at the airport in 2024. But it's going to cost you.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why Jamaal Bowman lost
 	New, ominous signs for gay rights keep emerging.
 	The center must hold.
 	You might be a late bloomer.




Warped Airport Logic

A $30 hamburger. A $7 coffee. A $38 shower (yes, some airports have showers now). The modern airport offers a cornucopia of overpriced delights for the modern traveler.

An obvious reason that airport vendors get away with these prices is that airline travelers are a captive audience--often a bored and thirsty one too. But airport vendors also charge what they do because of the peculiar cost of doing business there. Once you step through an airport's sliding doors, you enter a new reality--or, as Emily Stewart wrote in Vox in 2022, a "sort of economic twilight zone where the cost of anything and everything goes up."

The cost of retail space in the airport can run unusually high, Blaise Waguespack, an expert on airport management at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University, told me, and spaces come with extra costs. Vendors may need to pay for employee badges, transportation to the airport, and parking. The operating challenges are meaningful too: Getting food through its version of airport security (which needs to happen frequently, because storage inside the airport is limited) is trickier than simply delivering goods in town.

But although it can feel like no price is out of the question, airports do technically have guidelines for what vendors should charge. Many airport vendors charge "street" or "street plus" pricing, typically capped at about 10 percent more than the cost of nearby establishments, Waguespack told me--though what a given area's street cost is can be subjective. Some mid-tier places end up charging upscale prices. And airport restaurants have, in many places, gone genuinely upscale: More and more fine-dining and name-brand establishments are coming to America's airports, bringing nicer food but also normalizing heftier checks.

In the early days of air travel, people didn't really care about high airport prices, Janet Bednarek, an airport historian at the University of Dayton, told me in an email. "Well into the 1970s, most of the people who flew were affluent and thus not highly price sensitive," she explained, and in the decades that followed, expensive food became the norm. In the 1990s, however, when BAA (formerly the British Airports Authority) began managing retail at the Pittsburgh airport, it brought European standards with it, including that vendors needed to charge prices similar to those at outside stores. "This was revolutionary and for a time did bring prices down," Bednarek said.

But after 9/11, the economics of airport food, like so much else about flying, transformed. "The necessity of security measures meant that hiring became harder and more expensive for merchants," Bednarek told me. The way people approached their time in the airport also changed, and some restaurants lost business. "It is hard to remember, but before 9/11 non-passengers could come to the airport and hang out," she said. People waited around for loved ones to land, or even just watched planes go by. A series of post-9/11 shifts, Bednarek explained, combined with the more recent disruptions of COVID-19 and inflation, have kept prices high.

What's a traveler to do? Is there some sort of hack to avoid an upcharge on your chicken tenders? When I asked Katy Nastro, a spokesperson for the travel company Going, her response boiled down to: not really. "Try to avoid eating at the airport altogether," she advised in an email. Pack your own food, she recommended, unless you have a luxurious lounge to take advantage of.

The volume of flights that have been delayed lately means that people sometimes have lots of time to kill at the airport. Once you cross the threshold from normal life into travel mode, it can be easy to start relying on warped airport logic. An extra 30 minutes? Consider a fancy cocktail. An extra hour? Consider a massage. Three extra hours? Consider a three-course meal and two more drinks to pass the time. There's not a lot people can do to resist, besides opting out altogether. So why not just pack a turkey sandwich instead and watch the planes go by?

Related:

	It's 5 a.m. somewhere.
 	America built an actually good airport.




Today's News

	The Supreme Court accidentally uploaded and removed a document on its website, which seemed to show that the Court is set to allow Idaho's emergency-room doctors to perform emergency abortions on a temporary basis, according to Bloomberg News.
 	The Bolivian president accused the military of attempting a coup after military members and tanks stormed the presidential palace.
 	After at least 23 people were killed in yesterday's mass protests, Kenyan President William Ruto backed down from signing a controversial finance bill that would raise taxes.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Extreme heat at national parks doesn't just pose a risk for hikers' health--it also makes saving their lives harder, Kylie Mohr writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Just Stop Oil via AP



Maybe Don't Spray-Paint Stonehenge

By Tyler Austin Harper

They run toward Stonehenge in white shirts. "Just Stop Oil" is emblazoned on the front, marking them as emissaries of a British climate-activism group. The pair--one of them young, the other older--carry twin orange canisters that emit a cloud of what looks like colored smoke (we later learn it's dyed corn flour) ...
 If I have to pick a side, I'm with the gentlemen wielding the washable dye. (I am an environmental-studies professor, after all.) But the protest left me frustrated: yet another example of environmental activism that produces more rancor over its means than focus on its message.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Graeme Wood: Israel is ready for another war.
 	Even the Iranian election is about Trump.
 	Generative AI can't cite its sources.
 	How the "owner's guide" became a rare book




Culture Break


Netflix



Watch. America's Sweethearts, a new docuseries out on Netflix, is an addictive watch about the cult of femininity, Caitlin Dickerson writes.

Read. These five books are for people who really love books or want to love them more.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

As Stewart's article reminded me, back in the 1990s, America's great chronicler of lifestyle inconveniences addressed the high cost of airport fare: In a Seinfeld bit, the titular character asks, "Do you think that the people at the airport that run the stores have any idea what the prices are every place else in the world? Or do you think they just feel they have their own little country out there and they can charge anything they want?" It's a fair question. Although it's not its own country, it does have its own name--experts tell me that the space past the scanners is called "airside." I hope you have a good and reasonably priced journey if you will be venturing airside in the coming holiday week!

-- 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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You Might Be a Late Bloomer

The life secrets of those who flailed early but succeeded by old age

by David Brooks




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


Paul Cezanne always knew he wanted to be an artist. His father compelled him to enter law school, but after two desultory years he withdrew. In 1861, at the age of 22, he went to Paris to pursue his artistic dreams but was rejected by the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, struggled as a painter, and retreated back to his hometown in the south of France, where he worked as a clerk in his father's bank.

He returned to Paris the next year and was turned down again by the Ecole. His paintings were rejected by the Salon de Paris every year from 1864 to 1869. He continued to submit paintings until 1882, but none were accepted. He joined with the Impressionists, many of whose works were also being rejected, but soon stopped showing with them as well.

By middle age, he was discouraged. He wrote to a friend, "On this matter I must tell you that the numerous studies to which I devoted myself having produced only negative results, and dreading criticism that is only too justified, I have resolved to work in silence, until the day when I should feel capable of defending theoretically the results of my endeavors." No Cezanne paintings were put on public display when he was between 46 and 56, the prime years for many artists, including some of Cezanne's most prominent contemporaries.

In 1886, when Cezanne was 47, the celebrated writer Emile Zola, the artist's closest friend since adolescence, published a novel called The Oeuvre. It was about two young men, one who grows up to be a famous author and the other who grows up to be a failed painter and commits suicide. The painter character was based, at least in part, on Cezanne. ("I had grown up almost in the same cradle as my friend, my brother, Paul Cezanne," Zola would later write in a French newspaper, "in whom one begins to realize only today the touches of genius of a great painter come to nothing.") Upon publication of the novel, Zola sent a copy to Cezanne, who responded with a short, polite reply. After that, they rarely communicated.

Things began to turn around in 1895, when, at the age of 56, Cezanne had his first one-man show. Two years later, one of his paintings was purchased by a museum in Berlin, the first time any museum had shown that kind of interest in his work. By the time he was 60, his paintings had started selling, though for much lower prices than those fetched by Manet or Renoir. Soon he was famous, revered. Fellow artists made pilgrimages to watch him work.

What drove the man through all those decades of setbacks and obscurity? One biographer attributed it to his "inquietude"--his drive, restlessness, anxiety. He just kept pushing himself to get better.

His continual sense of dissatisfaction was evident in a letter he wrote to his son in 1906, at age 67, a month before he died: "I want to tell you that as a painter I am becoming more clairvoyant to nature, but that it is always very difficult for me to realize my feelings. I cannot reach the intensity that unfolds before my senses. I do not possess that wonderful richness of color that animates nature." He was still at it on the day he died, still working on his paintings, still teaching himself to improve.

The year after his death, a retrospective of his work was mounted in Paris. Before long, he would be widely recognized as one of the founders of modern art: "Cezanne is the father of us all," both Matisse and Picasso are said to have declared.



Today we live in a society structured to promote early bloomers. Our school system has sorted people by the time they are 18, using grades and SAT scores. Some of these people zoom to prestigious academic launching pads while others get left behind. Many of our most prominent models of success made it big while young--Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, Elon Musk, Taylor Swift, Michael Jordan. Magazines publish lists with headlines like "30 Under 30" to glamorize youthful superstars on the rise. Age discrimination is a fact of life. In California in 2010, for example, more people filed claims with the state Department of Fair Employment and Housing for age discrimination than for racial discrimination or sexual harassment. "Young people are just smarter," Zuckerberg once said, in possibly the dumbest statement in American history. "There are no second acts in American lives," F. Scott Fitzgerald once observed, in what might be the next dumbest.

But for many people, the talents that bloom later in life are more consequential than the ones that bloom early. A 2019 study by researchers in Denmark found that, on average, Nobel Prize winners made their crucial discoveries at the age of 44. Even brilliant people apparently need at least a couple of decades to master their field.

The average age of a U.S. patent applicant is 47. A 45-year-old is twice as likely to produce a scientific breakthrough as a 25-year-old. A study published in The American Economic Review found 45 to be the average age of an entrepreneur-and found furthermore that the likelihood that an entrepreneur's start-up will succeed increases significantly between ages 25 and 35, with the odds of success continuing to rise well into the 50s. A tech founder who is 50 is twice as likely to start a successful company as one who is 30. A study by researchers at Northwestern University, MIT, and the U.S. Census Bureau found that the fastest-growing start-ups were founded by people whose average age was 45 when their company was launched. The Information Technology and Innovation Foundation produced a study that found that the peak innovation age is the late 40s.

Successful late bloomers are all around us. Morgan Freeman had his breakthrough roles in Street Smart and Driving Miss Daisy in his early 50s. Colonel Harland Sanders started Kentucky Fried Chicken in his 60s. Isak Dinesen published the book that established her literary reputation, Out of Africa, at 52. Morris Chang founded Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing, the world's leading chipmaker, at 55. If Samuel Johnson had died at 40, few would remember him, but now he is considered one of the greatest writers in the history of the English language. Copernicus came up with his theory of planetary motion in his 60s. Grandma Moses started painting at 77. Noah was around 600 when he built his ark (though Noah truthers dispute his birth certificate).

Why do some people hit their peak later than others? In his book Late Bloomers, the journalist Rich Karlgaard points out that this is really two questions: First, why didn't these people bloom earlier? Second, what traits or skills did they possess that enabled them to bloom late? It turns out that late bloomers are not simply early bloomers on a delayed timetable--they didn't just do the things early bloomers did but at a later age. Late bloomers tend to be qualitatively different, possessing a different set of abilities that are mostly invisible to or discouraged by our current education system. They usually have to invent their own paths. Late bloomers "fulfill their potential frequently in novel and unexpected ways," Karlgaard writes, "surprising even those closest to them."

Jim VandeHei: What I wish someone had told me 30 years ago

If you survey history, a taxonomy of achievement emerges. In the first category are the early bloomers, the precocious geniuses. These are people like Picasso or Fitzgerald who succeeded young. As the University of Chicago economist David Galenson has pointed out, these high achievers usually made a conceptual breakthrough. They came up with a new idea and then executed it. Picasso had a clear idea of Cubism, and how he was going to revolutionize art, in his mid-20s. Then he went out and painted Les Demoiselles d'Avignon.

Then there are the "second-mountain people," exemplified by, say, Albert Schweitzer. First, they conquer their career mountain; Schweitzer, for instance, was an accomplished musician and scholar. But these people find their career success unsatisfying, so they leave their career mountain to serve humanity--their whole motivational structure shifts from acquisition to altruism. Schweitzer became a doctor in the poorest parts of Africa, and won the Nobel Peace Prize for his work in 1952.

Finally, there are the people Galenson calls "the masters." In his book Old Masters and Young Geniuses, he writes about people like Cezanne or Alfred Hitchcock or Charles Darwin, who were not all that successful--and in some cases just not even very good at what they did--when they were young. This could have been discouraging, but they just kept improving.

These people don't do as much advanced planning as the conceptual geniuses, but they regard their entire lives as experiments. They try something and learn, and then they try something else and learn more. Their focus is not on their finished work, which they often toss away haphazardly. Their focus is on the process of learning itself: Am I closer to understanding, to mastering? They live their lives as a long period of trial and error, trying this and trying that, a slow process of accumulation and elaboration, so the quality of their work peaks late in life. They are the ugly ducklings of human achievement, who, over the decades, turn themselves into swans.



Let's look at some of the traits that tend to distinguish late bloomers from early bloomers--the qualities that cause them to lag early in life but surge ahead over the long haul.

Intrinsic motivation. Most of our schools and workplaces are built around extrinsic motivation: If you work hard, you will be rewarded with good grades, better salaries, and performance bonuses. Extrinsic-motivation systems are built on the assumption that while work is unpleasant, if you give people external incentives to perform they will respond productively.

People who submit to these extrinsic-reward systems are encouraged to develop a merit-badge mentality. They get good at complying with other people's standards, following other people's methods, and pursuing other people's goals. The people who thrive in these sorts of systems are good at earning high GPAs--having the self-discipline to get A's in all subjects, even the ones that don't interest them. They are valuable to companies precisely because they're good at competently completing whatever tasks are put in front of them.

People driven by intrinsic motivation are not like that. They are bad at paying attention to what other people tell them to pay attention to. Winston Churchill was a poor student for just this reason. "Where my reason, imagination or interest were not engaged, I would not or I could not learn," he wrote in his autobiography, My Early Life.

But such people can be great at paying attention to things that do interest them. The intrinsically motivated have a strong need for autonomy. They are driven by their own curiosity, their own obsessions--and the power of this motivation eclipses the lesser ones fired by extrinsic rewards.

Extrinsically motivated people tend to race ahead during young adulthood, when the job is to please teachers, bosses, and other older people, but then stop working as hard once that goal is met. They're likely to take short cuts if it can get them more quickly to the goal.

Worse, as research by scholars like the psychologist Edward L. Deci has established, if you reward people extrinsically, you can end up crushing the person's capacity for intrinsic motivation. If you pay kids to read, they might read more in the short term--but over time they'll regard reading as unpleasant work, best avoided. A 2009 London School of Economics study that looked at 51 corporate pay-for-performance plans found that financial incentives "can have a negative impact on overall performance."

I once asked a group of students on their final day at their prestigious university what book had changed their life over the previous four years. A long, awkward silence followed. Finally a student said, "You have to understand, we don't read like that. We only sample enough of each book to get through class." These students were hurrying to be good enough to get their merit badges, but not getting deep enough into any subject to be transformed. They didn't love the process of learning itself, which is what you need if you're going to keep educating yourself decade after decade--which, in turn, is what you need to keep advancing when the world isn't rewarding you with impressive grades and prizes.

Intrinsically motivated people, by contrast, are self-directed and often obsessed, burying themselves deep into some subject or task. They find learning about a subject or doing an activity to be their own reward, so they are less likely to cut corners. As Vincent van Gogh--a kind of early late bloomer, who struggled to find his way and didn't create most of his signature works until the last two years of his life before dying at 37--wrote to his brother, "I am seeking. I am striving. I am in it with all my heart."

In Drive, the writer Daniel Pink argues that extrinsic-motivation models work fine when tasks are routine, boring, and technical. But he cites a vast body of research showing that intrinsically motivated people are more productive, more persistent, and less likely to burn out. They also exhibit higher levels of well-being. Over the long run, Pink concludes, "intrinsically motivated people usually achieve more than their reward-seeking counterparts."



Early screw-ups. Late bloomers often don't fit into existing systems. To use William Deresiewicz's term, they are bad at being "excellent sheep"--bad at following the conventional rules of success. Or to put it another way, they can be assholes. Buckminster Fuller was expelled from college twice, lost his job in the building business when he was 32, and later contemplated suicide so his family could live off his life insurance. But then he moved to Greenwich Village, took a teaching job at Black Mountain College, and eventually emerged as an architect, designer, futurist, and winner of the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Colonel Sanders was fired for insubordination when he was a railway engineer, and then fired again for brawling with a colleague while working as a fireman. His career as a lawyer ended when he got into a fistfight with a client, and he lost his job as an insurance salesman because he was unsuited to working for other people. Then, at 62, he created the recipe for what became Kentucky Fried Chicken, began to succeed as a franchiser at 69, and sold the company for $2 million when he was 73.

Late bloomers often have an edge to them, a willingness to battle with authority.



"Diversive curiosity." Our culture pushes people to specialize early: Be like Tiger Woods driving golf balls as a toddler. Concentrate on one thing and get really good, really fast--whether it is golf or physics or investing. In the academic world, specialization is rewarded: Don't be a scholar of Europe, be a scholar of Dutch basket weaving in the 16th century.

Yet when the journalist David Epstein looked at the lives of professional athletes, he found that most of them were less like Tiger Woods and more like Roger Federer, who played a lot of different sports when he was young. These athletes went through what researchers call a "sampling period" and only narrowed their focus to one sport later on. In his book Range, Epstein writes that people who went through a sampling period ended up enjoying greater success over the long run: "One study showed that early career specializers jumped out to an earning lead after college, but that later specializers made up for the head start by finding work that better fitted their skills and personalities."

Jessica Lahey and Tim Lahey: How middle-school failures lead to medical-school success

Many late bloomers endure a brutal wandering period, as they cast about for a vocation. Julia Child made hats, worked for U.S. intelligence (where she was part of a team trying to develop an effective shark repellent), and thought about trying to become a novelist before enrolling in a French cooking school at 37. Van Gogh was an art dealer, a teacher, a bookseller, and a street preacher before taking up painting at 27. During those wandering years, he was a miserable failure. His family watched his repeated downward spirals with embarrassment.

During these early periods, late bloomers try and then quit so many jobs that the people around them might conclude that they lack resilience. But these are exactly the years when the late bloomers are developing what psychologists call "diversive curiosity"--the ability to wander into a broad range of interests in a manner that seems to have no rhyme or reason.

The benefits of this kind of curiosity might be hard to see in the short term, but they become obvious once the late bloomer begins to take advantage of their breadth of knowledge by putting discordant ideas together in new ways. When the psychologist Howard Gruber studied the diaries of Charles Darwin, he found that in the decades before he published On the Origin of Species, Darwin was "pen pals" (as David Epstein puts it) with at least 231 scientists, whose worked ranged across 13 broad streams, from economics to geology, the biology of barnacles to the sex life of birds. Darwin couldn't have written his great masterworks if he hadn't been able to combine these vastly different intellectual currents.

Epstein notes that many of the most successful scientists have had diverse interests, and especially in different kinds of performing: Nobel Prize winners are 22 times more likely to spend large chunks of time as an amateur actor, musician, magician, or other type of performer than non-Nobel-winning scientists are. Epstein quotes Santiago Ramon y Cajal, the founder of modern neuroscience: "To him who observes them from afar, it appears as though they are scattering and dissipating their energies," Cajal wrote, speaking of these late-blooming Nobelists, "while in reality they are channeling and strengthening them."

Late bloomers tend to have a high tolerance for ambiguity, and can bring multiple ways of thinking to bear on a single complex problem. They also have a high tolerance for inefficiency. They walk through life like a curious person browsing through a bookstore. In old age, the historian Daniel Boorstin wrote, "The amateur spirit has guided my thinking and writing." He had wandered from subject to subject throughout his life, playing around.



The ability to self-teach. Late bloomers don't find their calling until they are too old for traditional education systems. So they have to teach themselves. Successful autodidacts start with what psychologists call a "high need for cognition"--in other words, they like to think a lot. In his book Curious, Ian Leslie presents a series of statements that, when answered in the affirmative, indicate a high need for cognition: "I would prefer complex to simple problems"; "I prefer my life be filled with puzzles that I can't solve"; "I find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for long hours."

Leonardo da Vinci is the poster child for high-cognition needs. Consider his famous lists of self-assigned research projects: "Ask the master of arithmetic how to square a triangle ... examine a crossbow ... ask about the measurement of the sun ... draw Milan." Benjamin Franklin was similar. After he was appointed U.S. ambassador to France, he could have relaxed on his transatlantic voyages between home and work. Instead, he turned them into scientific expeditions, measuring the temperature of the water as he went, which allowed him to discover and chart the Gulf Stream.

Successful late bloomers combine this high need for cognition with a seemingly contradictory trait: epistemic humility. They are aggressive about wanting to acquire knowledge and learn--but they are also modest, possessing an accurate sense of how much they don't know.

This mentality combines high self-belief (I can figure this out on my own; I know my standards are right and the world's standards are wrong) with high self-doubt (There's a lot I don't know, and I am falling short in many ways).

The combination of a high need for cognition and epistemic humility is a recipe for lifelong learning. Late bloomers learn more slowly but also more deeply precisely because they're exploring on their own. The benefits of acquiring this self-taught knowledge compound over time. The more you know about a subject, the faster you can learn. A chess grandmaster with thousands of past matches stored in their head will see a new strategy much faster than a chess beginner. Knowledge begets knowledge. Researchers call this "the Matthew effect": "For whosoever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance." Pretty soon, the late bloomer is taking off.



The ability to finally commit. Of course, late bloomers can't just wander forever. At some point they must grab onto some challenge that engages their powerful intrinsic drive. They have to commit. Ray Kroc endured a classic wandering period. He got a job selling ribbons. He played piano in a bordello. He read the ticker tape at the Chicago stock exchange. He sold paper cups and then milkshake mixers. In that latter job he noticed that one restaurant was ordering a tremendous number of milkshake machines. Curious, he drove halfway across the country to see it, and found a fast-food restaurant that was more efficiently churning out meals than any he had ever encountered. "There was something almost religious about Kroc's inspirational moment when he discovered McDonald's," Henry Oliver writes in his forthcoming book, Second Act. Kroc just cared about hamburgers and fries (and milkshakes) more than most people. He bought the restaurant, and brought to it his own form of genius, which was the ability to franchise it on a massive scale.



The mind of the explorer. By middle age, many late bloomers have achieved lift-off and are getting to enjoy the pleasures of concentrated effort. They are absorbed, fascinated. But since they are freer from ties and associations than the early achiever, late bloomers can also change their mind and update their models without worrying about betraying any professional norms.

We have a notion that the happiest people are those who have aimed their life toward some goal and then attained it, like winning a championship trophy or achieving renown. But the best moments of life can be found within the lifelong learning or quest itself. It's doing something so fulfilling that the work is its own reward. "Effort is the one thing that gives meaning to life," the Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck once wrote. "Effort means you care about something."

"The secret of life is to have a task, something you devote your entire life to, something you bring everything to, every minute of the day for the rest of your life," the sculptor Henry Moore once told the poet Donald Hall. "And the most important thing is--it must be something you cannot possibly do."



Crankiness in old age. So far, I've been describing late bloomers as if they were all openhearted curiosity and wonder. But remember that many of them have been butting against established institutions their whole lives--and they've naturally developed oppositional, chip-on-the-shoulder, even angry mindsets.

In his essay "The Artist Grows Old," the great art critic Sir Kenneth Clark wrote about painters--like Titian, Michelangelo, Rembrandt, and Cezanne--who produced their best work at the end of their lives, sometimes in their 80s or even 90s. He noticed that while these older artists painted with passion, this passion was inflected with what he called "transcendental pessimism." The artists who peak late, he found, "take a very poor view of human life." They are energized by a holy rage. The British artist William Turner felt so hopeless late in life that he barely spoke. "Old artists are solitary," Clark writes. "Like all old people they are bored and irritated by the company of their fellow bipeds and yet find their isolation depressing. They are also suspicious of interference."

The angry old artists fight back with their brushes. They retreat from realism. Their handling of paint grows freer. "Cezanne, who in middle life painted with the delicacy of a watercolorist, and was almost afraid, as he said, to sully the whiteness of a canvas, ended by attacking it with heavy and passionate strokes," Clark writes. "The increased vitality of an aged hand is hard to explain."

Younger painters, like younger workers in any field, are trying to learn the language of the craft. Older painters, like older expert practitioners in other fields, have mastered the language and are willing to bend it. Older painters feel free to jettison the rules that stifle their prophetic voice. They can express what they need to more purely.

Clark's analysis is insightful, but I think he may be overgeneralizing. His theory applies to an angry, pessimistic painting like Michelangelo's late work The Crucifixion of St. Peter, a painting of an old man raging against the inhumanity of the world. But Clark's theory doesn't really apply to, say, Rembrandt's late work The Return of the Prodigal Son. By the time he painted it, Rembrandt was old, broke, and out of fashion; his wife and many of his children had preceded him to the grave. But Prodigal Son is infused with a spirit of holy forgiveness. It shows a father offering infinite love to a wayward, emaciated, and grateful son. It couldn't be gentler.



Wisdom. After a lifetime of experimentation, some late bloomers transcend their craft or career and achieve a kind of comprehensive wisdom.

Wisdom is a complicated trait. It starts with pattern recognition--using experience to understand what is really going on. The neuroscientist Elkhonon Goldberg provides a classic expression of this ability in his book The Wisdom Paradox. "Frequently when I am faced with what would appear from the outside to be a challenging problem, the grinding mental computation is somehow circumvented, rendered, as if by magic, unnecessary," he writes. "The solution comes effortlessly, seamlessly, seemingly by itself. What I have lost with age in my capacity for hard mental work, I seem to have gained in my capacity for instantaneous, almost unfairly easy insight."

But the trait we call wisdom is more than just pattern recognition; it's the ability to see things from multiple points of view, the ability to aggregate perspectives and rest in the tensions between them. When he was in his 60s, Cezanne built a study in Provence and painted a series of paintings of a single mountain, Mont Sainte-Victoire, which are now often considered his greatest works. He painted the mountain at different times of day, in different sorts of light. He wasn't so much painting the mountain as painting time. He was also painting perception itself, its continual flow, its uncertainties and evolutions. "I progress very slowly," he wrote to the painter Emile Bernard, "for nature reveals herself to me in complex ways; and the progress needed is endless."

"Old men ought to be explorers," T. S. Eliot wrote in East Coker. "Here and there does not matter / We must be still and still moving / Into another intensity / For a further union, a deeper communion." For some late bloomers, the exploration never ends. They have a certain distinct way of being in the world, but they express that way of being at greater and greater levels of complexity as they age.

Wisdom is an intellectual trait--the ability to see reality as it really is. But it is also a moral trait; we wouldn't call a self-centered person wise. It is also a spiritual trait; the wise person possesses a certain tranquility, the ability to stay calm when others are overwhelmed with negative emotions.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to succeed at failure

When I was young I was mentored by William F. Buckley and Milton Friedman, both at that time approaching the end of their careers. Both men had changed history. Buckley created the modern conservative movement that led to the election of Ronald Reagan. Friedman changed economics and won the Nobel Prize. I had a chance to ask each of them, separately, if they ever felt completion, if they ever had a sense that they'd done their work and now they had crossed the finish line and could relax. Neither man even understood my question. They were never at rest, pushing for what they saw as a better society all the days of their lives.

My friend Tim Keller, the late pastor, was in some ways not a classic late bloomer--his talents were already evident when he was a young man. But those talents weren't afforded much public scope at the church in rural Virginia where his calling had taken him.

Tim didn't feel qualified to publish his first major book until he was 58. Over the next 10 years he published nearly three dozen more, harvesting the wisdom he'd been gathering all along. His books have sold more than 25 million copies. During this same time, he founded Redeemer, the most influential church in New York and maybe America.

When Tim got pancreatic cancer at the age of 70, he was still in the prime of his late-blooming life. Under the shadow of death, as he wrote in The Atlantic, his spiritual awareness grew deeper. He experienced more sadness and also more joy. But what I will always remember about those final years is how much more eager Tim was to talk about the state of the world than about the state of his own health. He had more to give, and he worked feverishly until the end. He left behind an agenda for how to repair the American church--a specific action plan for how to mend the Christian presence in our torn land.

I've noticed this pattern again and again: Slow at the start, late bloomers are still sprinting during that final lap--they do not slow down as age brings its decay. They are seeking. They are striving. They are in it with all their heart.
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The Tchaikovsky Cure for Worry

If you have anxiety, or simply want a greater sense of well-being, getting creative is just about the best thing you can do.

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.

The 19th-century Russian composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky--still popular today for such works as The Nutcracker and the 1812 Overture--was not a happy man. In his 5,365 extant letters to friends and family, we find constant references to his sadness and unremitting anxiety. Over and over, he wrote versions of the line: "I suffered incredibly from depression and hatred for the human race."

He had just one, temporary analgesic for his misery: "It would be in vain to try to put into words that immeasurable sense of bliss which comes over me," he wrote in 1878, to his patroness, "[when] a new idea awakens in me and begins to assume a definite form."

Tchaikovsky's experience is no aberration. Modern research in neuroscience and psychology reveals that active engagement in creative pursuits is an effective way to gain relief from negative emotions and see the world in a much more positive way. At a time when mood disorders are exploding and less than a third of U.S. adults believe that they are living up to their creative potential, this might be the simplest, easiest, and most natural way for anyone to improve their life.

From the June 2024 issue: Hypochondria never dies

Scholars have demonstrated that creative activities can increase one's sense of well-being. For example, researchers in 2021 found a strong positive correlation between self-perceived creativity and life satisfaction among both students and working adults. To establish causality, they asked some subjects to think of occasions in their life when they'd behaved creatively. Afterward, these participants reported 28 percent higher well-being scores than those not asked the creativity question.

When scholars look at well-being in a granular way, they find that creativity serves less to raise happiness than to lower unhappiness. Indeed, 46 percent of Americans say they use creativity to relieve stress and anxiety, according to the American Psychiatric Association. In specific experiments, psychologists have found that among people experiencing anxiety and depression, painting lowers symptoms--hence art therapy. Similarly, researchers have shown that poetry therapy, which involves writing and reading poems, can reduce anxiety and post-traumatic-stress symptoms in patients. Other studies have found that simply working on creative solutions to common problems can relieve psychological burdens.

In my own work, I have found that many professional artists--an unusually anxious group--seek relief from their affliction by losing themselves, as Tchaikovsky did, in their art. For example, I mentioned to Rainn Wilson, who played Dwight Schrute on The Office and wrote the 2023 book Soul Boom, that I was writing about the mental-health effects of creativity. He has spoken publicly about his struggles with anxiety and sent me this rather poetic text message, which I quote with permission:

When you're alone with a canvas or a blank screen, the world and its bristles and burs fades away. There's a new universe and you, the artist, are its divine fashioner. When in this creative mode, anxiety disappears and a new set of rules unfolds.


Neuroscientific research offers explanations of how creativity might lower negative emotion, and anxiety in particular. In a fascinating 2015 study published in the journal Human Brain Mapping, neuroscientists observed people as they wrote poetry. The researchers found that during the idea-generation phase of writing, the medial prefrontal cortex (which is associated with mind-wandering) is especially active. This is the same part of the brain that is activated during meditation, which suggests that creative activity might have some of the same analgesic effects on stress as contemplative exercises do--thus why some anxious people routinely use it to treat themselves.

Read: Mime as art therapy

At this point, anxious readers might be saying, "I'm no Pyotr Tchaikovsky or Rainn Wilson, so this information won't help me." But think again, I'd urge: Creativity is not about being artistically accomplished or professional. On the contrary, the benefits may be greatest if you are a beginner. Research published in 2020 in the journal NeuroImage found that inexperienced jazz musicians, who need more creative horsepower to grasp the novel music, tend to rely more on the right hemisphere of their brain, which is popularly thought (with some scholarly backing) to be the neurological source of creativity. Don't know how to paint? All the better.

Granted, so many different creative outlets exist that the task of finding one that fits your personality and tastes can be daunting. One method I like to suggest, to help people find the ideal activity for them, is to start by categorizing creative pursuits as public versus private and inventive versus interpretive. All you need is to know your personality type and your preference. Extroverted, novelty-seeking people should try inventive, public avenues such as improv drama and jazz; introverted people who like new experiences might do better in the field of fiction writing. Extroverts who prefer to interpret the works of others can try theater or classical music; introverts in the same vein might prefer studying poetry.

If you already have an artistic outlet that you like, but you need to get the creative juices flowing--which, in my experience, can be hard in particularly anxious moments--the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche has a suggestion. In his posthumous 1908 book, Ecce Homo, he wrote: "Sit as little as possible; do not believe any idea that was not conceived while moving around outside." Modern social science supports this Nietzschean contention. In a study published in 2015, scholars compared the levels of creativity that people experienced while walking outside to the levels they experienced while sitting indoors. The walkers reported 65 percent more ideas; their ideas were also more novel and of higher quality. Not surprisingly, scholars have consistently shown that walking in nature can lower anxiety.

Getting out into nature is also helpful for stimulating creativity. Researchers in 2022 showed people photos that ranged from completely urban settings to very rural ones and then measured their creative-thinking abilities. They found that for originality of ideas, a seminatural environment is best (say, a city with a lot of parks and trees); for idea elaboration, the more natural the surroundings, the better.

Helen Lewis: Why extremists need therapy

One last suggestion, if you find these pointers intriguing and promising: For best effect, make creativity a life habit. That means working at your creative practice regularly, not just when you feel like it.

Think of the matter this way: If you were prescribed a medication to treat anxiety, your doctor would emphasize the importance of taking your daily dose, whether you feel that you need it or not at that moment. This is because, for the drug to work properly, your brain needs a certain, constant level of the active chemical.

The same principle surely applies if you are using creativity to improve your well-being--which almost certainly involves modifying your brain chemistry. Some days, it's true, you won't feel the effect. Inspiration "is a guest who does not always appear at the first summons," Tchaikovsky admitted to his patroness. Nevertheless, he wrote every day, starting at nine in the morning. Make a habit of your creative pursuit, and feel better as a result--and maybe even inspired.
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A New Danger at America's National Parks

Extreme heat is making it harder for rescue helicopters to take off.

by Kylie Mohr




This is an edition of The Weekly Planet, a newsletter that provides a guide for living through climate change. Sign up for it here.

The thermometer read 121 degrees Fahrenheit when 71-year-old Steve Curry collapsed outside a restroom in Death Valley National Park last summer. Curry, who'd reportedly been hiking on a nearby trail in Golden Canyon, was just trying to make it back to his car. The National Park Service and the Inyo County Sheriff's Office quickly responded to the scene. They tried to revive him with an external defibrillator, but it was not enough, and the medical helicopter that could've transported him to a hospital wasn't able to take off because of the extreme heat. It was too late.

One of the last photographs of Curry alive, taken by a Los Angeles Times team on the day he died, shows him sitting under a tiny patch of shade, a large sun hat on his head and his face smeared with sunscreen. When asked by the Times why he was hiking that day, the experienced hiker replied, "Why not?"

This summer, millions of visitors will descend on national parks. They may not realize that extreme heat is not only making the outdoors riskier, but also making rescuing those in danger much more difficult. Park rangers in Death Valley respond to overheated visitors multiple times a week in the summer months, and in recent years, heat has been a factor in one to three deaths there a year. High temperatures can lead to heat exhaustion and heatstroke--conditions that can necessitate a search-and-rescue operation or an air ambulance, which can reach you quicker than an ambulance on the ground. But temperatures above 120 degrees Fahrenheit (a common summer occurrence in Death Valley) make the air too "thin" to give an ambulance helicopter the lift it needs to get off the ground and safely stay there.

Without a helicopter, rescuers on the ground--braving the same blistering heat--are the only option. Although park rangers want to help, park managers will not allow them to put their lives in danger for lengthy search-and-rescue operations in extreme heat. On-foot searches for people whose location is unknown are less likely to happen when temperatures are 120 degrees or hotter in Death Valley, though park rangers will respond to medical emergencies that they can safely get to (in developed areas and along roads, for example), even in high temperatures.

These rescue challenges are likely to become more and more common at numerous national parks. Some of the most popular--Death Valley and Joshua Tree in California, Big Bend in Texas, Grand Canyon in Arizona--are in desert regions where summer is just naturally, well, hot. Death Valley once reached an air temperature of 134 degrees, at the aptly named Furnace Creek in 1913.

But even the hot places are getting hotter. In 2021, Death Valley broke its record for most consecutive days over 125 degrees; projections from a report prepared for the National Climate Assessment show that temperatures across the southwestern United States will continue to warm above previous averages throughout the rest of the century. National parks (in part because of their locations in Alaska, at high elevations, and in the arid Southwest) are disproportionately affected by climate change--from 1895 to 2010, their temperatures increased at double the rate of the rest of the country, according to research published in 2018. Last June and July, at least five people--including Curry--died in national parks in the Southwest. Heat was a contributing factor in all five deaths.

But the heat doesn't seem to be deterring visitors. In fact, record-breaking temperatures can even be a draw. In Death Valley, many visitors are eager to get a photo in front of the park's giant digital thermometer with its eye-popping numbers in the triple digits.

Visiting a national park is a quintessential American pastime, particularly in the summer. But in recent years, the experience of visiting a park, and other outdoor destinations, has changed alongside the climate. A study led by the NPS predicted a significant uptick in heat-related illness for its visitors in the coming years. "People should know that heat can kill, and it does," Abby Wines, a Death Valley National Park spokesperson, told me.

Rangers and volunteers in the Grand Canyon, where hikers start the day going down and must exert themselves more on the way back up, when temperatures are higher, have since 1997 implemented a proactive approach. A "preventive" search-and-rescue team stops people before they've reached the canyon's bottom, and checks on their water supplies, educates them on the day's forecast, and encourages a U-turn if necessary.

Hikers can also take their own precautions to get ahead of an emergency. Recommendations are commonsense and easy to follow wherever you are: Drink water, shorten your activities, wear a hat, eat salty snacks, and seek out shady trails if possible. Don't discount temperatures of 105 or 110 degrees, Wines warned, even though those numbers are "not so hot" by Death Valley standards. Low humidity in these dry places means your sweat evaporates off your body as it's being created, getting rid of a familiar signal of exertion. And keep an eye on your watch: Hiking low-elevation trails after 10 a.m., and especially from 3 to 5 p.m., is discouraged in places like Death Valley.

Stop signs at the Golden Canyon trailhead, where Curry hiked the day of his death, warn visitors of extreme heat danger in nine different languages. Another sign shows a helicopter with a black line slashed through it, warning that a rescue may be hours away. When you see those signs, take heed.
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How the 'Owner's Guide' Became a Rare Book

A good manual is hard to find.

by Ian Bogost




Just the other day, I had to read the manual. I'd borrowed my neighbor's hammer drill to make some holes in a masonry wall, and I didn't know how to swap the bits. Fortunately, the drill's carrying case came with a booklet of instructions, which I followed with great success. Many holes were thus produced. This got me thinking: I used to read the manual fairly often; now I almost never do. I own a smartphone, a handful of laptops, and a barrage of smart-home gadgets; for several days this winter, I also played around with Apple's brand-new, ultra-high-definition VR headset. Yet not a single one of these devices, each a million times more complicated than the drill, came with any useful printed matter--usually just a "Quick Start" booklet and, if I was lucky, a QR code that linked to further help online.

The instruction manual's decline has been slow and plodding, like the act of going through a manual itself. (The universal joke about instruction manuals has always been that no one ever reads them.) Technological advances, especially in electronics, have made it easier for products to tell you how to use them as you go. The 1977 Atari Video Computer System could not display extensive text, so each game had a printed manual to explain its premise and its actions. Likewise, a VCR could show only a few letters and symbols on a simple LED display. But now almost every gizmo has a more advanced display built into it--or else it can connect to a smartphone that will act as one. And these displays will show you step-by-step instructions as you need them.

Another factor was the rise of new interface designs, and the promise of gadgets that were so intuitive, people wouldn't even need instructions to begin with. The 1984 Apple Macintosh computer holds the reputation of being the first user-friendly computer, but it's easy to forget that the Mac was not yet a device that you could just turn on and start using. In fact, the original machine came with a 165-page manual that covered how to manipulate windows, drag icons, and create documents. ("Use it now to learn the basic Macintosh skills," the booklet commands its readers.) Through the mid-1990s, Apple's products shipped with similar manuals--and sometimes Quick Start references, which most people chose to read instead. Eventually, the manuals disappeared. When the first iPod was released, in 2001, it was packaged with a one-sheet "Getting Started" guide that included a labeled diagram of its buttons and ports. The original iPhone, from 2007, came with just a folded strip of "Finger Tips" that described its basic operation. Over time, those guides became less common too.

Read: The Apple Vision Pro is spectacular and sad

The move away from manuals was good for business, the gadget journalist David Pogue told me. "Once the product is done, they want to ship it and start earning revenue," he said. According to Pogue, a paper manual can take months to write, edit, and print. Why hold up distribution unless you really have to? Manufacturers also save some money when they choose not to print and pack a user guide, and post a PDF instead. This is better for the planet, too--a fact that may be touted to consumers.

As manuals became more rare, during the '90s, Pogue helped start a countertrend. He tried replacing them with ... other manuals. Some products--like Mac OS 9--had no manual at all, so third-party publishers would step in to create one. By 2000, Pogue had written Mac OS 9: The Missing Manual, one in a long series of such books. In other cases, the official user's guides that came with, say, photo-editing software or a word processor were bad enough that people would pay extra for a better version. A book like Photoshop CS4 for Dummies was written for real people rather than the product engineers and lawyers who presumably had a hand in creating and approving Adobe's 700-page instruction guide. "You want a reference that discusses how things work and what things do, not in a technogeek or encyclopedic manner, but rather as an experienced friend might explain something to you," the introduction says.

But these how-to books for consumer tech also fell into decline. Pogue, who wrote seven For Dummies books in addition to more than a dozen Missing Manuals, explained in a 2017 article that they'd been made less useful by free online tips and YouTube tutorials. People were also spending a lot more time using apps and software that are designed to seem as simple as possible. (He quoted the founder of O'Reilly Media, which published the Missing Manual series: "You don't need a book to use Facebook.") As a result, Pogue wrote, we've become ever more ignorant of our devices' features, let alone their inner workings, even as those devices have grown ever more complex.

How-to information is arguably much more prevalent than it ever was before; it's just distributed across the internet these days, and may be harder to find. "I feel worse for older people who much preferred a printed book with well-written, proofread, logically structured information and a good index," Pogue told me. For them, searching Reddit or scrubbing through YouTube videos may not be a natural skill. The search for free advice can also introduce some frictions of its own. Recently, I became frustrated looking for the right video tutorial on replacing ignition coils in my car engine. None of the ones that listed the correct year and model had the same engine cover I did, so I wasn't sure how to remove it. I eventually discovered the solution--just pull up--but I might have done so sooner had I not been so fixated on finding instructions.

For the moment, only certain species of the printed manual have gone extinct. My smartphone doesn't have one; neither do my laptops. But the functions of my neighbor's hammer drill have been clearly documented. Other, simpler machines have instructions, too. (Forgot how to operate your four-slice toaster? Just read the manual.) It makes sense that the workings of a smartphone or computer, or any other high-tech, general-purpose machine, would be harder to document than, say, a hammer drill, which exists to put holes of different sizes into bricks and concrete.

Read: I wrote this on a 30-year-old computer

But as I pored over the drill's manual, I realized that it offered me a different kind of benefit: It taught me not only how to use the tool, but also how I might engage with it at a remove. A manual can be an instrument of the imagination: Instead of using a gadget, you ponder using it, or plan to use it, or reflect upon its possible uses. One joy of the erstwhile video-game manual was that it could be studied while away from the console, creating anticipation and helping players develop strategy. Before smartphones filled every idle moment with novelty, boredom was more common. To pass the time, you might pick up the guide for your camcorder or read the instructions for the microwave. A manual created intimacy with the consumer goods that surround you almost every day. It helped you get to know them in a deeper sense.

A digital manual can still do this work, I suppose. But in the same way that accessing a restaurant menu via QR code enforces a distraction from the experience of eating out, perusing a manual on your phone may work to separate you from the tool you mean to use. A printed manual allowed you to explore the operation of a machine as an activity in its own right. Even if you never read it, a manual offered assurance that unforeseen problems could be tamed. I recently had to add up the BTUs for my gas appliances so the utility company could issue the correct replacement meter; I was glad to have the manuals. When my lawn mower stopped working properly, the manual helped me decode the meaning of its indicator lights (the battery was overheating). However you might use the instructions, the manual is a thing in itself, worthy of keeping in a drawer with all the others. A manual suggests a relationship with a product.

That weird, bewitching attention to the inner life of manufactured goods appears to be endangered. Already, manuals have taken on a metaphorical meaning, standing for self-sufficiency. When you seek out gadget help on an online forum, your fellow citizens might urge you to RTFM. This doesn't always mean that you should "read the fucking manual," given that said manual may not exist. Rather, it's a way of pointing to your need for help and calling it a weakness. But we all need help in understanding and connecting with the gadgets that surround us. Pogue told me that he still receives daily emails from people yearning for a Missing Manual guide to Windows 11 or iOS 18 or whatever else. "I'm so sorry," he says in a reply so common that he has automated its generation, "but the economics just aren't there anymore."
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Why Jamaal Bowman Lost

The New York progressive veered too far left of his constituents.

by Russell Berman




The easiest explanation for why Representative Jamaal Bowman lost his Democratic primary in New York today is that he alienated the Jewish voters in his district with his denunciations of Israel. That explanation is reasonable, as far as it goes. Indeed, the race was the most expensive House primary in history largely because a pro-Israel group inundated the district with TV ads attacking Bowman. But that's not the whole story.

Bowman's defeat to George Latimer, the executive of Westchester County, made him the first member of the House's progressive "Squad" to lose a reelection bid. He might have hung on had he not criticized Israel so harshly in the weeks after October 7. Yet Bowman had made himself politically vulnerable well before Hamas's attacks, both by veering too far left of his constituents and by drawing unwelcome attention that had nothing to do with the Middle East.

A former middle-school principal, Bowman won the seat in 2020 by ousting Eliot Engel, a senior House Democrat who was then the chair of the Foreign Affairs Committee. In doing so, Bowman followed the path set two years earlier by Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who'd rallied New York City progressives to defeat a moderate member of the party leadership.

Graeme Wood: Jamaal Bowman's very bad poetry

Once in Congress, Bowman aligned himself with AOC and her allies in the left-wing Squad. Both she and Bowman pressured the Biden administration from the left and became foils for Republicans and centrist Democrats.

But their trajectories diverged in other ways. Ocasio-Cortez has been able to establish herself as a progressive star nationally while consolidating support in her district, avoiding a serious electoral challenge. Bowman has struggled to do either. "He did not make the kind of connections and build out the coalition like he needed to in the district," a former Bowman adviser told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity to avoid publicly criticizing their former boss.

When Bowman first ran, in 2020, his majority-minority district was more progressive than it is now--and more progressive than AOC's. Shortly after he won, the decennial reapportionment process extended the northern boundary to include more of New York City's wealthier suburbs. Bowman's district now features just a sliver of the Bronx. "His district is not woke. It is Democratic," another former Bowman adviser told me on the condition of anonymity. Ignoring the advice of some aides, Bowman joined other members of the Squad to vote against President Joe Biden's infrastructure bill in 2021--a decision that has become a liability in the primary.

Bowman soon became known for his eagerness to confront right-wing Republicans in the halls of Congress, getting into shouting matches with the likes of Representatives Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia and Thomas Massie of Kentucky. During one such exchange last year, Ocasio-Cortez pulled him away from Taylor Greene, telling him, "She ain't worth it, bro."

Read: Ladies and gentlemen, the state of things

Bowman's most embarrassing stumble came on September 30, when he was caught pulling a fire alarm in a Capitol office building after Republicans, on short notice, called a vote to avert a government shutdown. Bowman said he was rushing to make the vote and did not realize that pulling the alarm would trigger an evacuation; Republicans accused him of trying to delay the proceeding, and the House voted in December mostly along party lines to censure him. (He pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor in the District of Columbia for pulling the fire alarm.)

A week after the incident, Hamas invaded Israel. Bowman immediately condemned the terrorist group but quickly shifted to urging de-escalation in the region. He became one of the first House Democrats to call for Israel to halt its bombing campaign in Gaza and eventually accused it of waging "genocide" against Palestinians. In December, days after returning from a trip to Israel, Latimer launched his campaign.

Much of the Democratic Party machine in Westchester and the Bronx rallied around Latimer, who since 2019 has held Westchester's most powerful post. He received endorsements from Engel and two other former members of Congress, Nita Lowey and Mondaire Jones, the latter of whom is running to win back a neighboring House seat. Another retiree who lives in Bowman's district, Hillary Clinton, also backed Latimer. Although House Democratic leaders supported Bowman--endorsing incumbents is their de facto policy--they did not go out of their way to help him win. Representative Hakeem Jeffries, the minority leader, recorded a robocall for Bowman but did not campaign for him.

By far the biggest spenders in the race have been the American Israel Public Affairs Committee and its allied groups, which have financed more than $14.5 million in ads. Bowman tried to link AIPAC's support of Latimer to the MAGA movement and even accused his opponent of being an anti-Black and anti-Muslim "racist." Latimer, who levied his own criticism that Bowman had ignored constituents "who are not Black or brown," dismissed the charges as the flailing of a desperate candidate.

Despite AIPAC's involvement, however, the campaign has not hinged entirely on the Israel-Hamas war. The group's ads have mentioned the conflict only glancingly, criticizing Bowman instead for opposing Biden's infrastructure package.

Bowman's progressive allies tried to rescue him in the closing days of the race. Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont headlined a rally for him in the South Bronx on Saturday. But despite being billed as a "get out the vote" event, the rally took place outside Bowman's district, about seven miles away from any of his constituents. Three days later, they voted him out.
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'I Am Pleasing to Everyone'

I can't stop watching the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders.

by Caitlin Dickerson




Netflix is out with a new delectable documentary series, America's Sweethearts, about tryouts for the 2023 Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders. Why should I, someone who's never reviewed anything other than a book, be the one to review it? For starters, a sick day granted me the ability to guzzle it down in a single seven-hour stretch. The show scratched just about every itch that I have: As a former cheerleader who spent much of this year in physical therapy to address a chronic back injury, I find watching people hit moves with a precision that I can no longer even approximate to be deeply satisfying. I also love a documentary that examines American culture without saying it's doing that--even better if it doesn't seem to know it's doing that. America's Sweethearts is a show about the cult of femininity, of which I consider myself--depending on the day--a subject or a survivor. Plus, growing up in rural California in the 1990s, at the height of NFL monoculture, I had a babysitter from San Antonio named Lisa who drove a Ford Bronco with the Cowboys logo emblazoned on the side, and had two chihuahuas at home named Troy and Emmitt. I had to watch this show.

It begins with the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders director, Kelli McGonagill Finglass, and choreographer, Judy Trammell--themselves former DCCs, as squad members are known--culling through video auditions of writhing young women. The candidates have clearly spent their lives not just dancing but also performing as soloists, which is an altogether separate skill. Finglass's and Trammell's favorites possess beauty and superior technique--those are the price of entry--but also a preternatural quality that makes people want to look at them. And I did.

Read: Cheer is built on a pyramid of broken bodies

As they make their way through the process, the rookie and veteran candidates--any of whom can be cut--form deep relationships impossibly fast. Even the ones who have known each other only a few weeks call each other best friends. They bawl when their best friends are cut from the team. The most uttered phrase on the show must be "I love you so much!," often appearing in scenes with lots of runny mascara and a group hug.

Similar moments no doubt played out among the girls I cheered with in high school, but many of us had been in dance classes together since we were in tiny tutus. I grew skeptical of such displays of emotion during my brief, embarrassing stint in a college sorority. I was dealing with freshman-year loneliness, and so my mom pushed me to rush. But when I found myself at the center of groups of shrieking women declaring their love for one another while throwing themselves into meaningless activities, I felt more alone than ever. My sorority, like the Cowboys cheerleaders, had only a handful of women of color--just enough to head off any accusations of you-know-what--and we mostly kept to ourselves. I got out of there as fast as I could.

The football games, when they begin on the show, provide a high of their own. Being a cheerleader at a football game is thrilling not because you're the center of attention--you're not; everyone is watching the game--but because you're in a place where everyone has gathered for a particular purpose, and you have a role to play. The cheerleaders talk about how putting on their uniform feels like putting on a cape and becoming a superhero. Weirdly enough, I feel the same way about covering the news now. We're all still gathered for a particular project, except now it's reporting on the state of American democracy. The outcome is uncertain, but I have a job to do; it gives me a sense of direction--one that feels to me now, of course, like a much more important one.

Just before this, I'd watched a different documentary: Manufacturing Consent, featuring Noam Chomsky, who'd been in the news. He talks about sports as a way to control the masses, and group activities such as sororities and cheer squads as a way to breed subservience. America's Sweethearts seems to reinforce his theories completely. The show's characters are content, soothed by the strict hierarchy of their world. They hate to disappoint, but when they do, their path back into their coaches' good graces is clear: Perform better, and you will be absolved. The satisfaction this provides is so deep that squad alumnae--some in their 70s--return to the stadium to perform together annually. They take the performance deadly seriously, and many cheerleaders say on the show that their years on the squad were the best in their entire life.

By contrast, the life of a godless, skeptical grump, which Chomsky pushes, and to which I am more naturally inclined, is a bit of a bummer. As I've aged, I've come around to the fact that birthdays are worth celebrating, that it's okay to take a day off from your mission, that being grateful--as the women on the show remind you they are incessantly--isn't necessarily naive. And I'm much happier for it. So who's right, Chomsky?

All of that happiness comes with a lot of hard work. Those who earn a spot on the team do so because they learn to push through pain, put off having surgery, survive on four or five hours of sleep in order to take on extra jobs that supplement their marginal incomes.

And because they are women, they must look perfect while performing all of this work. They must be windup dolls of positivity. At one point in the show, a binder that is said to contain the answers to the question "What is a DCC?" flips open. I had to hit "Pause" to read and reread one page, which sums it up thusly:

WHAT AM I ... ?
 I am a little thing with a big meaning * I help everybody * I unlock doors, open hearts, do away with prejudices--I create friendship and good will * I inspire respect and confidence * Everybody loves me * I bore nobody * I violate no law * I cost nothing * Many have praised me, none have condemned me * I am pleasing to everyone * I am useful every moment of the day  


"I cost nothing"--that one got me. The cheerleaders are expected to keep smiling as they're given impossible standards to uphold. They're told that their kicks aren't high enough (which sometimes seemed to be a euphemism for the fact that Coach Finglass just didn't like them), then that they look like they're trying too hard and need to relax, then that they look like they have low energy, then that they need to eat more to fuel their bodies, then that they're not skinny enough. More makeup. Too much makeup. Too blond. Not blond enough. The most scathing criticism must be met with a smile and a "Yes, ma'am."

My favorite character was Reece Allman. She was by far the best dancer, impossibly alluring, whether she was cheering or during the Latin ballroom-inspired dance that she did for her tryout. (After her tryout, a judge asked to pause the competition for a moment so that he could fan himself.) In interviews in her bedroom, she said that her dancing abilities were a gift from God and that she wanted to use them to bring him glory. She said that she didn't want people to see her at all when she was onstage--that she wanted them to see Jesus. But when she is onstage, you cannot look anywhere else. And you cannot--or at least I could not--see Jesus.

Reece also explained that she was engaged to the first boy she'd ever talked to, an absolute sweetie who got a job at a power-washer dealer, selling parts in Dallas so that they can live together. He said that Reece, seemingly one of the most confident dancers alive, shook visibly from fear the first time he put his arm around her. This story made it all but clear that they had not yet consummated their love. How could someone who had never gotten laid ooze so much sexuality? That contradiction is the Cowboys-cheerleader way.

Read: Why don't more people consider competitive cheerleading a sport?

According to reviewers, this is the worst show by Greg Whiteley--the creator of Cheer and Last Chance U--because it goes too easy on its characters. Daniel Feinburg wrote in The Hollywood Reporter that it was "frustratingly caught up in the mythos surrounding its subjects," and that it felt "more like a well-polished commercial than an eye-opening documentary."

Feinburg is right, but what makes the show interesting is how easy it is to see beneath the veneer. In the last episode, Sophy Laufer accuses a cameraman of grabbing her butt while she's dancing. The police get involved but decide that there's not enough evidence to charge the man. But the scenes are revealing anyway, because Coach Finglass's reaction--raised eyebrows and surprise that the cheerleader wants to press charges--suggests that she might not have been as supportive of Laufer if the cameras had not been rolling. (She also describes the incident differently from the filmmakers, saying the police had determined that no assault occurred.)

Laufer is the youngest one on the squad--only 19. She's interviewed right after it happened, wearing gobs of makeup, which makes her look only more childlike. But in this moment, she becomes a woman, not through her appearance but by forgetting about the rule book (I am pleasing to everyone) and reporting the incident so that something similar--or worse--doesn't happen to anyone else. She steps out on her own, and the other girls have no choice but to support her. "We're so proud of you," they declare in a pile of hugs.
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Once Again, Originalism's Hollow Core Is Revealed

In <em>Rahimi</em>, the Supreme Court made the right decision for the wrong reasons.

by Erwin Chemerinsky




The Supreme Court's gun-rights decision last week came to the right result, but for the wrong reasons. On June 21, the Court ruled that the historical record supported a federal law barring those under restraining orders in domestic-violence cases from possessing guns. The decision, United States v. Rahimi, was 8-1, with Justice Clarence Thomas the lone dissenter. What the Court didn't say, but should have, is that the federal law is constitutional because the government has a compelling interest--a legal standard that allows the government to abridge certain fundamental rights--in saving the lives of victims of domestic violence.

Instead, the Court justified its result under an "originalist" approach to the Second Amendment. Originalism is the view that the meaning of a constitutional provision is fixed when it is adopted and can be changed only by constitutional amendment. Many of the separate opinions in the case--including by Justices Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh, Amy Coney Barrett (all in concurrences), and Thomas (in a dissent)--focused on how to correctly apply originalism. In doing so, they revealed the fatal flaws of originalism as a way of interpreting the Constitution: If judges are bound by the understandings of 1791, when the Bill of Rights was ratified, they'll come to absurd conclusions; if they can look to history for merely rough approximations, then they can justify whatever result they want.

Erwin Chemerinsky: Even the founders didn't believe in originalism

The Court's difficulties in applying the Second Amendment in Rahimi stem from its decision two years ago in New York State Rifle & Pistol Association v. Bruen. In that case, the Court declared unconstitutional a New York law that had been on the books for more than a century, which prohibited having a gun in public without a permit and required a person to show cause, a safety need, for having such a permit. Justice Thomas wrote the majority opinion and said that a gun regulation would be allowed only if an analogous law existed at the time of the Second Amendment's writing. He wrote, "To justify its regulation, the government may not simply posit that the regulation promotes an important interest. Rather, the government must demonstrate that the regulation is consistent with this Nation's historical tradition of firearm regulation. Only if a firearm regulation is consistent with this Nation's historical tradition may a court conclude that the individual's conduct falls outside the Second Amendment's 'unqualified command.'"

The government can infringe a fundamental right, such as freedom of speech, or even discriminate based on race if it has a compelling interest and no other way to achieve it. But for the Second Amendment, in Bruen, the Court took a purely originalist position and said that gun regulations are allowed only if they are supported by historical tradition in a very narrow sense--thus providing more protection for firearm rights than for any others in the Constitution.

United States v. Rahimi makes it glaringly obvious that this position leaves the government powerless to enact commonsense gun laws. As described in the Court's summary of the case, in 2019, Zackey Rahimi seriously abused his girlfriend. Subsequently, a Texas court issued a restraining order against Rahimi for a two-year period that prevented him from threatening, harassing, or approaching his former girlfriend or her family. The order also prohibited Rahimi from having a firearm. Doing so would be a federal felony because a federal statute prohibits the possession of firearms by a person subject to a restraining order in a domestic-violence case.

Rahimi was later the suspect in a number of crimes where a firearm was used. The police obtained a search warrant and, on searching Rahimi's home, found two guns and ammunition. He was indicted for violating the federal statute forbidding those covered by a protective order in a domestic-violence case from having a gun. Rahimi eventually pleaded guilty but reserved his right to appeal, and was sentenced to 73 months in prison followed by three years of supervised release.

On appeal, in 2023, the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit ruled in favor of Rahimi and declared the federal statute unconstitutional. The Fifth Circuit expressly applied Bruen and explained that there were no laws disarming domestic abusers in 1791, when the Second Amendment was adopted. The court said that there is "no tradition from 1791 or 1866--of prohibiting gun possession ... for people ... subject to civil protective orders."

Try to imagine the legal landscape if the Court always insisted, as the Fifth Circuit did, that a constitutional provision must mean exactly what it meant when it was adopted. For example, if that were to be the standard, Brown v. Board of Education was wrongly decided because the same Congress that ratified the Fourteenth Amendment also segregated the District of Columbia public schools and clearly did not have in mind that the assurance of equal protection would outlaw segregation. But that is the logic that the Fifth Circuit deployed in striking down the federal law in Rahimi; no laws existed to prohibit those under restraining orders in domestic-violence cases from having guns in 1791, so none can exist today. That is why Justice Thomas dissented in Rahimi.

An alternative way of applying originalism is to look more generally at history in interpreting a constitutional provision--not limiting its meaning to the specific understandings of the time, but instead searching for any historical justification at all, no matter how thin. This was what the Supreme Court did in its review of the Fifth Circuit's Rahimi decision. Chief Justice John Roberts, in his majority opinion, emphasized that the Court's previous Second Amendment cases--notably Bruen--"were not meant to suggest a law trapped in amber." Instead, he explained, courts considering the constitutionality of gun-rights restrictions must determine "whether the new law is 'relevantly similar' to laws that our tradition is understood to permit, applying faithfully the balance struck by the founding generation to modern circumstances." The Court said that historical examples abound of dangerous people being kept from having guns, and thus the federal law at question in Rahimi is justified.

David H. Gans: This court has revealed conservative originalism to be a hollow shell

For many true-believing originalists, this approach disappoints because it does away with the constraint on judging that originalism seeks to promise. Theoretically, if judges are bound by the historical record, then they have less interpretive discretion--the law is what the law was. But when traditions at a more general level of abstraction can be considered, then almost any result can be justified, and originalism becomes indistinguishable from nonoriginalism.

Questions of abstraction aside, Rahimi shows that it is silly--not to mention dangerous--to limit constitutional law in the 21st century to the understandings of those in the late 18th century.

What really makes the federal statute in Rahimi constitutional under the Second Amendment is not that dangerous people could be denied guns in 1791, but that the law is essential to serve the compelling interest of protecting victims of domestic violence. Yet nowhere does the statute's potential to save lives get mentioned in Chief Justice Roberts's majority opinion. In his concurring opinion, Justice Kavanaugh says that "the Court interprets and applies the Constitution by examining text, pre-ratification and postratification history, and precedent."

In another concurring opinion, Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson noted that the lower courts are "struggling" in their dealings with the Second Amendment and that their confusion is the Court's fault. Rahimi does not end this confusion. Relying on historical precedent over compelling interest will doubtless prove messy for lower courts as they hear a variety of challenges to every type of gun regulation. The Court says that the historical inquiry is not limited to looking for an exact analogue of any given law in 1791. But how are lower courts to decide whether a particular example from history justifies a gun regulation today? Only scrapping the originalist approach to the Second Amendment and treating gun rights like all other constitutional rights can bring sense to the law.
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Are Young Men Really Becoming More Sexist?

In some places, young men are voting to the right of their grandfathers.

by Jerusalem Demsas




Nearly 25 years ago, two prominent political scientists formally discovered a political gender gap. It had been an "established orthodoxy in political science" that women in advanced Western democracies were more right-wing than their male counterparts. But when Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris examined more than 60 countries across the world, they found that from the early 1980s to the mid-1990s, women had been moving to the left. They predicted that this gender split would continue to grow, with women moving even further left in the future.

But the modern-day focus on this split is increasingly on the radicalization of young men--are they moving further to the right?

All around the world--from Poland, where the far-right party supported a total ban on abortion, to South Korea, where the #MeToo movement sparked a fierce backlash--political commentators are raising questions about whether young men are becoming less liberal and less gender egalitarian than their fathers and grandfathers.

It's too soon to make any final judgments, and many of these data points about young men and their interest in the far right aren't substantial enough to be more than suggestive. But just because we don't have the gold standard of randomized, controlled trials that scholars like to have before saying anything definitively, it doesn't mean there's nothing to be learned about the topic.

My guest this week is Dr. Alice Evans, a researcher at Stanford University who has traveled the world investigating why some societies are more gender-equal than others. She draws on her research, personal interviews, and deep dives into survey data from dozens of countries around the world in this far-ranging interview about why young men may be feeling pulled toward right-wing radicalism.

Listen to the conversation here:

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Jerusalem Demsas: This is Good on Paper. It's a policy show that questions what we really know about popular narratives. I'm your host, Jerusalem Demsas, and I'm a staff writer here at The Atlantic.

Narratives do a lot to drive what our world looks like. They shape how we see ourselves, how we see our fellow citizens, how our elected officials see us--and what they do in reaction to those narratives can have far-reaching consequences.

This show is about getting to the root of those narratives--about separating out what we actually know from what we can plausibly guess and from what has been wholesale constructed.

Doing this doesn't mean you have to change your mind. In fact, sometimes we'll conclude that narratives are around for a reason. But we should be clear where the facts end and the guesswork, opinions, and politics begin.

Today we're talking about sexism--about whether it's true that young men around the world are turning against the tide of gender egalitarianism.

In the year 2000, political scientists Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris released a paper establishing "gender differences in electoral behavior." Basically, they showed that women had become a liberal force in small-D democratic politics.

It can be strange to think of it now, but that wasn't always the case. In the postwar era, women were, on average, seen as a more conservative electoral factor. Norris and Inglehart looked at more than 60 countries around the world and found that from the early '80s through the mid-90s, women had been moving to the left of men throughout advanced industrial societies.

And perhaps most significant was their finding that the gender gap was strongest among the younger age groups.

They conclude that "given the process of generational turnover this promises to have profound consequences for the future of the gender cleavage, moving women further left."

Well, nearly a quarter of a century later, journalists, politicians, and policymakers are asking whether a new iteration of the gender gap is here: with young women going even further left, yes, but also young men turning further right--maybe even further right than their fathers and grandfathers.

For instance, in Poland, the far-right party Confederation, which has been described as anti-feminist and supporting a total ban on abortion, garnered significant support from young men.

There's a broad sense that views on social issues get more progressive in younger generations. But I've now seen a number of data points suggesting that might not be true.

[Music]

And I want to be clear: We don't have the kind of broad, definitive survey data or social-science research to say conclusively that young men are or aren't moving to the right. And, of course, throughout this episode, we're often speaking in averages and generalities, which can obscure the full range of opinions that different individuals have. Put another way--and without any irony here--not all men.

But to open up this conversation and try and untangle the many threads, I've invited an academic whose work I've been following: Dr. Alice Evans is a visiting scholar at Stanford University, and she's working on a book that encapsulates some of her many travels around the world studying why some societies are more gender-equal than others.

Alice, welcome to the show!

Alice Evans: Thank you so much. It's a real pleasure to talk to you because I think we corresponded for a long time, and this is a treat.

Demsas: Yes, yes. Twitter DM-to-podcast pipeline. I feel like that's what we're creating right here. So we're here to talk about the divergence between young men and women's political views, particularly on sexism. But before we get into that, I just want to ask you: What determines whether someone is sexist? What determines whether they hold sexist beliefs?

Evans: Wow, okay, big question. So, I think, generally, the entire of human history has been incredibly patriarchal. So to answer that question, I need to explain the origins of patriarchy.

For thousands and thousands of years, our culture has vilified, blamed disobedient, naughty women. You know, they were witches. They were terrible people. A woman who was disobedient or who wasn't a virgin was shamed and ostracized. So there is a long history. Sexism is nothing new.

And, actually, over the 20th century, much of the world--Latin America, North America, Europe, and East Asia--have become rapidly more gender-equal. So in terms of human history, the big story is the rise of gender equality in much of the world. But certainly, sexism persists, and we do see in Europe, in South Korea, in China, in North America young men expressing what we call hostile sexism. Now, it's worth distinguishing between hostile sexism and benevolent sexism.

So let's suppose I'm a patriarch in a conservative society, and I think, Women are incompetent, and we don't want to ruin their little heads, and they can't take care of these things, so I'll manage these things for the women who just don't know any better. So that's benevolent sexism.

Hostile sexism is a sense of resentment of women's gains. So when we ask questions like, Women's rights are expanding at the expense of men, or women are getting these handouts, or men are the ones who are discriminated against, it's a sense of resentment. They think that feminism has gone too far, that women are getting all these perks. And so you know, every day as a woman, I wake up with a free fruit basket, right?

Demsas: Wait, I didn't get mine this morning. I'll have to check in.

Evans: Yeah, exactly. But this is a real, I think--so I've done interviews across the U.S., in Chicago and Stanford and in Montgomery, in California, in New Haven, in New York, in Toronto, in Poland, in Warsaw, in Krakow, in Barcelona, in London. And a lot of young men do feel this sense of resentment. And you can understand it. If you feel that life is hard, if you feel that you're struggling to get ahead--so we know as college enrollment increases, it's become really, really hard to make it into a top college place.

Demsas: Let's step back for a second. This question, though, that I have because you're raising this question of young men feeling this resentment: Are young men becoming more sexist? Is that what you're seeing in the data?

Evans: I think it depends on how we phrase it. So in terms of, yes, young men are much more likely to say, Yes, women could work. They can go out to clubs. They can do whatever they like. They can be totally free, and young men will support and vote for female leaders. So in terms of support for recognizing women's capabilities, absolutely, younger generations tend to be much more gender-equal, and that holds across the board.

The only exceptions are places like North Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia, where there's no difference between young men and their grandfathers. But in culturally liberal, economically developed countries in the West and East, young men are more supportive. But, sorry, I should have been more clear: They do express this hostile sexism--so this sense of resentment that women's rights are coming at men's expense.

But that's not all men, right? And so it's only a small fraction of young men. You know, many young men are very, very progressive and they'll vote for Hillary Clinton, etcetera.

Demsas: I just want to drill down into what exactly we're talking about, right? Because I think most people know there's a gender gap between men and women. And let's start in the American context here. People know that with Trump--you have almost 60 percent of women supporting Biden, while a majority of men back Trump. What's actually happening here in the U.S. context that's new, that's interesting, that's driving this conversation?

Evans: It's difficult to know why people do stuff, so everything I say is speculative. What I'm trying to do is when I look at the data, I try to understand, you know, what are structural trends affecting one particular generation that are distinct from other generations, and why would it be happening in particular parts of the world and not others? So here are three big structural drivers that I'm not a hundred percent sure about, but I would suggest them as likely hypotheses.

One is that men care about status. Everyone cares about status. Big examples of status goods include getting a great place at university, being able to afford a nice house, and also having a beautiful girlfriend. Those three things--good education because that matters for signaling, for credentials; good place to live; and a pretty, pretty wife or girlfriend--those are your three status goods. Each of those three things has become much, much harder to get.

So if we look, as university enrollment rises, as it has, it becomes much harder to get to the top, to get to the Ivy League, right? So only a small percentage of people will get to the top, but those getting to the Ivy League is so important for future networks. Meanwhile, those who don't even have bachelor's degrees will really struggle to get higher wages. So one is that men are struggling to get those top university places, which are important for jobs.

Then on top of that, housing has become much more expensive. And the gap between wages and house prices has massively increased, especially if you don't have inherited wealth.

Now, a third and really important factor is that it's become harder to get girlfriends. So as societies become more culturally liberal, open minded, and tolerant, women are no longer shamed, derided, and ostracized for being single without a boyfriend. You know, in previous decades or centuries--

Demsas: I don't know. Some women are.

Evans: Well, compare over time, over time, right? So this isn't saying there's zero stigma. It's saying, Look at change over time. So in previous decades, a woman who was not married and didn't have babies by the time she was 30 might be seen as a total loser and totally stigmatized. That's true in South Korea, China, Japan, the U.S., and Europe.

But as women are not facing that pressure and that ostracism, they can become financially independent. Women's wages are approximating men's. They can inherit parental wealth and buy their own property. So that means that women don't necessarily need a man. So demand for male partners has plummeted because of that economic development and cultural liberalization. As a result, Pew data tells us that 39 percent of adult American men are currently unpartnered.

Demsas: So basically you have these three buckets here that you're talking about. You're saying that you see this divergence with young men, in particular, because young men, I guess, are concerned with status in a particular way, and that the economic circumstances of our moment in time here in the U.S. have made it more difficult because of home prices, because of diverging outcomes for people with a college degree versus those without. And then, finally, because of women's increased opportunities that they're able to actually reject men that they feel like don't give them either economic security or the love or respect. And in previous generations, they would have had to make do because they weren't afforded that freedom in society. Is that kind of getting at what you're--

Evans: Perfect. You've said it far better than me.

For example, young women will say to me on dating apps, they just give up because these men are boring, right? So if a man is not charming, then what is he offering? A woman is looking for loving companionship, someone who's fun, someone who's nice to spend time with. But if the guy can't offer that, then--so in turn, this is hurtful for men. Men aren't these powerful patriarchs policing women. In fact, they're guys with emotions--and nobody wants to be ghosted, to be rejected, to feel unwanted.

So if men go on these dating apps, and they're not getting any likes, and even if they speak to her, when she doesn't have the time of day, it just bruises and grates at your ego, your sense of worth. And so then, men may turn to podcasts or YouTube, and if you look at that manosphere, if you look at what people are talking about, it's often dating. And so they're often saying, Oh, women have become so greedy. They're so materialistic.

We see this vilification of women. So that kind of filter bubble, once you self-select into it, you become surrounded by this sense of righteous resentment and, oh, you know, It's not your fault for lack of studying in schools; it's that women are getting all this positive discrimination. Women are getting all these benefits. You know, All these companies are hiring women because they feel they have to, because that's woke nowadays.

So if you hear all that kind of angry discourse--and the same goes in South Korea, where I was earlier this year. There is a sexist, discriminatory law which mandates that men have to go into military conscription. And that's terrible. It's very abusive. It's hierarchical. It's unpleasant. Lots of men commit suicide. And that is now increasingly used as a way of signaling that life is very unfair for men. And so men are facing a tough time, and then social media, which they're self-selecting into, can reinforce the legitimacy of that.

Demsas: So I'm glad you broadened this out of the U.S. context because I think that, while you've told a story that I think is familiar to a lot of people hearing this podcast here in the U.S., this is not just happening here.

There is this really interesting study by some Swedish political scientists where they look at 32,000 people across 27 countries in the EU, and they're finding that young men are particularly likely to see advances in women's rights as a threat to men's opportunities, right? So similar to what you said.

And it's interesting because it's compared to older men, right? Like, the group that expresses most opposition to women's rights are young men, while women across all age cohorts show very low levels of opposition to women's rights. And older men seem indistinguishable, often, in their peer groups to women their age. And young men really jump out there.

And they offer a couple of explanations to that. They say that it's about whether or not young men feel the institutions in their area are fair or discriminatory. And they say that if there is downturns in the economy, that makes young men even more likely to express hostility, this sort of hostile sexism you're talking about towards women. But why is that affecting young men differently than it's affecting their older male counterparts?

Evans: Right. Great question. And also, I was just looking at work by Lisa Blaydes finding that young men in Qatar are most opposed to women in the workforce. And I think it could be this heightened sense of competition. So now, women are outpacing men in terms of education. So they're a real threat in terms of competition for top jobs, which is also so important for housing. So I think that the competition, right--so if you care about status, if you care about getting to the top, the competition is fiercest now.

Demsas: But aren't middle-aged men also in competition with women for jobs? You know, 25 doesn't mean you stop having competition in the labor market. I mean, 30-year-old men, 40-year-old men, 50-year-old men--all these men are still working.

Evans: Right. Absolutely. But we now see so many more women who are educated and ready and eager to go into the workforce and aiming for those top jobs with high aspiration, and also getting those very top jobs is very important in order to afford decent housing.

Demsas: Gotcha.

Evans: Right, so when people say, Oh, you know, Gen Z have it better than ever because they've got higher wages, what we need to think about is people care about status. So they care about their place in the pecking order.

Demsas: And so if you're an older man living in an EU country, you may see young women now entering the labor force en masse, but they're often not in direct competition for your job. So you feel maybe a benevolent sexism towards them, but you don't feel this potential zero-sum mindset. And also, maybe you've already bought into the market, so you didn't experience this run-up in housing prices in the same way before you were able to buy a home. So that's kind of what differentiates these groups?

Evans: Yes, absolutely. Absolutely. I totally agree. I think housing is really hitting young people. And if you look in the Netherlands, Geert Wilders did very well, and he was really campaigning, focusing on young people and their concerns about housing, right?

So this is a major, major issue that young people just cannot--so many people in their 20s and even 30s in Europe are still sharing with roommates, right? So they just feel trapped. You're still in this limbo. You can't afford your own place. That hits people hard, especially as it then worsens their prospects in dating and marriage, right?

So it's harder to date if you're still living with roommates. You've got less to offer, so I just think it hits men multiple times, just feeling--no one wants to feel like a loser, right? So anything that makes you feel like you're not doing so well. So if we see a rise in inequality, a rise in income inequality, a rise in housing inequality, that in turn affects your ability to date, especially as demand for men goes down.

Demsas: But what's also happening in a lot of these countries--at least in the U.S. context, right--is that it's not just that men are sort of reacting to these economic circumstances. It's also that women are becoming more progressive over time. So is it an interaction between those things that's maybe driving this gender divergence? Or how much of it is just that men are getting more conservative, versus women are also getting more progressive?

Evans: Okay, excellent. I want to make two more points.

One is that there's been some nice research about women becoming more progressive. I think that might affect men's conservatism in two ways. There's nice research in Spain showing that after the 2018 Women's March, then there was a rise in hostile sexism, which in turn led to more votes for the far-right party Vox. So that's a sense of patriarchal backlash. Also, if we look at the data on men becoming more conservative in South Korea, it exactly, precisely times #MeToo.

So in South Korea--which is a society which idealizes collective harmony, but there's also been a lot of spy cams and sexual harassment and covert pornography--women organized in backlash. They organized for an end to impunity. Thousands and thousands of women marched and mobilized. But that triggered a reactionary movement of male solidarity, male hostile sexism.

So in both Spain and South Korea, it's women's mobilization, women becoming more progressive and outwardly saying, We don't want to tolerate this. We won't tolerate this anymore, that's led to hostile sexism, which in turn, many politicians have mobilized, have used and marshaled for their gains.

So in Spain, the Vox party has often said, Well, you know, there are these cases of false accusations. In South Korea too, the president was actually elected on a wave of hostile sexism. He was campaigning to abolish the gender ministry. He was sort of an anti-feminist president.

Also, there's very nice research by Jay Van Bavel and others, and they show that on social media, it tends to be the most extreme groups that are the most vocal. So if you imagine a distribution of people, people at the 5 percent of either end--the two poles--they're the ones who shout the loudest.

And so if you imagine there's this very, very extremist feminist person shouting loudly, that person may then get parroted by the right-wing media and say, Oh, this is what feminists think. And that can accentuate the backlash. So even though the vast majority of women are much more moderate, much more in the middle, the ones who shout the loudest may then trigger that backlash effect. The most extreme feminist views can trigger a backlash against feminism, even if most women really aren't on board with those ideas, so I think there's a social media effect.

Demsas: You've identified three large ways that these divides between young men and women are growing. You talk about this and a high-unemployment or low-growth trap that young men might be feeling more viscerally than young women because of their expectations around status. You talk about--

Evans: Wait, wait, wait. Let me clarify. So in the U.S., you don't have high unemployment, but you do have that status inequality.

Demsas: Yeah.

Evans: Sorry. I should just clarify that. So it can work. As long as you've got inequality, then you're going to have this sense of resentment. I really think it's inevitable.

Demsas: No, I think that's a great point because I was literally just going to ask you right then just, you know, the U.S. has extremely low unemployment right now, and you see varying amounts of economic cases across the EU and the world.

And you're going from South Korea, where you have also really great economic circumstances, all the way to countries like Indonesia, where things look very different. And so I think that that's a really helpful corrective.

But I want to zero in on these two other things that you were just talking about. But let's just start with the social media bubbles, right? Because I find it interesting that if you were to ask me before I'd looked into any of this, whether social media would make you have to hear from and interact with people more different than who you are, versus people who are similar to you, I would've thought, Yeah, I can't really control the next tweet that my algorithm shows me. If I'm on Tumblr in high school, and I'm looking through different blogs, I don't really know the genders of people immediately when those things pop up on my page. 

So I feel like it would be a way of actually facilitating a ton of information across genders, right? But what you say is that social media actually allows for you to create these bubbles, and that it creates this feedback loop for young women to become more liberal and young men to become more regressive. I mean, you use this term called manosphere earlier. Can you talk a little bit about what that is? What's actually happening there?

Evans: Yes, absolutely. But first, before we get to social media, I think it's important to recognize that this is part of a broader process of culture where there are many kinds of filter bubbles. So as women have forged careers and become journalists, podcasters, writers, screenwriters, they have championed their ideals of empathy and tolerance and equality. And then on top of that, David Rozado shows that over the 2010s, media increasingly reported more attention to sexism, more attention to racism. So people are becoming more aware of the sense of unfairness and inequalities.

On top of that, the social media companies, they want to keep their users hooked. And they do this by making their apps enjoyable and addictive, so they provide content that they think you will like, that your friends and peers also liked. And they also might show sensational content. But the more that they send you things similar to what you've already liked, then you become cocooned in this echo chamber of groupthink whereby everyone is agreeing with you.

So even if there are these structural economic drivers that push men to become more attuned or sympathetic to Andrew Tate, we then get these echo chambers whereby that's all you're hearing.

Demsas: But when you describe the media environment, that's just one way that people engage in social media. But when you're thinking about your algorithm, like I said, aren't there tons of ways then that social media has actually broken that? Because now, you go on your Twitter and yeah, your algorithm may push you more towards certain kinds of content, but it also opens you up to very different views.

And the reason I'm asking this is because one of the biggest theories about how people break down prejudice is this thing called contact theory, where you come into contact with individuals of a group that you have prejudice against, and then as you see, Oh, this is just a person just like me, you end up breaking down a lot of your prejudices because they become beaten by reality. So why doesn't that happen? Why don't you see that sort of interaction happening on social media?

Evans: I think that's a theoretical possibility of the internet, but in reality, people are much more tribal. They gravitate towards things that they like, towards things that they already know, towards things that already make them feel comfortable. People are incredibly--they do so many things on trust, like, Oh, is this someone I know? Okay, I'll trust them and listen to them. Is this person part of my group?

And I think in America, particularly, you see that ideological polarization. If you're told that, Oh, the Democrats support this, and you're a Democrat, people tend to support it. So I think a lot of things are done on a very tribal, trusting basis, and although you and I might idealize a fantasy internet where people mix and mingle and learn from diversity, in truth, people tend to gravitate towards their group.

Demsas: Yeah, for me, I diverge a little bit. I think that it's maybe different for different folks. I mean, this is why, as you said earlier, while you do see young men sort of diverging, as expressing more sexist attitudes, that's just a portion of young men, right? That's, as you said, it's not every single young man. And I would have to think that a lot of them are actually coming into contact with some of these conversations that are happening across gender, across ideology, whether it's online or it's in school, or whatever it is.

Evans: Okay, excellent. So we know that young people spend a huge amount of their time on their phones--maybe five hours--and a lot of these YouTube shorts or TikToks are very, very short. They could be 30 seconds. They could be a minute. That's not enough time to cultivate empathy, to understand someone's particular predicament, why they made those choices, and the difficulties of their life. So and then, if it's too short to build empathy, then you're just going to stick with your priors.

So, social psychologists talk about confirmation bias--that we tend to pay more attention to information that fits with our priors. So we seek out information that already fits with our priors. We ignore disconfirming evidence. So on social media, where you're getting all this short information, you're just looking for things that are nice, that make you feel comfortable.

Demsas: But, you know, one question I actually had for me, that's part of this, is there's this concept called group threat theory, where you think about some other group as being the cause of your misfortune. And identifying who that group is, though, is not just natural, right? That doesn't happen out of the ether.

Because, you know, young men could be experiencing this sort of status threat--they could see this widening inequality--and they don't have to turn against women, right? They could say, instead, Actually, the problem is, you know, Catholics, or, The problem is whatever, you know, people from Namibia, whatever it is. And then you can just create these groups.

So it seems like a lot of your argumentation around this has been around looking at cultural entrepreneurs who weaponize these moments to point you at a group. Can you tell us, what's a cultural entrepreneur? What are they doing?

Evans: So this has existed throughout history. You know, there was a Mamluk sultan of Egypt called Barsbay, and after the price of bread went up, he blamed it on the women. And he said it was women who were responsible for creating public discord, and he banished them back to their homes. And so, you know, women were to blame for all these terrible things that have happened.

So throughout history, if you have a vulnerable group that cannot protect itself, it might be blamed. You know, similarly, in the struggle between Protestants and Catholics, then priests would vilify women and identify witches to prove their superior power to vanquish the devil. Right? So if there is this small, isolated group that is less powerful, you can vilify them.

And so we see that in regards to, you know, xenophobia, Islamophobia in India, right? The BJP being anti-Muslim. We see it in every single society, but it's just a cultural innovation, which group is going to be blamed. And so people like podcasters might vilify women as getting these handouts, or they might vilify Ukrainian refugees as getting these handouts in Poland, or it's these migrants at the border that are causing all these sorts of problems.

So it's someone--rather than, you know, a financial entrepreneur is one who looks at the market and thinks, Hey, I'm going to exploit this opportunity and make some money--a cultural entrepreneur is someone who says, Hey, I'm seeing this sea of discontent. I'm going to rise up, build a following, and possibly make money but also get social respect, etcetera.

Demsas: So these cultural entrepreneurs have a lot of power, right? It's really contingent on who ends up being more persuasive, who ends up making either the best arguments or swaying the most people over onto their side because they're charismatic.

And one thing that's been really interesting to me is it's possible that men could feel like women are an asset, that the fact that they can work wage-paying jobs is an asset to them when there's an economic downturn. Like, Great. It's not just my brothers or my dad or my sons that can help me. Now my wife, my daughter, my sisters can help if there's a problem, too.

And I wonder if this also plays into why it's younger men that are actually the ones that end up being more hostile towards women's advancing rights, because they're less likely to be partnered already. So why isn't it that you don't see greater excitement that women can actually be helping bring in money in this context?

Evans: Okay, so that's a great point, a plausible argument. But I think in previous generations, the younger, unpartnered men might still be less likely to endorse hostile sexism. Maybe because they thought they were going to do better in the labor market.

Now, I think an extra factor that's happening right now that's really important for explaining this, in terms of statistics: One, it is the women who are the major competition in employment because they're super, super educated, often more educated than men. Two, these heterosexual men wanting girlfriends. So the people who are rejecting them, the people who they think are snubbing them are literally women.

So I think there is a direct confrontation. So I think the idea of scapegoating and vilifying women is inevitable because of that competition of the sexes, so to speak. That said, there's this nice draft by Thomas Piketty, the scholar of inequality, showing that richer, super-educated men are much more likely to vote Democrat. So, when men can achieve these super-high salaries, right, those men are super secure, so they don't have that status competition. Now, I think that the point you made about relationships is really important and--

Demsas: Yeah, because I was just going to think, Is it just about dating? How much of this is just if you were partnered, then basically you don't feel this way?

Evans: Yeah, I think that's great. So there's this very nice paper showing that fathers of daughters were less likely to interrupt Janet Yellen in her congressional hearings. So if you want the best for your daughter and you aspire for her to do well, and then you empathize with women's concerns, maybe you're less of a dickhead, right, in public life. So I certainly see that happening.

But I still think if we look back at the historical record, there are plenty of cases where men might support their wives working but still be pretty hostile in general. So we go back to the guilds in medieval Europe: A man and a wife might collaborate together. He might bequeath his estate to her, but European guilds (that's a proto-trade union), they might exclude women because they wanted to preserve and monopolize their benefits. The same goes for trade unions in the 19th and early 20th century--very, very sexist.

So, sadly, that doesn't seem from the family, from the historical record, that just having a relationship will necessarily mean a benign attitude to women in general.

[Music]

Demsas: We're going to take a quick break. More with Alice when we get back.

[Break]

Demsas: All this gets me thinking, you know, a lot of the explanations are structural in that they would happen to, like, basically every generation of young men. Obviously, social media is a bit different, but other than that, you would see this in the past, as well. And so my question for you is--we see right now that a lot of people are talking about this potential threat of the great gender divergence between women and young women and men in politics. And I wonder, would young men always have been relatively more zero-sum in their thinking with young women? Even in past generations, we just don't have the data to compare.

Evans: Okay, so let me say three things. First of all, it's now that we see this rise of men being unpartnered. So, previously, the Pew data was showing a far smaller fraction of men were unpartnered. So previously, when women were culturally compelled to marry--you know, when it was just a normal thing to get married and have babies before you are 30--then you're going to have more demand for men. So the mediocre man was going to do okay with the ladies. So he wasn't getting those constant rejections and ghosting, which grates at the male ego.

So today is very, very different in terms of men's difficulty of getting--you know, all these things that I'm talking about are big, structural changes, the difficulty of getting--to a top university, the difficulty of getting a decent housing in cities especially, the difficulty of getting a pretty girlfriend or a girlfriend at all. All those things are much, much harder for, say, the median guy. The median guy is struggling to get status, and that's happening now.

Demsas: So one of the things I think is interesting about this phenomenon is that you're doing a lot of work that looks at what's happening with young men and women's attitudes, not just in the U.S. or the U.K., but you're also looking across a bunch of contexts. So I want to go into a couple different countries to see how these trends are actually playing out, given the cultural context that exists there.

So, firstly, can you take us to Qatar? And I'm interested in Qatar because it's a highly developed nation, right? This is not a poor country by any means. So tell us what's going on there. Why do we see this sort of divergence between young men and women?

Evans: Yeah, this is super fascinating, right? I've never been to Qatar, so I am cautious here. But piecing together other materials that I've read, the existing published literature: One, I think it's important to recognize it's a hugely unequal society. So, even if everyone's incomes are high, people still care about that place in their pecking order.

Second, on social media, I think social media can even amplify people's perceptions of inequality because the kind of stuff that goes viral--and this goes for both pretty women and successful men--are the superstars, right? So, it's the beautiful, beautiful women who get thousands and thousands of likes and then trigger anxiety amongst other women. And similarly, for men in Qatar, it's the sheikhs, the rulers, the crown princes who show off their Lamborghinis and Porsches that are worth several million dollars. And so this sense of, I want to be at the top--because being at the top of society brings status, it brings social respect, it brings prestige, it brings admiration. Other people admire you if you're doing well compared to others.

So, in Qatar, women are now super, super educated. The younger generation of women really want to work. And I think it's possible that they present a challenge to young men. And what's really, really fascinating is when I look at data on maths and reading, we see women in Qatar are far outpacing men. It's not just that they're more likely to be university educated, but their maths scores are off the board, off the chart. So the gender gap in terms of competence is astronomical.

Demsas: I wanted us to move to a different part of the world. I wanted to move us to Indonesia. And the reason I want to talk about Indonesia is, you know, I remember in 2010, when then-President Barack Obama went to Indonesia and hailed it as this example of a democratic, multiethnic, multiracial society, particularly at a time where he was trying to tamp down on xenophobia and anti-Muslim behavior or anti-Muslim attitudes in the West and in the U.S. after 2001 and the 9/11 attacks.

And so I was really interested because what ends up happening in the subsequent years is that Indonesia really turns against this example. And you end up seeing that a lot of people, democratically, are wanting, actually, many more illiberal things. And you actually see young men and young women increasingly pushing towards regressive values, particularly on gender. And so you wrote about this, and you wrote about this survey that the Indonesian government did in 2019. And I want to just talk about this a bit, because I think it speaks to how it's not just men that reinforce patriarchal attitudes, so that women can have a role in enforcing those as well.

In this 2019 government survey of Indonesian women, they're looking at 15- to 19-year-old girls, right? And they ask them, When is it justified for a husband to hit or beat his wife? They ask, Is it when she burns his food, when she argues with him, when she goes out without telling him, when she neglects his kids, when she refuses to have sex with him?

They tallied up all of those things, and amongst 15- to 19-year-old girls, over 40 percent of them agreed with at least one of those as a justification for domestic violence. And then you look up the age groups--you look at 20 to 24, you look at 25 to 29, you look at 45 to 49--no one is above 40 percent. At 45 to 49, it's actually only 27 percent who agree with at least one of those things.

What's going on there? Why are young women in this context maybe turning against women's rights, in contrast with their older peers?

Evans: I was actually listening to Barack Obama's speech in Indonesia the other day, and he quoted the Indonesian national motto, which is like, Unity in diversity. And it's always had this big history of celebrating their diversity. But what we've seen over the past 20 years in Indonesia, and actually in many Muslim countries across the world, is many people increasingly embracing a very strict Salafist interpretation of Islam and adopting very strict ideas of gender segregation and female seclusion, and men and women keeping their distance from each other.

And so many people are--so what's caused that? One is: Saudi Arabia has become rich on the back of Western and global demand for oil, and that has enabled it to export these Salafist ideologies through investing in mosques, madrassas.

Demsas: And what's a madrassa?

Evans: A madrassa is an Islamic school. So you learn about the Prophet. You learn about Sharia law. You also learn about gender segregation--the idea that a modest woman, a good woman, will stay away from men, and she will not laugh, chat, and socialize with them--and that sexes should keep their distance from each other.

And even in urban areas, girls are more likely to go to these Islamic educational institutions--and one possibility is that, as men become more religious, they want religious wives. They want wives who will be obedient. In Islam, it says that a wife should obey her husband. Ninety-three percent of Indonesian Muslims say that the wife should obey her husband. And so one: Saudi Arabia funding madrassas.

Also, religious righteousness gives people, especially struggling people, a sense of self-worth. By doing God's work, by making these anti-blasphemy accusations, you've got moral dignity, you've got status. People care about status.

And then, as people become more religious, political parties and campaign movements gain votes by courting these preferences. So across Indonesia, in many of the different regions, more schools and more political parties have made laws against blasphemy. They've mandated hijab laws. There's been persecution of minorities. And we see this right up until government level and, you know, criminalization of blasphemy being strengthened.

So when people say, Oh, it's a terrible thing, the sexes coming apart, I would say that's descriptively true, but it's distinct to economically developed and culturally liberal countries. And when you say it's a terrible thing, just consider the alternative: what's happening in many other parts of the world where people think the same thing and sing from the same hymn sheet, as they did in the past in the UK and the U.S.

Demsas: One last place I want to take us is a place you've mentioned a couple times: South Korea. And the reason I want to ask you about this is because South Korea has the distinction of seeing the lowest fertility rates in the world. Since 2013, they've been below everyone else, and right now they're at 0.72 births per woman, which is really, really low.

I wanted to ask if that's the effect that we might expect to see, because South Korea is a place that's a highly developed nation, a very rich nation. And at the same time, you see this massive divergence between young men and young women, and I'm wondering is that something that you would expect to see in other nations, if you see this persistence and divergence between young men and women?

Evans: I will say two things. First, on South Korea's plummeting fertility, I think there are several drivers. First and foremost, the lowest fertility and the most likely to be childless is the poorest South Koreans.

So, there's a great paper by Michele Tertilt and others, and they highlight the importance of status. And the idea is that South Koreans really care about education. They want their kids to do really well, to get into the top universities--we call them SKY--so they invest enormous amounts in their education, but the poor cannot keep up with the spending of the rich. So maybe you only have one kid, right? You can't have two kids and educate them well. So that's one thing, the status competition makes it more exhausting and laborious to have a kid.

Secondly, certainly, I think it's true that as there's cultural liberalization and people are no longer socially punished if they don't have a kid, then they can just do their own thing. They can do whatever they like. So, for example, when I'm in Zambia or Uzbekistan, the first two questions people will say to me is, Are you married? Do you have kids? And the correct answer is always supposed to be yes, right?

But no one in the U.S. will ask me that question. No one has introduced themselves to me saying, Hi. Are you married? Do you have kids? No one says that. The way I'm received varies enormously. And so people's priorities--when I go to conservative countries, people's priorities--how they want to understand me as a person, first and foremost: Married and kids? Yes or no? So that's the second mechanism: the less pressure to give birth and have children.

And then thirdly, we do see in South Korea many young women saying, Hey, I just don't want this. I don't want to be in the same position of my mother, who, for Lunar New Year, would have to be the dutiful daughter-in-law serving the husband's family, doing all the cooking, and not being recognized and rewarded. So: staying single and not wanting to have kids.

So for all those three reasons--status, competition, cultural liberalism, and the ideological polarization between young men and women--we might see a fall in fertility, but those three things seem structural and difficult to change. And so I think for those three reasons, you might expect fertility to continue to fall.

Demsas: Well, just so that we don't leave everyone on the most depressing note possible, I'm wondering, you know, it seems like there's a lot of malleability in the direction towards making society less gender egalitarian. But that should mean that you could also do the opposite, right?

So, what can countries or people do about this? Like, in the 20th century, I imagine there were also a lot of cultural entrepreneurs--whether it's on TV or the suffragettes or individuals who were, you know, just in daily life--really pushing towards a more egalitarian culture. Is that what we need to see now, or are there other things that countries can do to ameliorate the backlash effects that young men are displaying?

Evans: Okay, great. So I maybe sound a little bit Marxian now. I think if you buy my hypothesis that part of this is all about status competition, then one possible mechanism is to reduce that status inequality.

So for example, by radically increasing the supply of housing, it's easier for men to be doing as well as their peers. Right? In both Europe and the US there are a lot of NIMBY restrictions on where you can build, and that raises the price of housing. So if housing was cheaper and more affordable and more within reach of young people, then young people would be doing comparably. You wouldn't have that massive status competition.

I think also what's really important is going back to your point about cultivating empathy and understanding different people's concerns and perspectives, and that happens through meeting in person. It does not happen through these 30-second TikToks. And so in England, many schools have banned mobile phones. And I think that's a way--and I think the upside of that is that people will be more present on their interaction with their peers in that classroom. And that's clearly a collective-action problem that Haidt has shown in his new book--

Demsas: Jonathan Haidt?

Evans: Yeah, exactly. No parent wants to do it alone, because then their kid is out of the loop, but if everyone is doing it--so I think getting people off their phones and into in-person interactions, you know, hanging out at parties. You know, when I was a teenager, I was always hosting these garage parties. My mother was always away at work, and so I was always hosting these garage parties, and people were coming over to my house to play Nintendo and, you know--

Demsas: Now, you'd get in trouble for leaving, like, tools hanging up around children.

Evans: I lived a naughty life. I lived in the English countryside, so we had a big treehouse and all sorts of naughty things going on. But anyway, less of my naughtiness. But yes, people interacting in person is really important, going back to the contact hypothesis and building empathy.

And then we can also think about these algorithms. So if it's the case that corporate algorithms are creating a skewed sense of what people see and creating an unrealistic depiction of social life, then that's something we could regulate, as we might regulate other areas.

So I think those would be the three things for me: the reducing the status competition by boosting the supply of housing, encouraging empathy with more personal interactions by getting kids off their phones, and also thinking about how do you change the algorithm so that people don't see this distorted sense of humanity, which is just making them think that other people are crazy, when actually, most people are pretty moderate and towards the middle.

Demsas: Well, you were really speaking my language when it comes to housing, so don't--I have no objections there.

Always our final question: What's an idea that you felt was good on paper but didn't pan out in real life?

Evans: Oh my god, so much of my life. So much of my life. I mean, how many Alice Evans stories do you want? I travel the world, so this is like everything I do. I can tell you stories from the Democratic Republic of Congo when things went awry, or I can tell you about me being punched in the face in Mexico.

Demsas: Let's do punched in the face in Mexico. Let's do that one.

Evans: (Laughs.) So I was--this was last year--I was in Oaxaca, and it was going really well. I was going into these little villages and towns with my iPhone, and I was using Microsoft Translator, and I was having these fantastic conversations with Indigenous people. It was tremendous. And everyone was super, super kind and wonderful.

And then a guy in the favela tried to wrestle me for my phone. Now, the sensible thing would just be to hand over my phone, but I did not do that. For some reason, I decided to wrestle him. And so he kept grabbing at my phone and I did not let him have it. And then what happened is--this is a true story, true story--he threw me to the ground. My head slammed back down on the stone--

Demsas: Oh my God.

Evans: Yeah. True story. And then he got on top of me and punched me in the face, right smack between the eyes on my nose. And what I do is I kick back, double legs in his stomach, propelling him off two meters.

Then what happens is he--shocked by this, he--goes into his pocket. He grabs a large knife. And what I do? I do a Lara Croft roly-poly, spinning off to the side. I then jump up, and then he wrestles me again with the knife. And so it's at this point that I think, I'm not going to out-fight a man with a knife who does not care at all about my welfare.

So at this point, I hand over the phone, and I sprint, and I'm bleeding, and I'm covered in blood. Yeah, that is something that had not gone to plan. Getting punched in the face was not on the agenda.

Demsas: Not good on paper. I mean, it's just interesting. You said, you know, smartphones--I guess they really, really can cause large harms in society.

Evans: (Laughs.) Yeah, we need to be careful about the smartphones--and also the idiots that carry them.

[Music]

Demsas: (Laughs.) Well, Alice Evans, thank you so much for coming on the podcast. We're so excited to have you, and we hope to have you back soon.

Evans: Thank you. This has been a pleasure. You're very kind. Thank you.

Demsas: Good on Paper is produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Dave Shaw, fact-checked by Ena Alvarado, and engineered by Erica Huang. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

And hey, if you like what you're hearing, please leave us a rating and review on Apple Podcasts. Or share it with two friends who you think might like it.

I'm Jerusalem Demsas, and we'll see you next week.

[Music]

Demsas: Great.

Evans: We're culture entrepreneuring right now.

Demsas: We're culture entrepreneuring right now! That's the whole podcast.

Evans: (Laughs.)
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It's All Catching Up to Bibi Netanyahu

Israel's governing coalition could be headed toward an early exit.

by Aluf Benn




Benjamin Netanyahu's government is showing all the signs of heading for an early election, probably next spring. The leaders of coalition parties are already openly campaigning, Netanyahu's Likud party is beginning to crack, senior military and civil-service figures are clashing openly with the prime minister, and Netanyahu remains broadly unpopular, despite overall public support for the war.

Ratcheting up the pressure even more, an old scandal returned to haunt the beleaguered leader yesterday: A state commission of inquiry accused him of putting Israel's security at risk and harming the country's foreign relations and economy by mishandling a submarine-procurement deal from 2009 to 2016. Netanyahu seemed to shrug off the commission as politically biased against him, but he has yet to respond to the accusation.

Finally, earlier today, Israel's supreme court declared the long-held draft exemption of ultra-Orthodox men illegal and called on the government to either recruit them or enact a law relieving them from conscription. The ruling strains Netanyahu's coalition of nationalist and religious parties, leaving the prime minister with a host of bad options.

Read: The earthquake that could shatter Netanyahu's coalition

Netanyahu has defied Israeli political wisdom by keeping his job for this long after Hamas's attack on October 7. He presided over the country's worst-ever disaster and has since failed to defeat Hamas or Hezbollah or to bring back the remaining hostages from captivity in Gaza. He turned Israel into a pariah state, censured around the world for the mass killing of Palestinian civilians and the destruction of infrastructure. And yet, through it all, he retained the support of his political base and remained in power, defying many predictions. Now, however, the pressure is mounting on his cabinet, which may not last through the end of its official term, in October 2026.



The political turning point came on June 9, when Benny Gantz, the former defense chief and Netanyahu's occasional rival and partner, left the wartime cabinet. Gantz is no dissident, and he did not leave office to lead the Saturday-night protest marches, which are growing despite a surge in police violence against them. Rather, he is the embodiment of establishment centrism, commanding the public-opinion polls by invoking little controversy--unlike Netanyahu, who is always on the prowl for a good melee. Gantz's long-overdue departure broke the fragile semblance of unity around the war. Netanyahu's coalition of 64 out of 120 Knesset members won't collapse because of it, but without Gantz to kick around as the "defeatist," the remaining partners will have a harder time hiding their disagreements.

Read: Israel's wartime government just collapsed. Does it matter?

The war obviously dominates Israeli life at the moment. It clouds public morale with a deep sense of despair and hopelessness. But the public has been split over Netanyahu for years, through successive political crises and recurring, indecisive elections.

When Netanyahu returned to power in late 2022, the focus of the government he formed with far-right and ultra-Orthodox coalition partners was domestic. They sought to make Israel more autocratic and theocratic by shattering the independence and power of the institutions they viewed as hopelessly liberal: the judiciary, the military, and the mainstream media. A proposed judicial reform in January 2023 prompted the country's largest-ever protest movement, whose ace card was reservist fighter pilots' threat not to fly for a leader who acted like a dictator. Rather than compromising, Netanyahu doubled down. His defense minister, Yoav Gallant, and the military-intelligence agencies both warned the prime minister that a war might be imminent. He dismissed these alarms as politically charged.

Then came the October 7 massacre and the Israel Defense Forces' failure to respond in time. Netanyahu rejected any responsibility, blaming the "refuseniks" of the protest movement as well as the military and intelligence chiefs, whom he accused of failing to prepare and not even waking him up when they intercepted last-minute warning signs. This is the vanilla version. Yair Netanyahu--the prime minister's son and public alter ego--has voiced a more blatant conspiracy theory, accusing the brass of deliberately allowing Hamas to invade Israel in order to overthrow the government.

The prime minister's critics acknowledged the intelligence and military failures but lay the overall responsibility at Netanyahu's feet, pointing to his antebellum policy of tacitly supporting Hamas as a counterbalance to the Western-backed Palestinian Authority. The policy rested on a view, popular on the Israeli right, that a future Palestinian state was a graver threat than Hamas's underground fortress. Even now, Netanyahu's coalition has been cool toward diplomatic initiatives to end the war that are also designed to lead to the establishment of a Palestinian state, and his far-right partners in the government are lobbying to depopulate Gaza and build Jewish settlements there.

Netanyahu's interest lies in continuing the fighting, because the far-right leaders he has empowered, Itamar Ben-Gvir and Bezalel Smotrich, have threatened to topple his government if the war ends. And Jewish public opinion in Israel still widely supports the achievement of the two conflicting war aims: defeating Hamas and rescuing the hostages. (The Arab community has, from day one, overwhelmingly supported a quick cease-fire and a prisoner deal.)

Israelis don't watch the Gaza death-and-destruction footage aired around the world. They generally view the accusations of genocide and war crimes as expressions of anti-Semitism, and many are oblivious to Palestinian suffering. A plurality in Israel even supports waging a wider war in the north, despite the fact that Hezbollah missiles (and maybe even Iranian ones) can be expected to destroy Israeli cities and infrastructure. Netanyahu has so far rejected pleas to expand the war to the Lebanese front, but pressure is mounting to respond to Hezbollah's provocations.

The general support for the war, as well as the lack of a credible rival suggesting an alternative policy, has allowed Netanyahu to stay in power despite lagging behind in public-opinion surveys (his position has improved recently, but the polls still anticipate the demise of the current coalition). And he has been able to reject the calls for an immediate hostage-for-cease-fire deal.



The bigger conundrum for Netanyahu's coalition may still be ahead: whether to extend the draft to ultra-Orthodox youth, who are traditionally exempt from conscription so that they can pursue rabbinic study. Maintaining this exemption is a key demand of the ultra-Orthodox parties that have been Netanyahu's loyal partners. And for decades, the exemption was convenient for liberals too, because it allowed less religious conscripts to avoid interacting in the barracks with the strictly Orthodox lifestyle.

Read: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

But now the war is straining Israel's regular and reserve forces, and the absence of the Haredi youth from the front lines, military cemeteries, and hospitals is no longer accepted as it was before October 7. The supreme court ruled today that the blanket exemption lacks legal authority and that the military should issue draft orders to the rabbinical students rather than find some legal mechanism to keep things as they are. The otherwise nationalist and militarist "Bibists," as followers of Netanyahu are sometimes called, have not justified allowing the Haredi young men to dodge conscription in wartime, and Gallant, the rebellious defense minister, voted against the exemption bill, leading the way for others in Likud to break ranks on this issue as the legislative process moves forward.

Any attempt to draft the ultra-Orthodox in earnest would spark a mass Haredi protest. Their parties would pull out of the government, causing it to collapse. But ignoring the anticipated court ruling and keeping the exemption would fuel anti-government protest, widen the cracks in the coalition, and play into the hands of Netanyahu's right-wing adversaries, such as Naftali Bennett and Avigdor Lieberman, whose popularity has been growing.

The center-right voters who traditionally decide Israeli elections seem to be motivated by a combination of nationalism and leadership fatigue, which has only grown since October 7. Bennett, Lieberman, and even Gantz speak to these sentiments. They are just as militarist and nationalist as the incumbents, but they tend to work in tandem with the top brass and bureaucracy, and to be more attentive to Washington. So far, they lack a party and an agreed leader.

Netanyahu will probably make it to the end of the Knesset summer session, on July 28. But when the Knesset reconvenes in late October, survival could become much more difficult, even if, as the Bibists hope, Donald Trump defeats Joe Biden in the U.S. presidential election.

In times of political trouble, the tried-and-true Netanyahu trick is dismissing the Knesset and going to the polls before a serious contender can build power. But Netanyahu could also defy conventional wisdom, reach a cease-fire deal, and even cut a plea bargain to end his slow-moving corruption trial, leaving office undefeated and throwing the thankless job of postwar rebuilding to a successor. Unfortunately for Israel, he's showing no sign of such a radical change.
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What the Success of <em>Inside Out 2</em> Means for Hollywood

The movie industry is still recovering from 2023's dual strike, but there are clear signs of life.

by David Sims




The big new character in Pixar's Inside Out 2 is Anxiety, which makes sense, given how much pressure was being loaded onto the film before its release. In a Time feature, Pixar's creative head, Pete Docter, candidly admitted as much: "If this doesn't do well at the theater, I think it just means we're going to have to think even more radically about how we run our business." Hollywood at large--the executives, producers, financiers, and other assorted figures whose feelings affect which movies get made, and for what reasons--was similarly biting its fingernails, after years of post-COVID anticipation for movies to be fully and simply "back." Following the underwhelming performances of big-budgeted 2024 releases such as The Fall Guy and Furiosa, panic was growing that audiences had lost interest in seeing anything at the theater, even from a brand as previously recession-proof as Pixar.

Everyone needn't have worried. Inside Out 2 opened to $155 million, almost doubling industry expectations and posting the second-highest opening of all time for an animated movie. Last weekend, it made $101 million, the highest second weekend for an animated movie ever, and even higher than the second weekend of 2023's biggest box-office phenomenon, Barbie. Surely now Anxiety can be packed away--and the sunny Joy, another Inside Out character, can become the box office's summer mascot. But why was everyone so anxious in the first place?

The waves of worry emanating from the industry--through columns by insiders, off-the-record hand-wringing by executives, and the like--only sometimes acknowledged that 2024 was going to be an awkward bridge year for films. The long dual writer and actor strikes of 2023 gummed up production for countless movies, causing numerous delays--which, bluntly, meant that fewer finished products were ready for release this year. That placed even more expectations on big blockbusters to succeed so that chains such as AMC and Regal would stay afloat before the release schedule rebounded in 2025.

But here's the thing: Those movies are coming, just not this year. In general, studios are pivoting back to releasing their movies in theaters, given that the straight-to-streaming approach never generated much in terms of profit (unless you're Netflix). One reason studios are pivoting is that, last year, movies such as Barbie and Oppenheimer proved that audiences of all demographics would flock to films that weren't just franchise sequels, and that people were still excited about the communal moviegoing experience. Last July, I wrote that Hollywood was catastrophically fumbling the accomplishment of those movies by playing hardball with the writers' and actors' unions (and eventually losing), and this mediocre 2024 release calendar is the result. But it's not permanent.

Yes, something as visually dazzling as Furiosa should have performed better, at least in the eyes of critics like me. Still, it's clear that audiences just weren't that intrigued by a prequel to a nine-year-old film in a series that's always had niche commercial appeal. The Fall Guy, a goofy, self-referential comedy about a stuntman on a film set, has made about $90 million domestically, which is solid--but the movie was crushed under expectations stemming from its budget. At a slightly smaller scale, it would have invited less scrutiny and possibly done just as well.

The year in film has, in fact, had plenty of hits. Dune: Part Two was an out-and-out smash. Grown-up dramas such as Civil War and Challengers generated major buzz and ticket sales; franchise movies such as Godzilla x Kong, Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes, and Bad Boys: Ride or Die all played to expectations. But the industry definitely needed a movie to massively outperform all predictions--and Inside Out 2 is that winner, reassuring Hollywood that families (once the most reliable audience of all) are still willing to flood multiplexes for the right film.

Read: How Pixar lost its way

That brings us to Pixar, which was somewhat pilloried following a recent Bloomberg feature that said the company would be prioritizing sequels, following a string of commercial flops. But things were never so unexplainably dire for the studio. Although Pixar has largely put out original films of late--Soul, Luca, Turning Red, and Elemental among them--only Elemental was given a theatrical release, because of concerns over audience willingness to risk getting COVID-19 and a desire to pump up Disney+'s subscriber numbers. Meanwhile, Lightyear, a misguided spin-off of the Toy Story franchise, was pushed to theaters, where it was financially disappointing. Elemental started slow but became a sleeper success, suggesting that a reliance on old glories might actually be foolish.

The massive triumph of Inside Out 2 will rebut that thinking. On top of the already-announced Toy Story 5, Bloomberg reported that new Incredibles and Finding Nemo entries may soon find their way to the top of Pixar's development slate. But the success of Inside Out 2 is also good news for Pixar in that making money will ease the pressure on its creative teams. Yes, they'll make more sequels, but people such as Pete Docter know that new ideas have to flourish to keep the company moving forward--just as theatrical hits only help build out the streaming catalogs Disney wants people to sign up for.

As Docter put it to Time, a rising tide lifts all boats: "The better [a movie] does at the theater, the more successful it has been on Disney+. Initially you'd think if it does really well in the theater, nobody's going to watch it on Disney+ because we've seen it already. It's actually the opposite." Although he was talking about Pixar, it's a lesson that Hollywood needs to internalize from this summer, as it tries to hope that brighter times are ahead.
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Even the Iranian Election Is About Trump

The presidential candidates can't seem to talk about foreign policy without talking about him.

by Arash Azizi




A specter is haunting Iran's presidential election--the specter of Donald Trump's return to office. Although Trump has been out of the White House for more than three years, he seems to come up more than Joe Biden, and more than other foreign politicians, in debates among the six candidates in the lead-up to Iran's election on June 28.

To understand why, consider the recent history of Iran-U.S. relations--specifically, the nuclear deal negotiated between the Obama administration and that of Iran's centrist former president Hassan Rouhani.

In 2013, Rouhani campaigned on the promise of making a deal with the West: Iran would limit its nuclear program in exchange for sanctions relief. That agreement was finally reached in 2015, after months of grueling negotiations, led by U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry on one side and Rouhani's foreign minister, Javad Zarif, on the other. Trump vocally opposed the deal, and when he became president, he tore it up in 2018. He adopted a policy of "maximum pressure" on Iran instead, characterized by intensified sanctions and culminating in 2020 with the assassination of Iran's best-known general, Qassem Soleimani.

Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr.: I carried out the strike that killed Soleimani. America doesn't understand the lesson of his death.

The 2015 deal and its fate might feel like ancient history in the United States, but the topic remains very fresh in Iran. On Monday, the six approved candidates for president held their televised foreign-policy debate, and much of the discussion revolved around the ill-fated nuclear deal. One reason the subject has been so central throughout this campaign is that Zarif is effectively acting as the running mate of Masoud Pezeshkian, the sole reformist candidate, appearing by his side in TV debates and campaign stops around the country.


Masoud Pezeshkian (Vahid Salemi / AP)



In these appearances, Zarif defends the 2015 deal and harshly attacks Pezeshkian's two major conservative rivals, the ultra-hard-liner Saeed Jalili and the conservative Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, both of whom are linked to the saga of Iranian American talks in their own way. Jalili was Iran's chief nuclear negotiator from 2007 to 2013, and his bellicose approach led to intensified U.S. sanctions. In the years since, he has been a harsh critic of Rouhani, Zarif, and the 2015 deal. As speaker of Parliament, Qalibaf helped pass a bill in late 2020 that made Iran's return to its obligations under the 2015 deal much more difficult. Written by the hard-liner-dominated Parliament, the bill was passed shortly after Israel's assassination of the former head of Iran's nuclear-weapons program and weeks before Biden, who had promised to return the U.S. to the 2015 deal, took office. Rouhani recently called it the worst legislation in the history of the Islamic Republic.

But Iran's presidential hopefuls don't just invoke Trump's name in relation to the past. The former U.S. president also shadows their projections for the future. The candidates seem to anticipate that Trump will return to power in 2025, and that the next Iranian president will have to contend with his unpredictable second term.


Mostafa Pourmohammadi (Morteza Fakhri Nezhad / WANA / Reuters)



On May 26, Hosamoddin Ashena, an influential former adviser to Rouhani who now runs the centrist Mostafa Pourmohammadi's campaign, posed a simple question on X: "Who will be able to run the country against Trump?" This question helped steer discussion from early on.

Pourmohammadi has a long past in Iran's security services and had a hand in the mass executions of the 1980s. No one expects him to win the presidency, but he is playing an intriguing role in the debates this season: He has been vociferously pro-reform and anti-hard-liner, presumably helping Pezeshkian. His warnings about Trump's possible return led hard-liner candidates to attack him. One accused him of "promoting Trumpophobia." Pourmohammadi's campaign issued a poster promoting the candidate as "the man who can stand up to Trump." (In 2020, Pourmohammadi called Trump's loss to Biden a "divine gift" to Iran.)

Read: Who will be Iran's next president?

Pezeshkian's supporters have sounded similar themes. Mohammad-Javad Azari Jahromi, Rouhani's young, tech-savvy communications minister, told the public that he would support Pezeshkian because of "worries about Trump's possible return." Zarif gave a stormy, eight-minute televised speech on June 18, blasting hard-liners for taking credit for a recent boom in oil sales. The increase was possible only because of Biden's lax policy in enforcing sanctions, Zarif said: "Let Trump come back, then let's see what you are up to." In a rally in Kashan, Zarif called Trump "the most cruel president of America."


Saeed Jalili (Atta Kenare / Getty)



Zarif's point about oil sales provoked controversy and rebuttals from hard-liners. Such claims were "self-humiliation" for Iran, Jalili said. On June 19, when Iran beat the U.S. in a tense volleyball game, Jalili mocked Zarif by commenting: "I hope they don't say that the Americans didn't want to win themselves!" He added, "There are 200 countries in the world, and Iran shouldn't wait for just one."

"Let Trump come," another hard-liner candidate said in the debate on Monday. "Don't scare us with the Republicans. We will negotiate with them and impose our demands on them."

But many in the Iranian establishment worry that the coincidence of a bellicose Jalili as president and a second Trump term would be explosive. Jalili's presidency could be "so very dangerous for Iran, and I feel this in every cell of my body," Zarif said last week in an online town hall on the app Clubhouse. Some observers had hoped that Jalili would resign in favor of Qalibaf, but the Paydari Front, an influential hard-liner group, has endorsed him, making his withdrawal less likely.

Qalibaf, who has tried to position himself as a technocratic centrist, made perhaps the most important promise of the debate: If the West is willing to lift sanctions, his administration would scale down Iran's nuclear program and effectively go back to its obligations under the 2015 deal. Iran could do that even within the contours of the notorious 2020 bill that Qalibaf helped push through Parliament, he insisted.


Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf (Hossein Beris / Middle East Images / Getty)



"We need the sanctions to be lifted, and for that, we will go anywhere and negotiate with anyone," Qalibaf had said in an earlier debate last week.

In other words, of the three major candidates, two seem motivated to talk with the U.S. to help lift the sanctions and decrease Iran's isolation. Jalili is the fundamentalist outlier. A reformist political activist and scholar of international relations spoke for many when she posted on X expressing hope for a Qalibaf-Pezeshkian alliance and a "national consensus" against Jalili. She has since gone as far as endorsing Qalibaf as a good "strategic choice." Top of mind for the anti-Jalili candidates and their supporters is the possibility of talking with the United States, and hence the prospect of confronting a Trump White House.

The current likelihood is that no one will win Iran's election outright on Friday, and the voting will go to a second round on July 5. If Jalili makes it to the runoff, there might be an upsurge in turnout to help defeat him. "I won't vote in the first round, but if Jalili makes it to the second round, I'll vote for anyone to stop him, and so many around me are the same," a student at the University of Tehran told me on Monday.

The very fact that the two main front-runners--Qalibaf and Pezeshkian--are speaking positively of talks with the U.S. suggests that Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei may even be inclined toward a possible deal. Without his blessing, these candidates couldn't have run in the first place.

Here in the U.S., the candidates are also preparing for a debate. And Trump will likely  make Iran a campaign issue. In a recent podcast appearance, he made the outlandish claim that Iran would have joined the Abraham Accords, which paved the way for diplomatic ties between Israel and four Arab countries, if he had remained in office. "I had them at the point where you could've negotiated, a child could have made a deal with them, and Biden did nothing," he added.

Revelations made by Zarif and others in recent weeks cast serious doubt on Trump's claim. Rouhani was ready to ink a deal with the U.S. during his last weeks in office, in the summer of 2021, Zarif said, but Iran's hard-liners scotched it. Khamenei was apparently worried that a Rouhani-Biden deal would politically strengthen the centrist camp in Iran, and he preferred for any deal to take place under a president closer to himself. The hard-line Raisi administration, for all its harsh rhetoric, conducted secret talks with the U.S. as recently as last month and reestablished diplomatic ties with Saudi Arabia. What effectively made a deal with the Biden administration politically impossible was the anti-regime uprising of Iranians in 2022-23.

Robert F. Worth: In Iran, raw fury is in the air

In other words, contrary to Trump's claims, there was little Biden could have done to make a deal. Conversely, Trump's maximum-pressure policy also failed to force Iran into a new deal. In fact, Iran's nuclear program has gone from being severely limited under the terms of the 2015 deal to only a short step away from building a nuclear bomb--and such advances took place mostly during the Trump administration. That is in part because Iran's leaders worry about the optics and consequences of making a deal under aggressive pressure.

Whether or not Trump wins in November, his specter will already have helped shape the political landscape in Iran.
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Five Books for People Who Really Love Books

These five titles focus on the many connections we can form with what we read.

by Elisa Gabbert




My dad likes to fish, and he likes to read books about fishing. My mom is a birder; she reads about birds. There are plenty of books on both subjects, I've found, when browsing in a gift-giving mood. These presents don't just prove I'm familiar with their interests. They're a way to acknowledge that we read about our pastimes to affirm our identity: Fly-fishers are contemplative sorts who reflect on reflections; birders must cultivate stillness and attention. What we choose to read can be a way of saying: I am this kind of soul.

For my part, I like reading more than I like almost anything else. And so, in the manner of my parents, I like to read books about books. Writers who write about writing, readers who write about reading--these are people I instantly recognize as my kind. We're people who are always in the middle of a chapter, who start conversations by asking, "What are you reading right now?" For us, a meta-book is like coffee brewed with more coffee. It's extra-strength literature.

If you really love books, or you want to love them more, I have five recommendations. None of these are traditional literary criticism; they're not dry or academic. They take all kinds of forms (essay, novel, memoir) and focus on the many connections we can form with what we read. Those relationships might be passionate, obsessive, even borderline inappropriate--and this is what makes the books so lovable. Finishing them will make you want to pick up an old favorite or add several more titles to your to-read list.






U and I, by Nicholson Baker

I can now say that I've been reading Baker for more than 20 years, or more than half my life. But I didn't know that would happen when I found U and I in a college friend's car, borrowed it, and never returned it. The subject, not the author, appealed to me then--I loved John Updike. And so did Baker, though love is probably not the right word. This book-length essay is not quite, or not merely, an appreciation of Updike; it's a hilarious confessional "true story" of Baker's anxieties, ambitions, competitive jealousy, and feelings of inadequacy in the face of Updike's abundant body of work. It's rich too, with wonderful observations on reading and writing in general, as in a passage considering how much more affecting a memoir becomes once the author is deceased: "The living are 'just' writing about their own lives; the dead are writing about their irretrievable lives, wow wow wow."

A poem by John Updike: 'Half Moon, Small Cloud'






Dayswork, by Chris Bachelder and Jennifer Habel

I almost prefer to keep certain books on my to-read list forever, where they remain full of magical possibility and cannot disappoint me. Moby-Dick is one of them. What if, God forbid, I chance to read it at the wrong time or in the wrong place and it doesn't change my life? So I turn to Dayswork instead, which feels like cheating--you get some of the experience of reading Moby-Dick without any of the risk. This very novel novel, written collaboratively by a novelist and a poet who happen to be married, is sort of a sneaky biography of Herman Melville, framed by a meta-narrative about a woman writing a book during lockdown. This narrator delivers a parade of delightful facts and quotes and anecdotes, which she's been collecting on sticky notes. You could think of it also as a biography of Melville's most famous novel, which has had its own life after his death and touched so many other lives. Dayswork is fragmentary, digressive, and completely absorbing.

Read: The endless depths of Moby-Dick symbolism






Written Lives, by Javier Marias, translated by Margaret Jull Costa

Marias is one of my favorite novelists, but I only recently encountered this work, a collection of short, dubiously nonfictional biographies in a very specific style. In the prologue, Marias explains that he had edited an anthology of stories by writers so obscure, he was forced to compose their biographical notes using odd, scanty evidence that made it all sound "invented." It occurred to him that he could do the same thing for authors much more famous (Henry James, Thomas Mann, Djuna Barnes), treating "well-known literary figures as if they were fictional characters, which may well be how all writers, whether famous or obscure, would secretly like to be treated," he explains. The result is marvelously irreverent, packed with unforgettable details (Rilke, supposedly, loved the letter y and used any excuse to write it) and endearing patterns (Marias would have us believe that many writers loathe Dostoyevsky). Written Lives immediately earned a spot on my shelf of most treasured objects, and every friend I've recommended it to has been equally enchanted.

Read: An introverted writer's lament






Dear Friend, From My Life I Write to You in Your Life, by Yiyun Li

This sad and incredibly beautiful memoir from a writer best known for her fiction takes its title from a line in a notebook by the New Zealand author Katherine Mansfield. For Li, correspondence, diaries and journals, and literature in general are forms of consolation and companionship that make life worth living even in times of overwhelming despair. The memoir is a record of the reading experiences that saved Li from a dangerous depression. It made me want to dig more deeply into the work of all her favorite writers--Thomas Hardy, Ivan Turgenev, Elizabeth Bowen, William Trevor--because she describes them so warmly and affectionately, as if they were friends. Here, as in her novels, Li is philosophical, with a gift for startling aphorisms: "Harder to endure than fresh pain is pain that has already been endured," she writes. And "One always knows how best to sabotage one's own life," or "What does not make sense is what matters." Li's work is so moving and so very wise.






Madness, Rack, and Honey, by Mary Ruefle

The American poet Mary Ruefle is one of those writers people like to call a "national treasure," which always has to do with something beyond brilliance or talent, an additional spectacular charm that makes you wish you knew them in "real life." This collection of lectures on poetry and topics adjacent to poetry (sentimentality, theme, the moon) is the perfect introduction to Ruefle's particular charisma. She's unabashedly devoted to poets and poems, but you don't have to love poetry to fall in love with her voice. She's plainspoken yet mysterious, always asking curious questions, about death and fear and secrets, and then answering herself with surprising authority. Ruefle is inclined toward quirky asides, but all roads lead back to books: "I offer my dinner guest, after dinner, the choice between regular and decaf coffee, when in fact I don't have any decaf in the house," she writes. "I am so sincere in my effort to be a good host that I lie; I think this probably happens all the time in poetry." Ruefle offers a beautiful example of how a life filled with reading opens and alters the mind.
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In Search of a Nonexistent Cure

In his new book, Cody Delistraty chronicles his almost decade-long journey to heal his grief--only to discover that there is no remedy.

by Linda Kinstler




On a short flight a few weeks ago, I overheard two flight attendants seated in the back galley of the plane idly chat about death. There were just a few minutes left in the flight, and the pilots had already begun pitching us toward the ground. From my seat in the very back row, I heard one flight attendant, a young woman, say to her colleague, "I think I would prefer to be cremated. It just feels weird to me to have my body rotting in the ground." Her colleague responded by sharing that in Hong Kong, where he was from, cremation was the norm. Their exchange petered out as we descended, all talk of death abandoned as soon as the wheels hit the ground.

It was striking to witness the banality of their discussion, to observe the casualness with which two colleagues contemplated the end of life, all while hurtling, at 300 miles an hour, down to Earth. But aside from the unexpected setting, there was little of note about their exchange. After all, many conversations about death take place in a similarly arbitrary manner: Questions about end-of-life plans come up, sometimes seemingly out of nowhere; then, inevitably, we move on.

In the United States, our vernacular of death, dying, and grieving leaves much to be desired: Books and advice meant to help people mourn too often offer up only cliched solutions and shallow platitudes. Grief is treated as something that can be processed and managed; concepts such as "efficient grieving" are designed to coax bereaved individuals back toward maximum productivity. After the writer Cody Delistraty lost his mother to cancer, he found himself taking the "path of least resistance" in conversations, partaking in what he calls the "bullshit dance we all do" to deflect and minimize the weight of our losses. He found himself responding to people who said Oh, I'm very sorry to him with "kinder and kinder letdowns to the point of replying No worries!"

In The Grief Cure, his debut work of nonfiction, Delistraty makes an admirable attempt to write his way out of that "bullshit dance," to directly confront the contours of his own grief. Yet his writing ends up mired in the same unsatisfying truisms about the universality and incommunicability of death that ostensibly propelled his project in the first place. "Every generation, every person, really, must relearn the truths of grief for themselves," he writes. "There is no other way to grieve than to grieve." The book chronicles his almost decade-long journey to come to terms with his mother's death and his "search for possible cures to my grief," only to discover that no such remedies have been found, nor will they ever be. To be a person is to inhabit a permanent condition of mourning for everyone and everything that has been irrevocably lost, and to try to live on--and live well--all the same.

Read: What to read to come to terms with death

The search takes him far and wide. After a compulsive exercise regime fails to do the trick, he tries something called "laughter therapy," where you force yourself to laugh until you might just cry. He uses audio recordings of his mother to program AI bots that can imitate her personality; he takes mushrooms to see if they could kick him out of his grief and release him from his newfound identity as "a person whose fundamental personality is rooted in loss." He tries "bibliotherapy," in which a therapist prescribes him a reading list intended to help him process his loss. Here, Delistraty pauses to tritely acknowledge that "the most intense kind of grief can feel unprecedented because, when it happens to us, within our own perception, it really is unprecedented ... But countless works of history, literature, and philosophy have reckoned with grief."

He goes on a silent retreat to the Esalen Institute, in Big Sur, California, for Zen meditation classes; he looks into life-extension technology and wonders whether it might one day be possible to stave off the inevitable. He speaks to a neuroscientist working toward a way of deleting memories; he goes to Mexico for the Day of the Dead, takes a cocktail-mixing class, and then wanders around a cemetery looking for closure. He pays $3,295 to attend a "breakup bootcamp" to see if it is possible to break up with his grief the same way one breaks up with a destructive ex.

In sum, Delistraty wears himself--and his reader--out by frenetically searching for "cures" for his grief, cures that, somewhere along the way, he realizes will never come. He seems lost, and his lostness, more than anything else, identifies him as a bereaved person. In the end, rather than finding a remedy for his incurable condition, he seems intent on drawing it out. "By searching for solutions, I got to keep my grief close," he admits.

The impulse to reject the terrible finality of a loved one's death by assigning oneself a series of tasks to complete, therapies to try, or mementos to sort through is a classic and thoroughly human response. In his slim and searing collection of essays on mortality, Imagining the End, the philosopher Jonathan Lear writes that we "come to life when a loved one dies"; that "we get busy emotionally, imaginatively, and cognitively" as we try to keep the memory of the lost person (or pet) alive. It is a response that Freud, in "Mourning and Melancholia," described as a "revolt in [people's] minds against mourning," the refusal to accept the awful fact that everyone will eventually die.

Read: The defining emotion of modern life

Delistraty seems to reject the idea that his mother's death has made him a lifetime member of the world's population of mourners. He is more interested in grief as an object, a thing that can be dealt with, investigated, analyzed, and held in one's hand, than he is in the indeterminate, ambivalent, and far more interesting process of grieving. He is so busy giving himself tasks to complete and "grief cures" to try that he at times seems to sidestep the true nature of his experience, treading lightly wherever he considers the profound emotional toll of his loss. He is hardly the first writer to fall into this trap, to discover that you cannot report your way past grief, that treating your own pain as an assignment to be completed and triumphantly handed in to one's editor will do nothing to assuage the sense of abiding loss. (I know because I, too, have tried.)

Reading The Grief Cure brought to mind advice that Mary Gaitskill once offered to her students: that, when writing about the hardest things in life, "they should not be surprised if they failed the first or second or third time." Although Delistraty name-checks a handful of authors and philosophers who have managed to write about loss and death well--Proust, Schopenhauer, Didion, and Berger all merit mentions--he does not meaningfully reflect on what makes their works serve as enduring guides to grief, nor model the artfulness of their prose.

"Grief is the stuff of life. A life without grief is no life at all," Cormac McCarthy wrote in one of his last novels. We are born bereft, birthed into a cascade of past and future losses. The process of acquiring language is also, in part, the process of learning how to describe this condition: Children hungrily expand their vocabularies only to turn into adults (and in some cases writers) who realize that they still haven't found the right words. We are, as Delistraty puts it, "inundated" with loss, swimming in news of death and dying, all members of the same macabre club. "Mourning reveals itself as a basic mode of human being," Jonathan Lear advises. "When we mourn well, it is a peculiarly human way of flourishing." Figuring out how to "mourn well" is the task of life, an assignment that by its very nature cannot be completed.
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What Kind of 'Psycho' Calls Dead Americans 'Losers' and 'Suckers'?

Trump's denial of his own well-documented remarks is a tell.

by Adrienne LaFrance




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


Perhaps you've noticed lately that Donald Trump, a man not known for subtlety, has been testing the limits of the Streisand effect. At one event after another--at a rally, then a fundraiser, in remarks on his social platform, and in at least one video that his campaign distributed online--Trump keeps reminding his supporters about his well-documented habit of disparaging America's military service members as "dumb," "losers," and "suckers."

"Think of it, from a practical standpoint," Trump said before a crowd in Las Vegas earlier this month. "I'm standing there with generals and military people in a cemetery, and I look at them and say, 'These people are suckers and losers.' Now, think of it; unless you're a psycho or a crazy person or a very stupid person, who would say that, anyway?"

As it happens, the American people have, by now, a very clear picture of the kind of person who would say such a thing.

Recall Trump's infamous 2015 remarks about Senator John McCain, who was tortured during his five and a half years as a prisoner of war in North Vietnam: "He's not a war hero," Trump insisted. "He was a war hero because he was captured. I like people who weren't captured." Then there was the time in 2016 when Trump publicly mocked and belittled Khzir and Ghazala Khan, the parents of a fallen U.S. Army officer, Humayun Khan, who had been killed by a suicide bomber in Iraq in 2004. (Trump is "devoid of feeling the pain of a mother who has sacrificed her son," Khzir said at the time.)

Then, in 2020, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, reported several instances in which Trump openly expressed disgust for America's dead service members. There was the time in Arlington National Cemetery, on Memorial Day in 2017, when Trump was standing at the grave of Robert Kelly, a young Marine officer who had been killed in Afghanistan. Trump was visiting the cemetery with his then-Chief of Staff John Kelly, a retired four-star Marine general and father to Robert. As Goldberg first reported, "Trump, while standing by Robert Kelly's grave, turned directly to his father and said, 'I don't get it. What was in it for them?'"

During a trip to France the following year, faced with the prospect of visiting another cemetery, this time to pay respects to service members killed in World War I, Trump complained: "Why should I go to that cemetery? It's filled with losers." (Trump's loyalists have attempted to redirect attention to the weather that day, arguing that it really was too rainy for a visit.) And, as Goldberg first reported, "in a separate conversation on the same trip, Trump referred to the more than 1,800 marines who lost their lives at Belleau Wood as 'suckers' for getting killed."

In subsequent reporting, including his 2023 profile of former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley, Goldberg uncovered additional incidents in which Trump disparaged American service members. At one military ceremony, for example, a wounded Army captain who'd completed five combat tours and lost a leg in an IED attack nearly tumbled over. Others, including then-Vice President Mike Pence, rushed to help the man. But Trump complained to Milley in a voice loud enough for several people to hear: "Why do you bring people like that here? No one wants to see that, the wounded."

Trump has spent years attempting to deny these incidents--all while experienced journalists writing for multiple news organizations have corroborated The Atlantic's initial reporting. But recently, Trump has become newly preoccupied with Goldberg (whom Trump mentioned by name and described as a "horrible radical left lunatic" at a rally last month) and with his reporting on Trump's disdain for the Americans who volunteer to serve their country. And Trump seems preoccupied generally with denying his own record of disparaging service members. (Listening to his clumsy attempts to deny what he said, I can't help but think of Hamlet's Queen Gertrude--"The lady doth protest too much, methinks"--or at least the unraveling guilt of the narrator in The Tell-Tale Heart.)

That Trump would lie is unsurprising. But his recent obsession is curious because it represents a rare instance in which he avoids doubling down on his own provocations. And it is revealing--presumably reflecting some sort of poll that has found that Americans don't particularly like their war dead to be mocked by the once and prospective commander in chief. (I suppose it's possible that on some level, Trump feels ashamed of what he said, but shame typically requires a baseline degree of self-awareness and empathy.)

"They made up a story about me with suckers and losers," Trump said at a fundraiser in Washington, D.C., last weekend. "They made up this story about me, looking down at graves, saying 'suckers'--they make it up. Suckers and losers. Who would? Surrounded by military people. There's nobody that's stupid enough to make that statement. Think of it. And I was president. I would have said that would have been justified for somebody to start taking swings at me as president. But they made it up. It's a phrase that was totally made up by a third-rate magazine that's going out of business, losing a fortune. I think it was The Atlantic. A magazine that nobody reads." (The Atlantic is profitable and recently announced that it has more than 1 million subscribers.) "It's horrible," he later added. "Who would say it?"

Well, Trump said it. And over the past four years, several more journalists have reported as much. One day after Goldberg's 2020 story appeared, Jennifer Griffin, a national-security correspondent for Fox News, found in her own reporting that Trump had "disparaged veterans." One former senior Trump-administration official told Griffin that Trump said anyone who served in Vietnam "was a sucker," she reported. "This former official heard the President say about American veterans: 'What's in it for them? They don't make any money.'" Griffin also corroborated details first reported by Goldberg about how Trump did not want to include wounded service members in military parades. "Regarding Trump's July 4th military parade, during a planning session at the White House after seeing the Bastille Day parade in 2017, the President said regarding the inclusion of 'wounded guys' 'that's not a good look' 'Americans don't like that,' source confirms," Griffin tweeted.

Trump attacked her in response. "Jennifer Griffin should be fired for this kind of reporting," he tweeted at the time. "Fox News is gone!" The Washington Post subsequently reported that "Trump believed people who served in the Vietnam War must be 'losers' because they hadn't gotten out of it, according to a person familiar with the comments." (The newspaper also noted that although Trump, in a tweeted response to the Atlantic story, claimed, "I never called John [McCain] a loser. I swear on whatever, or whoever, I was asked to swear on," he did, in fact, call McCain a loser in a 2015 interview, which you can watch for yourself.)

The New York Times similarly reported that its sources verified "that Mr. Trump resisted supporting an official funeral and lowering flags after the death of Senator John McCain of Arizona, a Vietnam War hero whose military service he had disparaged." (Ultimately, Trump relented, and the flags were lowered.) And the Times reported that "people familiar with Mr. Trump's private conversations say he has long scorned those who served in Vietnam as being too dumb to have gotten out of it," as Trump had done. The Times further reported that "some also recalled him asking why the United States should be so interested in finding captured soldiers" who are prisoners of war.

This past October, John Kelly publicly confirmed, in a statement to CNN's Jake Tapper, the details that Goldberg first reported. This came in the weeks following Goldberg's profile of Milley, and Trump's subsequent suggestion that Milley be executed for treason. Here is how Kelly put it:

What can I add that has not already been said? A person that thinks those who defend their country in uniform, or are shot down or seriously wounded in combat, or spend years being tortured as POWs are all "suckers" because "there is nothing in it for them." A person that did not want to be seen in the presence of military amputees because "it doesn't look good for me." A person who demonstrated open contempt for a Gold Star family--for all Gold Star families--on TV during the 2016 campaign, and rants that our most precious heroes who gave their lives in America's defense are "losers" and wouldn't visit their graves in France ... A person that has no idea what America stands for and has no idea what America is all about. A person who cavalierly suggests that a selfless warrior who has served his country for 40 years in peacetime and war should lose his life for treason--in expectation that someone will take action. A person who admires autocrats and murderous dictators. A person that has nothing but contempt for our democratic institutions, our Constitution, and the rule of law. There is nothing more that can be said. God help us.


And in his new book, The Return of Great Powers, the CNN national-security reporter Jim Sciutto quotes Kelly telling him that Trump "would often say, 'Why do you people all say that these guys who get wounded or killed are heroes? They're suckers for going in the first place, and they're losers.'"

On November 9, 2010, Robert Kelly stepped on a concealed bomb while leading his platoon in Afghanistan. Donald Trump, meanwhile, was somewhere in between tweets promoting his television game show, The Apprentice, and a Fox News appearance during which he dangled the prospect of running for office.

Robert Kelly was 29 when he died. He was also a newlywed. And he was a friend and brother to many more who served in the military. In an obituary, Robert's friends and family recalled his quick wit and strong sense of duty. They remembered the charm and persistence with which he pursued his first date with the woman who would become his wife. They noted his fondness for history and for ice hockey. And they described his deep love of country. "He went quickly and thank God he did not suffer," Kelly's father wrote to his friends after Robert died. "In combat that is as good as it gets." The elder Kelly described the pain of his loss as "unimaginable."

Trump has never served in the U.S. military. "Bone spurs" won him an exemption from Vietnam.  He has never had to triple-check to make sure his uniform was in regulation, or taken a combat-fitness test. He has never watched his spouse walk out the door for the last time before deployment. He has never cared for a family member who returned from war with permanent injuries. And he has never received the unfathomable news that one of his children was killed in action. Millions of Americans have. But Trump is nothing like them.
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Why Jamaal Bowman Lost

The New York progressive veered too far left of his constituents.

by Russell Berman




The easiest explanation for why Representative Jamaal Bowman lost his Democratic primary in New York today is that he alienated the Jewish voters in his district with his denunciations of Israel. That explanation is reasonable, as far as it goes. Indeed, the race was the most expensive House primary in history largely because a pro-Israel group inundated the district with TV ads attacking Bowman. But that's not the whole story.

Bowman's defeat to George Latimer, the executive of Westchester County, made him the first member of the House's progressive "Squad" to lose a reelection bid. He might have hung on had he not criticized Israel so harshly in the weeks after October 7. Yet Bowman had made himself politically vulnerable well before Hamas's attacks, both by veering too far left of his constituents and by drawing unwelcome attention that had nothing to do with the Middle East.

A former middle-school principal, Bowman won the seat in 2020 by ousting Eliot Engel, a senior House Democrat who was then the chair of the Foreign Affairs Committee. In doing so, Bowman followed the path set two years earlier by Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who'd rallied New York City progressives to defeat a moderate member of the party leadership.

Graeme Wood: Jamaal Bowman's very bad poetry

Once in Congress, Bowman aligned himself with AOC and her allies in the left-wing Squad. Both she and Bowman pressured the Biden administration from the left and became foils for Republicans and centrist Democrats.

But their trajectories diverged in other ways. Ocasio-Cortez has been able to establish herself as a progressive star nationally while consolidating support in her district, avoiding a serious electoral challenge. Bowman has struggled to do either. "He did not make the kind of connections and build out the coalition like he needed to in the district," a former Bowman adviser told me, speaking on the condition of anonymity to avoid publicly criticizing their former boss.

When Bowman first ran, in 2020, his majority-minority district was more progressive than it is now--and more progressive than AOC's. Shortly after he won, the decennial reapportionment process extended the northern boundary to include more of New York City's wealthier suburbs. Bowman's district now features just a sliver of the Bronx. "His district is not woke. It is Democratic," another former Bowman adviser told me on the condition of anonymity. Ignoring the advice of some aides, Bowman joined other members of the Squad to vote against President Joe Biden's infrastructure bill in 2021--a decision that has become a liability in the primary.

Bowman soon became known for his eagerness to confront right-wing Republicans in the halls of Congress, getting into shouting matches with the likes of Representatives Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia and Thomas Massie of Kentucky. During one such exchange last year, Ocasio-Cortez pulled him away from Taylor Greene, telling him, "She ain't worth it, bro."

Read: Ladies and gentlemen, the state of things

Bowman's most embarrassing stumble came on September 30, when he was caught pulling a fire alarm in a Capitol office building after Republicans, on short notice, called a vote to avert a government shutdown. Bowman said he was rushing to make the vote and did not realize that pulling the alarm would trigger an evacuation; Republicans accused him of trying to delay the proceeding, and the House voted in December mostly along party lines to censure him. (He pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor in the District of Columbia for pulling the fire alarm.)

A week after the incident, Hamas invaded Israel. Bowman immediately condemned the terrorist group but quickly shifted to urging de-escalation in the region. He became one of the first House Democrats to call for Israel to halt its bombing campaign in Gaza and eventually accused it of waging "genocide" against Palestinians. In December, days after returning from a trip to Israel, Latimer launched his campaign.

Much of the Democratic Party machine in Westchester and the Bronx rallied around Latimer, who since 2019 has held Westchester's most powerful post. He received endorsements from Engel and two other former members of Congress, Nita Lowey and Mondaire Jones, the latter of whom is running to win back a neighboring House seat. Another retiree who lives in Bowman's district, Hillary Clinton, also backed Latimer. Although House Democratic leaders supported Bowman--endorsing incumbents is their de facto policy--they did not go out of their way to help him win. Representative Hakeem Jeffries, the minority leader, recorded a robocall for Bowman but did not campaign for him.

By far the biggest spenders in the race have been the American Israel Public Affairs Committee and its allied groups, which have financed more than $14.5 million in ads. Bowman tried to link AIPAC's support of Latimer to the MAGA movement and even accused his opponent of being an anti-Black and anti-Muslim "racist." Latimer, who levied his own criticism that Bowman had ignored constituents "who are not Black or brown," dismissed the charges as the flailing of a desperate candidate.

Despite AIPAC's involvement, however, the campaign has not hinged entirely on the Israel-Hamas war. The group's ads have mentioned the conflict only glancingly, criticizing Bowman instead for opposing Biden's infrastructure package.

Bowman's progressive allies tried to rescue him in the closing days of the race. Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont headlined a rally for him in the South Bronx on Saturday. But despite being billed as a "get out the vote" event, the rally took place outside Bowman's district, about seven miles away from any of his constituents. Three days later, they voted him out.
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Trump and the 'Champion of the Migrants'

Once again, he has reached into the back closet of history and dragged out one of our ugliest conceits.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




Over the weekend, at two campaign events, Donald Trump bragged to audiences about another of his big "ideas," this one presented to his friend Dana White, the head of the Ultimate Fighting Championship. "Dana," Trump said he suggested, "why don't you set up a migrant league of fighters and have your regular league of fighters, and then you have the champion of your league--these are the greatest fighters in the world--fight the champion of the migrants?" This anecdote was in addition to his usual routine: claiming, erroneously, that migrants are violent, mentally ill criminals, while riling up his crowds with talk of mass deportations.

White confirmed that Trump had floated this idea, but assured everyone that it was meant as "a joke." If you don't think it's funny, a Trump-campaign spokesperson suggested, it's probably because you're one of those "elitists" who "are the same people who stupidly think combat sports is human cockfighting, showing their ignorance to the sweet science of mixed martial arts."

I am, admittedly, not an expert in the "sweet science" of MMA, but I do know my nation's history, and I have, like many high-school graduates in America, read Invisible Man. Trump's comments immediately conjured up the battle royal at the beginning of Ralph Ellison's classic--Black boys are being paid to box each other blindfolded for the amusement of drunken white spectators in the Jim Crow South.

Invisible Man was a work of fiction, but the battle royal was drawn from reality. After emancipation, white audiences who resented the end of slavery would organize fights between Black men--a racial segregated blood sport for entertainment.

Like most Trumpian strokes of rhetorical genius--including "Make America great again" and the notion that migrants are "poisoning the blood of our country"--this idea of a migrant cage match is scandalous (or sticky, depending on your POV) not because it is original, but because it is familiar. Once again, Trump has reached into the back closet of history and dragged out one of our ugliest and most hateful conceits.

James Parker: A gory amalgam of truth and spectacle

Trump has long considered race battles to be good entertainment. The Migrant Championship is just an upcycled version of his idea for a "Black versus white" season of The Apprentice. He told Howard Stern in 2005 that the Black team would include light- and dark-skinned Black people, but the white team would be "all blondes." "It would be the highest-rated show on television," he claimed.

Why is Trump continuing to excel in polls--even among Latino voters, some 40 percent of whom support him--despite his obvious racism? One reason is that they trust his handling of the economy. But America also has a long tradition of the newest immigrant group seeking membership in white America by beating up on the most recent people through the door--even in cases like today's, when the newest immigrants might look and speak like them.

Latino voters be warned: Trump has repeatedly said what he thinks of us and what the future holds should we not be ready to present our papers.
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'The Party of the Ultrarich and the Ultra-poor'

Democrat Seth Moulton says his colleagues have lost the middle.

by Russell Berman




When the Supreme Court blocked President Joe Biden's plan to cancel student debt, his administration hurried to find a work-around. Less than a year later, Biden has now forgiven more than $160 billion in college loans for nearly 5 million borrowers--totals that, as he often notes, would be much higher if not for the Court.

To Representative Seth Moulton, the policy that Biden tried so hard to implement is a prime example of how the Democratic Party has gone astray and why Biden might lose to Donald Trump. "In many ways, we have become the party of the ultrarich and the ultra-poor, and a lot of people in the middle think Democrats are out of touch," Moulton told me. Student-debt relief is "a terrible priority because it sends a message to everyone who didn't get the opportunity to go to college that they're less important than the people who did."

Moulton, a Massachusetts Democrat in his fifth House term, briefly ran for president in 2020, dropping out well before the voting started. Although most Democrats blame Biden's swing-state deficits on inflation and (more quietly) his age, Moulton largely blames his own party, which he believes has "catered too much to the left." Given that the GOP "is led by a convicted criminal, what does it say about us as Democrats that we're not cleaning up?" Moulton said. "Because we should be winning every race--from school board to president of the United States--in our sleep."

Read: The only Democrat running to challenge Trump on national security

I spoke with him about the problems he sees for Biden and his party--and how he would fix them. Our conversation has been lightly edited for length and clarity.



Russell Berman: How are you feeling about the election right now?

Seth Moulton: Not great.

Berman: What do you think that says about Democrats?

Moulton: The first thing it says is that we've lost touch with a lot of people in America. In many ways, we have become the party of the ultrarich and the ultra-poor, and a lot of people in the middle think Democrats are out of touch, that we're more concerned about offending people than making hard choices, that we're so wrapped up in principle that we can't come up with practical solutions to the problems facing many Americans across the country, that we're more concerned about identity politics than American values. These are things that we have to address now.

Berman: What are the issues that Biden and the Democrats should be really hitting hard over the next five months?

Moulton: We should talk about his bipartisan wins, like the infrastructure bill that Republicans are touting all over the country, even when they voted against it. We should be talking about how Ukraine and Israel, despite being incredibly difficult, are going a lot better than they would under Trump. Biden might even show the humility that John F. Kennedy showed after the Bay of Pigs to admit he screwed up with Afghanistan. We should talk about how Republicans are playing politics with immigration while we're trying to fix it. We should talk about how inflation is going down because of this administration, and we should talk about how every one of Trump's economic policies--tariffs, taxes, and deportations--will make food prices go up and inflation worse across the board.

Berman: Just to play devil's advocate here, if I took that summary and showed it to the Biden campaign, they would ask if Seth Moulton is reading from their playbook. They'd say, 'This is our campaign. This is what we're doing.'

Moulton: The campaign is not effectively delivering that message, and instead it's getting hijacked by issues, like the protests over Gaza and student-loan-debt relief, that unfortunately alienate more Americans than they unite.

Read: Gaza is dividing Democrats

Berman: Why is Donald Trump doing so well?

Moulton: If you look at inflation, it has a huge impact on elections. It always has, and it does all around the globe. In fact, Biden is doing a lot better than his incumbent colleagues in other countries. So it is a tough time for incumbents. It's a tough time for people in the center, for moderates, and these are things that Biden represents over Trump.

But we also have to step back and ask ourselves: When the Republican Party is in the midst of a civil war playing out all across the country and is led by a convicted criminal, what does it say about us as Democrats that we're not cleaning up? Because we should be winning every race--from school board to president of the United States--in our sleep against this kind of criminal opposition.

Berman: Joe Biden has always branded himself as representing the middle class, which you say Democrats have lost touch with. He's Middle-Class Joe from Scranton, who rode the train home every night and wasn't particularly rich by the standards of the Washington elite. Do you think he's done the best he can in this political environment, or do you agree with his critics who say that he got pulled too far to the left and that's why he's not winning now?

Moulton: I think that both are true. I think that President Biden, in his heart, understands what I'm saying, and that's why he talks so much about being a middle-of-the-road guy. But I also think it's true that he and his administration have catered too much to the left in the past few years, pursuing policies that are popular with the base but risk alienating a lot of independents or moderate Republicans who don't fundamentally want to vote for Trump.

Berman: What's an example of a policy that he's pursued that he shouldn't have?

Moulton: Why on earth are we forgiving student loans for everyone who actually had the chance to go to college? I think there are good policy reasons for this, and, by the way, it would be helpful to me, because I still have student loans. But it's a terrible priority, because it sends a message to everyone who didn't get the opportunity to go to college that they're less important than the people who did and can't figure out how to pay their loans.

Berman: Was it a mistake for Biden to run again?

Moulton: I do wish that Biden were younger.

[Pause]

Berman: Is that it?

Moulton: I wish he were getting younger with every passing day and not the other way around. Look, there's no question that this is a grave concern among many Americans, Democrats and Republicans. But of course, the alternative is really old too, and far more senile.

Berman: What do Democrats need to do over the next five months to win this election?

Moulton: Biden has been a great president but a bad messenger, so we've got to get other messengers out there for the Democratic Party ... This election has to be about the future. It can't be about the past, and that's challenging for Biden, for obvious reasons. But the Democratic Party is not just about one person, and he needs to make that clear through his own words, but also through how he empowers the leaders who are the future of our party and not empower the radicals who are holding us back.

Berman: Do you feel like you're out on an island here, or are there a lot of other Democrats who share your views but are not speaking up?

Moulton: I don't think I'm on an island in thinking about this, but I know I'm on an island in saying it, and I feel like there are too few of us taking this seriously. Whenever I talk to my colleagues, I hear all sorts of excuses for why things are not that bad, and all kinds of strategies that are really just hopes. We need to recognize how dire this instance is. This moment is not just for one campaign, but for the future of our party in America. Because if we can't win now, we're toast when the Republicans actually get their act together.
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MAGA, the Next Generation

Trump's political movement introduces the youngest voters to its kind of camaraderie.

by Stephanie McCrummen




The line began forming early Tuesday morning in Racine, Wisconsin, the usual river of red hats, cargo shorts, canes, and conspiracy theories, except that here and there were the fresh faces that the old-timers needed most.

"I was in fifth grade when Trump was elected," Kylie Smith, 18, was saying, excited for her first rally. "I just remember my dad yelling, 'Trump won! Trump won!'"

"I just wanted to be here--it's a learning experience," her friend Libby Kramer, 20, was telling me, as an older man in an I'm Voting for the Felon T-shirt listened in.

"Welcome to the party," he said.

"It's so good to see you girls," a white-haired woman wearing a Fuck Biden hat said.

Nearly a decade into the "Make America great again" movement, what Donald Trump needs to return to the White House is new voters, and among the most promising are the youngest, most impressionable voters of all. They were in elementary school when Trump was first elected, and the machinations being deployed to sweep them into the fold are less about issues such as Gaza or the planet or student loans than lights, screens, music, and the emotional appeal of righteous belonging--which has always been necessary for building armies and social movements.

Elaine Godfrey: The real youth-vote shift to watch

That kind of production has remained the essence of Trump rallies such as the one in Racine. And it has been the year-round specialty of Turning Point USA, the right-wing youth organization whose recent "People's Convention" in Detroit was a carnival of swirling lights and booming music, with sponsors including the Association of Mature American Citizens--the MAGA version of the AARP. That event drew a crowd of young attendees who cheered 70-year-old Steve Bannon as he yelled "Victory or death!," and 78-year-old Trump as he spoke of "the largest deportation operation in American history," and two young men in sunglasses who walked onstage and unfurled a red flag that read White Boy Summer, a white-supremacist slogan.

Outside of such events, the task of introducing young people to the shame-free camaraderie of the MAGA movement has been up to social-media influencers, parents, and, as the election nears, long-timers at rallies such as the one in Racine, where an older woman scanned the faces up and down the line.

"It's so good to see all the young people here," she said.

Just ahead, the rally was setting up in a park along a harbor of Lake Michigan: the stage, the screens, the speakers, the huge American flag hanging limp from a crane.

"I think we're moving," said a young man holding hands with his wife, both of them 21-year-olds for whom supporting Trump was a kind of rebellion.

"I grew up in a Democratic household, but I'm an adult now and I have to think for myself," the woman was saying as her husband pulled her ahead. "We're against abortion; we're against illegal immigration."

"We don't support the culture Biden supports," her husband said, and behind him, an older woman in the ubiquitous Fuck Biden T-shirt offered her solidarity: "And the economy has gone to hell--I'm scared for you young people."

Behind her, a man from the state GOP was handing out cards. "Join the Milwaukee GOP! We're on Instagram! We're on Twitter! The whole political world is coming to Milwaukee!" he was saying, referring to the Republican National Convention next month.

Behind him, the line was getting longer. There were mothers who'd brought daughters, and fathers who'd brought sons. Joe Vacek smiled and nodded as his 18-year-old son, Chase, said, "I guess I was 12 when Trump was elected."

"Yep, we were at hockey practice," his dad said.

"I remember the TVs in the lobby and these big portraits kept coming up," the son said, recalling how Trump's image began to seep into his consciousness. "I guess I started paying closer attention in 2020, especially when people started talking about election integrity. I was like, What are they talking about?, and I started researching."

He glanced at his father.

"You're doing great," Joe Vacek said.

Behind them was 19-year-old Jordan Lazier, who'd come with his grandparents. He had decided that his first presidential vote would be for Trump.

"I remember when he was elected, I just liked him," he said, recalling how his mother felt similarly. "I just knew he was better than Hillary; I couldn't tell you how."

"You're a smart kid," his grandmother said. "Don't forget about the evil versus good."

"Good versus evil," Jordan repeated, looking at her. "I know about satanic stuff most Democrats are into. Republicans talk about worshipping Jesus Christ, and Democrats worship the government."

"We listen to a lot of prophets, and we understand Bohemian Grove," his grandmother said, referring to some bleak corner of the QAnon conspiracy.

Behind her, a veteran rallygoer was explaining something called the Rattle Trap conspiracy to a newcomer who was saying, "There's so much out there I don't know about."

Behind them were Bob Harper, 18, and Katherine Hughes, 19, who figured her journey to this point had begun in fifth grade, when her teacher instructed the class to color the states on a U.S. map red and blue after Trump got elected in 2016. That was the first time she thought about people as red or blue, and the country as something other than united. And she wanted to feel united, which is how being here made her feel.

"We can't really talk about all this with many kids our age--they call you racist, homophobic," Hughes said, referring to the mood on her community-college campus, where she said most students were liberal, and many were Muslim, and she felt ostracized.

"I just feel we should really be one country instead of divided," Harper said, and soon the line began moving faster.

Music started blaring from the rally site. Someone from the pro-Trump Right Side Broadcasting Network began filming, and people chanted for the camera, "Trump! Trump! Trump!"

Read: The voters who don't really know Donald Trump

Tyler Marquisse, 19, was getting excited. He had driven over from his hometown of Kenosha, where the formative experience of his young political life had come in the summer of 2020, when protests and riots had broken out after the police shooting of a Black man named Jacob Blake, and a young white man named Kyle Rittenhouse had shot and killed two protesters. Marquisse was 14 at the time, and his reaction had mostly been fear. He recalled his parents telling him there was a gun in the bedroom, and a gun in the kitchen. They told him, "If someone walks through that door, you protect yourself," and he remembered Trump coming to Kenosha soon after that.

"Trump protected us," he said now, standing near the front of a line that stretched several blocks past tables piled with T-shirts depicting Trump as an Old West outlaw, as a mafioso-looking convict, and with two middle fingers held up to the world.

Seeing all of this, Matt Lahee, 20, was not sure what to think yet. "I'm just curious mostly," he said, standing in line with his younger brother and his friend, both of whom were wearing red MAGA hats.

Lahee was not. He wasn't sure whom he would vote for in November. He had come with his siblings because he was home from school in Vermont, and because he wanted to see for himself what Trump and his rallies were all about.

What he remembered about growing up in an upper-middle-class Chicago suburb with Trump as president: bobblehead dolls of Trump and Hillary Clinton. Snapchat groups where kids took sides. A social-studies teacher who had a Trump T-shirt on the classroom wall. Another teacher who taught students about mass incarceration. Neo-Nazis in Charlottesville, Virginia. Having Latino friends. Running track, fishing, and doing what you do as a kid up until 2020, when everything was upended by the pandemic and the police killing of George Floyd and the protests he never joined, even though he remembered the video, and feeling very sad about what happened.

"Hey, Matt?" his brother, Ryan, said now. "What was that thing you were saying in the car? About nostalgia?"

"I was saying things seemed like they were going smoothly before COVID hit," Lahee said. "But I don't know if that's just nostalgia, or if it was really better?"

He wasn't sure, and now the line was moving, and soon they were all inside.

Their first Trump rally had soft green grass, and a view of Lake Michigan, and the smell of hot dogs and fries. A warm breeze was blowing, and the sun was out.

"Isn't it a great day to be at a Trump rally?" one of the warm-up speakers said.

People milled around. A young couple talked about the possibility of Trump being assassinated. A young man with long black hair, a beard, and an ankle monitor stood alone for a while until several police officers approached and quietly escorted him away. The loudspeakers began blaring "Time in a Bottle," and older people mouthed the words.

Matt Lahee found a place toward the back of the crowd.  He yawned. He sat on the grass through "Pinball Wizard" and a video of Elvis Presley, and when the crowd got restless and started chanting "We want Trump!," he did not join in.

When Trump arrived and "God Bless the U.S.A." swelled and people hoisted their phones, Lahee folded his arms.

He listened as Trump mocked his successor's age, and the crowd chanted "Fuck Joe Biden," and he did not join in. He listened as Trump talked about illegal immigrants and "all the killing you're going to see unless you elect me." And as the crowd chanted "Kick them out!" and "Do it! Do it!," he did not join in, and instead listened.

He listened to the whole hour-and-a-half speech, and when it was over and the Village People were blasting, he headed toward the exit, still unsure what all of this meant.

"I don't know," Lahee said. "It was kind of dark."
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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 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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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 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 worshipped. 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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        Selections From the 2024 Audubon Photography Awards Top 100
        Alan Taylor
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Last week, we featured some of the winners of this year's Audubon Photography Awards, and today, the contest organizers were kind enough to share some of their Top 100 photographs from the thousands of entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provi...

      

      
        Even the Iranian Election Is About Trump
        Arash Azizi

        A specter is haunting Iran's presidential election--the specter of Donald Trump's return to office. Although Trump has been out of the White House for more than three years, he seems to come up more than Joe Biden, and more than other foreign politicians, in debates among the six candidates in the lead-up to Iran's election on June 28.To understand why, consider the recent history of Iran-U.S. relations--specifically, the nuclear deal negotiated between the Obama administration and that of Iran's c...

      

      
        Israel Is Ready for Another War
        Graeme Wood

        Last week, my British Airways flight from London to Tel Aviv made a stop not indicated on my ticket. While we waited on the runway, I heard concerned murmurs in Hebrew from fellow passengers. "Some of you have noticed that your phones indicate that we are at Beirut International Airport," a flight attendant said over the intercom, in a reassuring tone. For an Israeli, an unexpected stop in Beirut--at an airport recently accused of stockpiling and trafficking weapons for Hezbollah--is at best awkwar...

      

      
        What Was the Point of Prosecuting Julian Assange?
        James Ball

        Julian Assange is not a simple man, for all that people wish otherwise. The WikiLeaks founder is portrayed as a transparency hero, an enemy of the United States, a master tactician, and a thin-skinned narcissist. None of those descriptions quite fits the bill. But whatever you think of him, for the first time in almost 14 years, Assange is set to be a free man.Assange's friends and family, alongside his online supporters, are keen to present his release from London's Belmarsh prison as a victory,...

      

      
        It's All Catching Up to Bibi Netanyahu
        Aluf Benn

        Benjamin Netanyahu's government is showing all the signs of heading for an early election, probably next spring. The leaders of coalition parties are already openly campaigning, Netanyahu's Likud party is beginning to crack, senior military and civil-service figures are clashing openly with the prime minister, and Netanyahu remains broadly unpopular, despite overall public support for the war.Ratcheting up the pressure even more, an old scandal returned to haunt the beleaguered leader yesterday: ...

      

      
        Under the Solstice Sun
        Alan Taylor
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Across parts of Ukraine, Belarus, Poland, and Russia, an ancient pagan summer rite called Kupala combined with the Orthodox feast of Saint John the Baptist, becoming "Ivan Kupala Night," a festival celebrating the summer solstice. On Ivan Kupala Night, young people wear wreaths symbolizing...

      

      
        China May Be the Ukraine War's Big Winner
        Michael Schuman

        A year ago, the Chinese leader Xi Jinping told Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky that, in the words of Beijing's official readout, "China always stands on the side of peace." But China was standing nowhere near the recent Swiss-sponsored international summit that convened to seek a peaceful resolution to Russia's war against Ukraine. China's conspicuous absence was made even more glaring by the great show that Beijing has made of mediating a settlement between the combatants.Xi's excuse was ...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Iberian Lynx, Albanian Fan, Bostonian Joy
        Alan Taylor
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A dog that enjoys daily scooter rides in Turkey, Olympic skateboarding qualifiers in Hungary, a deadly train collision in India, a solstice wedding at Stonehenge, forest fires in California, coastal flooding in Texas, Eid al-Adha prayers in Iran, a performance by Post Malone in Tennessee, and much more
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        Selections From the 2024 Audubon Photography Awards Top 100

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	11:54 AM ET

            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Last week, we featured some of the winners of this year's Audubon Photography Awards, and today, the contest organizers were kind enough to share some of their Top 100 photographs from the thousands of entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird opens its beak wide to catch a spiny fish it has tossed in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Neotropic Cormorant. The spiny fish has to go into the cormorant's throat in just the right way: head first and lengthwise. This bird was tossing this fish in the air for more than an hour to put it on the right trajectory. Photo taken from a boat in Encontro das Aguas State Park in Mato Grosso, Brazil.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Turgay Uzer / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two woodpecker parents perch on either side of a nest hole in a dead tree, with at least three chicks inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pileated Woodpecker. Pileated woodpecker parents perch on either side of a nest hole in a dead tree, with at least three chicks inside. Photographed in Dunedin, Florida.
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                [image: A hummingbird flies amid a spray of water droplets, with its beak open.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anna's Hummingbird. In Port Townsend, Washington, an Anna's hummingbird sips from a spray of water droplets above a water fountain.
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                [image: Three small owls peek over the top of a mound of dirt, only showing the tops of their heads and their eyes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Burrowing Owl. Three burrowing owls peer over the top of a mound of dirt in Calipatria, California.
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                [image: A sparrow perches inside a section of a chain-link fence, with a green backdrop of out-of-focus grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grasshopper Sparrow. A grasshopper sparrow perches in a chain-link fence. Photographed in Highgate, Vermont.
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                [image: A close view of a gull at sunset]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Black-backed Gull. A close view of a gull at sunset in Chesapeake Beach, Maryland.
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                [image: A pair of cranes dance in the snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-crowned Crane. A pair of cranes dance in the snow at the Tsurui-Ito Crane Sanctuary in Hokkaido, Japan.
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                [image: A grebe mother swims as three chicks lean forward while riding on her back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Western Grebe. A western grebe mother swims as three chicks lean forward while riding on her back in Escondido, California.
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                [image: A view looking upward, past two statues, toward a distant skyscraper, with the sky filled with a flock of small birds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Purple Martin. Thousands of small purple martins fill the frame in a loose spiral against a dark blue sky at dusk in Nashville, Tennessee.
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                [image: A huge colony of fuzzy brown king penguin chicks covers most of a rocky shoreline near mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                King Penguin. An immense colony of fuzzy brown king penguin chicks congregates on the shore of South Georgia Island.
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                [image: An owl perches at the very tip of a bare tree branch, backdropped by fluffy clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Horned Owl. A great horned owl perches atop a bare tree branch in West Gardiner, Maine.
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                [image: A merganser swims, grasping a crawfish in its bill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hooded Merganser. This hooded merganser swims in Mallard Lake in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park, grasping a crawfish in its bill.
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                [image: A bird stretches out its wings while preening on a fence post, its head tucked down.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Northern Flicker. A northern flicker stretches out its wings while preening on a fence post in Corunna, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: A shorebird walks through a field of tall grass, partly obscured by small tufts topping the grass stalks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Variable Oystercatcher. A variable oystercatcher walks through a field of bunny tail grass in Tawharanui Regional Reserve, New Zealand.
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                [image: A close view of a bird's  bill lying against its bright red inflatable throat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Frigatebird. A close view of the bill and inflatable gular pouch of a great frigatebird. Photographed on Genovesa Island, Galapagos, Ecuador.
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                [image: A pair of tiny fuzzy goslings run toward an adult Canada goose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Canada Goose. A pair of goslings run toward an adult Canada goose in Alexandria, Virginia.
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                [image: A pelican swims with an osprey partially trapped in its bill and gular pouch. The osprey is flapping, trying to escape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Osprey and Brown Pelican. A brown pelican swims with an osprey partially trapped in its bill and gular pouch. Photographed at Sebastian Inlet State Park in Sebastian, Florida.
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                [image: A bright green hummingbird feeds on a bright red flower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruby-throated Hummingbird. A ruby-throated hummingbird feeds on a bright red flower in Pembroke, Virginia.
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                [image: Two prairie-chickens fight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Greater and Lesser Prairie-Chicken. A pair of prairie-chickens fight outside of Hays, Kansas.
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                [image: A red-winged blackbird sings while perched on an orange hibiscus stem, a small cloud of steam rising from its beak into in the cool air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-winged Blackbird. A red-winged blackbird sings while perched on an orange hibiscus stem in Alexandria, Virginia.
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                [image: A flock of snow geese takes flight, filling the frame.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snow Goose. In Mount Vernon, Washington, a flock of snow geese takes flight.
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                [image: A jay stands on the back of a deer, acting as a cleaner, searching for ticks while pecking gently at the corner of its eye.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Purplish Jay. A purplish jay stands on the back of a brocket deer, acting as a cleaner, searching for ticks and other tidbits. Photographed in Pocone in the state of Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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                [image: A bird with long legs and a long, thin bill stands on one leg.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Avocet. In Salem, Utah, an American avocet is photographed in profile as it stretches.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Asher Lee / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A juvenile bald eagle flies through a foggy sky, past several trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bald Eagle. A juvenile bald eagle flies through a foggy sky at the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge in Ridgefield, Washington.
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                [image: A heron stands in shallow, still water at sunset, with a small fish caught in its bill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Blue Heron. A great blue heron fishes at Izaak Walton Nature Area at sunset. Photographed in November 2023 in Longmont, Colorado.
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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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Even the Iranian Election Is About Trump

The presidential candidates can't seem to talk about foreign policy without talking about him.

by Arash Azizi




A specter is haunting Iran's presidential election--the specter of Donald Trump's return to office. Although Trump has been out of the White House for more than three years, he seems to come up more than Joe Biden, and more than other foreign politicians, in debates among the six candidates in the lead-up to Iran's election on June 28.

To understand why, consider the recent history of Iran-U.S. relations--specifically, the nuclear deal negotiated between the Obama administration and that of Iran's centrist former president Hassan Rouhani.

In 2013, Rouhani campaigned on the promise of making a deal with the West: Iran would limit its nuclear program in exchange for sanctions relief. That agreement was finally reached in 2015, after months of grueling negotiations, led by U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry on one side and Rouhani's foreign minister, Javad Zarif, on the other. Trump vocally opposed the deal, and when he became president, he tore it up in 2018. He adopted a policy of "maximum pressure" on Iran instead, characterized by intensified sanctions and culminating in 2020 with the assassination of Iran's best-known general, Qassem Soleimani.

Kenneth F. McKenzie Jr.: I carried out the strike that killed Soleimani. America doesn't understand the lesson of his death.

The 2015 deal and its fate might feel like ancient history in the United States, but the topic remains very fresh in Iran. On Monday, the six approved candidates for president held their televised foreign-policy debate, and much of the discussion revolved around the ill-fated nuclear deal. One reason the subject has been so central throughout this campaign is that Zarif is effectively acting as the running mate of Masoud Pezeshkian, the sole reformist candidate, appearing by his side in TV debates and campaign stops around the country.


Masoud Pezeshkian (Vahid Salemi / AP)



In these appearances, Zarif defends the 2015 deal and harshly attacks Pezeshkian's two major conservative rivals, the ultra-hard-liner Saeed Jalili and the conservative Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, both of whom are linked to the saga of Iranian American talks in their own way. Jalili was Iran's chief nuclear negotiator from 2007 to 2013, and his bellicose approach led to intensified U.S. sanctions. In the years since, he has been a harsh critic of Rouhani, Zarif, and the 2015 deal. As speaker of Parliament, Qalibaf helped pass a bill in late 2020 that made Iran's return to its obligations under the 2015 deal much more difficult. Written by the hard-liner-dominated Parliament, the bill was passed shortly after Israel's assassination of the former head of Iran's nuclear-weapons program and weeks before Biden, who had promised to return the U.S. to the 2015 deal, took office. Rouhani recently called it the worst legislation in the history of the Islamic Republic.

But Iran's presidential hopefuls don't just invoke Trump's name in relation to the past. The former U.S. president also shadows their projections for the future. The candidates seem to anticipate that Trump will return to power in 2025, and that the next Iranian president will have to contend with his unpredictable second term.


Mostafa Pourmohammadi (Morteza Fakhri Nezhad / WANA / Reuters)



On May 26, Hosamoddin Ashena, an influential former adviser to Rouhani who now runs the centrist Mostafa Pourmohammadi's campaign, posed a simple question on X: "Who will be able to run the country against Trump?" This question helped steer discussion from early on.

Pourmohammadi has a long past in Iran's security services and had a hand in the mass executions of the 1980s. No one expects him to win the presidency, but he is playing an intriguing role in the debates this season: He has been vociferously pro-reform and anti-hard-liner, presumably helping Pezeshkian. His warnings about Trump's possible return led hard-liner candidates to attack him. One accused him of "promoting Trumpophobia." Pourmohammadi's campaign issued a poster promoting the candidate as "the man who can stand up to Trump." (In 2020, Pourmohammadi called Trump's loss to Biden a "divine gift" to Iran.)

Read: Who will be Iran's next president?

Pezeshkian's supporters have sounded similar themes. Mohammad-Javad Azari Jahromi, Rouhani's young, tech-savvy communications minister, told the public that he would support Pezeshkian because of "worries about Trump's possible return." Zarif gave a stormy, eight-minute televised speech on June 18, blasting hard-liners for taking credit for a recent boom in oil sales. The increase was possible only because of Biden's lax policy in enforcing sanctions, Zarif said: "Let Trump come back, then let's see what you are up to." In a rally in Kashan, Zarif called Trump "the most cruel president of America."


Saeed Jalili (Atta Kenare / Getty)



Zarif's point about oil sales provoked controversy and rebuttals from hard-liners. Such claims were "self-humiliation" for Iran, Jalili said. On June 19, when Iran beat the U.S. in a tense volleyball game, Jalili mocked Zarif by commenting: "I hope they don't say that the Americans didn't want to win themselves!" He added, "There are 200 countries in the world, and Iran shouldn't wait for just one."

"Let Trump come," another hard-liner candidate said in the debate on Monday. "Don't scare us with the Republicans. We will negotiate with them and impose our demands on them."

But many in the Iranian establishment worry that the coincidence of a bellicose Jalili as president and a second Trump term would be explosive. Jalili's presidency could be "so very dangerous for Iran, and I feel this in every cell of my body," Zarif said last week in an online town hall on the app Clubhouse. Some observers had hoped that Jalili would resign in favor of Qalibaf, but the Paydari Front, an influential hard-liner group, has endorsed him, making his withdrawal less likely.

Qalibaf, who has tried to position himself as a technocratic centrist, made perhaps the most important promise of the debate: If the West is willing to lift sanctions, his administration would scale down Iran's nuclear program and effectively go back to its obligations under the 2015 deal. Iran could do that even within the contours of the notorious 2020 bill that Qalibaf helped push through Parliament, he insisted.


Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf (Hossein Beris / Middle East Images / Getty)



"We need the sanctions to be lifted, and for that, we will go anywhere and negotiate with anyone," Qalibaf had said in an earlier debate last week.

In other words, of the three major candidates, two seem motivated to talk with the U.S. to help lift the sanctions and decrease Iran's isolation. Jalili is the fundamentalist outlier. A reformist political activist and scholar of international relations spoke for many when she posted on X expressing hope for a Qalibaf-Pezeshkian alliance and a "national consensus" against Jalili. She has since gone as far as endorsing Qalibaf as a good "strategic choice." Top of mind for the anti-Jalili candidates and their supporters is the possibility of talking with the United States, and hence the prospect of confronting a Trump White House.

The current likelihood is that no one will win Iran's election outright on Friday, and the voting will go to a second round on July 5. If Jalili makes it to the runoff, there might be an upsurge in turnout to help defeat him. "I won't vote in the first round, but if Jalili makes it to the second round, I'll vote for anyone to stop him, and so many around me are the same," a student at the University of Tehran told me on Monday.

The very fact that the two main front-runners--Qalibaf and Pezeshkian--are speaking positively of talks with the U.S. suggests that Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei may even be inclined toward a possible deal. Without his blessing, these candidates couldn't have run in the first place.

Here in the U.S., the candidates are also preparing for a debate. And Trump will likely  make Iran a campaign issue. In a recent podcast appearance, he made the outlandish claim that Iran would have joined the Abraham Accords, which paved the way for diplomatic ties between Israel and four Arab countries, if he had remained in office. "I had them at the point where you could've negotiated, a child could have made a deal with them, and Biden did nothing," he added.

Revelations made by Zarif and others in recent weeks cast serious doubt on Trump's claim. Rouhani was ready to ink a deal with the U.S. during his last weeks in office, in the summer of 2021, Zarif said, but Iran's hard-liners scotched it. Khamenei was apparently worried that a Rouhani-Biden deal would politically strengthen the centrist camp in Iran, and he preferred for any deal to take place under a president closer to himself. The hard-line Raisi administration, for all its harsh rhetoric, conducted secret talks with the U.S. as recently as last month and reestablished diplomatic ties with Saudi Arabia. What effectively made a deal with the Biden administration politically impossible was the anti-regime uprising of Iranians in 2022-23.

Robert F. Worth: In Iran, raw fury is in the air

In other words, contrary to Trump's claims, there was little Biden could have done to make a deal. Conversely, Trump's maximum-pressure policy also failed to force Iran into a new deal. In fact, Iran's nuclear program has gone from being severely limited under the terms of the 2015 deal to only a short step away from building a nuclear bomb--and such advances took place mostly during the Trump administration. That is in part because Iran's leaders worry about the optics and consequences of making a deal under aggressive pressure.

Whether or not Trump wins in November, his specter will already have helped shape the political landscape in Iran.
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Israel Is Ready for Another War

In the north, Israelis are not just resigned to the opening of a war with Hezbollah but in some cases annoyed that committing to one is taking so long.

by Graeme Wood




Last week, my British Airways flight from London to Tel Aviv made a stop not indicated on my ticket. While we waited on the runway, I heard concerned murmurs in Hebrew from fellow passengers. "Some of you have noticed that your phones indicate that we are at Beirut International Airport," a flight attendant said over the intercom, in a reassuring tone. For an Israeli, an unexpected stop in Beirut--at an airport recently accused of stockpiling and trafficking weapons for Hezbollah--is at best awkward, and at worst the prelude to a long subterranean stay chained to a radiator. "We are not in Beirut," she continued. "The GPS here is scrambled for security purposes. We are in Larnaca, Cyprus, for a crew change."

For the past month, Israel and Hezbollah--the Iran-backed Shiite militia that dominates southern Lebanon and the Bekaa Valley--have been exchanging heavy fire across their shared border. The trend is toward war. To hinder GPS-guided attacks, Israel has spoofed GPS signals, so smartphones sometimes indicate that they are at the Beirut airport, when they are in fact in Israel or Cyprus. Cyprus is on the spoofing list because last week Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, said that if the Republic of Cyprus--a European Union member--lets Israel use its airports, then "the resistance will deal with it as part of the war." Now fear is spreading around the region generously: Israelis are contemplating an onslaught of 100,000 Hezbollah rockets, Lebanese are preparing for the collapse of their country upon an Israeli invasion, and the European Union has to deal with the possibility of the first war on its territory since its establishment.

Read: Iran's proxies are out of control

But Nasrallah's bellicose language masks a peculiar reality: Hezbollah does not want a war, and Israel--whose international standing has tumbled as a result of its prosecution of war on another front--does. In a week of visiting the north and talking with Israeli politicians and generals, I found a country not just resigned to the opening of a war in the north but in some cases annoyed that committing to one is taking so long.

Six months ago, after Israel evacuated civilians from northern border areas deemed too difficult to defend, I asked a senior Israeli military official whether Israel could sustain that evacuation, which had affected more than 200,000 people. He said that Hezbollah, too, had had to evacuate or militarize a huge portion of its territory, and that Israel was a richer and more robust country. Now many people in the area talk as if they think Israel and Hezbollah have an appointment with destiny.

The lack of reliable GPS was in some ways a journalistic blessing: Rather than navigate northern Israel by paper maps, I picked up Israeli hitchhikers and used them as human satnav systems, then between turns asked them what they thought of the situation. All were civilians. Not all were civil. "This is what we get from an incompetent government," one said, just about spitting on the floor of my rental car in disgust. He said successive governments had gutted the military, handed out freebies to undeserving constituencies like ultra-Orthodox religious students, and left the state incapable of defending its territory. A woman from Katzrin, an Israeli city in the Golan ("turn right here"), described seeing the wreckage of a car near where she lived that had either been hit directly by a rocket or had Hezbollah rocket fragments rain down on it after an Israeli missile intercept. Either way, she was rattled to see the wreckage, and she said that the status quo was intolerable.

The largest city evacuated by Israel is Kiryat Shmona, which had 22,000 people in October and is now mostly vacant. The road remains open, and the city is not quite zombie-apocalypse empty, because people keep coming in to maintain their property. But the businesses are nearly all shut, and overhead one regularly sees the smoke trails of missiles and anti-missiles, which are reminders that no sane person would live here under the current circumstances. I saw shopping malls whose windows were crusted with months of dust. Under a statue of a lion on the main street, someone had spray-painted defiantly in Hebrew: WE ARE STILL HERE. But the traffic was so sparse that I could stop my car in the middle of the street to take a picture, without inconveniencing anyone.

Historically the frontier status of Kiryat Shmona--and Metula, even farther north--had been a source of pride. Metula was one of the first Zionist agricultural communes. Now it is abandoned. Kiryat Shmona had been a stronghold of Benjamin Netanyahu's Likud party, because of the Israeli right's promises of security. Now its residents are having to consider the possibility that they will not be allowed back in time for September, the start of their children's school year. That symbolic deadline will for many of them be the moment they admit that their families have to get comfortable elsewhere, and may never go back. Netanyahu visited Kiryat Shmona earlier this month and declared that Israel is "prepared for very intense action in the north," and that it would restore security "one way or another."

Michael Oren, the Israeli historian and former ambassador to Washington, told me that if the current circumstances continue, Israel will revert to a condition similar to the fragile years of the 1950s and '60s. "Most of our borders were not settled by civilians," he told me. "They were settled by agricultural troops, and over time they became kibbutzim and towns. The only people who will get to live in Metula now are soldiers." He was pessimistic about the country's ability to reverse this process without war. "I'm beginning to think we have no choice."

If Hezbollah wanted a full-on war, it could already have prompted one--but since firing the opening shots after October 7, it has absorbed more painful blows than it has dealt. Israel has killed more than 300 Hezbollah fighters in the past nine months, many of them in targeted strikes, and has lost only a handful of its own. Hezbollah's purpose is to deter and punish Israel on behalf of Iran over the long term, not to provoke a war that could lead to its own destruction.

Read: Hezbollah goes to the theater

Conversely, if Hezbollah wished to avert an Israeli invasion, some say, it could just stop firing missiles into Israel and allow residents to return to their homes and farms. But a promise from Hezbollah to stop firing rockets would not, under Israel's post-October 7 doctrine, be enough. After Hamas's attack, Israel decided that an enemy's promises are not sufficient, and instead Israel must degrade the enemy's ability to invade and slaughter Israeli communities. Yaakov Amidror, a former Israeli national security adviser, told me that the principle applies equally to the north and south. "It's no longer about what an enemy has in its mind," he said. "It's not about ideology. It's about what they can do." He said that Hezbollah would need to retreat from the border, far enough to prevent it from launching a surprise attack resembling Hamas's on October 7.

Demanding that Hezbollah withdraw from southern Lebanon is tantamount to asking Hezbollah to admit defeat in a war that has not yet happened, and that it has spent decades preparing for. To Nasrallah, that would be personally mortifying. The chasm between the two sides' positions is wide. It is unlikely to narrow through diplomacy and negotiation.
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What Was the Point of Prosecuting Julian Assange?

The world's most powerful government now looks small in the very worst ways.

by James Ball




Julian Assange is not a simple man, for all that people wish otherwise. The WikiLeaks founder is portrayed as a transparency hero, an enemy of the United States, a master tactician, and a thin-skinned narcissist. None of those descriptions quite fits the bill. But whatever you think of him, for the first time in almost 14 years, Assange is set to be a free man.

Assange's friends and family, alongside his online supporters, are keen to present his release from London's Belmarsh prison as a victory, a triumph after years of international campaigning for his release.

The reality, as usual, is more complex. Assange has been freed as part of a plea deal with the U.S. Justice Department, which has been the subject of careful negotiation for months, even as the two sides battled it out in U.K. extradition courts.

Assange has agreed to plead guilty on one felony count relating to illegally securing and publishing classified U.S. documents, in exchange for a sentence of five years in prison, which he has already served in the U.K. while fighting against his extradition. He will not have to set foot on the mainland United States, let alone serve time in an American prison. He will soon be back in his native Australia.

James Ball: You don't have to like Julian Assange to defend him

There is no world in which Julian Assange believes he is guilty of wrongdoing. He will almost certainly, upon his arrival in Australia, recant any admission of guilt and say that the plea deal was a simple matter of saying what he had to say to be free. Assange has lost more than a decade of his life to criminal cases, at a significant toll to his health, according to his friends and supporters. If this is the price of freedom, he has been ground down until he is willing to pay it.

Assange's legal troubles did not begin with his work as WikiLeaks' founder and editor in chief. His first arrest, in December 2010, related to allegations of rape and sexual assault against two women in Sweden. Assange fought against that extradition in the U.K. courts until each and every one, up to and including the Supreme Court, decided against him. Days afterward, in 2012, he breached his bail conditions and fled to the Ecuadorian embassy in London, where he claimed asylum--not over the Swedish case, but over potential U.S. charges.

He remained in the Ecuadorian embassy for seven years, fathering two children during that time, until the combination of a change in government and long-deteriorating relations between Assange and his hosts led to Ecuador inviting the Metropolitan Police into its embassy to arrest him. Sweden briefly considered reopening its own prosecution of Assange but eventually gave up owing to statute-of-limitation issues--the Swedish women were successfully denied their day in court.

Assange has been in a U.K. prison since he was dragged from the embassy in 2019, though he did get married during that time. The first year was for breaching his bail conditions in 2012, but the years since then have been pretrial detention--for understandable reasons, U.K. courts did not grant bail a second time--while Assange awaited extradition.

The Swedish case was eclipsed in the public eye by the unsealing of the Department of Justice's case against Assange in 2019. To the surprise of many journalists, the charge sheet against Assange related entirely to documents leaked by Chelsea Manning, and published by WikiLeaks in 2010, that shed light on U.S. actions in Afghanistan and Iraq, the conduct of the State Department worldwide, and the treatment of detainees in Guantanamo Bay.

These releases were published in coordination with major international news outlets, including The New York Times, and won public-interest journalism awards across the globe.

During Barack Obama's presidency, the Department of Justice did not attempt to prosecute Julian Assange for any conduct related to these leaks, on the grounds that there was no case to be brought against Assange that could not also have been brought against reporters or editors at The New York Times--a clear admission of the threat to journalism such a case could bring.

And yet, this was exactly the case that was prosecuted against Assange by the Justice Department, first under Donald Trump and then under Joe Biden. The charges included conduct beyond journalism, relating to hacking, but these were relatively weak, stemming from an offer to help Manning obtain login credentials that might help hide her identity.

In trying to understand why the Justice Department was continuing to pursue--in full sight of the world--a case that posed a threat to the First Amendment, some observers reasoned that the unsealed charge sheet was being used to secure Assange's extradition to the U.S., with the intention of bringing more serious charges later.

WikiLeaks had, after 2010, engaged in leaks that would not be so difficult to distinguish from mainstream journalism. Among those later releases were emails--found to have been obtained by Russian military hackers--related to the Democratic National Committee and the Hillary Clinton aide John Podesta.

In another release, in 2017, WikiLeaks published hacking tools used by the CIA. Because the actual code for the tools was released, some were then used in criminal cyberattacks across the world. Was the prosecution of Assange for his conduct in 2010 an attempt to bring him to justice for later actions?

The plea deal, which will soon see Assange become a free man, puts paid to any such theories. If the Department of Justice ever hoped to extradite Assange and then charge him with a host of other crimes, it must have abandoned that ambition. Instead, it has secured what could be described at best as a messy draw.

The Assange prosecution, though, will still have a chilling effect on mainstream and independent journalists. Assange, compared with most people in his position, had almost unlimited resources to fight the case. He had access to the very best of U.K. legal counsel and enjoyed worldwide fame, with a network of high-profile supporters and activists. Even with all of that, he spent years in prison and has been forced to accept a plea deal for a felony.

Conor Friedersdorf: Now Julian Assange is a martyr

Almost no journalist outside the very largest media institutions would retain even a fraction of Assange's advantages in a confrontation with the U.S. government. Assange's protracted public fight and punishment--even if they came before his formal sentencing--send a loud and clear message across the world.

That message is not the one the U.S. generally seeks to project when it comes to free expression and press freedom, which is under threat across the world. Although America likes to portray itself as a champion of a free and even aggressive media, it has just secured the conviction of man seen by many as the personification of those values. What's more, it has also freed him up to talk about it, which he will almost certainly do--in blistering terms, if his previous form is anything to go by.

The Department of Justice and Julian Assange have been engaged in a ferocious and yearslong battle, which they have both now lost. Assange has forfeited a decade of his life, and has had to plead guilty in court to a crime that he undoubtedly does not feel he committed. The Justice Department, for its part, wasted endless hours and dollars on an ultimately inconsequential fight. It has in the process made the world's most powerful government look small in the very worst ways--appearing petty and vindictive, by bringing the immense power of the state to bear against one annoying man.

In an extremely volatile and polarizing election year, that petty use of prosecutorial power is perhaps the scariest precedent of all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/06/julian-assange-plea-deal-pointless-prosecution/678787/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



It's All Catching Up to Bibi Netanyahu

Israel's governing coalition could be headed toward an early exit.

by Aluf Benn




Benjamin Netanyahu's government is showing all the signs of heading for an early election, probably next spring. The leaders of coalition parties are already openly campaigning, Netanyahu's Likud party is beginning to crack, senior military and civil-service figures are clashing openly with the prime minister, and Netanyahu remains broadly unpopular, despite overall public support for the war.

Ratcheting up the pressure even more, an old scandal returned to haunt the beleaguered leader yesterday: A state commission of inquiry accused him of putting Israel's security at risk and harming the country's foreign relations and economy by mishandling a submarine-procurement deal from 2009 to 2016. Netanyahu seemed to shrug off the commission as politically biased against him, but he has yet to respond to the accusation.

Finally, earlier today, Israel's supreme court declared the long-held draft exemption of ultra-Orthodox men illegal and called on the government to either recruit them or enact a law relieving them from conscription. The ruling strains Netanyahu's coalition of nationalist and religious parties, leaving the prime minister with a host of bad options.

Read: The earthquake that could shatter Netanyahu's coalition

Netanyahu has defied Israeli political wisdom by keeping his job for this long after Hamas's attack on October 7. He presided over the country's worst-ever disaster and has since failed to defeat Hamas or Hezbollah or to bring back the remaining hostages from captivity in Gaza. He turned Israel into a pariah state, censured around the world for the mass killing of Palestinian civilians and the destruction of infrastructure. And yet, through it all, he retained the support of his political base and remained in power, defying many predictions. Now, however, the pressure is mounting on his cabinet, which may not last through the end of its official term, in October 2026.



The political turning point came on June 9, when Benny Gantz, the former defense chief and Netanyahu's occasional rival and partner, left the wartime cabinet. Gantz is no dissident, and he did not leave office to lead the Saturday-night protest marches, which are growing despite a surge in police violence against them. Rather, he is the embodiment of establishment centrism, commanding the public-opinion polls by invoking little controversy--unlike Netanyahu, who is always on the prowl for a good melee. Gantz's long-overdue departure broke the fragile semblance of unity around the war. Netanyahu's coalition of 64 out of 120 Knesset members won't collapse because of it, but without Gantz to kick around as the "defeatist," the remaining partners will have a harder time hiding their disagreements.

Read: Israel's wartime government just collapsed. Does it matter?

The war obviously dominates Israeli life at the moment. It clouds public morale with a deep sense of despair and hopelessness. But the public has been split over Netanyahu for years, through successive political crises and recurring, indecisive elections.

When Netanyahu returned to power in late 2022, the focus of the government he formed with far-right and ultra-Orthodox coalition partners was domestic. They sought to make Israel more autocratic and theocratic by shattering the independence and power of the institutions they viewed as hopelessly liberal: the judiciary, the military, and the mainstream media. A proposed judicial reform in January 2023 prompted the country's largest-ever protest movement, whose ace card was reservist fighter pilots' threat not to fly for a leader who acted like a dictator. Rather than compromising, Netanyahu doubled down. His defense minister, Yoav Gallant, and the military-intelligence agencies both warned the prime minister that a war might be imminent. He dismissed these alarms as politically charged.

Then came the October 7 massacre and the Israel Defense Forces' failure to respond in time. Netanyahu rejected any responsibility, blaming the "refuseniks" of the protest movement as well as the military and intelligence chiefs, whom he accused of failing to prepare and not even waking him up when they intercepted last-minute warning signs. This is the vanilla version. Yair Netanyahu--the prime minister's son and public alter ego--has voiced a more blatant conspiracy theory, accusing the brass of deliberately allowing Hamas to invade Israel in order to overthrow the government.

The prime minister's critics acknowledged the intelligence and military failures but lay the overall responsibility at Netanyahu's feet, pointing to his antebellum policy of tacitly supporting Hamas as a counterbalance to the Western-backed Palestinian Authority. The policy rested on a view, popular on the Israeli right, that a future Palestinian state was a graver threat than Hamas's underground fortress. Even now, Netanyahu's coalition has been cool toward diplomatic initiatives to end the war that are also designed to lead to the establishment of a Palestinian state, and his far-right partners in the government are lobbying to depopulate Gaza and build Jewish settlements there.

Netanyahu's interest lies in continuing the fighting, because the far-right leaders he has empowered, Itamar Ben-Gvir and Bezalel Smotrich, have threatened to topple his government if the war ends. And Jewish public opinion in Israel still widely supports the achievement of the two conflicting war aims: defeating Hamas and rescuing the hostages. (The Arab community has, from day one, overwhelmingly supported a quick cease-fire and a prisoner deal.)

Israelis don't watch the Gaza death-and-destruction footage aired around the world. They generally view the accusations of genocide and war crimes as expressions of anti-Semitism, and many are oblivious to Palestinian suffering. A plurality in Israel even supports waging a wider war in the north, despite the fact that Hezbollah missiles (and maybe even Iranian ones) can be expected to destroy Israeli cities and infrastructure. Netanyahu has so far rejected pleas to expand the war to the Lebanese front, but pressure is mounting to respond to Hezbollah's provocations.

The general support for the war, as well as the lack of a credible rival suggesting an alternative policy, has allowed Netanyahu to stay in power despite lagging behind in public-opinion surveys (his position has improved recently, but the polls still anticipate the demise of the current coalition). And he has been able to reject the calls for an immediate hostage-for-cease-fire deal.



The bigger conundrum for Netanyahu's coalition may still be ahead: whether to extend the draft to ultra-Orthodox youth, who are traditionally exempt from conscription so that they can pursue rabbinic study. Maintaining this exemption is a key demand of the ultra-Orthodox parties that have been Netanyahu's loyal partners. And for decades, the exemption was convenient for liberals too, because it allowed less religious conscripts to avoid interacting in the barracks with the strictly Orthodox lifestyle.

Read: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

But now the war is straining Israel's regular and reserve forces, and the absence of the Haredi youth from the front lines, military cemeteries, and hospitals is no longer accepted as it was before October 7. The supreme court ruled today that the blanket exemption lacks legal authority and that the military should issue draft orders to the rabbinical students rather than find some legal mechanism to keep things as they are. The otherwise nationalist and militarist "Bibists," as followers of Netanyahu are sometimes called, have not justified allowing the Haredi young men to dodge conscription in wartime, and Gallant, the rebellious defense minister, voted against the exemption bill, leading the way for others in Likud to break ranks on this issue as the legislative process moves forward.

Any attempt to draft the ultra-Orthodox in earnest would spark a mass Haredi protest. Their parties would pull out of the government, causing it to collapse. But ignoring the anticipated court ruling and keeping the exemption would fuel anti-government protest, widen the cracks in the coalition, and play into the hands of Netanyahu's right-wing adversaries, such as Naftali Bennett and Avigdor Lieberman, whose popularity has been growing.

The center-right voters who traditionally decide Israeli elections seem to be motivated by a combination of nationalism and leadership fatigue, which has only grown since October 7. Bennett, Lieberman, and even Gantz speak to these sentiments. They are just as militarist and nationalist as the incumbents, but they tend to work in tandem with the top brass and bureaucracy, and to be more attentive to Washington. So far, they lack a party and an agreed leader.

Netanyahu will probably make it to the end of the Knesset summer session, on July 28. But when the Knesset reconvenes in late October, survival could become much more difficult, even if, as the Bibists hope, Donald Trump defeats Joe Biden in the U.S. presidential election.

In times of political trouble, the tried-and-true Netanyahu trick is dismissing the Knesset and going to the polls before a serious contender can build power. But Netanyahu could also defy conventional wisdom, reach a cease-fire deal, and even cut a plea bargain to end his slow-moving corruption trial, leaving office undefeated and throwing the thankless job of postwar rebuilding to a successor. Unfortunately for Israel, he's showing no sign of such a radical change.
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        Under the Solstice Sun

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 24, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Across parts of Ukraine, Belarus, Poland, and Russia, an ancient pagan summer rite called Kupala combined with the Orthodox feast of Saint John the Baptist, becoming "Ivan Kupala Night," a festival celebrating the summer solstice. On Ivan Kupala Night, young people wear wreaths symbolizing purity, crowds sing and dance around bonfires, and people bathe naked in rivers and lakes. Many leap over fires as a test of faith, to purge themselves of their sins and bad luck, and to improve their health. Collected below are a handful of images from this year's Ivan Kupala Night celebrations.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two women wearing large wreaths of flowers stand in a wheat field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women wearing wreaths made of flowers and herbs take part in a celebration of the pagan holiday of Ivan Kupala in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wearing traditional clothing and a floral wreath is illuminated by a nearby bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wearing traditional clothing celebrates the summer solstice near a bonfire in the village of Okunevo, Russia, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: A man smiles, with many small flowers placed in his beard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant celebrates the summer solstice and Kupala Night by the Krakus Mound, in Krakow, Poland, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: Six people in traditional clothing dance in a circle in a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants dance during a celebration of Ivan Kupala in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: Women wearing floral wreaths hold hands and dance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People hold hands and dance during a celebration of the pagan holiday of Ivan Kupala in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 23, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Anatolii Stepanov / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A couple jumps over a smoldering bonfire in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple jumps over a smoldering bonfire during Ivan Kupala celebrations in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A girl wearing a wreath on her head stands among reeds near a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl wears a wreath on her head as she attends the Wianki nad Wis ("Wreaths Over the Vistula") festival on the banks of the Vistula River, in Warsaw, Poland, on June 22, 2024. The celebrations are related to the traditions and rituals of Kupala Night on summer solstice, such as making wreaths of field flowers and throwing them into the river as bringers of happiness and luck.
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                [image: A crowd sits on grass, watching a concert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People attend a concert during the Wianki nad Wis festival in Warsaw, Poland, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd stands on the banks of the a river, watching as a huge floral wreath floats past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand on the banks of the Vistula River in Warsaw, watching as a huge floral wreath floats past, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd looks on as two people in traditional costumes use a long pole to roll a burning wheel across a grassy area at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to celebrate Summer Solstice Day (Kupala Festival) in the suburbs of the Siberian city of Krasnoyarsk, Russia, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people surrounds a tall bonfire at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to celebrate the Kupala Festival in Krasnoyarsk, Russia, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wearing a wreath made of many tall stalks gathers with others around a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young Ukrainian woman wears a wreath during a traditional Ukrainian celebration of Kupala Night in Warsaw, Poland, on June 22, 2024. Ukrainians in Warsaw jumped over a bonfire and floated wreaths on the Vistula river bank on Saturday night, as they celebrated their solstice tradition of Ivan Kupala Night away from their war-torn home.
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                [image: People sit in grass beside a large grass-covered mound, weaving wreaths made of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People make flower wreaths while celebrating the summer solstice beside the Krakus Mound, in Krakow, Poland, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wears and holds wreaths of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian woman wears and holds wreaths of flowers during a traditional Ukrainian celebration of Kupala Night in Warsaw, Poland, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: Food and drinks are seen on a blanket beside other picnickers nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Food and drinks are seen on a blanket during a celebration of the summer solstice and Kupala Night in Krakow, Poland, on June 20, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Beata Zawrzel / NurPhoto / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People in traditional clothing gather around a fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People wear traditional clothing as they celebrate Saint John's Day and the summer solstice in the small town of Kernave, Lithuania, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A man beats a drum, in front of a crowd, near a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People celebrate the summer solstice near a bonfire in the village of Okunevo, Russia, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: A couple wearing traditional clothing leaps over part of a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People jump over a fire as they celebrate the summer solstice in the village of Okunevo, Russia, on June 20, 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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China May Be the Ukraine War's Big Winner

Putin's invasion of Ukraine has given Xi Jinping a way to stir trouble for the West and make Moscow dependent on Beijing.

by Michael Schuman




A year ago, the Chinese leader Xi Jinping told Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky that, in the words of Beijing's official readout, "China always stands on the side of peace." But China was standing nowhere near the recent Swiss-sponsored international summit that convened to seek a peaceful resolution to Russia's war against Ukraine. China's conspicuous absence was made even more glaring by the great show that Beijing has made of mediating a settlement between the combatants.

Xi's excuse was that all parties were not properly represented at the summit--in other words, the Russian party, which had not been invited. His relationship with Russian President Vladimir Putin has grown too close for anyone to expect the Chinese leader to be taken seriously as a peacemaker. Any hope that Xi might use his influence with Putin as leverage to help bring an end to the war evaporated long ago. Instead, the focus in Western capitals is now turning to the role that China is actually playing in the conflict--as facilitator of the Russian war effort. In that, the United States and its allies face a distressing reality: A protracted war in Europe suits Xi's interests just fine.

Xi is, in effect, freeloading off the very U.S.-led global-security system he hopes to destroy, in order to replace it with a China-centric world order. He can leave the heavy lifting of solving the Ukraine crisis to Washington while exploiting it for China's interests. Right now, this approach looks as effective as it is cynical.

If Putin prevails in his war, Xi has a partner who will have scored a victory against the hated West and promoted the global power of authoritarian regimes. Even if Putin fails to secure such an outright triumph, Xi will have helped Russia drain the U.S. and its allies of military and financial resources, while pulling Putin's weakened but resource-rich country closer into China's orbit.

Michael Schuman: China is losing the chip war

Xi and his government don't acknowledge their contribution to the brutal, 28-month war. Officially, Beijing still promotes the need for peace talks. But Xi's actions say something very different. The leaders of the G7, at their summit this month, charged that China's support for Russia was "enabling" Moscow to continue the war and called on Beijing to stop sending components and equipment that could end up in Russian weapons.

"Chinese support for Russia would make the war longer," Zelensky said earlier this month during a visit to Singapore, "and that is bad for the entire world." 

Policy makers still believe that China has not been supporting Putin's war directly, by supplying weapons to Russia's armed forces. Zelensky recently revealed that Xi had promised him personally that Beijing would not sell weapons to Putin. But China can't evade responsibility for aiding Putin indirectly, by propping up the sanctioned-plagued Russian economy.

Total trade between the two countries reached a record $240 billion in 2023, an increase of 26 percent compared with the previous year. China's exports to Russia have surged by 64 percent since 2021, before the war in Ukraine began. Much of their trade is conducted in the Chinese currency, the yuan, rather than in U.S. dollars--the world's principal reserve currency, still used for most international transactions. China's financial sector has developed a Russian ruble-Chinese yuan payments system to bypass international banking's SWIFT network, from which some Russian banks have been banned by the West's sanctions.

For Russia, this trade has become a lifeline. Chinese goods account for 38 percent of all Russian imports, while China buys 31 percent of total Russian exports. China has purchased nearly half of Russian crude-oil exports since the European Union embargoed them in 2022. In a March report for the Atlantic Council, a Washington, D.C.-based think tank, Kimberly Donovan and Maia Nikoladze of its Economic Statecraft Initiative argued that China has created an "axis of evasion" in the oil market through its purchases from sanctioned Russia (as well as from Iran). "Oil revenue from China is propping up the Iranian and Russian economies and is undermining Western sanctions," they wrote.

The importance of China's economic support cannot be overstated. "Beijing's decision to keep doing business with Moscow," Alexandra Prokopenko, a fellow at the Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center, wrote last month, "has saved the Kremlin from economic and political disaster."

So far, Xi has gotten away with all of this at little cost, to either China or himself. That impunity may be changing. The G7 countries have threatened to impose additional sanctions targeting Chinese financial institutions and other businesses that help Russia obtain war materiel. Already, last month, the Biden administration slapped sanctions on Chinese companies that it believes are helping Russia rebuild its military supplies.

Such actions may not be enough to compel Xi to alter his position. There's a good chance that sanctioning China could produce the opposite effect, convincing Xi that a partnership with Putin to overcome American global power is the right course for China. From his perspective, China has too much to gain from fostering deeper ties to Russia. Xi is securing badly needed oil supplies and other natural resources beyond Washington's lengthy reach (in contrast with Middle East sources, which could be vulnerable to U.S. sanctions or military action). Last year, Russia was China's top foreign supplier of oil, accounting for nearly a fifth of total Chinese imports.

For Xi, withdrawing or curtailing support for Russia might hold greater risk than building a closer connection. China has a strong interest in Russia's political and economic stability. Anything that might jeopardize that status quo--such as retreat or potential defeat in Ukraine, let alone a descent into economic crisis or political chaos in the Russian homeland (as briefly seemed possible when a mutinous Wagner Group marched on Moscow last year)--could present a major security threat along China's long northern frontier.

The more reliant Russia becomes on trade with China, the more leverage Xi holds over Putin, and the more he can press Moscow to support Beijing's global ambitions and interests. Xi apparently plans to extract whatever he can from Putin, who has few other options. A major pipeline deal between the two countries called Power of Siberia 2 has stalled because Moscow is balking at the steeply discounted gas price that Beijing is demanding, but Xi can afford to be patient.

Michael Schuman: Beijing is ruining TikTok

Above all, Xi's support for Russia is part of a much larger, long-term geopolitical strategy to remake the current world order dominated by the U.S. and its allies. Xi sees Putin as a crucial partner in his campaign to build an alternative bloc of developing countries that China can lead against the Western powers. For Xi, that goal may seem too big and important to set aside in order to resolve a far-off war in Europe. If anything, Xi's incentives run in the other direction--and he gains by sustaining the Russian economy and prolonging Putin's war. That way, Xi gets to create trouble for the U.S. and its European partners and bind Putin closer to him, with minimal risk to China itself.

This is the same approach that Xi is taking toward the Gaza crisis. Beijing has been trumpeting its support for the Palestinian cause to woo adherents in the Arab world, blaming U.S. policy for the turmoil, but then relying on Washington to lead negotiations for a resolution. Similarly, in the Red Sea, Xi has refused to cooperate with the U.S. and its partners to restore order after the Yemen-based Houthi militants disrupted international commerce by attacking crucial shipping routes. In all of these situations, Xi is willing to tolerate, even tacitly foment, instability that creates difficulties for the U.S. and at the same time capitalize on it to portray China as the more responsible global power that can offer superior solutions to the world's problems.

Xi's policies are realpolitik at its coldest. The most significant payoff may come in Ukraine. Wars are supposed to have no winners, but the power-hungry and unscrupulous can take advantage of suffering to forward their own interests. Beijing could be a big winner from Kyiv's pain.
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            A dog that enjoys daily scooter rides in Turkey, Olympic skateboarding qualifiers in Hungary, a deadly train collision in India, a solstice wedding at Stonehenge, forest fires in California, coastal flooding in Texas, Eid al-Adha prayers in Iran, a performance by Post Malone in Tennessee, and much more
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                [image: A firefighter works on a forest fire among smoke and embers at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighter Chris Fritz works to keep the Aero Fire from spreading through the Copperopolis community of Calaveras County, California, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A fencer with an epee poses inside a grand opera house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                French fencer Yannick Borel poses with an epee inside the Opera Garnier in Paris on March 15, 2024, ahead of the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic games. Photo released on June 16.
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                [image: People celebrate in a basketball stadium as confetti fills the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Confetti falls after the Boston Celtics' win against the Dallas Mavericks in Game 5 of the 2024 NBA Finals at TD Garden in Boston, Massachusetts, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A basketball player reacts after a play, his mouth open wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jayson Tatum of the Boston Celtics reacts after a play during the second quarter of Game 5 of the 2024 NBA Finals against the Dallas Mavericks, on June 17, 2024, in Boston.
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                [image: Post Malone performs onstage, in front of a huge video screen showing his performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Post Malone performs during the 2024 Bonnaroo Music & Arts Festival in Manchester, Tennessee, on June 14, 2024.
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                [image: A group of synchronized swimmers performs a routine, splashing and gesturing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Greece competes during the Acrobatic Routine Final at the 2024 European Aquatics Championships on June 13, 2024, in Belgrade, Serbia.
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                [image: A humpback whale breaches, splashing water with its fluke.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A humpback whale breaches off the coast of Niteroi, Rio de Janeiro state, Brazil, June 20, 2024.
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                [image: People walk down a passageway in a subway station, beneath an advertisement painted across the curved walls and ceiling featuring a soccer goalie with arms outstretched and the words "You Got This."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans arrive at Odeonsplatz subway station, passing by an advertisement featuring footballer Manuel Neuer of Germany, prior to the UEFA EURO 2024 group-stage match between Germany and Scotland at Munich Football Arena on June 14, 2024, in Munich, Germany.
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                [image: A person prays atop a large rock, silhouetted against the rising sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Muslim pilgrim prays at dawn on Saudi Arabia's Mount Arafat during the climax of the Hajj pilgrimage on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: A huge stone-and-concrete statue stands on a hilltop, depicting the faces and heads of two mythical Chinese emperors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant statue of mythical Emperors Yan and Huang stands in Zhengzhou, Henan province, China, seen on June 16, 2024. The 348-foot-tall structure was completed in 2007.
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                [image: A group of worshippers stand together during a prayer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Muslims perform Eid al-Adha prayers on the Tehran University campus in Tehran, Iran, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a vast cemetery featuring many tombs and gravestones]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows people visiting the graves of loved ones at the Wadi al-Salam cemetery in Iraq's shrine city of Najaf on June 17, 2024, on the second day of the Muslim holiday of Eid al-Adha, or the Feast of Sacrifice.
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                [image: An aerial view of many flamingos in flight above water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of flamingos in flight at Sayfe Lake and Bird Sanctuary in Kirsehir, Turkey.
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                [image: A single house stands in a broad flooded area along a coast.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person stands on their balcony, looking out over floodwater covering a stretch of Surfside Beach, Texas, on June 19, 2024. Storm Alberto, the first named tropical storm of the hurricane season, produced heavy winds and rainfall, flooding various communities along the Texas coastline.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Brandon Bell / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a very long elevated highway crossing a broad stretch of water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A section of the Shenzhen-Zhongshan bridge, a 24-kilometer-long bridge-island-tunnel project, photographed on June 16, 2024, in Shenzhen, Guangdong province, China
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                [image: People practice yoga together along a wooden walkway above water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Yoga lovers practice yoga at the Fengfeng Health cultural theme park in Handan, Hebei province, China, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person in costume dances beneath a grid of multicolored lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Catherine Cisneros performs across the lighted squares of Christopher Janey's "Passing Light" solar sculpture at San Antonio International Airport in San Antonio, Texas, on June 20, 2024. The sculpture incorporates large plexiglass squares embedded in the ceiling that project a grid of colors that align with a painted grid for less than a minute each summer solstice.
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                [image: A racegoer at the Royal Ascot poses, wearing an ornate hat featuring a stuffed owl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Angelina Chebotareva Rockefeller arrives wearing an ornate hat featuring an owl on the third day of the Royal Ascot horse races, in Ascot, England, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: Thousands of racing pigeons are released from cages on the back of truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of racing pigeons are released in an Up North Combine liberation in Grantham, England, on June 16, 2024. About 6,000 birds were released in three sections. Depending on the distance of their lofts from the liberation site, some homing pigeons will fly for more than 200 miles. Founded in 1905, the Up North Combine is an amalgamation of 23 pigeon-racing federations in the north of England.
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                [image: A person stands on a rock formation in the foreground, with steep, snow-topped mountains in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Cilo Mountains, seen near Yuksekova, in Turkey's Hakkari province, on June 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks on a beach with a tall rock formation behind them, just offshore.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Julie Amschler of Springfield, Missouri, walks along Oregon's Cannon Beach on June 13, 2024, with Haystack Rock in the background.
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                [image: Interesting clouds, shaped like stacked discs, sit above a tall mountain range.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clouds hover over the Andes Mountains in Santiago, Chile, on June 19, 2024.
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                [image: A tandem rotor helicopter drops water on a forest fire at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Cal Fire helicopter drops water on a hot spot while battling the Post Fire near Gorman, California, on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: People cool off, playing in a fountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People cool off in the fountain at Polk Brothers Park at Navy Pier as temperatures climbed above 90 degrees Fahrenheit on June 19, 2024, in Chicago, Illinois.
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                [image: A couple embrace in front of a celebrating crowd and Stonehenge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Walter Ross marries Laura Cummings as the sun sets at Stonehenge, on June 20, 2024, in Wiltshire, England.
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                [image: People gather near a pile of about eight or nine toppled freight containers along a railroad.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather near containers that tumbled from a freight train after it collided with a passenger train in Nirmaljote, near Rangapani station, in India's West Bengal state, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks two dogs on an empty street lined with many power poles and street lamps.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks her dogs early in the morning, before the heat of the day sets in, on June 14, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A skateboarder performs in a park in front of an Olympic logo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mizuho Hasegawa of Japan competes during the women's park preliminaries at the Olympic Qualifier Series on June 20, 2024 in Budapest, Hungary.
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                [image: A surfer rides an artificial wave in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer rides an artificial wave in the river Eisbach at the Englischer Garten, in downtown Munich, Germany, on June 18, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ariel Schalit / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A wavelike shelf cloud passes above a city.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shelf cloud passes over downtown Milwaukee, Wisconsin, on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: A man walks on a street, pulling along a scooter with a small dog standing on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Muharrem Yilmaz takes his dog Toprak for his daily scooter ride in Aydin, Turkey, on June 14, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of the face of a lynx]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Iberian lynx, seen in Sierra de Andujar Natural Park in Andalusia, Spain, on June 20, 2024. The International Union for Conservation of Nature lowered the level of threat to Iberian lynx from "endangered" to "vulnerable," after verifying that the population has climbed from 94 in 2001 to more than 2,000 today.
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                [image: A soccer fan poses, their face painted in red and black makeup to create the emblem of the flag of Albania, a black double-headed eagle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fan of Albania is pictured prior the UEFA Euro 2024 Group B football match between Italy and Albania at BVB Stadion in Dortmund, Germany, on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: Two young people take a selfie in front of a mural depicting, in part, a woman with raised arms and a military vehicle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Girls pose for pictures at a mural after visiting the Hector Pieterson Museum in Soweto, South Africa, on June 16, 2024. The Soweto Uprising began on June 16, 1976, as a peaceful student protest against the enforcement of Afrikaans in schools. The police and army's response with tear gas and bullets led to violent clashes, resulting in the deaths of 400 to 700 people, many of them children. The event galvanized international opposition to apartheid and is commemorated annually in South Africa as Youth Day.
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                [image: A person stands close to a cow, cradling its head during a judging event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer reacts with her Hereford as it is judged at the Royal Highland Show on June 20, 2024, in Edinburgh, Scotland.
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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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How the 'Owner's Guide' Became a Rare Book

A good manual is hard to find.

by Ian Bogost




Just the other day, I had to read the manual. I'd borrowed my neighbor's hammer drill to make some holes in a masonry wall, and I didn't know how to swap the bits. Fortunately, the drill's carrying case came with a booklet of instructions, which I followed with great success. Many holes were thus produced. This got me thinking: I used to read the manual fairly often; now I almost never do. I own a smartphone, a handful of laptops, and a barrage of smart-home gadgets; for several days this winter, I also played around with Apple's brand-new, ultra-high-definition VR headset. Yet not a single one of these devices, each a million times more complicated than the drill, came with any useful printed matter--usually just a "Quick Start" booklet and, if I was lucky, a QR code that linked to further help online.

The instruction manual's decline has been slow and plodding, like the act of going through a manual itself. (The universal joke about instruction manuals has always been that no one ever reads them.) Technological advances, especially in electronics, have made it easier for products to tell you how to use them as you go. The 1977 Atari Video Computer System could not display extensive text, so each game had a printed manual to explain its premise and its actions. Likewise, a VCR could show only a few letters and symbols on a simple LED display. But now almost every gizmo has a more advanced display built into it--or else it can connect to a smartphone that will act as one. And these displays will show you step-by-step instructions as you need them.

Another factor was the rise of new interface designs, and the promise of gadgets that were so intuitive, people wouldn't even need instructions to begin with. The 1984 Apple Macintosh computer holds the reputation of being the first user-friendly computer, but it's easy to forget that the Mac was not yet a device that you could just turn on and start using. In fact, the original machine came with a 165-page manual that covered how to manipulate windows, drag icons, and create documents. ("Use it now to learn the basic Macintosh skills," the booklet commands its readers.) Through the mid-1990s, Apple's products shipped with similar manuals--and sometimes Quick Start references, which most people chose to read instead. Eventually, the manuals disappeared. When the first iPod was released, in 2001, it was packaged with a one-sheet "Getting Started" guide that included a labeled diagram of its buttons and ports. The original iPhone, from 2007, came with just a folded strip of "Finger Tips" that described its basic operation. Over time, those guides became less common too.

Read: The Apple Vision Pro is spectacular and sad

The move away from manuals was good for business, the gadget journalist David Pogue told me. "Once the product is done, they want to ship it and start earning revenue," he said. According to Pogue, a paper manual can take months to write, edit, and print. Why hold up distribution unless you really have to? Manufacturers also save some money when they choose not to print and pack a user guide, and post a PDF instead. This is better for the planet, too--a fact that may be touted to consumers.

As manuals became more rare, during the '90s, Pogue helped start a countertrend. He tried replacing them with ... other manuals. Some products--like Mac OS 9--had no manual at all, so third-party publishers would step in to create one. By 2000, Pogue had written Mac OS 9: The Missing Manual, one in a long series of such books. In other cases, the official user's guides that came with, say, photo-editing software or a word processor were bad enough that people would pay extra for a better version. A book like Photoshop CS4 for Dummies was written for real people rather than the product engineers and lawyers who presumably had a hand in creating and approving Adobe's 700-page instruction guide. "You want a reference that discusses how things work and what things do, not in a technogeek or encyclopedic manner, but rather as an experienced friend might explain something to you," the introduction says.

But these how-to books for consumer tech also fell into decline. Pogue, who wrote seven For Dummies books in addition to more than a dozen Missing Manuals, explained in a 2017 article that they'd been made less useful by free online tips and YouTube tutorials. People were also spending a lot more time using apps and software that are designed to seem as simple as possible. (He quoted the founder of O'Reilly Media, which published the Missing Manual series: "You don't need a book to use Facebook.") As a result, Pogue wrote, we've become ever more ignorant of our devices' features, let alone their inner workings, even as those devices have grown ever more complex.

How-to information is arguably much more prevalent than it ever was before; it's just distributed across the internet these days, and may be harder to find. "I feel worse for older people who much preferred a printed book with well-written, proofread, logically structured information and a good index," Pogue told me. For them, searching Reddit or scrubbing through YouTube videos may not be a natural skill. The search for free advice can also introduce some frictions of its own. Recently, I became frustrated looking for the right video tutorial on replacing ignition coils in my car engine. None of the ones that listed the correct year and model had the same engine cover I did, so I wasn't sure how to remove it. I eventually discovered the solution--just pull up--but I might have done so sooner had I not been so fixated on finding instructions.

For the moment, only certain species of the printed manual have gone extinct. My smartphone doesn't have one; neither do my laptops. But the functions of my neighbor's hammer drill have been clearly documented. Other, simpler machines have instructions, too. (Forgot how to operate your four-slice toaster? Just read the manual.) It makes sense that the workings of a smartphone or computer, or any other high-tech, general-purpose machine, would be harder to document than, say, a hammer drill, which exists to put holes of different sizes into bricks and concrete.

Read: I wrote this on a 30-year-old computer

But as I pored over the drill's manual, I realized that it offered me a different kind of benefit: It taught me not only how to use the tool, but also how I might engage with it at a remove. A manual can be an instrument of the imagination: Instead of using a gadget, you ponder using it, or plan to use it, or reflect upon its possible uses. One joy of the erstwhile video-game manual was that it could be studied while away from the console, creating anticipation and helping players develop strategy. Before smartphones filled every idle moment with novelty, boredom was more common. To pass the time, you might pick up the guide for your camcorder or read the instructions for the microwave. A manual created intimacy with the consumer goods that surround you almost every day. It helped you get to know them in a deeper sense.

A digital manual can still do this work, I suppose. But in the same way that accessing a restaurant menu via QR code enforces a distraction from the experience of eating out, perusing a manual on your phone may work to separate you from the tool you mean to use. A printed manual allowed you to explore the operation of a machine as an activity in its own right. Even if you never read it, a manual offered assurance that unforeseen problems could be tamed. I recently had to add up the BTUs for my gas appliances so the utility company could issue the correct replacement meter; I was glad to have the manuals. When my lawn mower stopped working properly, the manual helped me decode the meaning of its indicator lights (the battery was overheating). However you might use the instructions, the manual is a thing in itself, worthy of keeping in a drawer with all the others. A manual suggests a relationship with a product.

That weird, bewitching attention to the inner life of manufactured goods appears to be endangered. Already, manuals have taken on a metaphorical meaning, standing for self-sufficiency. When you seek out gadget help on an online forum, your fellow citizens might urge you to RTFM. This doesn't always mean that you should "read the fucking manual," given that said manual may not exist. Rather, it's a way of pointing to your need for help and calling it a weakness. But we all need help in understanding and connecting with the gadgets that surround us. Pogue told me that he still receives daily emails from people yearning for a Missing Manual guide to Windows 11 or iOS 18 or whatever else. "I'm so sorry," he says in a reply so common that he has automated its generation, "but the economics just aren't there anymore."
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Generative AI Can't Cite Its Sources

How will OpenAI keep its promise to media companies?

by Matteo Wong




Updated at 8:58 a.m. ET on June 26, 2024

Silicon Valley appears, once again, to be getting the better of America's newspapers and magazines. Tech companies are injecting every corner of the web with AI language models, which may pose an existential threat to journalism as we currently know it. After all, why go to a media outlet if ChatGPT can deliver the information you think you need?



A growing number of media companies--the publishers of The Wall Street Journal, Business Insider, New York, Politico, The Atlantic, and many others--have signed licensing deals with OpenAI that will formally allow the start-up's AI models to incorporate recent partner articles into their responses. (The editorial division of The Atlantic operates independently from the business division, which announced its corporate partnership with OpenAI last month.) OpenAI is just the beginning, and such deals may soon be standard for major media companies: Perplexity, which runs a popular AI-powered search engine, has had conversations with various publishers (including The Atlantic's business division) about a potential ad-revenue-sharing arrangement, the start-up's chief business officer, Dmitry Shevelenko, told me yesterday. Perplexity has spent the past few weeks defending itself against accusations that it appears to have plagiarized journalists' work. (A spokesperson for The Atlantic said that its business leadership has been talking with "a number of AI companies" both to explore possible partnerships and to express "significant concerns.")



OpenAI is paying its partners and receives permission to train its models on their content in exchange. Although a spokesperson for OpenAI did not answer questions about citations in ChatGPT or the status of media-partner products in any detail, Shevelenko was eager to explain why this is relevant to Perplexity: "We need web publishers to keep creating great journalism that is loaded up with facts, because you can't answer questions well if you don't have accurate source material."

Read: A devil's bargain with OpenAI

Although this may seem like media arcana--mere C-suite squabbles--the reality is that AI companies are envisioning a future in which their platforms are central to how all internet users find information. Among OpenAI's promises is that, in the future, ChatGPT and other products will link and give credit--and drive readers--to media partners' websites. In theory, OpenAI could improve readership at a time when other distribution channels--Facebook and Google, mainly--are cratering. But it is unclear whether OpenAI, Perplexity, or any other generative-AI company will be able to create products that consistently and accurately cite their sources--let alone drive any audiences to original sources such as news outlets. Currently, they struggle to do so with any consistency.



Curious about how these media deals might work in practice, I tried a range of searches in ChatGPT and Perplexity. Although Perplexity generally included links and citations, ChatGPT--which is not a tailored, Google-like search tool--typically did not unless explicitly asked to. Within those citations, both Perplexity and ChatGPT at times failed to deliver a functioning link to the source that had originated whatever information was most relevant or that I was looking for. The most advanced version of ChatGPT made various errors and missteps when I asked about features and original reporting from publications that have partnered with OpenAI. Sometimes links were missing, or went to the wrong page on the right site, or just didn't take me anywhere at all. Frequently, the citations were to news aggregators or publications that had summarized journalism published originally by OpenAI partners such as The Atlantic and New York.



For instance, I asked about when Donald Trump had called Americans who'd died at war "suckers" and "losers." ChatGPT correctly named The Atlantic as the outlet that first reported, in 2020, that Trump had made these remarks. But instead of linking to the source material, it pointed users to secondary sources such as Yahoo News, Military Times, and logicallyfacts.com; the last is itself a subsidiary of an AI company focused on limiting the spread of disinformation. When asked about the leak of the Supreme Court opinion that overturned Roe v. Wade in 2022--a scoop that made Politico a Pulitzer Prize finalist and helped win it a George Polk Award--ChatGPT mentioned Politico but did not link to the site. Instead, it linked to Wikipedia, Rutgers University, Yahoo News, and Poynter. When asked to direct me to the original Politico article, it provided a nonfunctioning hyperlink. In response to questions about ChatGPT's failure to provide high-quality citations, an OpenAI spokesperson told me that the company is working on an enhanced, attribution-forward search product that will direct users to partner content. The spokesperson did not say when that product is expected to launch.

Read: Google is turning into a libel machine

My attempts to use Microsoft Copilot and Perplexity turned up similar errors, although Perplexity was less error-prone than any other chatbot tool I tried. Google's new AI Overview feature recently missummarized one of my articles into a potentially defamatory claim (the company has since addressed that error). That experience lines up with other reports and academic research demonstrating that these programs struggle to cite sources correctly: One test from last year showed that leading language models did not offer complete citations even half the time in response to questions from a particular data set. Recent Wired and Forbes investigations have alleged that Perplexity closely reproduced journalists' content and wording to respond to queries or create bespoke "Perplexity Pages"--which the company describes as "comprehensive articles on any topic," and which at the time of the Forbes article's publication hid attributions as small logos that linked out to the original content. When I asked Perplexity, "Why have the past 10 years of American life been uniquely stupid?"--a reference to the headline of a popular Atlantic article--the site's first citation was to a PDF copy of the story; the original link was fifth.



Shevelenko said that Perplexity had adjusted its product in response to parts of the Forbes report, which enumerated various ways that the site minimizes the sources it draws information from for its Perplexity Pages. He also said that the company avoids "the most common sources of pirated, downloadable content," and that my PDF example may have slipped through because it is hosted on a school website. The company depends on and wants to "create healthy, long-term incentives" to support human journalism, Shevelenko told me, and although he touted the product's accuracy, he also said that "nobody at Perplexity thinks we're anywhere near as good as we can be or should be."



In fairness, these are not entirely new problems. Human-staffed websites already harvest and cannibalize original reporting into knockoff articles designed to rank highly on search engines or social media. When ChatGPT points to an aggregated Yahoo News article instead of the original scoop, it is operating similarly to Google's traditional search engine (which in one search about the Supreme Court leak did not even place Politico in its top 10 links). This isn't a new practice. Long before the internet existed, newspapers and magazines routinely aggregated stories from their competitors. When Perplexity appears to rip off Wired or Forbes, it may not be so different from any other sketchy website that copies with abandon. But OpenAI, Microsoft, Google, and Perplexity have promised that their AI products will be good friends to the media; linked citations and increased readership have been named as clear benefits to publishers that have contracted with OpenAI.



Several experts I interviewed for this article told me that AI models might never be perfect at finding and citing information. Accuracy and attribution are an active area of research, and substantial improvements are coming, they said. But even if some future model reaches "70 or 80 percent" accuracy, "it'll never reach, or might take a long time to reach, 99 percent," Tianyu Gao, a machine-learning researcher at Princeton, told me. Even those who were more optimistic noted that significant challenges lie ahead.

Read: These 183,000 books are fueling the biggest fight in publishing and tech

A traditional large language model is not connected to the internet but instead writes answers based on its training data; OpenAI's most advanced model hasn't trained on anything since October 2023. While OpenAI's technology is proprietary, to provide information about anything more recent, or more accurate responses about older events, researchers typically connect the AI to an external data source or even a typical search engine--a process known as "retrieval-augmented generation," or RAG. First, a chatbot turns the user's query into an internet search, perhaps via Google or Bing, and "retrieves" relevant content. Then the chatbot uses that content to "generate" its response. (ChatGPT currently relies on Bing for queries that use RAG.)



Every step of this process is currently prone to error. Before a generative-AI program composes its response to a user's query, it might struggle with a faulty internet search that doesn't pull up relevant information. "The retrieval component failing is actually a very big part of these systems failing," Graham Neubig, an AI and natural-language-processing researcher at Carnegie Mellon University, told me. Anyone who has used Google in the past few years has witnessed the search engine pull up tangential results and keyword-optimized websites over more reliable sources. Feeding that into an AI risks creating more mess, because language models are not always good at discriminating between more and less useful search results. Google's AI Overview tool, for instance, recently seemed to draw from a Reddit comment saying that glue is a good way to get cheese to stick to pizza. And if the web search doesn't turn up anything particularly helpful, the chatbot might just invent something in order to answer the question, Neubig said.



Even if a chatbot retrieves good information, today's generative-AI programs are prone to twisting, ignoring, or misrepresenting data. Large language models are designed to write lucid, fluent prose by predicting words in a sequence, not to cross-reference information or create footnotes. A chatbot can tell you that the sky is blue, but it doesn't "understand" what the sky or the color blue are. It might say instead that the sky is hot pink--evincing a tendency to "hallucinate," or invent information, that is counter to the goal of reliable citation. Various experts told me that an AI model might invent reasonable-sounding facts that aren't in a cited article, fail to follow instructions to note its sources, or cite the wrong sources.



Representatives from News Corp, Vox Media, and Axel Springer declined to comment. A spokesperson for The Atlantic told me that the company believes that AI "could be an important way to help build our audience in the future." The OpenAI spokesperson said that the company is "committed to a thriving ecosystem of publishers and creators" and is working with its partners to build a product with "proper attribution--an enhanced experience still in development and not yet available in ChatGPT."

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

One way to do that could be to apply external programs that filter and check the AI model's citations, especially given language models' inherent limitations. ChatGPT may not be great at citing its sources right now, but OpenAI could build a specialized product that is far better. Another tactic might be to specifically prompt and train AI models to provide more reliable annotations; a chatbot could "learn" that a high-quality response includes citations for each line delivered, for example. "There are potential engineering solutions to some of these problems, but solving all of them in one fell swoop is always hard," Neubig said. Alex Dimakis, a computer scientist at the University of Texas at Austin and a co-director of the National Science Foundation's Institute for Foundations of Machine Learning, told me over email that it is "certainly possible" that reliable responses with citations could be engineered "soon."



Still, some of the problems may be inherent to the setup: Reliable summary and attribution require adhering closely to sources, but the magic of generative AI is that it synthesizes and associates information in unexpected ways. A good chatbot and a good web index, in other words, could be fundamentally at odds--media companies might be asking OpenAI to build a product that sacrifices "intelligence" for fidelity. "What we want to do with the generation goes against that attribution-and-provenance part, so you have to make a choice," Chirag Shah, an AI and internet-search expert at the University of Washington, told me. There has to be a compromise. Which is, of course, what these media partnerships have been all along--tech companies paying to preempt legal battles and bad PR, media companies hedging their bets against a future technology that could ruin their current business model.



Academic and corporate research on making more reliable AI systems that don't destroy the media ecosystem or poison the web abounds. Just last Friday, OpenAI acquired a start-up that builds information-retrieval software. But absent more details from the company about what exactly these future search products or ChatGPT abilities will look like, the internet's billions of users are left with the company's word--no sources cited.
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Google Is Turning Into a Libel Machine

Another reason not to trust the search engine in the generative-AI era

by Matteo Wong




Updated at 11:35 a.m. ET on June 21, 2024

A few weeks ago, I witnessed Google Search make what could have been the most expensive error in its history. In response to a query about cheating in chess, Google's new AI Overview told me that the young American player Hans Niemann had "admitted to using an engine," or a chess-playing AI, after defeating Magnus Carlsen in 2022--implying that Niemann had confessed to cheating against the world's top-ranked player. Suspicion about the American's play against Carlsen that September indeed sparked controversy, one that reverberated even beyond the world of professional chess, garnering mainstream news coverage and the attention of Elon Musk.



Except, Niemann admitted no such thing. Quite the opposite: He has vigorously defended himself against the allegations, going so far as to file a $100 million defamation lawsuit against Carlsen and several others who had accused him of cheating or punished him for the unproven allegation--Chess.com, for example, had banned Niemann from its website and tournaments. Although a judge dismissed the suit on procedural grounds, Niemann has been cleared of wrongdoing, and Carlsen has agreed to play him again. But the prodigy is still seething: Niemann recently spoke of an "undying and unwavering resolve" to silence his haters, saying, "I'm going to be their biggest nightmare for the rest of their lives." Could he insist that Google and its AI, too, are on the hook for harming his reputation?



The error turned up when I was searching for an article I had written about the controversy, which Google's AI cited. In it, I noted that Niemann has admitted to using a chess engine exactly twice, both times when he was much younger, in online games. All Google had to do was paraphrase that. But mangling nuance into libel is precisely the type of mistake we should expect from AI models, which are prone to "hallucination": inventing sources, misattributing quotes, rewriting the course of events. Google's AI Overviews have also falsely asserted that eating rocks can be healthy and that Barack Obama is Muslim. (Google repeated the error about Niemann's alleged cheating multiple times, and stopped doing so only after I sent Google a request for comment. A spokesperson for the company told me that AI Overviews "sometimes present information in a way that doesn't provide full context" and that the company works quickly to fix "instances of AI Overviews not meeting our policies.")

Read: Generative AI is challenging a 234-year-old law

Over the past few months, tech companies with billions of users have begun thrusting generative AI into more and more consumer products, and thus into potentially billions of people's lives. Chatbot responses are in Google Search, AI is coming to Siri, AI responses are all over Meta's platforms, and all manner of businesses are lining up to buy access to ChatGPT. In doing so, these corporations seem to be breaking a long-held creed that they are platforms, not publishers. (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI. The editorial division of The Atlantic operates independently from the business division.) A traditional Google Search or social-media feed presents a long list of content produced by third parties, which courts have found the platform is not legally responsible for. Generative AI flips the equation: Google's AI Overview crawls the web like a traditional search, but then uses a language model to compose the results into an original answer. I didn't say Niemann cheated against Carlsen; Google did. In doing so, the search engine acted as both a speaker and a platform, or "splatform," as the legal scholars Margot E. Kaminski and Meg Leta Jones recently put it. It may be only a matter of time before an AI-generated lie about a Taylor Swift affair goes viral, or Google accuses a Wall Street analyst of insider trading. If Swift, Niemann, or anybody else had their life ruined by a chatbot, whom would they sue, and how? At least two such cases are already under way in the United States, and more are likely to follow.



Holding OpenAI, Google, Apple, or any other tech company legally and financially accountable for defamatory AI--that is, for their AI products outputting false statements that damage someone's reputation--could pose an existential threat to the technology. But nobody has had to do so until now, and some of the established legal standards for suing a person or an organization for written defamation, or libel, "lead you to a set of dead ends when you're talking about AI systems," Kaminski, a professor who studies the law and AI at the University of Colorado at Boulder, told me.

Read: AI search is turning into the problem everyone worried about

To win a defamation claim, someone generally has to show that the accused published false information that damaged their reputation, and prove that the false statement was made with negligence or "actual malice," depending on the situation. In other words, you have to establish the mental state of the accused. But "even the most sophisticated chatbots lack mental states," Nina Brown, a communications-law professor at Syracuse University, told me. "They can't act carelessly. They can't act recklessly. Arguably, they can't even know information is false."



Even as tech companies speak of AI products as though they are actually intelligent, even humanlike or creative, they are fundamentally statistics machines connected to the internet--and flawed ones at that. A corporation and its employees "are not really directly involved with the preparation of that defamatory statement that gives rise to the harm," Brown said--presumably, nobody at Google is directing the AI to spread false information, much less lies about a specific person or entity. They've just built an unreliable product and placed it within a search engine that was once, well, reliable.



One way forward could be to ignore Google altogether: If a human believes that information, that's their problem. Someone who reads a false, AI-generated statement, doesn't confirm it, and widely shares that information does bear responsibility and could be sued under current libel standards, Leslie Garfield Tenzer, a professor at the Elisabeth Haub School of Law at Pace University, told me. A journalist who took Google's AI output and republished it might be liable for defamation, and for good reason if the false information would not have otherwise reached a broad audience. But such an approach may not get at the root of the problem. Indeed, defamation law "potentially protects AI speech more than it would human speech, because it's really, really hard to apply these questions of intent to an AI system that's operated or developed by a corporation," Kaminski said.



Another way to approach harmful AI outputs might be to apply the obvious observation that chatbots are not people, but products manufactured by corporations for general consumption--for which there are plenty of existing legal frameworks, Kaminski noted. Just as a car company can be held responsible for a faulty brake that causes highway accidents, and just as Tesla has been sued for alleged malfunctions of its Autopilot, tech companies might be held responsible for flaws in their chatbots that end up harming users, Eugene Volokh, a First Amendment-law professor at UCLA, told me. If a lawsuit reveals a defect in a chatbot's training data, algorithm, or safeguards that made it more likely to generate defamatory statements, and that there was a safer alternative, Brown said, a company could be responsible for negligently or recklessly releasing a libel-prone product. Whether a company sufficiently warned users that their chatbot is unreliable could also be at issue.

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

Consider one current chatbot defamation case, against Microsoft, which follows similar contours to the chess-cheating scenario: Jeffery Battle, a veteran and an aviation consultant, alleges that an AI-powered response in Bing stated that he pleaded guilty to seditious conspiracy against the United States. Bing confused this Battle with Jeffrey Leon Battle, who indeed pleaded guilty to such a crime--a conflation that, the complaint alleges, has damaged the consultant's business. To win, Battle may have to prove that Microsoft was negligent or reckless about the AI falsehoods--which, Volokh noted, could be easier because Battle claims to have notified Microsoft of the error and that the company didn't take timely action to fix it. (Microsoft declined to comment on the case.)



The product-liability analogy is not the only way forward. Europe, Kaminski noted, has taken the route of risk mitigation: If tech companies are going to release high-risk AI systems, they have to adequately assess and prevent that risk before doing so. If and how any of these approaches will apply to AI and libel in court, specifically, must be litigated. But there are options. A frequent refrain is that "tech moves too fast for the law," Kaminski said, and that the law needs to be rewritten for every technological breakthrough. It doesn't, and for AI libel, "the framework ought to be pretty similar" to existing law, Volokh told me.



ChatGPT and Google Gemini might be new, but the industries rushing to implement them--pharmaceutical and consulting and tech and energy--have long been sued for breaking antitrust, consumer-protection, false-claims, and pretty much any other law. The Federal Trade Commission, for instance, has issued a number of warnings to tech companies about false-advertising and privacy violations regarding AI products. "Your AI copilots are not gods," an attorney at the agency recently wrote. Indeed, for the foreseeable future, AI will remain more adjective than noun--the term AI is a synecdoche for an artificial-intelligence tool or product. American law, in turn, has been regulating the internet for decades, and corporations for centuries.



This article originally stated that Google's AI Overview feature told users that chicken is safe to eat at 102 degrees Fahrenheit. This statement was based on a doctored social-media post and has been removed.
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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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Google Is Playing a Dangerous Game With AI Search

The search giant's new tool is answering questions about cancer, heart attacks, and Ozempic.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Updated at 11:38 a.m. ET on June 21, 2024

Doctors often have a piece of advice for the rest of us: Don't Google it. The search giant tends to be the first stop for people hoping to answer every health-related question: Why is my scab oozing? What is this pink bump on my arm? Search for symptoms, and you might click through to WebMD and other sites that can provide an overwhelming possibility of reasons for what's ailing you. The experience of freaking out about what you find online is so common that researchers have a word for it: cyberchondria.



Google has introduced a new feature that effectively allows it to play doctor itself. Although the search giant has long included snippets of text at the top of its search results, now generative AI is taking things a step further. As of last week, the company is rolling out its "AI overview" feature to everyone in the United States, one of the biggest design changes in recent years. Many Google searches will return an AI-generated answer right underneath the search bar, above any links to outside websites. This includes questions about health. When I searched Can you die from too much caffeine?, Google's AI overview spit out a four-paragraph answer, citing five sources.



But this is still a chatbot. In just a week, Google users have pointed out all kinds of inaccuracies with the new AI tool. It has reportedly asserted that dogs have played in the NFL and that President Andrew Johnson had 14 degrees from the University of Wisconsin at Madison. Health answers have been no exception; a number of flagrantly wrong or outright weird responses have surfaced. Rocks are safe to eat. Running with scissors can be fine. These search fails can be funny when they are harmless. But when more serious health questions get the AI treatment, Google is playing a risky game.



Google's AI overviews don't trigger for every search, and that's by design. "What laptop should I buy?" is a lower-stakes query than "Do I have cancer?" of course. Even before the introduction of AI search results, Google has said that it treats health queries with special care to surface the most reputable results at the top of the page. "AI overviews are rooted in Google Search's core quality and safety systems," a Google spokesperson told me in an email, "and we have an even higher bar for quality in the cases where we do show an AI overview on a health query." The spokesperson also said that Google tries to show the overview only when the system is most confident in the answer. Otherwise it will just show a regular search result.



When I tested the new tool on more than 100 health-related queries this week, an AI overview popped up for most of them, even the sensitive questions. For real-life inspiration, I used Google's Trends, which gave me a sense of what people actually tend to search for on a given health topic. Google's search bot advised me on how to lose weight, how to get diagnosed with ADHD, what to do if someone's eyeball is popping out of its socket, whether menstrual-cycle tracking works to prevent pregnancy, how to know if I'm having an allergic reaction, what the weird bump on the back of my arm is, how to know if I'm dying. (Some of the AI responses I found have since changed, or no longer show up.)



Not all the advice seemed bad, to be clear. Signs of a heart attack pulled up an AI overview that basically got it right--chest pain, shortness of breath, lightheadedness--and cited sources such as the Mayo Clinic and the CDC. But health is a sensitive area for a technology giant to be operating what is still an experiment: At the bottom of some AI responses is small text saying that the tool is "for informational purposes only ... For medical advice or diagnosis, consult a professional. Generative AI is experimental." Many health questions contain the potential for real-world harm, if answered even just partially incorrectly. AI responses that stoke anxiety about an illness you don't have are one thing, but what about results that, say, miss the signs of an allergic reaction?



Even if Google says it is limiting its AI-overviews tool in certain areas, some searches might still slip through the cracks. At times, it would refuse to answer a question, presumably for safety reasons, and then answer a similar version of the same question. For example, Is Ozempic safe? did not unfurl an AI response, but Should I take Ozempic? did. When it came to cancer, the tool was similarly finicky: It would not tell me the symptoms of breast cancer, but when I asked about symptoms of lung and prostate cancer, it obliged. When I tried again later, it reversed course and listed out breast-cancer symptoms for me, too.



Some searches would not result in an AI overview, no matter how I phrased the queries. The tool did not appear for any queries containing the word COVID. It also shut me down when I asked about drugs--fentanyl, cocaine, weed--and sometimes nudged me toward calling a suicide and crisis hotline. This risk with generative AI isn't just about Google spitting out blatantly wrong, eye-roll-worthy answers. As the AI research scientist Margaret Mitchell tweeted, "This isn't about 'gotchas,' this is about pointing out clearly foreseeable harms." Most people, I hope, should know not to eat rocks. The bigger concern is smaller sourcing and reasoning errors--especially when someone is Googling for an immediate answer, and might be more likely to read nothing more than the AI overview. For instance, it told me that pregnant women could eat sushi as long as it doesn't contain raw fish. Which is technically true, but basically all sushi has raw fish. When I asked about ADHD, it cited AccreditedSchoolsOnline.org, an irrelevant website about school quality.



When I Googled How effective is chemotherapy?, the AI overview said that the one-year survival rate is 52 percent. That statistic comes from a real scientific paper, but it's specifically about head and neck cancers, and the survival rate for patients not receiving chemotherapy was far lower. The AI overview confidently bolded and highlighted the stat as if it applied to all cancers.



In certain instances, a search bot might genuinely be helpful. Wading through a huge list of Google search results can be a pain, especially compared with a chatbot response that sums it up for you. The tool might also get better with time. Still, it may never be perfect. At Google's size, content moderation is incredibly challenging even without generative AI. One Google executive told me last year that 15 percent of daily searches are ones the company has never seen before. Now Google Search is stuck with the same problems that other chatbots have: Companies can create rules about what they should and shouldn't respond to, but they can't always be enforced with precision. "Jailbreaking" ChatGPT with creative prompts has become a game in itself. There are so many ways to phrase any given Google search--so many ways to ask questions about your body, your life, your world.



If these AI overviews are seemingly inconsistent for health advice, a space that Google is committed to going above and beyond in, what about all the rest of our searches?



This article originally stated that Google's AI Overview feature told users that chicken is safe to eat at 102 degrees Fahrenheit. This statement was based on a doctored social-media post and has been removed.
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A Test of Coherency at This Year's Debate

For Trump and Biden, who faces greater danger onstage at the presidential debate?

by The Editors




Just days ahead of Joe Biden and Donald Trump's first 2024 presidential debate, the two candidates are set to appeal before the American people from similarly respective situations: Both are unpopular, they are tied in recent national polls, and the men are older than any previous president.

On the debate stage, the candidates each face a test to prove that they have what it takes to be in office. For Trump, the debate will be one of his first public forays before a national audience since leaving the White House--and concern about his cognitive well-being will be center stage. Until now, people have largely tuned out the former president, Jonathan Karl argued on Washington Week With The Atlantic. And despite his omnipresence as a political figure, this is not "the same Donald Trump of the Trump presidency," Karl said. "His ideas have gotten fuzzy."

Meanwhile, Biden will almost certainly face attacks about his frailty as concern about his physical health and mental presence has become central to arguments against his candidacy. Both candidates face a certain kind of danger in taking the stage, but whereas Biden needs to prove he's not senile, "the expectations for Trump are higher," Anne Applebaum said. "It will be harder for Trump to appear coherent, to sound coherent."

"One of the things that's at stake in this election is: Do we vote on policy, do we vote on what's really happening in the economy, or do we vote on bombast and identity politics and, essentially, lies that suit whatever biases you have?" Applebaum asked. "The debate might show that."

Joining editor in chief of The Atlantic Jeffrey Goldberg to discuss this and more: Anne Applebaum, a staff writer for The Atlantic; Zolan Kanno-Young, a White House correspondent for The New York Times; Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent for ABC News; and Vivian Salama, a national-politics reporter for The Wall Street Journal. 

Watch the full episode here.
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A New Danger at America's National Parks

Extreme heat is making it harder for rescue helicopters to take off.

by Kylie Mohr




This is an edition of The Weekly Planet, a newsletter that provides a guide for living through climate change. Sign up for it here.

The thermometer read 121 degrees Fahrenheit when 71-year-old Steve Curry collapsed outside a restroom in Death Valley National Park last summer. Curry, who'd reportedly been hiking on a nearby trail in Golden Canyon, was just trying to make it back to his car. The National Park Service and the Inyo County Sheriff's Office quickly responded to the scene. They tried to revive him with an external defibrillator, but it was not enough, and the medical helicopter that could've transported him to a hospital wasn't able to take off because of the extreme heat. It was too late.

One of the last photographs of Curry alive, taken by a Los Angeles Times team on the day he died, shows him sitting under a tiny patch of shade, a large sun hat on his head and his face smeared with sunscreen. When asked by the Times why he was hiking that day, the experienced hiker replied, "Why not?"

This summer, millions of visitors will descend on national parks. They may not realize that extreme heat is not only making the outdoors riskier, but also making rescuing those in danger much more difficult. Park rangers in Death Valley respond to overheated visitors multiple times a week in the summer months, and in recent years, heat has been a factor in one to three deaths there a year. High temperatures can lead to heat exhaustion and heatstroke--conditions that can necessitate a search-and-rescue operation or an air ambulance, which can reach you quicker than an ambulance on the ground. But temperatures above 120 degrees Fahrenheit (a common summer occurrence in Death Valley) make the air too "thin" to give an ambulance helicopter the lift it needs to get off the ground and safely stay there.

Without a helicopter, rescuers on the ground--braving the same blistering heat--are the only option. Although park rangers want to help, park managers will not allow them to put their lives in danger for lengthy search-and-rescue operations in extreme heat. On-foot searches for people whose location is unknown are less likely to happen when temperatures are 120 degrees or hotter in Death Valley, though park rangers will respond to medical emergencies that they can safely get to (in developed areas and along roads, for example), even in high temperatures.

These rescue challenges are likely to become more and more common at numerous national parks. Some of the most popular--Death Valley and Joshua Tree in California, Big Bend in Texas, Grand Canyon in Arizona--are in desert regions where summer is just naturally, well, hot. Death Valley once reached an air temperature of 134 degrees, at the aptly named Furnace Creek in 1913.

But even the hot places are getting hotter. In 2021, Death Valley broke its record for most consecutive days over 125 degrees; projections from a report prepared for the National Climate Assessment show that temperatures across the southwestern United States will continue to warm above previous averages throughout the rest of the century. National parks (in part because of their locations in Alaska, at high elevations, and in the arid Southwest) are disproportionately affected by climate change--from 1895 to 2010, their temperatures increased at double the rate of the rest of the country, according to research published in 2018. Last June and July, at least five people--including Curry--died in national parks in the Southwest. Heat was a contributing factor in all five deaths.

But the heat doesn't seem to be deterring visitors. In fact, record-breaking temperatures can even be a draw. In Death Valley, many visitors are eager to get a photo in front of the park's giant digital thermometer with its eye-popping numbers in the triple digits.

Visiting a national park is a quintessential American pastime, particularly in the summer. But in recent years, the experience of visiting a park, and other outdoor destinations, has changed alongside the climate. A study led by the NPS predicted a significant uptick in heat-related illness for its visitors in the coming years. "People should know that heat can kill, and it does," Abby Wines, a Death Valley National Park spokesperson, told me.

Rangers and volunteers in the Grand Canyon, where hikers start the day going down and must exert themselves more on the way back up, when temperatures are higher, have since 1997 implemented a proactive approach. A "preventive" search-and-rescue team stops people before they've reached the canyon's bottom, and checks on their water supplies, educates them on the day's forecast, and encourages a U-turn if necessary.

Hikers can also take their own precautions to get ahead of an emergency. Recommendations are commonsense and easy to follow wherever you are: Drink water, shorten your activities, wear a hat, eat salty snacks, and seek out shady trails if possible. Don't discount temperatures of 105 or 110 degrees, Wines warned, even though those numbers are "not so hot" by Death Valley standards. Low humidity in these dry places means your sweat evaporates off your body as it's being created, getting rid of a familiar signal of exertion. And keep an eye on your watch: Hiking low-elevation trails after 10 a.m., and especially from 3 to 5 p.m., is discouraged in places like Death Valley.

Stop signs at the Golden Canyon trailhead, where Curry hiked the day of his death, warn visitors of extreme heat danger in nine different languages. Another sign shows a helicopter with a black line slashed through it, warning that a rescue may be hours away. When you see those signs, take heed.
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Pain Doesn't Belong on a Scale of Zero to 10

A popular scale for measuring pain doesn't work, but medicine still has no better alternative.

by Elisabeth Rosenthal




Over the past two years, a simple but baffling request has preceded most of my encounters with medical professionals: "Rate your pain on a scale of zero to 10."



I trained as a physician and have asked patients the very same question thousands of times, so I think hard about how to quantify the sum of the sore hips, the prickly thighs, and the numbing, itchy pain near my left shoulder blade. I pause and then, mostly arbitrarily, choose a number. "Three or four?" I venture, knowing the real answer is long, complicated, and not measurable in this one-dimensional way.



Pain is a squirrely thing. It's sometimes burning, sometimes drilling, sometimes a deep-in-the-muscles clenching ache. Mine can depend on my mood or how much attention I afford it, and can recede, nearly entirely, if I'm engrossed in a film or a task. Pain can also be disabling enough to cancel vacations, or so overwhelming that it leads people to opioid addiction. Even 10+ pain can be bearable when it's endured for good reason, like giving birth to a child. But what's the purpose of the pains I have now, the lingering effects of a head injury?



The concept of reducing these shades of pain to a single number dates back to the 1970s. But the zero-to-10 scale is ubiquitous today because of what was called a "pain revolution" in the '90s, when intense new attention to addressing pain--primarily with opioids--was framed as progress. Doctors today have a fuller understanding that they can (and should) think about treating pain, as well as the terrible consequences of prescribing opioids so readily. What they are learning only now is how to better measure pain and treat its many forms.



About 30 years ago, physicians who championed the use of opioids gave robust new life to what had been a niche speciality: pain management. They started pushing the idea that pain should be measured at every appointment as a "fifth vital sign." The American Pain Society went as far as copyrighting the phrase. But unlike the other vital signs--blood pressure, temperature, heart rate, and breathing rate--pain had no objective scale. How to measure the unmeasurable? The society encouraged doctors and nurses to use the zero-to-10 rating system. Around that time, the FDA approved OxyContin, a slow-release opioid painkiller made by Purdue Pharma. The drugmaker itself encouraged doctors to routinely record and treat pain, and aggressively marketed opioids as an obvious solution.



To be fair, in an era when pain was too often ignored or undertreated, the zero-to-10 rating system could be regarded as an advance. Morphine pumps were not available for those cancer patients I saw in the '80s, even those in agonizing pain from cancer in their bones; doctors regarded pain as an inevitable part of disease. In the emergency room where I practiced in the early '90s, prescribing even a few opioid pills was a hassle: It required asking the head nurse to unlock a special prescription pad and making a copy for the state agency that tracked prescribing patterns. Regulators (rightly) worried that handing out narcotics would lead to addiction. As a result, some patients in need of relief likely went without.



After pain doctors and opioid manufacturers campaigned for broader use of opioids--claiming that newer forms were not addictive, or much less so than previous incarnations--prescribing the drugs became far easier and were promoted for all kinds of pain, whether from knee arthritis or back problems. As a young doctor joining the "pain revolution," I probably asked patients thousands of times to rate their pain on a scale of zero to 10 and wrote many scripts each week for pain medication, as monitoring "the fifth vital sign" quickly became routine in the medical system. In time, a zero-to-10 pain measurement became a necessary box to fill in electronic medical records. The Joint Commission on the Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations made regularly assessing pain a prerequisite for medical centers receiving federal health-care dollars. Medical groups added treatment of pain to their list of patient rights, and satisfaction with pain treatment became a component of post-visit patient surveys. (A poor showing could mean lower reimbursement from some insurers.)



But this approach to pain management had clear drawbacks. Studies accumulated showing that measuring patients' pain didn't result in better pain control. Doctors showed little interest in or didn't know how to respond to the recorded answer. And patients' satisfaction with their doctor's discussion of pain didn't necessarily mean they got adequate treatment. At the same time, the drugs were fueling the growing opioid epidemic. Research showed that an estimated 3 to 19 percent of people who get a prescription for pain medication from a doctor developed an addiction.



Doctors who wanted to treat pain had few other options, though. "We had a good sense that these drugs weren't the only way to manage pain," Linda Porter, the director of the National Institutes of Health's Office of Pain Policy and Planning, told me. "But we didn't have a good understanding of the complexity or alternatives." The enthusiasm for narcotics left many varietals of pain underexplored and undertreated for years. Only in 2018, a year when nearly 50,000 Americans died of an overdose, did Congress start funding a program--the Early Phase Pain Investigation Clinical Network, or EPPIC-Net--designed to explore different types of pain and find better solutions. The network connects specialists at 12 academic specialized clinical centers, and is meant to jump-start new research in the field and find bespoke solutions for different kinds of pain.



A zero-to-10 scale may make sense in certain situations, such as when a nurse uses it to adjust a medication dose for a patient hospitalized after surgery or an accident. And researchers and pain specialists have tried to create better rating tools--dozens, in fact, none of which was adequate to capture pain's complexity, a European panel of experts concluded. The Veterans Health Administration, for instance, created one that had supplemental questions and visual prompts: A rating of 5 correlated with a frown and a pain level that "interrupts some activities." The survey took much longer to administer and produced results that were no better than the zero-to-10 system. By the 2010s, many medical organizations, including the American Medical Association and the American Academy of Family Physicians, were rejecting not just the zero-to-10 scale but the entire notion that pain could be meaningfully self-reported numerically by a patient.



In the years that opioids had dominated pain remedies, a few drugs--such as gabapentin and pregabalin for neuropathy, and lidocaine patches and creams for musculoskeletal aches--had become available. "There was a growing awareness of the incredible complexity of pain--that you would have to find the right drugs for the right patients," Rebecca Hommer, EPICC-Net's interim director, told me. Researchers are now looking for biomarkers associated with different kinds of pain so that drug studies can use more objective measures to assess the medications' effect. A better understanding of the neural pathways and neurotransmitters that create different types of pain could also help researchers design drugs to interrupt and tame them.



Any treatments that come out of this research are unlikely to be blockbusters like opioids; by design, they will be useful to fewer people. That also makes them less appealing prospects to drug companies. So EPICC-Net is helping small drug companies, academics, and even individual doctors design and conduct early-stage trials to test the safety and efficacy of promising pain-taming molecules. That information will be handed over to drug manufacturers for late-stage trials, all with the aim of getting new drugs approved by the FDA more quickly.



The first EPICC-Net trials are just getting under way. Finding better treatments will be no easy task, because the nervous system is a largely unexplored universe of molecules, cells, and electronic connections that interact in countless ways. The 2021 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine went to scientists who discovered the mechanisms that allow us to feel the most basic sensations: cold and hot. In comparison, pain is a hydra. A simple number might feel definitive. But it's not helping anyone make the pain go away.
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Triple-Digit Highs Can Be Misleading

A single number can't capture extreme heat.

by Kylie Mohr




This is an edition of The Weekly Planet, a newsletter that provides a guide for living through climate change. Sign up for it here.

Summer has only just officially begun, and the world is already sweltering. This week, two counties in northwestern Maine were under their first-ever excessive-heat warning--part of a record-breaking "heat dome" that has settled on the eastern part of the country. Washington, D.C., might hit its first triple-digit high since 2016. Globally, the temperatures this spring have been even more shocking. Last week, the Sonoran Desert hit 125 degrees, the highest recorded temperature in Mexican history. Mecca, in Saudi Arabia, hit that same temperature. Last month, part of New Delhi, India, soared above 120 degrees.

These triple-digit highs are alarming and dangerous. In Mecca, hundreds of pilgrims making the Hajj pilgrimage to the holy Islamic city reportedly died in the heat. But in isolation, such temperatures can also be misleading. Not all 100-degree days are the same. The highest daily temperature isn't the most revealing number about what a heat wave actually feels like, or what it does to our bodies.

The most destructive parts of a heat wave are not the highest daily highs, but the lowest lows. In other words, what's worrisome isn't just the daytime peaks but also the nighttime troughs. That's because our bodies need the chance to cool off at night, recovering from the exertion of trying to keep us cool during hot days. But when temperatures stay high with no meaningful nighttime respite, that's when the trouble really starts, Lisa Patel, a pediatrician and the executive director of the Medical Society Consortium on Climate and Health, told me.

Your heart pumps blood to the periphery of your body to cool down, eventually circulating it back to our hearts. But if it's too hot at night, your heart just beats faster and faster trying to keep up, without a break before resuming such strenuous effort the next day. "These hearts just tire out, essentially," Patel said. What counts as "too hot" is hard to say. One study found that deaths increased by 10 percent when temperatures stayed above 77 degrees Fahrenheit at night. The National Weather Service considers nights with a heat index (heat plus humidity) above 75 degrees, coupled with two days of highs at or above 105 degrees, as worthy of an "excessive heat warning" categorization.

Lingering nighttime heat is primarily a problem for people without air-conditioning or other ways to cool themselves off. If it's 90 degrees outside but you're nestled under a comforter with the AC set to 65, you're likely just fine. Not everyone has that luxury, of course--and slightly cooler temperatures at night might spur penny-pinchers to turn off the AC.

Warmer nights are especially dangerous for older people, people with chronic conditions or heart disease, pregnant people, and children, who all have trouble regulating their body temperature. Newborns are particularly vulnerable: A study from the Catalonia region of Spain found that infants in the first week of life are particularly vulnerable to heat waves. City dwellers may also be especially at risk. They see hotter temperatures all throughout the day and night, as concrete and other urban structures absorb and re-emit more heat than natural surroundings. "It doesn't get any better at night," a Delhi rickshaw driver told CNN. On Tuesday, the city reported a nighttime temperature of 95 degrees, its hottest in more than a decade.

Besides nighttime temperatures, there's another indicator to keep in mind: humidity. It plays a key role in how oppressive hot temperatures really feel, and how risky they are to our health. Humidity's hazards come from how it can eliminate the effectiveness of sweating. If the air is already full of moisture, there's nowhere for our sweat to evaporate. "Sweating is basically a sprinkler system," Patel said. "Humid heat is much more dangerous to us because it takes away the one built-in mechanism we have to cool down."

You might already be looking at temperatures that factor in humidity without knowing it. Heat combined with humidity creates a heat index, often referred to as the "real feel" temperature on weather forecasts. But an even better measure of heat and humidity is something called the "WetBulb Globe Temperature," or WBGT, which combines measurements of temperature, relative humidity, wind speed, and sunlight, using readings from three thermometers. Confusingly, one of those measurements is what's called a "wet bulb" temperature--a separate indicator from the WBGT.

Unlike traditional temperature readings, which are calculated in the shade, the WBGT more accurately represents what it might feel like to be working outside in exposed conditions during a heat wave, and better accounts for how well sweat can evaporate. The U.S. military postpones nonessential physical activity at a WBGT reading of 90 degrees Fahrenheit. As of midday Friday, large swaths of the Midwest and mid-Atlantic regions had WBGT readings in the mid-80s, which the National Weather Service considers high-to-extreme. Air temperatures, meanwhile, were in the mid-90s. (WGBT is generally, but not always, lower than the regular temperature.)

That's not all to say that dry heat in the middle of the day can't be dangerous, too. Dehydration can occur within half an hour in high temperatures. But higher wet-bulb temperatures or higher nighttime temperatures can make hot days even more dangerous. If at night it's hot and humid, your body is under even more strain just trying to maintain a healthy temperature.

If people want to be best prepared for heat waves, the top-line temperature on the weather forecast doesn't cut it. Heat is already the leading weather-related killer in the U.S., responsible for more deaths than hurricanes, floods, or tornadoes. And temperatures are getting hotter. Overnight lows in the U.S. are rising twice as fast as daytime highs, according to a 2022 Climate Central analysis. The problem isn't just what numbers we check, but how heat policies account for them. Phoenix--America's hottest and fastest-growing city--extended hours for some cooling shelters this year. But only two will be open overnight. People don't need to die during heat waves. Ensuring they don't will be an easier task if heat is measured in the right way.
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Americans Have Lost the Plot on Cooking Oil

Olive oil is a great choice. So is canola oil, vegetable oil, avocado oil, and pretty much everything else.

by Yasmin Tayag




Every meal I make begins with a single choice: extra-virgin olive oil or canola? For as long as I've cooked, these have been my kitchen workhorses, because they're versatile, affordable, and--most of all--healthy. Or so I thought.



These days, every trip to the grocery store makes me second-guess myself. Lined up next to the bottles of basics such as canola, vegetable, and corn oil are relatively exotic--and expensive--options: grapeseed oil, pumpkin-seed oil, walnut oil. Some are labeled with technical-sounding terms such as "high-oleic," "cold-pressed," and "expeller-pressed." There's "hexane-free" coconut oil and "naturally refined" avocado oil--if you can make any sense of what these labels mean. Picking an olive oil alone is like trying to plan a European vacation: Greece, Italy, or Spain? Or how about a Mediterranean blend?



The confusion doesn't end at the checkout counter. Concerns about the smoke point of various oils have prompted terrifying headlines such as "What You Need to Know About Cooking Oils and Cancer." There are countless guides to selecting the best oil for specific styles of cooking, which discuss distinctions between deep and shallow frying, and the pros and cons of processed oils. And trepidation around "seed oils," a group that includes common options such as canola, soybean, and corn, has recently gone mainstream: Last year, the national salad chain Sweetgreen announced that it would stop using the oils altogether, citing customer concerns about their healthiness.



Health concerns seem to abound about practically every oil available. So what on earth are we supposed to cook with? "People get truly suffocated by all those details," Penny Kris-Etherton, a professor emerita of nutrition at Penn State University, told me. Obsessing over the nutritional benefits of cooking oil won't drastically improve anyone's diet. In fact, at a certain point, it becomes a distraction from eating well.



You can't cook without oil or other kinds of fat--or, at least, cook well. Oil is primarily a vehicle for heat; without it, perfectly seared steak, caramelized onions, and crispy potatoes wouldn't exist. Oil adds flavor too: Extra-virgin olive oil imparts richness to a caprese salad, and a drizzle of sesame oil transforms boiled greens into a savory side dish.



But consuming certain oils and other kinds of fats can be harmful for your health. Whatever oil, or oils, you keep in your kitchen you'll probably consume in large amounts, so putting some thought into picking a healthy one is worthwhile.



One distinction matters most. Saturated fats, which tend to be solid at room temperature and include butter and lard, are linked to an increased risk of death from all causes, including heart disease and cancer. Their unsaturated kin, usually liquid at room temperature and typically derived from plants, are considered far healthier, because they can lower cholesterol and reduce the risk of heart disease. "What we really want to do is replace the saturated fat in our diets with unsaturated fats," Kris-Etherton said.



This idea has greatly influenced the oil aisle: You don't see unhealthy solid fats such as lard and tallow much anymore, and most artificial trans fats were banned in 2015. "We've improved the fats in the U.S. food supply a lot in the last 20 years," Walter Willett, a nutrition professor at Harvard, told me. "What's left of the liquid plant oils are basically all healthy."



Let this reassure you: Olive oil is always a good idea, but pretty much all other oils are too. Most plant-based oils contain so-called monounsaturated fatty acids and polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs), which are genuinely good for you. (Maybe you've heard of the golden child of PUFAs: omega-3.)



Yes, even seed oils. Fears about these oils are fueled by another PUFA: omega-6, which has a complex link to inflammation. Because seed oils contain omega-6, detractors have claimed that cooking with them can cause many illnesses driven by inflammation, and that it competes with omega-3, diminishing the latter's benefit. The reality is more nuanced: Omega-6 is associated with some inflammation, but consuming it is also linked to a reduced risk of heart disease and cancer. It does compete with omega-3, but not significantly, Willett told me. Besides, framing these fatty acids as being in opposition is counterproductive. "We need both," he said.



If seed oils are unfairly vilified, the health properties of certain other oils get too much attention. Polyphenols, compounds known for being great antioxidants and anti-inflammatory molecules, are abundant in olive oil, especially those that have been minimally processed. Labels describing heatless methods for extracting oil, such as "cold-pressed" or "expeller-pressed," or highlighting a lack of processing, such as "unfiltered" or "unrefined," are meant to convey an abundance of healthy bioactive molecules. These aspects are worth considering, but they won't make or break the healthiness of an oil. If it's unsaturated, any oil is fine, "as long as people use them properly," Ana Baylin, a nutrition professor at the University of Michigan, told me.



If any concern is worth paying attention to, it's how to use oil well. Past its smoke point--the temperature at which an oil begins smoking--oil breaks down into harmful by-products. Overheating butter, which has one of the lowest smoke points of all cooking fats, leads to a kitchen full of fumes, and food that has potentially harmful compounds. Frying chicken in extra-virgin olive oil, which has a moderately high smoke point (though low compared with other neutral oils), might be less dangerous--albeit expensive. Overheated oil usually isn't a problem in home cooking, Willett said, though it can be in commercial deep-fried foods, including those sold at fast-food chains. At home, the more common issues are reusing old oil and storing Costco-size jugs of it for long periods of time, which also creates hazardous by-products (and rancid odors).



For such a basic ingredient, oil can be complicated. But in getting hung up on the minutiae of cooking oil, it's easy to lose the plot. All of this quibbling may be about optimizing nutrition, but it's a distraction from the goal: health. If you're deciding on a good oil to use for a chocolate cake, Kris-Etherton said, "that's not the issue." Using the right oil for deep-frying might avoid creating carcinogenic compounds, but it won't negate the health impacts of eating deep-fried foods. Conversely, "bad" oils can be used in healthy ways. Even saturated fat can be reasonable in the right context. "Fat makes food taste better," Willett said. If a pat of butter entices someone to eat a wider variety of vegetables and whole grains, its benefits may outweigh the costs. (The foundation of French cuisine is butter, but France has lower heart-disease mortality rates than most other G20 countries. The simplest explanation is that the French eat relatively small portions, Baylin said.)



Cooking oil is hardly the only food that has generated disproportionate levels of nutritional discourse. Minor health aspects of practically every food--sweeteners, caffeine, protein--are constantly surfaced and debated, fueled by an endless cycle of nutrition research and media coverage, and turbocharged by wellness influencers. Those discussions can sometimes lead to meaningful insights. But more often, they're just confusing. Unless every other aspect of your diet has been optimized to be as nutritious as possible, it probably doesn't matter if you exclusively cook with extra-virgin olive oil that's cold-pressed, unfiltered, and imported straight from a pristine Greek island. But hey, if you do, it'll probably taste amazing.
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The New Calculus of Summer Workouts

Summer extremes are making exercising outdoors so much more gross.

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--more gross.



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.
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Google Is Playing a Dangerous Game With AI Search

The search giant's new tool is answering questions about cancer, heart attacks, and Ozempic.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Updated at 11:38 a.m. ET on June 21, 2024

Doctors often have a piece of advice for the rest of us: Don't Google it. The search giant tends to be the first stop for people hoping to answer every health-related question: Why is my scab oozing? What is this pink bump on my arm? Search for symptoms, and you might click through to WebMD and other sites that can provide an overwhelming possibility of reasons for what's ailing you. The experience of freaking out about what you find online is so common that researchers have a word for it: cyberchondria.



Google has introduced a new feature that effectively allows it to play doctor itself. Although the search giant has long included snippets of text at the top of its search results, now generative AI is taking things a step further. As of last week, the company is rolling out its "AI overview" feature to everyone in the United States, one of the biggest design changes in recent years. Many Google searches will return an AI-generated answer right underneath the search bar, above any links to outside websites. This includes questions about health. When I searched Can you die from too much caffeine?, Google's AI overview spit out a four-paragraph answer, citing five sources.



But this is still a chatbot. In just a week, Google users have pointed out all kinds of inaccuracies with the new AI tool. It has reportedly asserted that dogs have played in the NFL and that President Andrew Johnson had 14 degrees from the University of Wisconsin at Madison. Health answers have been no exception; a number of flagrantly wrong or outright weird responses have surfaced. Rocks are safe to eat. Running with scissors can be fine. These search fails can be funny when they are harmless. But when more serious health questions get the AI treatment, Google is playing a risky game.



Google's AI overviews don't trigger for every search, and that's by design. "What laptop should I buy?" is a lower-stakes query than "Do I have cancer?" of course. Even before the introduction of AI search results, Google has said that it treats health queries with special care to surface the most reputable results at the top of the page. "AI overviews are rooted in Google Search's core quality and safety systems," a Google spokesperson told me in an email, "and we have an even higher bar for quality in the cases where we do show an AI overview on a health query." The spokesperson also said that Google tries to show the overview only when the system is most confident in the answer. Otherwise it will just show a regular search result.



When I tested the new tool on more than 100 health-related queries this week, an AI overview popped up for most of them, even the sensitive questions. For real-life inspiration, I used Google's Trends, which gave me a sense of what people actually tend to search for on a given health topic. Google's search bot advised me on how to lose weight, how to get diagnosed with ADHD, what to do if someone's eyeball is popping out of its socket, whether menstrual-cycle tracking works to prevent pregnancy, how to know if I'm having an allergic reaction, what the weird bump on the back of my arm is, how to know if I'm dying. (Some of the AI responses I found have since changed, or no longer show up.)



Not all the advice seemed bad, to be clear. Signs of a heart attack pulled up an AI overview that basically got it right--chest pain, shortness of breath, lightheadedness--and cited sources such as the Mayo Clinic and the CDC. But health is a sensitive area for a technology giant to be operating what is still an experiment: At the bottom of some AI responses is small text saying that the tool is "for informational purposes only ... For medical advice or diagnosis, consult a professional. Generative AI is experimental." Many health questions contain the potential for real-world harm, if answered even just partially incorrectly. AI responses that stoke anxiety about an illness you don't have are one thing, but what about results that, say, miss the signs of an allergic reaction?



Even if Google says it is limiting its AI-overviews tool in certain areas, some searches might still slip through the cracks. At times, it would refuse to answer a question, presumably for safety reasons, and then answer a similar version of the same question. For example, Is Ozempic safe? did not unfurl an AI response, but Should I take Ozempic? did. When it came to cancer, the tool was similarly finicky: It would not tell me the symptoms of breast cancer, but when I asked about symptoms of lung and prostate cancer, it obliged. When I tried again later, it reversed course and listed out breast-cancer symptoms for me, too.



Some searches would not result in an AI overview, no matter how I phrased the queries. The tool did not appear for any queries containing the word COVID. It also shut me down when I asked about drugs--fentanyl, cocaine, weed--and sometimes nudged me toward calling a suicide and crisis hotline. This risk with generative AI isn't just about Google spitting out blatantly wrong, eye-roll-worthy answers. As the AI research scientist Margaret Mitchell tweeted, "This isn't about 'gotchas,' this is about pointing out clearly foreseeable harms." Most people, I hope, should know not to eat rocks. The bigger concern is smaller sourcing and reasoning errors--especially when someone is Googling for an immediate answer, and might be more likely to read nothing more than the AI overview. For instance, it told me that pregnant women could eat sushi as long as it doesn't contain raw fish. Which is technically true, but basically all sushi has raw fish. When I asked about ADHD, it cited AccreditedSchoolsOnline.org, an irrelevant website about school quality.



When I Googled How effective is chemotherapy?, the AI overview said that the one-year survival rate is 52 percent. That statistic comes from a real scientific paper, but it's specifically about head and neck cancers, and the survival rate for patients not receiving chemotherapy was far lower. The AI overview confidently bolded and highlighted the stat as if it applied to all cancers.



In certain instances, a search bot might genuinely be helpful. Wading through a huge list of Google search results can be a pain, especially compared with a chatbot response that sums it up for you. The tool might also get better with time. Still, it may never be perfect. At Google's size, content moderation is incredibly challenging even without generative AI. One Google executive told me last year that 15 percent of daily searches are ones the company has never seen before. Now Google Search is stuck with the same problems that other chatbots have: Companies can create rules about what they should and shouldn't respond to, but they can't always be enforced with precision. "Jailbreaking" ChatGPT with creative prompts has become a game in itself. There are so many ways to phrase any given Google search--so many ways to ask questions about your body, your life, your world.



If these AI overviews are seemingly inconsistent for health advice, a space that Google is committed to going above and beyond in, what about all the rest of our searches?



This article originally stated that Google's AI Overview feature told users that chicken is safe to eat at 102 degrees Fahrenheit. This statement was based on a doctored social-media post and has been removed.
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        Whatever Happened to 'the Big One'?
        Ross Andersen

        The three words were spelled out in block letters on the evening news, right next to an anchorman's gelled coif: the big one. A map of Southern California hovered just below, bull's-eye'd with red, concentric circles. I'm pretty sure it was 1988. The region was awash in warnings about the great earthquake to come. They were like something out of the Book of Isaiah. They lent an apocalyptic crackle to the sunbaked days. My generation hit school age too late to take part in atomic-attack drills, an...

      

      
        The Deep Connection Between Life and Fire
        Ferris Jabr

        Perched on a densely forested hill crisscrossed with narrow, winding, often unsigned roads, Frank Lake's house in Orleans, California, is not easy to find. On my way there one afternoon in late October, I got lost and inadvertently trespassed on two of his neighbors' properties before I found the right place. When Lake, a research ecologist for the United States Forest Service, and his wife, Luna, bought their home in 2008, it was essentially a small cabin with a few amenities. They expanded it i...

      

      
        India Is Building a Mega-River
        Sushmita Pathak

        This article originally appeared in Hakai Magazine.In India, severe water shortages in one part of the country often coincide with acute flooding in another. When these dual tragedies occur, Indians are often left wishing for a way to balance out the inequities--to turn one region's excess into a salve for the other.Soon, they may get their wish.India is about to launch a massive engineering project--more than 100 years in the making--that will connect several of the subcontinent's rivers, transform...

      

      
        America's Doublethink on Working Through the Heat
        Zoe Schlanger

        It's troublingly hot in June, which means the United States is entering the heat-death zone for workers again. We've been here before. In San Antonio, on a blisteringly hot June day in 2022, Gabriel Infante, a 24-year-old construction worker, died in his first week on the job, after he entered a state of delirium while laying fiber-optic cable; medics measured his temperature at 109.8 degrees Fahrenheit. That same month, Esteban Chavez Jr., also 24, died after passing out while delivering package...

      

      
        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--the product not 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...
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Whatever Happened to 'the Big One'?

The quest to predict major earthquakes before they happen

by Ross Andersen




The three words were spelled out in block letters on the evening news, right next to an anchorman's gelled coif: the big one. A map of Southern California hovered just below, bull's-eye'd with red, concentric circles. I'm pretty sure it was 1988. The region was awash in warnings about the great earthquake to come. They were like something out of the Book of Isaiah. They lent an apocalyptic crackle to the sunbaked days. My generation hit school age too late to take part in atomic-attack drills, and too early for those that mimic school shootings, but we learned to duck and cover just the same.

In 1989, we saw a vision of our future. An earthquake hit the Bay Area, and for more than a week, the whole state was immersed in the imagery of seismic catastrophe. A freeway overpass snapped in half. Some of San Francisco's pastel Victorians toppled over. A fire broke out in the Marina. The World Series--an event of great import and inevitability in the mind of a child--was halted. "The big one is supposed to be worse," we whispered to ourselves, and to one another. In the psychogeography of Southern California, it lay sleeping like a monster deep beneath the Earth's surface. At any moment, probably soon, it would wake up.

It still hasn't. The San Andreas Fault formed about 30 million years ago, when the Pacific plate--the planet's largest--began grinding against the North American plate. Sometimes, the plates snag. Tension builds until they release with a lurch that sends energy in all directions. The section of the San Andreas that runs alongside Los Angeles hasn't had a fearsome quake for more than three centuries. Paleoseismologists expect big ones to occur there every 150 to 200 years, Greg Beroza, a Stanford professor and a co-director of the Southern California Earthquake Center, told me: "We're overdue." Teams of scientists have been trying to improve on that chillingly vague forecast, he said, so that the quake's arrival can be predicted days, weeks, or even months ahead of time--but there is no guarantee that they'll succeed.

From the January 1924 issue: A harrowing first-hand account of the Great Kanto earthquake

At the turn of the 20th century, California was home to only a few seismographs, primarily inside domed observatories atop mountain peaks, where they made use of ultraprecise astronomers' clocks. But after the United States and the Soviet Union agreed in 1963 to stop testing nukes aboveground, the Pentagon suddenly became very keen on funding new seismic sensors. Scientists have since spread more than 1,000 of them across California's surface, in both big cities and wilderness areas. They pick up a lot of noise. East of Los Angeles, in the San Bernardino Mountains, they detect the clatter of rockfall. At construction sites downtown, they register the rumble of semitrucks and jackhammer pounding.

Algorithms sift through this noise at real-time data-analysis centers, searching for P-waves--the fast-moving ripples of seismic energy that first rush outward from a fault slip. These waves are a gentle announcement of the more ruinous S waves to come. When enough of them are detected, automated processes are set into motion. Millions of push alerts pop up on mobile-phone lock screens. Stop lights redden, and gas valves shut down. Metro cars pause instead of entering tunnels. "The speed of telecommunications is faster than seismic waves," Beroza told me. "You only have seconds, but that's enough time to get out ahead of the shaking."

Scientists hope that new technologies can give us a longer warning window. If deep-learning algorithms were trained on enough seismic data, they might be able to spot sequences of activity that reliably precede earthquakes. So far, the forecasting track record of these techniques has underwhelmed, says Zachary Ross, a geophysicist at the California Institute of Technology. An analogous approach has had fabulous success in meteorology, he told me. AI-based methods can spot patterns in atmospheric data that help forecast storms, but they can't yet guess when two plates along a fault might slip.

I was surprised to hear that the ethereal movements of wind and rain are easier to predict than great shifts in the hard subterranean realm of rock. Ross told me that meteorologists have better data. They're constantly measuring the state of the atmosphere at high resolution, whereas seismologists are more constrained in the kind of data that they can collect, at least for now. Christopher Johnson, a research scientist at the Los Alamos National Laboratory, has been using a hydraulic press to push 10-centimeter blocks of granite together, until they slip past each other like tectonic plates. He measures the seismic energy that radiates outward, and is able to generate a lot of data, because these experiments can be repeated with new blocks in quick succession. But there are serious challenges in extrapolating from their results to actual earthquakes that operate on much larger scales of space and time. Fresh data are also pouring in from new kinds of sensors, including cheap ones that seismologists are deploying aboveground in temporary arrays along particularly active sections of faults. They're also transforming existing fiber-optic networks into seismometers, by measuring changes to the way that laser light bounces around inside them when the ground shakes.

Read: Did you feel that?

These new data sources are exciting, Ross said, but he doesn't expect them to produce any breakthroughs in earthquake prediction. He said that emerging technologies have the same problem as existing ones: The sensors are all placed too far away from the action. California's seismic sensors are at ground level, but the fault slips that trigger many of the state's earthquakes start six to eight miles below the surface of the Earth. The resulting seismic waves radiate outward in a sphere. Some move downward through the thick molten mantle and core until they reach the planet's opposite side. ("Anything over a 5 on the Richter scale is detected pretty much everywhere on Earth where there is a seismometer," Ross told me.) Others rush up toward the surface directly above the fault. The problem is that no matter where these waves surface, they first have to pass through the last outer mile of crust, which is shot through with cracks, loose rock, and sloshing fluids. "Something like 90 percent of the energy of these waves gets absorbed just in the top mile or so," Ross said. Seismologists can tell that an earthquake is happening, but they can't observe its more subtle characteristics.

"Everything we do now is remote sensing," Beroza told me. If we want clearer glimpses at earthquakes--and the potentially predictive seismic activity that precedes them--we have to place sensors underneath this top layer of crust. Japan's seismic network is the envy of the world, in part because its scientists have wedged their sensors deeper into the planet. After the Kobe earthquake killed more than 6,000 people in 1995, the country's political leaders encouraged data-sharing among seismologists and funded the drilling of boreholes all across the archipelago. Each one runs a few hundred feet deep.

It's a good start. At that depth, the sensors encounter much less noise. But seismic waves are still distorted and weakened when they arrive at Japan's borehole sensors. Ideally, they would be placed miles and miles down, where the quakes originate, but that part of the interior is as inaccessible as outer space, Beroza told me. Even putting the equipment a mile down would be very expensive. Any borehole that deep would be in constant danger of closing in on itself, given the extreme pressure. It might also fill up with corrosive liquids and gases. Still, this kind of drilling has been done in a few one-off projects. If it were successful, sensors could be lowered beneath the crust's uppermost layer, and they'd be able to record aspects of an earthquake that can't be observed at the surface.

"The most persistent hope is that there's some signal in smaller earthquake activity that would presage larger earthquakes," Beroza said. But scientists might also pick up new kinds of seismic waves, or new patterns of activity. Ross told me that any breakthrough in prediction would most likely arise from a signal that we've never seen before and don't expect. But even if we spend decades listening closely to the great monster that lies sleeping beneath California, we may never hear any telltale pattern of snoring that suggests it is about to rouse itself. We may forever be vulnerable to big ones.

I had hoped for better news. I no longer live in Southern California, but I remain tethered to it, spiritually and through family. Fear of the big one is a shared psychic experience for those who grew up in the region. I still remember worrying over it with friends on the playground and late at night during sleepovers. Like the Night Stalker, it seemed to be a hyperlocal generational concern, an object of anxiety that was uniquely ours. But we have passed it down. All these years later, the forecast hasn't changed: Experts are still giving even odds that a great quake will shake the massed towers of downtown Los Angeles and its surrounding environs, with great violence, sometime in the next 30 years. When my young niece and nephew go to school, they too may be taught to fear the big one. Part of growing up in California, or anywhere, is learning that science has limits. Nature can never be fully known or tamed.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/06/big-one-earthquake-prediction/678804/?utm_source=feed
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The Deep Connection Between Life and Fire

How wildfire defines the world

by Ferris Jabr


Detail of a landscape during a cultural prescribed burn training (TREX) hosted by the Cultural Fire Management Council and the Nature Conservancy in Weitchpec, California. (Alexandra Hootnick)



Perched on a densely forested hill crisscrossed with narrow, winding, often unsigned roads, Frank Lake's house in Orleans, California, is not easy to find. On my way there one afternoon in late October, I got lost and inadvertently trespassed on two of his neighbors' properties before I found the right place. When Lake, a research ecologist for the United States Forest Service, and his wife, Luna, bought their home in 2008, it was essentially a small cabin with a few amenities. They expanded it into a long and handsome red house with a gabled entrance and a wooden porch. A maze of Douglas firs, maples, and oaks, undergrown with ferns, blackberries, and manzanitas, covers much of the surrounding area.

"This is a feral orchard," Lake said as he showed me around, weaving among slender-trunked trees and sprawling shrubs. He was wearing cargo pants, thick black boots, and a camo-print beanie. "This is an old place that Karuk managed." Lake, who is of mixed Indigenous, European, and Mexican heritage, is a descendant of the Karuk, a native people of northwestern California and one of the largest tribes in the state today. Some of his family members are also part of the Yurok Tribe, which is indigenous to the same region. Lake grew up learning the history and culture of both peoples.

A little ways ahead, we reached a grove of moderately large oak trees. Here, the forest floor was mostly free of vegetation, charred black in places, and littered with acorns. Since 2009, Lake, who is a certified firefighter, has used chain saws, propane torches, and drip torches to strategically thin and burn this particular half acre. Over the years, the controlled burns, or prescribed burns as they are often called, have removed the smothering underbrush, reduced the number of trees, and provided the remaining oaks with much more light and space, creating an orchard similar to those Lake's ancestors would have managed.

Fire has also kept pests in check. Every year, weevils and moths lay eggs on or within acorns, which their larvae proceed to devour. Periodic low-level fires spare the trees but kill a portion of the pests' pupae buried in leaf litter and soil, preventing them from ruining the following year's crop. Like many Indigenous peoples in the area, Lake's family and friends continue to use acorns to make flour, bread, and soup.

"How do you know which ones are best?" I said, scanning the hundreds of fallen acorns around our feet.

"Look for silvery-white ones," Lake said. He rummaged through the leaf litter, his fingers moving too quickly for me to follow. "Okay, here we go. Brown top bad. White top good." He showed me several large acorns with neat white circles on their rounded ends. "A stain on top usually represents that there's a bug hole or injury. When it's clear, then the inside is usually good too." Lake cracked open an acorn and split it in half lengthwise. The flesh was smooth and creamy white with a tinge of yellow, like French vanilla. He turned it this way and that, as if he were inspecting a jewel. "That is a perfect acorn," he said. We explored more areas of the grove as he continued: "This is what traditional management and food security looks like ...  And this is climate adaptation. If someone tosses a cigarette on a hot summer day and a wildfire comes through here, this clearing will be a barrier between the fire and my home." Fire had created what he called "a place of safety."

Wildfires in many parts of the world are becoming more frequent, intense, and disastrous. In the context of anthropogenic global warming, the concept of a discrete "fire season" is unraveling because devastating blazes can now happen at any time of the year. Yet the horrors of the current wildfire crisis all too easily obscure an essential truth: that fire is not always destructive. Fire can be beneficial. Fire can be life-giving. In fact, fire is a product of life. Over the past 400 million years, wildfire has become a vital component of the vast living system we call Earth. Without it, forests and grasslands as we know them would not be possible, the level of atmospheric oxygen might be far less stable, and much of human history would never have happened.

For the first few billion years of Earth's history, wildfires did not exist. Fire requires three ingredients: fuel, oxygen, and heat. In Earth's youth, there were many sources of intense heat and plenty of sparks--lightning, volcanoes, rockfalls--but hardly any free oxygen or dry and combustible matter. By 600 million years ago, photosynthetic cyanobacteria and algae had raised the amount of oxygen in Earth's atmosphere to somewhere between 10 percent and half of its current level--a monumental change but not quite sufficient for fire. The creation of a more familiar atmosphere required a second revolution: the greening of a new Earthly domain.

About 425 million to 500 million years ago, the first land plants evolved. Cooksonia was a tiny, moisture-loving plant with spore-bearing structures that resembled the toe pads of a tree frog. Baragwanathia longifolia's undulating branches, densely packed with slender leaves, gave it a hirsute, tarantula-like appearance. And the 23-inch-high Psilophyton dawsonii, with a rather sophisticated vascular system for its time, looked like a primordial cousin of dill. Over the next several hundred million years, terrestrial plants of all kinds profoundly altered the planet, accelerating the water cycle, turning obdurate crust into supple soil--and pushing the level of atmospheric oxygen to new heights.

The process by which this happened was not as simple as plants exhaling oxygen into the air. The great majority of oxygen that plants breathe out is used up by other organisms in a perpetual cycle. In order to grow, plants absorb carbon dioxide, use it to build their tissues, and release oxygen as a waste product. Animals, fungi, and microbes eat and decompose plants, using oxygen in the process and exhaling carbon dioxide. Not all plant material is consumed or decomposed, however. A fraction is buried relatively intact in lakes, swamps, landslides, and seafloor sediments. The oxygen that animals and decomposers would have used to break down those absentee plants remains in the atmosphere, having escaped the usual cycle. This leakage began in the ocean about 2.5 billion years ago with photosynthetic cyanobacteria, but it accelerated when plants evolved on land. Bit by bit, across the Paleozoic era, excess oxygen accumulated.



Along the way, fire became routine. The charred remains of  430-million-year-old plant fragments are the earliest evidence of wildfire. Charcoal has been present in the fossil record ever since. From the late Devonian onward, many plants adapted to fire's recurring presence. They evolved thick, flame-resistant bark, succulent leaves, and resilient tubers that resurrected themselves in charred soil. Some plants even came to depend on fire to reproduce: Certain pine trees have cones sealed by resin that melts in the heat of a wildfire, releasing seeds into fertile ash; smoke seems to stimulate germination in some plant species; and a few flowering plants burst into bloom only after a blaze.

In tandem, fire adapted to life. "Fire cannot exist without the living world," the fire historian Stephen J. Pyne writes in Fire: A Brief History. "The chemistry of combustion has progressively embedded itself within a biology of burning." Wildfires coevolved with the very ecosystems that made their existence possible. The outcome is known as a fire regime: the typical frequency, intensity, and duration of wildfires in a given region. If fire is itself a kind of music that results from the interplay of life and environment, then a fire regime is a tune or theme that recurring wildfires and their particular habitat compose together.

Once fire became a frequent occurrence in the Earth system, an entirely novel evolutionary path emerged: the chance that one or more creatures might learn to control it. At some point, possibly 1 million to 2 million years ago, our ancestors began to do just this. Archaeological evidence suggests that humans were routinely maintaining fires by about 400,000 years ago.

Fire was warmth when there was no sun and light when it was not day. An evening campfire became a focal point of conversation and storytelling. A torch or an oil lamp turned the formerly dark contours of a cave into a canvas for myth and memory. A combination of hunting and cooking with fire allowed our species to evolve and nourish much bigger, denser, and hungrier brains with nearly three times as many neurons. Fire is arguably the single most important catalyst of human evolution--the furnace behind our intelligence, technology, and culture.

Strategically burning the environment is undoubtedly an ancient practice, but its exact origins are lost to unrecorded history. What is certain, however, is that whenever Indigenous peoples began to experiment with controlled burns--not just in North America but in Africa, Australia, and Asia too--they did so within the context of existing fire regimes that had developed over many millions of years. Over millennia, humans became co-conductors of fire's ecological rhythms. Eventually, we would alter them more drastically than any creature before us--sometimes to marvelous effect, sometimes with dreadful consequences.


View of the Klamath from Orleans, California, ancestral Karuk territory. For millennia, the Yurok, Karuk and Hupa of northern California, and indigenous tribes worldwide, passed the use of fire down through generations as a means of land stewardship and survival. Light, frequent burning created fire-adapted landscapes.



The day after meeting Frank Lake at his property, I ventured northeast of Orleans, past Somes Bar, and into Klamath National Forest, near an area known as Rogers Creek. Moss pillowed every rock, trunk, and stump. Wisps of pale lichen hung along the length of every branch, as though the trees were antique chandeliers caked in melted wax. The stout smell of wet soil and rotting leaves flavored the air, muddled with their near opposites: the scent of woodsmoke and ash.

Dozens of people dressed in flame-resistant clothing--mustard-yellow shirts and pine-green pants--paused along a forest service road to adjust their hard hats, strap propane tanks onto their backs, and test the torches connected to them: long, thin metal rods with a stream of flaming gas at one end. Although they were all firefighters, they were not there to extinguish anything. They had come to burn. A diverse group of conservationists, paramedics, members of local Indigenous communities, and pyrophiles, they had traveled from near and far to participate in a program known as TREX: prescribed fire training exchanges. Founded in 2008 by the U.S. Forest Service and the Nature Conservancy, TREX teaches people how to use controlled burns to benefit ecosystems and reduce the chance of severe wildfires.

The firefighters--some of whom prefer to be called firelighters--moved carefully down steep slopes into the midst of the forest, searching for large piles of branches and brush, which crews of foresters had cut and stacked in the preceding months, covering their centers with wax paper to keep them dry. When a firelighter found a brush pile, they would push their torch into its heart and squeeze a lever or turn a knob to increase the flow of gas, scorching the pile's interior with a fierce orange flame.

At first, some of the piles seemed too wet to burn properly. Although they spewed plumes of smoke like volcanoes stirring from slumber, they did not erupt in flame. A little rain is beneficial for pile burning, as it prevents fires from becoming too big and hot, but too much moisture defeats the purpose. The forest ecologist and firefighter Michael Hentz explained that the piles needed time to burn and dry from the inside out before catching fire in their entirety. As the day progressed, more and more piles began to burn, sometimes so vigorously that they lofted ash and embers high above us. Soon the whole forest seemed to glow and crackle within shifting layers of fog and smoke. Although I knew that these fires were intentional, the sight of them still provoked some deeply embedded survival instinct--a stubborn feeling that something was wrong. It was strange to see the forest on fire. It was beautiful too. Surveying the many heaps and rings of wood with flames leaping from their centers, I felt like we had stumbled into a colony of phoenix nests.

"This is one of the most important steps in reintroducing fire back to this mountainside," Zack Taylor, the burn boss and one of the key organizers of the day's events, told me. The 50 acres on which they were burning, he explained, were populated with a mix of tan oak, black oak, canyon live oak, big-leaf maple, madrone, and a surfeit of spindly Douglas firs. "The ecological trajectory we want is one in which we have less conifers and more healthy hardwoods," he continued. "They're an important cultural food source, and they have a lot of value for wildlife, but they're lacking on the landscape because of a hundred years of fire exclusion."

When Frank Lake was a boy, TREX was many decades away from existing, Indigenous burning traditions were still sometimes prohibited by law, and prescribed burns in the West were uncommon. After earning a Ph.D. in environmental science from Oregon State University, Lake became a key figure in collaborations between the Forest Service and Indigenous tribes, as well as a champion of the growing movement to return fire to western North America. Thanks in large part to advocacy by Indigenous leaders, both federal and state government agencies are more and more open to using prescribed fire to reinvigorate ecosystems and reduce the likelihood of disastrous megafires.

I asked Lake what he envisions for the future. "I want to scale up," he said with typical fervor. "If my gold standard is my half-acre orchard, we should have 50,000 acres of it. I have learned this Western system of sound, credible science. I've been able to use that to demonstrate that Indigenous practices can fulfill desired objectives for carbon sequestration, climate resilience, and the mitigation of severe wildfires. What I do is no longer questioned the way it was before. You serve by example."

When fire first became part of the Earth system, it was highly volatile. The rhythms that characterize modern fire-adapted ecosystems took hundreds of millions of years to form. Earth's earliest wildfires may have been fitful and erratic, flickering among the amphibious flora of fens and bogs. In contrast, during the Carboniferous, between 275 million and 375 million years ago--when atmospheric oxygen levels were at their peak and giant dragonflies soared through the air--fires were frequent and rampant, incinerating even lush vegetation. For a long time, oxygen levels, and the frequency and intensity of wildfires, fluctuated widely.

About 200 million years ago, however, something appears to have changed: The amount of oxygen in Earth's atmosphere began to stabilize, remaining within a relatively narrow window around 18 percent. Fires cannot sustain themselves if the atmosphere contains less than 16 percent oxygen; conversely, if oxygen exceeds about 23 percent, wildfires are much more likely to blaze out of control, and essentially anything that isn't drenched or submersed in water becomes flammable. In the past 55 million years, atmospheric oxygen has been more stable than ever, hovering around 21 percent, which is high enough to support occasional wildfires and an incredible diversity of complex, fire-adapted life, yet not so high that any stray spark will ignite an unstoppable inferno. Scientists have long struggled to explain this remarkable equilibrium. In the past couple of decades, they have begun converging on a possible answer: the coevolution of fire and life.

The geoscientist Lee Kump was one of the first scientists to formally publish a theory of this particular planetary balancing act, which was further developed by the Earth-system scientist Tim Lenton. The gist of their idea is that the level of oxygen in the atmosphere is regulated by the overall productivity of terrestrial plants. When land plants thrive, there is an abundance of plant tissue on the planet, and an even higher-than-usual amount of that carbon-rich organic matter is buried before it is eaten or decomposed, strengthening the mechanism by which oxygen accumulates in the atmosphere. If oxygen levels rise too high, however, wildfires become more intense and frequent, destroying immense tracts of vegetation, hindering the process of oxygen accumulation, and bringing the oxygen level down again. Although this feedback loop is not yet textbook science, a growing cadre of scientists think that it has stabilized the amount of oxygen in Earth's atmosphere for 50 million years.

Such feedback invokes one of the most provocative ideas in the history of Western science: the Gaia hypothesis. Developed by the British scientist James Lovelock and the American biologist Lynn Margulis, the Gaia hypothesis characterizes Earth as a giant, living, self-regulating entity. When the original version of Gaia rose to prominence in the late 1970s, some of its most controversial tenets were that life controls the global climate in order to benefit itself and that the Earth system as a whole actively "seeks an optimal physical and chemical environment for life on this planet," as Lovelock initially phrased it. As Earth history shows us, that is not quite true. To the contrary, many forms of life--as varied as microbes, trees, and bipedal apes--have caused or exacerbated some of the worst crises in Earth history. And there is no single "optimal" state of the planet that would suit all of the manifold and wildly diverse types of life that have existed in the past 4 billion years. In general, though, given enough time and opportunity, life and environment seem to coevolve relationships and rhythms that ensure their mutual persistence. There is nothing teleological about this. Such persistence is not designed or planned. It is the outcome of ineluctable physical processes that are distinct from, but related to, the processes that govern the evolution of species.

All complex multicellular organisms have evolved numerous ways to maintain homeostasis--to preserve a steady state of physical and chemical conditions essential to their continued existence. All complex organisms are also chimeras: Their genomes are patchworks stitched with genes introduced by viruses and pilfered from other species; some of the organelles in their cells were once free-living bacteria subsumed in the emergence of multicellular life; their bark, fur, or skin teems with trillions of microbes, competing, cooperating, and multiplying in secret societies. Any individual plant, fungus, or animal is, in effect, an ecosystem. If such composite creatures can evolve homeostasis--a point about which there is absolutely no disagreement--then perhaps an analogous phenomenon, which science does not yet fully understand, occurs at the scale of forests, grasslands, coral reefs, and other ecosystems.

Ecosystems might not compete and reproduce the way organisms and species do, but some scholars have proposed that they should be regarded as living entities capable of self-regulation and evolution. The coevolution of the organisms and habitats that compose a given ecosystem influences how that system changes over time. An ecosystem, then, does not evolve passively; it effectively changes itself through inevitable feedback loops--at least to an extent. Although the particular species and habitats within these systems shift dramatically over time, the fundamental relationships that define them, the cycles and webs that bind prey and predator, flower and bee, leaf and flame, and the physical infrastructure that life creates--the rich soils, webs of roots and fungi, reefs, and ocean sediments--typically persist or, if they are demolished, regenerate in some form. Networks of species that happen to help sustain the system as a whole will be favored, whereas those that undermine the system to the point of collapse will ultimately eliminate themselves, even if they profit in the short term. The most resilient ecosystems--those best able to adapt to challenges and crises--will survive the longest.

Perhaps this phenomenon of persistence extends to the planet as a whole--not an intention to persist but a tendency; not an imperative but an inclination. Whether cell or cetacean, prairie or planet, living systems find ways to endure.



This article has been adapted from Ferris Jabr's new book, Becoming Earth.
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India Is Building a Mega-River

It could bring water to parched land--but scientists aren't sure it's worth the risk.

by Sushmita Pathak




This article originally appeared in Hakai Magazine.

In India, severe water shortages in one part of the country often coincide with acute flooding in another. When these dual tragedies occur, Indians are often left wishing for a way to balance out the inequities--to turn one region's excess into a salve for the other.

Soon, they may get their wish.

India is about to launch a massive engineering project--more than 100 years in the making--that will connect several of the subcontinent's rivers, transforming the disparate flows of neighboring watersheds into a mega-water grid spanning from the Himalayas to the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal.

Fully realized, the National River Linking Project will see India's National Water Development Agency dig 30 links that will transfer an estimated 7 trillion cubic feet of water around the country each year. The goal is to help irrigate tens of millions of hectares of farmland and bolster India's hydroelectric-power generation. With an estimated price tag of $168 billion, the project is "unique in its unrivalled grandiosity," experts say.

Similar--though less ambitious--water transfers happen in other parts of the world. China's South-to-North Water Diversion Project will eventually carry trillions of cubic feet of water each year across more than 600 miles. And in Sri Lanka, where water is diverted from the Mahaweli Ganga river basin, people have benefited from improved food security and higher incomes, says Upali Amarasinghe, a data scientist with the International Water Management Institute in Sri Lanka. India's river-linking project could have some financial benefits, Amarasinghe says, but his calculations suggest they will come at the cost of displacing people and submerging large tracts of land.

The project is already under way. India's government has "accorded it top priority," says Bhopal Singh, director general of India's water agency. The government has obtained clearances for the first link in the grid--connecting the Ken and Betwa Rivers, in central India--and Singh says the contract for its construction will likely be awarded soon.

Scientists and water-policy experts, however, have doubts about the scheme's scientific footing. They worry that the government hasn't adequately accounted for the potential unintended consequences of moving such a large amount of water. Case in point: New research suggests that the river-linking project threatens to affect India's monsoon season.

Read: Pollution in India could reshape monsoons

A quarter of the rain that parts of India receive during the annual monsoon comes from so-called recycled precipitation--water that evaporates from the land in one place and falls somewhere else as rain. Diverting large amounts of water could interfere with that natural process, says Tejasvi Chauhan, a water engineer and biosphere modeler at Germany's Max Planck Institute for Biogeochemistry and the lead author of the new paper analyzing the river-linking project's potential effect on India's monsoon. The study shows that the project could actually exacerbate water stress by causing the amount of rain falling in September in some dry regions to drop by up to 12 percent while increasing rainfall elsewhere.

The "initial assumption," Chauhan told me, "is that river basins are independent systems and output from one ... can be used to feed the other." But they exist as parts of a hydrological system. "Changes in one can lead to changes in another," he said.

To further complicate the project's value, research shows that rainfall has decreased over Indian river basins currently thought to contain a surplus of water.

Although today's incarnation of India's river-linking project is rooted in plans made in 1980, the idea dates to the 19th century, when the British irrigation engineer Arthur Thomas Cotton proposed linking southern India's major rivers to improve irrigation and make it easier and cheaper to move goods. A similar proposal in the 1970s pitched linking two of India's biggest rivers, the Ganga and Kaveri, while another proposal known as the Garland Canal envisaged connecting rivers in the north to those in the south.

Political support for the river-linking project wavered over the years, but in 2012, India's supreme court ordered the government to get to work. The project, however, remained on the back burner until 2014, when the water minister said it was a dream project of the newly sworn-in Prime Minister Narendra Modi's government, and could be achieved within a decade.

Beset by delays, construction of the first 137-mile link--the Ken-Betwa connection--is expected to take several years. Himanshu Thakkar, a coordinator with the Indian NGO South Asia Network on Dams, Rivers, and People, finds solace in the project's slow pace.

Thakkar is concerned about the river-linking project--most notably its lack of transparency. Thakkar was part of a supreme-court-appointed committee on river linking but says he was not allowed to review the hydrological data behind the plan's logic of defining certain watersheds as surplus basins and others as sites with water deficits.

The data are "a state secret" and have "not been peer-reviewed in any credible way," Thakkar says. "We need to take democratic and informed decisions--that's not happening."

Beyond potentially disrupting the distribution of rainfall across India, the initial link of the project is expected to submerge large areas of a crucial tiger reserve and kill about 2 million trees. Thakkar says the project could also hurt populations of gharial (a family of fish-eating crocodiles), vultures, and several other species.

Singh, from India's water agency, says the government is conducting a detailed environmental-impact assessment for every proposed link, with the intention of preserving ecosystems. He says the main challenge to the project's rollout is politics--getting Indian states to arrive at a consensus on how the water will be shared. Singh is optimistic that the project will help solve India's water crises "to a large extent."

But with construction still largely in the blueprint stage, Amarasinghe and other water-management experts are urging the government to consider other measures--such as rainwater harvesting, groundwater recharge, and crop diversification--to address water-related issues in ways that are both less ambitious and more cost-effective.

After more than 100 years, India's grand vision to reengineer its waterways is inching toward fruition. The question, Thakkar says, is: "Do we need it?"
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America's Doublethink on Working Through the Heat

Heat can be deadly; no federal rules currently exist to protect workers against that danger.

by Zoe Schlanger






It's troublingly hot in June, which means the United States is entering the heat-death zone for workers again. We've been here before. In San Antonio, on a blisteringly hot June day in 2022, Gabriel Infante, a 24-year-old construction worker, died in his first week on the job, after he entered a state of delirium while laying fiber-optic cable; medics measured his temperature at 109.8 degrees Fahrenheit. That same month, Esteban Chavez Jr., also 24, died after passing out while delivering packages in Pasadena, California, in temperatures above 90 degrees.

Attributing a death to heat alone can take months of investigation; attributing a heat-related death to job conditions requires more work still. The tally of worker heat deaths that the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics gathers each year is fairly small, but on the rise. It is also, almost certainly, an undercount. A report from Public Citizen, a nonprofit consumer-advocacy organization, estimates that in the U.S., 2,000 workers die and 170,000 are injured by heat each year. Last summer, worker deaths included an employee at a grocery-store distribution center in Memphis whose colleagues said he was sweating and asking for water, a 66-year-old mail carrier on his route in Dallas, and a 26-year-old farmworker who collapsed on the job in Yuma, Arizona. This summer--perhaps even this current heat wave--will inevitably bring more.



In the country each year, heat kills more people overall than do tornadoes, hurricanes, and floods combined--and heat deaths have been increasing over the past three decades. Heat is dangerous for the body, and it's more dangerous when you're exerting yourself--as millions do each day on the job. Yet few if any enforceable rules exist that could protect workers from what is becoming a widespread occupational hazard. The federal government sometimes issues citations to businesses when their workers die from heat, under its general duty to keep workplaces free from hazards, but at present, no federal regulations address heat specifically. The choice in a hotter world is clear: Either we do more to protect workers, or more workers die. But right now, the country is engaged in a line of doublethink, in which we act as if we have time to put in place these protections--or even roll them back--and yet expect the center to hold in the meantime.



Some movement may be on the horizon. Yesterday, California regulators voted to establish heat protections for indoor workers for the first time. And this summer, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration is expected to issue a proposal for long-awaited new rules aimed at protecting the roughly 50 million workers nationwide whose jobs put them at risk of heat illness and death. That proposal must still surmount the obstacles in its way. Some states have shown an interest in opposing such protections: Florida proactively passed legislation that would block any future local heat protections for workers, and Texas passed a law to eliminate the bare minimum form of protection, mandated water breaks for construction workers. (Business groups and lobbyists argue that heat-protection standards present an undue burden on employers.) Most states, though, simply have no laws on the books to address the risk of work-related heat illness.



So this summer, which is predicted to break heat records, and every one until federal or state governments change the rules, millions of people will be working outside in hot temperatures, or working indoors without proper cooling systems. (The deaths of postal and package-delivery workers, for example, may be connected to the heat levels in their trucks, which are not always air-conditioned.) And even on what now count as merely average summer days, the risk is higher than was previously understood. For instance, La Isla Network, an NGO that develops protocols for reducing occupational heat stress, partnered with university researchers to conduct a small pilot study in which construction workers in Kansas City swallowed pill-size devices to monitor their internal body temperature during three summer days. (They were building a data center.) The weather was warm, but moderately so--88 degrees on average. Yet the study found that the workers' bodies were worryingly hot: 43 percent of them were essentially running a low-grade fever of 100.4.



Prolonged and chronic exposure to heat and dehydration can lead to systemic inflammation and organ damage, particularly stressing the kidneys and heart. The workers who manage to stay alive despite doing strenuous labor in high temperatures can suffer kidney injury and develop chronic kidney disease. The OSHA rule is expected to mandate providing drinking water and break areas at a specific heat-index threshold, likely 80 degrees, as well as monitoring for heat illness at a higher heat-index threshold, likely 90 degrees, which would take into account factors like humidity.



Although this would be a start, it would not truly protect workers, Jason Glaser, the CEO of La Isla Network, told me. The organization has found, primarily from researching sugarcane workers in Mesoamerica--where companies must maintain certain labor conditions to comply with trade deals and supply-chain regulations--that more strenuous work would need to be regulated at lower temperatures than other kinds of work, and that rules should take into account the ways the body responds to different parts of the day, Glaser said. Nor is it enough to protect people at the day's scorching hottest: Breaks must happen early and often enough to account for the fact that after a certain amount of heating, the human body simply cannot cool down as effectively and ends up in an overheating feedback loop. Even the water breaks that Texas just legislated against aren't enough to protect people: "You can be completely hydrated and still have heatstroke," he told me.



Right now, just five states have any language in their laws around heat protection for workers, and they represent a patchwork of approaches. Minnesota's rule applies to indoor job sites, and Colorado's heat standard covers agricultural workers. In California, where a large portion of the nation's agricultural workers are located, the state rule for outdoor workers mandates access to shade at temperatures exceeding 80 degrees and a host of other measures at 95 degrees, but those are "dry bulb" temperatures--they do not factor in humidity, which can make seemingly milder temperatures more dangerous. Plus, the rule includes no specific guidelines on when, how long, or how frequent breaks must be when the temperature is under 95 degrees, or whether the workers must have access to cooling facilities. It mostly requires that workers be able to take breaks when they feel they need to--which is unlikely to be frequent enough to protect them if, say, they are paid for harvesting crops on a per-unit basis and have an economic incentive to work through early signs of heat illness, Glaser pointed out. (Above 95 degrees, the California rule mandates 10 minutes of rest for every two hours of work.) Plus, at a certain point, an individual is not likely to judge their danger accurately; a classic sign of occupational heatstroke is disorientation.

Ultimately, every workplace death or injury from heat is avoidable, and each one is the product of a lack of adequate safety measures. For instance, La Isla found that when sugarcane workers in Nicaragua were given shaded rest breaks more frequently and earlier in the day, along with proper hydration and sick days, their rates of kidney injury dropped from 27 percent over a single harvest season to 7 percent. (The organization also found that these protections increased productivity and revenue for the company involved.) In the U.S., in the absence of such protections, the cost of inaction is disproportionately borne by its lowest-paid workers. Hispanic farmworkers, who make up 47 percent of people working in U.S. agriculture, are the population most likely to die from extreme heat; farmworkers in general are 35 times more likely to die from heat-related stress than workers in other outdoor industries. Hispanic people also hold a third of all construction jobs in the country, a job category with 13 times the risk of heat death than other outdoor industries.



The economic consequences of this may be immense: A report from the Atlantic Council and the Adrienne Arsht-Rockefeller Foundation Resilience Center found that, under current climate conditions, lost labor productivity due to heat in the U.S. could reach $100 billion a year. Barring major action to mitigate it, that loss could reach $200 billion by 2030 and $500 billion by 2050.



At the moment, several states including Nevada, Maryland, and New York are developing new standards or considering strengthening old ones. The news out of California today, granting indoor workers protections, is a significant step forward. How states and the federal government meet this superheated moment will be telling about who, exactly, the country is willing to sacrifice before facing the reality of the world we've made.
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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--the product not 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 New Calculus of Summer Workouts

Summer extremes are making exercising outdoors so much more gross.

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--more gross.



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.
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        Why Your Airport Burger Costs That Much
        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.You can get almost anything at the airport in 2024. But it's going to cost you.First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	Why Jamaal Bowman lost
	New, ominous signs for gay rights keep emerging.
	The center must hold.
	You might be a late bloomer.
Warped Airport LogicA $30 hamburger. A $7 coff...

      

      
        The Teen Summer Job Is Back
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The teen summer job was falling out of favor, until the funky economy of the past few years turned the trend around.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Once again, originalism's hollow core is revealed.
	It's all catching up to Bibi Netanyahu.
	What was the point of prosecuting Julian ...

      

      
        How 'Pro-Life' Lost all Meaning
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The pro-life movement may have won the battle two years ago today, but they're losing the war--and turning an entire generation away from their cause.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Trump and the "champion of the migrants"
	The greatest speeches of all time, and what Biden said
	Soc...

      

      
        A Beloved Show That Needs to Finally End
        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 Kate Guarino, a supervisory senior associate editor on the audience team who has written about why the FIFA Women's World Cup is about more than so...

      

      
        A Reading List of <em>Atlantic</em> Profiles
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.In 2023, Chris Heath noted in an Atlantic article that Tom Hanks is a curious person. "Hanks is at his most animated when the words coming out of his mouth are something along the lines of 'I just learned recently why there's so many covered bridges in America. You know why there's so many covered bri...

      

      
        The New American Mall
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The mall isn't what it used to be. But that doesn't mean it's dead.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Aileen Cannon is who critics feared she was.
	MAGA, the next generation
	America's doublethink on working through the heat 
The "Experience" EraImages of the fallen mall--the empty sho...

      

      
        AI Is Coming for the Kids
        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.Readers of this newsletter have no doubt wondered how the generative-AI wave will affect their lives. Will the bots take your job? Is it all right--you know, ethically--to use ChatGPT to write an email? Should you listen to Google's searchbot and eat rocks? (No.)But while adults ponder such questions, many kids are already experiencing a...

      

      
        Will Publishing's Diversity Gains Last?
        Maya Chung

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. After the 2020 murder of George Floyd, the United States experienced what was widely referred to as a "reckoning" with racism. The book industry was not exempt--pushed by protests against what employees called the industry's "role in systemic racism," major publishers promised to confront their overwhelming whiteness by hiring employees of color and acquiring books by nonwhite authors.Thi...

      

      
        The Flimsiness of Trumponomics
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump's reported idea to replace the income tax with huge tariffs on imports exposes the hollowness of his populism.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The 1970s movie that explains 2020s America
	Trump dreams of a swifter death penalty.
	The schools that are no longer teaching ...

      

      
        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 ...
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Why Your Airport Burger Costs That Much

Yes, travelers have nowhere else to go. But that's not the only reason everything is so expensive at the gate.

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.


You can get almost anything at the airport in 2024. But it's going to cost you.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why Jamaal Bowman lost
 	New, ominous signs for gay rights keep emerging.
 	The center must hold.
 	You might be a late bloomer.




Warped Airport Logic

A $30 hamburger. A $7 coffee. A $38 shower (yes, some airports have showers now). The modern airport offers a cornucopia of overpriced delights for the modern traveler.

An obvious reason that airport vendors get away with these prices is that airline travelers are a captive audience--often a bored and thirsty one too. But airport vendors also charge what they do because of the peculiar cost of doing business there. Once you step through an airport's sliding doors, you enter a new reality--or, as Emily Stewart wrote in Vox in 2022, a "sort of economic twilight zone where the cost of anything and everything goes up."

The cost of retail space in the airport can run unusually high, Blaise Waguespack, an expert on airport management at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University, told me, and spaces come with extra costs. Vendors may need to pay for employee badges, transportation to the airport, and parking. The operating challenges are meaningful too: Getting food through its version of airport security (which needs to happen frequently, because storage inside the airport is limited) is trickier than simply delivering goods in town.

But although it can feel like no price is out of the question, airports do technically have guidelines for what vendors should charge. Many airport vendors charge "street" or "street plus" pricing, typically capped at about 10 percent more than the cost of nearby establishments, Waguespack told me--though what a given area's street cost is can be subjective. Some mid-tier places end up charging upscale prices. And airport restaurants have, in many places, gone genuinely upscale: More and more fine-dining and name-brand establishments are coming to America's airports, bringing nicer food but also normalizing heftier checks.

In the early days of air travel, people didn't really care about high airport prices, Janet Bednarek, an airport historian at the University of Dayton, told me in an email. "Well into the 1970s, most of the people who flew were affluent and thus not highly price sensitive," she explained, and in the decades that followed, expensive food became the norm. In the 1990s, however, when BAA (formerly the British Airports Authority) began managing retail at the Pittsburgh airport, it brought European standards with it, including that vendors needed to charge prices similar to those at outside stores. "This was revolutionary and for a time did bring prices down," Bednarek said.

But after 9/11, the economics of airport food, like so much else about flying, transformed. "The necessity of security measures meant that hiring became harder and more expensive for merchants," Bednarek told me. The way people approached their time in the airport also changed, and some restaurants lost business. "It is hard to remember, but before 9/11 non-passengers could come to the airport and hang out," she said. People waited around for loved ones to land, or even just watched planes go by. A series of post-9/11 shifts, Bednarek explained, combined with the more recent disruptions of COVID-19 and inflation, have kept prices high.

What's a traveler to do? Is there some sort of hack to avoid an upcharge on your chicken tenders? When I asked Katy Nastro, a spokesperson for the travel company Going, her response boiled down to: not really. "Try to avoid eating at the airport altogether," she advised in an email. Pack your own food, she recommended, unless you have a luxurious lounge to take advantage of.

The volume of flights that have been delayed lately means that people sometimes have lots of time to kill at the airport. Once you cross the threshold from normal life into travel mode, it can be easy to start relying on warped airport logic. An extra 30 minutes? Consider a fancy cocktail. An extra hour? Consider a massage. Three extra hours? Consider a three-course meal and two more drinks to pass the time. There's not a lot people can do to resist, besides opting out altogether. So why not just pack a turkey sandwich instead and watch the planes go by?

Related:

	It's 5 a.m. somewhere.
 	America built an actually good airport.




Today's News

	The Supreme Court accidentally uploaded and removed a document on its website, which seemed to show that the Court is set to allow Idaho's emergency-room doctors to perform emergency abortions on a temporary basis, according to Bloomberg News.
 	The Bolivian president accused the military of attempting a coup after military members and tanks stormed the presidential palace.
 	After at least 23 people were killed in yesterday's mass protests, Kenyan President William Ruto backed down from signing a controversial finance bill that would raise taxes.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Extreme heat at national parks doesn't just pose a risk for hikers' health--it also makes saving their lives harder, Kylie Mohr writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Just Stop Oil via AP



Maybe Don't Spray-Paint Stonehenge

By Tyler Austin Harper

They run toward Stonehenge in white shirts. "Just Stop Oil" is emblazoned on the front, marking them as emissaries of a British climate-activism group. The pair--one of them young, the other older--carry twin orange canisters that emit a cloud of what looks like colored smoke (we later learn it's dyed corn flour) ...
 If I have to pick a side, I'm with the gentlemen wielding the washable dye. (I am an environmental-studies professor, after all.) But the protest left me frustrated: yet another example of environmental activism that produces more rancor over its means than focus on its message.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Graeme Wood: Israel is ready for another war.
 	Even the Iranian election is about Trump.
 	Generative AI can't cite its sources.
 	How the "owner's guide" became a rare book




Culture Break


Netflix



Watch. America's Sweethearts, a new docuseries out on Netflix, is an addictive watch about the cult of femininity, Caitlin Dickerson writes.

Read. These five books are for people who really love books or want to love them more.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

As Stewart's article reminded me, back in the 1990s, America's great chronicler of lifestyle inconveniences addressed the high cost of airport fare: In a Seinfeld bit, the titular character asks, "Do you think that the people at the airport that run the stores have any idea what the prices are every place else in the world? Or do you think they just feel they have their own little country out there and they can charge anything they want?" It's a fair question. Although it's not its own country, it does have its own name--experts tell me that the space past the scanners is called "airside." I hope you have a good and reasonably priced journey if you will be venturing airside in the coming holiday week!

-- 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/why-your-airport-burger-costs-that-much/678805/?utm_source=feed
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The Teen Summer Job Is Back

A classic way to spend the season was falling out of style--until the arrival of the weird economy of the past few years.

by Lora Kelley




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


The teen summer job was falling out of favor, until the funky economy of the past few years turned the trend around.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Once again, originalism's hollow core is revealed.
 	It's all catching up to Bibi Netanyahu.
 	What was the point of prosecuting Julian Assange?




"They Will Come"

Summer vacation: a time when many teens head to their gigs as camp counselors, cashiers, ice-cream scoopers, or--if they're lucky, as I was one summer--pencil pushers in an air-conditioned local office.

The summer job is a chance for teens to make money, learn new skills (even if the learning is interspersed with heavy doses of drudgery), and stay busy in the months between school years. In the 1970s and '80s, working at least part-time in the summer was the norm for teenagers, but the teen job became much less popular in recent decades, especially after the Great Recession made employment harder to come by.

Now summer jobs are so back. Since the tight labor market of 2021 pushed entry-level wages up and left businesses with a tranche of openings to fill, more and more young adults have been clocking in. About 38 percent of 16-to-19-year-olds were either working or looking for work in May, according to federal data released earlier this month--rates that, until this year, hadn't been seen since the summer of 2009. Teen labor-force participation has been up year-round in recent years but has tended to spike in the summer months.

Job prospects were bleak for teens (and many adults) in the summer of 2020. But in 2021, as a gusher of government checks, a.k.a. "stimmies," flowed through the economy and the "Great Resignation" was in full swing, teen workers were suddenly in high demand. Many adults were quitting gigs to move to higher-paid ones or, having been laid off, were waiting to find a good job while flush unemployment checks supported them. Hospitality bosses, in particular, were desperate for laborers--so desperate that they were willing to pay inexperienced teens to come in and work. The pattern has continued in the years since: A persistently tight labor market means that workers are still needed--and inflation means that teens both want and need more money. (Demand for summer workers is down from last year but still well above where it was in 2019.)

As the hometown summer job flourishes, the corporate summer internship is flagging. Nick Bunker, an economist at the Indeed Hiring Lab, told me that he's noticed a real disparity in job postings: Compared with pre-pandemic levels, general demand is higher for traditional seasonal jobs such as summer-camp counselors--but not for for internships in corporate, white-collar settings.

Because teens are plugging holes in the broader workforce, the new teen summer job is not only better-paid than those of generations past; it may also come with more responsibility. Now, in addition to the classic entry-level seasonal fare--think: lifeguard--teens are getting hired for jobs that previously went to more experienced workers--think: retail manager. "We've seen employers rediscover teenagers," Alicia Sasser Modestino, an economist at Northeastern University, told me, adding that some employers are bringing back teens for repeated summers and giving them more responsibility each year. Some teens end up parlaying these high-school job experiences into postgraduation roles. Still, Modestino said, not every job setting is appropriate or safe for young people. Issues with teen jobs can range from the relatively mild--a young person misses out on time with friends--to the genuinely dangerous: Some workplaces have illegally overscheduled teens, and some states are moving to weaken child-labor protections.

Job opportunities for teens are not always distributed equally. White teens tend to see higher rates of employment, even as their Black and Hispanic peers have also been looking for work. Lately, in this very strong job market, "we're seeing those racial differences narrow, but they're still not narrowing enough to get us to a point of equality," Modestino explained.

Young people have caught a lot of flak over the past decade for supposedly being lazy and not wanting to work. But the surge in teens working over the past few years shows that when they're offered good opportunities to work and make money, many will go for it. Teens, Bunker said, are living proof of his riff on the Field of Dreams principle: "Raise the wages; they will come."

Related: 

	How lifeguards lost their luster 
 	Teenagers have stopped getting summer jobs--why? (From 2017)




Today's News

 	A New York judge altered parts of the gag order on Donald Trump in his hush-money criminal case. He can now speak publicly about the witnesses and jurors involved with his trial.
 	Israel's supreme court ruled that ultra-Orthodox Jewish men should no longer be exempt from the national draft. The decision could split Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's coalition government, which contains both members who oppose the exemption and members who support it.
 	People stormed Kenya's Parliament building during ongoing protests against proposed tax hikes; the police reportedly opened fire and killed at least five people, according to a statement from multiple groups in the country.
 




Evening Read


Detail of a landscape during a cultural prescribed burn training (TREX) hosted by the Cultural Fire Management Council and the Nature Conservancy in Weitchpec, California. Alexandra Hootnick



The Deep Connection Between Life and Fire

By Ferris Jabr

Wildfires in many parts of the world are becoming more frequent, intense, and disastrous. In the context of anthropogenic global warming, the concept of a discrete "fire season" is unraveling because devastating blazes can now happen at any time of the year. Yet the horrors of the current wildfire crisis all too easily obscure an essential truth: that fire is not always destructive. Fire can be beneficial. Fire can be life-giving. In fact, fire is a product of life.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The lies Los Angeles was built upon
 	India is building a mega-river.




Culture Break


Disney



Listen. In a new episode of Good on Paper, Atlantic writer and host Jerusalem Demsas investigates whether young men are really becoming more sexist.

Watch. The soaring box-office performance of Inside Out 2 (now in theaters) has given Hollywood insiders hope, David Sims writes. Why was everyone so worried about its success in the first place?

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

When I spoke with Modestino, she emphasized that there is a big difference between a teen summer job and exploitative child labor, which has been on the rise as companies that do dangerous work, such as meatpacking and roofing, take advantage of underage workers. The New York Times' Hannah Dreier has done some incredible, troubling reporting over the past year on the employers exploiting immigrant children. I recommend starting with her 2023 article "Alone and Exploited, Migrant Children Work Brutal Jobs Across the U.S."

-- Lora

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How 'Pro-Life' Lost all Meaning

The anti-abortion movement may have won the battle with <em>Dobbs</em>, but the war is just getting started.

by Charles Sykes




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


The pro-life movement may have won the battle two years ago today, but they're losing the war--and turning an entire generation away from their cause.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump and the "champion of the migrants"
 	The greatest speeches of all time, and what Biden said
 	Social media broke slang. Now we all speak Phone.




Two Years of Flailing

For many Americans, the overturning of Roe v. Wade two years ago marked the triumphant culmination of a 50-year crusade. Nothing about it was secret: Getting rid of abortion was the focus of a large network of activists, a central theme in GOP platforms and campaigns, a litmus test for judges at nearly every level, and one of the decisive issues that bonded social conservatives to Donald Trump.

And yet, when the Supreme Court handed them their victory in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization, the pro-life movement and its Republican allies were woefully unprepared. Two years later, that triumph looks more and more like a tragedy--not just for women, but for the movement as well.

For five decades, being pro-life was an easy call for many Republican politicians, because with Roe in place, they were essentially shooting toy guns. In June 2022, they were handed live ammunition. But suddenly faced with a post-Roe world, Republicans flailed. They could not agree on whether the new bans on access should be subject to national legislation or left to the states. They couldn't agree on the length of the bans (six weeks? 15 weeks?), whether to allow exceptions, or how punitive the new laws should be. Should doctors be jailed? Should women who had abortions be charged with murder? The absence of consensus created a political vacuum that allowed some of the most extreme activists to push draconian measures in their state legislatures.

Suddenly, Republicans were faced with a host of questions they never had to wrestle with before. Should abortion pills be banned? IVF? How should states handle miscarriages? (Earlier this month, the Supreme Court unanimously rejected a challenge to the use of the abortion and miscarriage-management drug mifepristone. But efforts continue to restrict the use of the drug, including a proposal from Project 2025, organized by the Heritage Foundation, to use the 19th-century Comstock Act to ban the mailing of medication used in abortions.)

And what about creating a "culture of life"? After all, this is what the term pro-life was supposed to represent. For years, some conservatives (Marco Rubio being among the most vociferous) argued that pro-lifers needed to embrace pro-child policies such as tax credits and increased access to health care. Some tried to create an infrastructure to support families post-Roe. But after half a century, they had little to show for it. As Emma Green noted in The Atlantic back in 2020, "an inherent tension" exists within the current pro-life coalition. "Over the past two decades," she wrote, "the anti-abortion-rights movement has aligned itself almost exclusively with the GOP, which generally favors cutting government funding for housing, food stamps, and other programs that support poor women and children."

I saw all of this play out as a longtime supporter of the pro-life movement. I was the regular master of ceremonies of Wisconsin Right to Life's annual dinner for more than a decade. For nearly 50 years, I was politically aligned with the folks who celebrated their victory in the Supreme Court. But I watched as a movement that should have championed compassion for women and young children instead tightened its ties to those who embraced performative cruelty, including forced family separations at the border. As I wrote two years ago, the Court's ruling plunged "a fateful (and deeply personal) choice into the cauldron of the culture war at a moment of maximum demagoguery, extremism, disinformation, and bad faith."

Although there has been progress in some states to strengthen the safety net for women and children after Roe, those steps have been overshadowed by the rush to enact punitive criminal bans. In the past two years, 14 states have enacted near-total bans on abortion, while three states have imposed six-week bans. Oklahoma is among the states that have banned abortion, with the only exception being to save the life of the pregnant woman. Some legislators want to go even further: A freshman state senator in Oklahoma has proposed legislation that would charge women who terminate a pregnancy (with limited exceptions) with murder. After Ohio enacted a sweeping ban on most abortions, young girls who had been sexually assaulted--including a 10-year-old--reportedly had to cross state lines to terminate their pregnancy (the Ohio law is no longer in effect--the state has enshrined abortion rights in its constitution). In Texas, the strict new abortion laws have generated confusion over how doctors should treat miscarriages, and the state's "fetal heartbeat" law appears to have been associated with an increase in infant deaths, according to a new study. Last month, Texas's supreme court ruled against women who said that the state's abortion ban put their health at risk.

The fallout has dramatically shifted the public's perception of the issue. As the reporter Kate Zernike writes in today's New York Times, "The question is no longer just whether you can get an abortion, but also, Can you get one if pregnancy complications put you in septic shock? Can you find an obstetrician when so many are leaving states with bans? If you miscarry, will the hospital send you home to bleed? Can you and your partner do in vitro fertilization?"

The political backlash has been intense, badly damaging the GOP in the 2022 midterms. In state after state--including deep-red states such as Kansas, Kentucky, and Montana--voters turned out to pass initiatives to protect abortion rights or to defeat anti-abortion measures. This fall, referenda on abortion will be on the ballot in Colorado, Florida, Maryland, and South Dakota. Other states, including Arkansas, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, and Nevada, may join them.

Polls show that about 65 percent of Americans oppose overturning Roe. Among women ages 18 to 49, support for abortion rights is now overwhelming. Eighty-six percent say decisions about abortions should be made by a woman, in consultation with her doctor, and 76 percent support federal legislation guaranteeing the right to abortion.

In other words, the anti-abortion movement won the battle. But it may be in the process of losing the war, as well as the struggle for the hearts and minds of an entire generation, which is watching the indifference and cruelty toward women and wondering whether this movement really is "pro-life."

Related:

	We are not prepared for the coming surge of babies.
 	A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere




Today's News

	Russia claimed that a Ukrainian attack on Crimea yesterday was carried out with U.S.-supplied missiles and resulted in at least four deaths and 151 injuries. The Russian Foreign Ministry blamed the U.S. for the attack in a statement today and said that "retaliatory measures will certainly follow."
 	The Supreme Court agreed to hear a case about a Tennessee law that bans certain gender-affirming medical treatments for transgender minors.
 	The judge in Donald Trump's classified-documents case appeared reluctant to grant the special counsel's request for a court order that would bar Trump from publicly making unproven claims that pose a "significant, imminent, and foreseeable" danger to the law enforcement involved with the case.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiled a reading list of Atlantic profiles on actors, comedians, and other cultural figures from our archives.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



Pain Doesn't Belong on a Scale of Zero to 10

By Elisabeth Rosenthal

Over the past two years, a simple but baffling request has preceded most of my encounters with medical professionals: "Rate your pain on a scale of zero to 10."
 I trained as a physician and have asked patients the very same question thousands of times, so I think hard about how to quantify the sum of the sore hips, the prickly thighs, and the numbing, itchy pain near my left shoulder blade. I pause and then, mostly arbitrarily, choose a number. "Three or four?" I venture, knowing the real answer is long, complicated, and not measurable in this one-dimensional way.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Michael Schuman: China may be the Ukraine war's big winner.
 	Dear Therapist: I'm the golden child, and my siblings resent me for it.
 	Anne Applebaum: Readers don't trust dirty tricks.




Culture Break


Anatolii Stepanov / AFP / Getty



Check out. These images show the combination of an ancient pagan summer rite called Kupala and the Orthodox feast of Saint John the Baptist, together known as "Ivan Kupala Night," a festival in Eastern Europe celebrating the summer solstice.

Read. "T at 42," a poem by Annie Liontas:

"I thought it was too late. I did not yet know that the molecules in a body of / water go in any direction."

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Beloved Show That Needs to Finally End

Culture and entertainment musts from Kate Guarino

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 Kate Guarino, a supervisory senior associate editor on the audience team who has written about why the FIFA Women's World Cup is about more than soccer.

Kate is a die-hard Grey's Anatomy fan who believes it's finally time for the series to end. She's also a certified rom-com enthusiast with a soft spot for Notting Hill--a film with a "quiet beauty" that shows that "being truly known is a rare gift."

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The koala paradox
 	The schools that are no longer teaching kids to read books
 	It's time to stop inviting plus-ones to weddings.




The Culture Survey: Kate Guarino

The last debate I had about culture: Is it time for Grey's Anatomy to end? To preface, I might just be the world's biggest fan of the show. I took a class about Shonda Rhimes. I can tell you the exact episode that aired the day I was accepted to the college I would later attend. Still, the longest-running prime-time medical drama in U.S. television history has gone on long enough.

You might say that I could simply stop watching, but I'm already 430 episodes deep. The show has proved its ability to reinvent itself, but after 20 seasons, its writers can't help recycling plot points. Meredith Grey, the titular character, no longer has a proper foil, because most of her friends have left or died, and many remaining characters have lost their humanity and depth. But in a landscape of declining broadcast ratings, no one at ABC seems willing to cancel a show that continues to bring in viewers. Real Grey's fans know that nothing prepares you for a hard goodbye, but the series deserves an ending befitting its legacy, and that ending should come while the show is still a little recognizable to those who love it.

The entertainment product my friends are talking about most right now: Taylor Swift is in her mash-up era. The pop star has made clear that when it comes to the acoustic set of her record-breaking tour, there are no rules. On a recent stop in Edinburgh, she combined "All of the Girls You Loved Before," an outtake from her 2019 album, Lover, with the 2009 song "Crazier," from Hannah Montana: The Movie. One of my closest friends is anti-mash-up and believes that you miss out on hearing the full song. I, on the other hand, think it's a chance to hear more music and a reminder of just how many Swift songs exist. [Related: What made Taylor Swift's concert unbelievable]

The upcoming arts event I'm most looking forward to: I'm currently on a waitlist for tickets to the Newport Folk Festival, which my sister and I went to last year. There is something so special about the mix of generations at Newport--both in the audience and onstage. As my colleague Elaine Godfrey wrote last August, the vibe of the festival is "peaceful and kind ... Even the music goes gently."

My favorite blockbuster: I'm a sucker for a good rom-com, and there is something particularly endearing about Notting Hill. Julia Roberts portrays a fictional Hollywood star who falls for the bookstore owner William Thacker (played by Hugh Grant). There's a quiet beauty to the film, which suggests that whether you're famous or anonymous, being truly known is a rare gift. This movie was also one of the first times I saw a character with a visible disability whose storyline doesn't focus solely on that aspect of her life. Bella, a friend of William's, was injured in an accident. Though she does express sadness about not being able to have children, she is in a loving relationship, has a supportive group of friends, and is not afraid to joke about her condition. As a person with a disability, I found her character refreshingly realistic.

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: When it comes to crime thrillers, the Brits do them well. The BBC show Vigil (available on Peacock) stars Suranne Jones and Rose Leslie as two detectives who investigate a murder aboard a Royal Navy vessel in the first season and a disastrous weapons test in the second season. The series is far more than a crime procedural; it's a thoughtful commentary on foreign policy and a moving portrait of queer love.

An actor I would watch in anything: You might know her as a lovestruck college student, a Russian spy masquerading as an American housewife, or, more recently, a reluctant U.S. ambassador. Yes, I'm talking about Keri Russell. That woman has range! I was lucky enough to see her in the play Burn This, with Adam Driver. She later admitted that being on Broadway for the first time was nerve-racking, but watching the production, I was awed by her wonderful stage presence. Keri Russell, I will follow your work anywhere (more on that later). [Related: A splashy drama about the diplomacy of marriage]

A musical artist who means a lot to me: In the past three years, I have seen Brandi Carlile in concert five times, in five different cities and two countries. Am I a little obsessed? Yes, but you should be too. Her vocal range and lyrics are impeccable, and her repertoire features a stunning mix of folk, rock, and country. She has organized sets for artists such as Joni Mitchell and Tanya Tucker, in an effort to cement their legacies with fans young and old. Carlile also knows the power of leading by example. In her memoir, Broken Horses, she talks openly about starting a family with her wife, Catherine, and about the importance of having examples of queer domesticity.

A piece of journalism that recently changed my perspective on a topic: Rachel Aviv's New Yorker article that questioned whether Lucy Letby, the British nurse convicted of killing seven babies and attempting to murder six others, was actually guilty.

A poem that I returned to: Last month, at the 92nd Street Y, I saw the actor Matthew Rhys in a reading of a new play, about how the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas wrote Under Milk Wood and brought it to New York in 1953. At the end of the show, Rhys performed Thomas's poem "Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night." I'd read it before, but Rhys gave the words new life. As an added bonus, joining Rhys onstage were Kate Burton (who played Meredith's mother on Grey's Anatomy) and Rhys's real-life partner, the aforementioned Keri Russell.

A painting that I cherish: Above my bed hangs a gold-framed commemorative poster from a 1964 exhibition of Andy Warhol's Flowers. It is a vibrant and colorful work that holds a special place in my heart because I've had it in my bedroom my whole life: first in my house growing up, and now in my own apartment. Before that, it decorated my mom's childhood bedroom. Though I don't look at the poster all that often, there's something particularly meaningful about a piece of art that has been with both of us through our formative years and beyond.



The Week Ahead

	A Quiet Place: Day One, an apocalyptic-horror film starring Lupita Nyong'o as a woman trying to survive an alien invasion in New York City (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 3 of The Bear, a comedy-drama TV series about a young chef transforming his family sandwich shop into a fine-dining restaurant (premieres on Thursday)
 	Cue the Sun!, a book by the New Yorker staff writer Emily Nussbaum about the invention of reality TV and the genre's lasting effects on American society (out Tuesday)




Essay


Steve Schapiro / Corbis / Getty



The 1970s Movie That Explains 2020s America

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 ...
 I was struck by how, after all these years, Chinatown looks both of its time and ahead of it.


Read the full article.

More in Culture

	"Dog food is so fancy now that I ate some."
 	The truth about America's most common surgery
 	Has the DEI backlash come for publishing?
 	House of the Dragon is bolder, nastier, and harder to watch.
 	Kinds of Kindness may test your patience.
 	A Pulitzer-winning playwright makes a great cinematic leap.
 	How a band falls apart, according to Stereophonic
 	What to read to understand how people get tricked
 	The magic of old-growth forests




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Miami is entering a state of unreality.
 	The Biden campaign's losing battle
 	J. D. Vance makes his VP pitch.




Photo Album


A man jumps into the sea to cool himself off during hot weather in Istanbul, Turkey. (Cem Tekkesinoglu / Anadolu / Getty)



A heat wave has swept across the Northern Hemisphere. Check out these recent images of people and animals doing what they can to beat the heat.



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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A Reading List of <em>Atlantic</em> Profiles

Intimate studies of actors, comedians, and other cultural figures from our archives

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


In 2023, Chris Heath noted in an Atlantic article that Tom Hanks is a curious person. "Hanks is at his most animated when the words coming out of his mouth are something along the lines of 'I just learned recently why there's so many covered bridges in America. You know why there's so many covered bridges in America?' And he's off," Heath writes.

These are the sorts of things you can learn only by spending time with someone. Access to our most well-known cultural figures is limited, so when they bring a profile writer into their world, it's an act of trust--and it presents an opportunity to learn something truly new about what inspires their work. Today's newsletter rounds up some memorable Atlantic profiles of actors, comedians, showrunners, and TV writers.

Atlantic Profiles

How Tom Hanks Became Tom Hanks

By Chris Heath

The actor--and now novelist--reflects on how he got here, and the other lives he might have lived instead.

Read the article.

The Godfather of American Comedy

By Adrienne LaFrance

The funniest people on the planet think there's no funnier person than Albert Brooks.

Read the article.

How Daniel Radcliffe Outran Harry Potter

By Chris Heath

He was the world's most famous child star.

Then he had to figure out what came next.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The most quietly radical writer on television: Alice Birch has brought her scabrously funny writing to shows such as Succession, Normal People, and Dead Ringers, Sophie Gilbert wrote in 2023.
 	How Taylor Sheridan created America's most popular TV show: Inside Paramount's Yellowstone juggernaut




Other Diversions

	The one place in airports people actually want to be
 	What to read to understand how people get tricked
 	Americans have lost the plot on cooking oil.




P.S.


Courtesy of KV



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "This is the first time I viewed the sun perfectly placed in-between the buildings at sunset with its reflection so elegantly reaching towards me," KV, 68, in Central Park, wrote. "This moment has stayed with me ever since."

I'll continue to share your responses in the coming weeks. If you'd like to share, reply to this email with a photo and a short description so we can share your wonder with fellow readers in a future edition of this newsletter or on our website. Please include your name (initials are okay), age, and location. By doing so, you agree that The Atlantic has permission to publish your photo and publicly attribute the response to you, including your first name and last initial, age, and/or location that you share with your submission.

-- Isabel
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The New American Mall

The future of large shopping centers will encompass much more than shopping.

by Lora Kelley




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


The mall isn't what it used to be. But that doesn't mean it's dead.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Aileen Cannon is who critics feared she was.
 	MAGA, the next generation
 	America's doublethink on working through the heat 




The "Experience" Era

Images of the fallen mall--the empty shop floor littered with mannequins, the dusty escalators leading to an abandoned food court--have loomed large in the American cultural imagination over the past decade. And it's true: The mall of your childhood, whether it had big department stores, Orange Julius counters, or flip-phone kiosks, may no longer exist as it once did. Malls now feature escape rooms, axe throwing, and the occasional brand-sponsored "immersive experience." The mall has changed, but some version of it is staying with us.

After a brief pandemic dip, in-person retail is going strong. Shopping-center vacancy in early 2024 was nearly the lowest it had been in 20 years, at 5.4 percent, according to a recent report from the real-estate firm Cushman & Wakefield, and demand for retail space is outpacing supply. Some lower-tier malls have entered cycles of weak traffic and contraction, John Mercer, a retail analyst at Coresight Research, told me, especially as the department stores that occupied major square footage have closed. But higher-tier malls--those with desirable brands and high sales density, often in affluent areas--are performing well, Mercer said, with occupancy frequently above 95 percent across the past few years.

The perception that malls have suffered is rooted in truth--many malls and stores have closed in recent decades, maybe even the one closest to where you live. But this narrative also picked up steam in part because of how much attention Americans pay to the mall and what's happening to it. As Alexandra Lange, an architecture critic and the author of Meet Me by the Fountain: An Inside History of the Mall, explained to me in an email, "The ebb and flow of retail is much more visible to the general public than other types of business," so people pay attention "earlier in the downcycle" of a mall's trajectory. Plus, as Mercer put it, "it's more dramatic to see a mall closing than thriving."

The mall is a cultural fixture of America. The plots of many a rom-com and teen flick play out in the atriums of malls--and so, too, do the dramas of many real people's lives. As Kristen Martin wrote in The Atlantic in her 2022 review of Lange's book, "Perhaps we continue to declare the death of the mall because doing so allows us to occupy two attitudes at once: disdain and nostalgia."

The composition and vibe of malls has transformed. Lately, investors have poured money into ever more elaborate mall "experiences" to bring customers in and encourage them to spend more time on the premises. At the cannily named, 3-million-square-foot American Dream mall in New Jersey, for example, visitors can enjoy an indoor ski mountain and surf pool between stops at Zara, Balenciaga, and Ugg. Netflix just announced new in-person "immersive experiences" in two massive malls, with food, retail, and show-related promotions, spanning more than 100,000 square feet each.

Overall, Mercer predicts, the future of malls will be mixed-use, and will encompass much more than shopping: Some malls are using available real estate to house a selection of other businesses, including grocery stores and gyms. Some have even added apartment complexes, giving people the ultimate opportunity to linger at the mall.

But the mall's enduring appeal (even to unenthusiastic and infrequent mall-goers like myself) is rooted in something simpler than all that: It's a convenient place to shop for various items at once. And shopping for certain things is much more pleasant in person--it's really hard to tell by looking at a photo online whether a new pair of shoes will pinch at the heels, or whether a wool sweater is itchy. That's why, as huge as e-commerce gets, in-person retailers are refusing to crumble altogether--and why many online retailers are expanding to in-person locations.

In an act of consumer optimism, or perhaps hubris, I ordered a lovely pink dress the other week from a sale online. Instead of the dress, I received a random men's suit jacket, leading me into a Kafkaesque weeks-long back-and-forth with the company. I did not ultimately receive the dress; I still need to take the jacket to the post office. In retrospect, I might have been better off going to a mall. I could have even engaged in an immersive experience while there.

Related:

	The most modern form of American architecture isn't going anywhere.
 	When malls saved the suburbs from despair




Today's News

	The Supreme Court upheld a federal law that bans those who have domestic-violence restraining orders against them from owning firearms.
 	Steve Bannon, a former Trump adviser convicted of contempt of Congress, asked the Supreme Court to intervene so that he can avoid serving a four-month prison sentence. A federal appeals court rejected a similar request from him yesterday.
 	In Donald Trump's classified-documents case, the judge heard arguments in a hearing about whether Special Counsel Jack Smith's appointment was constitutional.




Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: Children will likely be the ones to first figure out generative AI's advantages and drawbacks, Damon Beres writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Published works of fiction by nonwhite authors more than doubled from 2019 to 2023, Maya Chung notes. But we may now be seeing a reversal in this trend.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



Americans Have Lost the Plot on Cooking Oil

By Yasmin Tayag

Every meal I make begins with a single choice: extra-virgin olive oil or canola? For as long as I've cooked, these have been my kitchen workhorses because they're versatile, affordable, and--most of all--healthy. Or so I thought.
 These days, every trip to the grocery store makes me second-guess myself.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	An attack on free speech at Harvard
 	"The party of the ultrarich and the ultra-poor"
 	Google is turning into a libel machine.
 	"Dog food is so fancy now that I ate some."




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Astrida Valigorsky / Getty; Marcelo Endelli / TAS23 / Getty; Matthew Baker / Getty.



Celebrate. Welcome to hot brat summer. The sound of right now, according to women pop stars, is a little selfish and very self-assured, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. Vicki Valosik's new book, Swimming Pretty: The Untold Story of Women in Water, documents our enduring fascination with female swimmers, who have always challenged the boundary between sport and spectacle.

Play our daily crossword.



Your Thoughts

This newsletter has a curious and thoughtful community of readers. In a previous edition, we asked readers to share how they're thinking about the 2024 election. Here's what some said when asked how their habits of staying informed have changed since 2020 and what they find concerning and/or hopeful about this election. Their responses may have been edited for length and clarity.

	"The biggest change, by far, on how I stay informed is TikTok. It's raw and real. And I'm a former strategist; I'm not given to blowing with the wind. The kids are coming for the Boomers and us Gen X had better be allies." -- Alex Maitre, 53, California
 	"I now have access to more worldwide news than I ever have in my lifetime. I can curate the journalists, articles, and opinion pieces of my choosing so quickly, it makes my head spin. And the problem is that I can also choose to ignore journalists with whom I disagree. Every so often, I dip my toe in the water and read or listen to or watch someone whose opinions are the exact opposite of mine. But I often quickly tire of their point of view and mutter about their stupidity." -- Linda Trytek, Illinois
 	"As a first-generation American with a mother from Europe, I have begun to question if when I die, I will die in the democratic country her family came to so many years ago." -- Barb Wills
 	"I find little to be hopeful about in the coming year. The idea that most people I speak with on this subject have calcified positions, based on emotion, tradition, or some channel other than informed analysis, is most concerning. I do find comfort in being informed, despite the often dire information ... I find a more complete understanding of my world, my reality, my community, to be a balm of sorts; I can be afraid in the dark, or afraid in the light. Conquering that fear is much closer to possible in the latter." -- Adam Ridge, 31, Pennsylvania


We have loved hearing from you all, and look forward to learning more about your perspectives in the future. Thank you for joining the conversation with us!



P.S.

I will leave you with this morsel surfaced by Molly Young in her New York Times review of Lange's book. She quotes a 1996 issue of The American Historical Review, in which Kenneth T. Jackson wrote: "The Egyptians have pyramids, the Chinese have a great wall, the British have immaculate lawns, the Germans have castles, the Dutch have canals, the Italians have grand churches. And Americans have shopping centers."

Tough? Fair? Perhaps both. Have a great weekend!

-- 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/american-malls-immersive-experience/678769/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



AI Is Coming for the Kids

Children will likely be the ones to first figure out the technology's advantages and drawbacks.

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.


Readers of this newsletter have no doubt wondered how the generative-AI wave will affect their lives. Will the bots take your job? Is it all right--you know, ethically--to use ChatGPT to write an email? Should you listen to Google's searchbot and eat rocks? (No.)

But while adults ponder such questions, many kids are already experiencing a full blast of generative AI. It's in popular apps such as Snapchat and Instagram; it's coming to iPhones and Chromebooks. In a recent story for The Atlantic, my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote about how tech companies are creating a generation of "AI guinea pigs."

"More than a decade on, adults are still trying to unravel what smartphones and social media did--and are doing--to young people," Caroline wrote. "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."

The concerns are understandable, of course. But AI may have benefits for young people: Los Angeles Unified School District--the second-largest public-school district in the United States--is embracing the technology in the classroom. As its superintendent, Alberto M. Carvalho, told Caroline, "AI is here to stay. If you don't master it, it will master you."




Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



A Generation of AI Guinea Pigs

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.


Read the full article.




What to Read Next

	High-school English needed a makeover before ChatGPT: "I used to make my students write essay after essay," Daniel Herman writes. "There was always a better way."
 	The college essay is dead: "Nobody is prepared for how AI will transform academia," Stephen Marche writes.




P.S.

Speaking of kids and technology, the surgeon general recommended earlier this week that social-media sites receive a warning label--similar to those seen on tobacco products--over concerns that they might have negative effects on adolescents. Caroline wrote about the idea, which is much more complicated than it may appear: "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."

-- Damon
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Will Publishing's Diversity Gains Last?

Published works of fiction by nonwhite authors more than doubled from 2019 to 2023--but we may now be seeing a reversal in this trend.

by Maya Chung




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. 

After the 2020 murder of George Floyd, the United States experienced what was widely referred to as a "reckoning" with racism. The book industry was not exempt--pushed by protests against what employees called the industry's "role in systemic racism," major publishers promised to confront their overwhelming whiteness by hiring employees of color and acquiring books by nonwhite authors.

This week, we published an article by the English professors Dan Sinykin and Richard Jean So, in which they reflect on a survey they conducted from 2019 to 2023 that tracks the proportion of novels published by white versus nonwhite authors. They found that published works of fiction by nonwhite authors more than doubled in the period studied--but noted that similar waves of diversity efforts in publishing in the past haven't lasted long. As Sinykin and So write, although the results reflect progress, "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."

This week, I emailed Sinykin and So to ask a few more questions about their research. Our conversation, which has been condensed and edited for clarity, is below.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	What to read to understand how people get tricked
 	The truth about America's most common surgery
 	The enduring fascination with women in water


Maya Chung: You mention two previous waves of diversification of the publishing industry in the late 1960s and early '70s, and the late '90s and early 2000s, that ultimately didn't have lasting success--and that this one is different because of the volume of titles by writers of color being published. Are there any other differences this time that give us reason to be hopeful?

Dan Sinykin and Richard Jean So: Yes--though with a caveat. We now have social media, where movements spring up, like #PublishingPaidMe, that can work to keep institutions honest--which was more difficult in the past. The simple demographics of this country are changing; the U.S. is getting more diverse; there are more nonwhite readers and writers. Organizations like PEN America and academics like us are bringing data to publishers to hold them accountable. All this with the caveat that white supremacy has a profound, systematic hold on this country and this industry, and you can find no limit to those in the industry who would be unsurprised to see publishers return to the status quo.

Chung: It seems a big part of your argument is the importance of investing in marketing, sales, and publicity for books by authors of color. Are there any other suggestions you'd have for publishing houses, or changes you'd like to see made in the coming years?

Sinykin and So: We'd emphasize the suggestion to do more serious economic analysis of markets and the viability of new reading publics. Adjacent culture industries indicate that these markets exist: Find them for books. We'd also emphasize the importance that comparative titles, or comps, play in the acquisition process. Talking about comps can feel kind of technical or like insider baseball, but it really matters; it shapes what sells and what doesn't. Finding a way to repair the comps system to make it more inclusive could go a long way. Finally, and most improbably, if we could wave a magic wand, we'd make it so the Big Five publishers would think beyond short-term growth, which would enable all sorts of good things, but we'll just note that it could allow executives to give more leeway to talented, creative editors to pursue their visions.

Chung: I found the part in your article about developing and nurturing a readership for books by writers of color to be really interesting--the sense that there's this untapped market that publishers are missing out on by imagining that their readership is only a small cohort of the population. I wonder if there's also an effort to get white readers reading titles by authors of color. You mention that Black authors have written campus novels, recovery novels--these seem like universal stories that could be marketed to anyone.

Sinykin and So: For sure. We see the move into the genres you mention--campus novels, recovery novels, which have been traditionally very white--as one of the more exciting developments of the past few years. In the past, nonwhite writers weren't invited into what you call these "universal stories"--their universality was a sort of code for their whiteness. And there is a lot of great scholarship about how a presumed white-female readership has shaped nonwhite fiction too--how writers both work within and resist the anticipation of a white readership who come to their work for empathy and self-education.

Chung: Are there any other takeaways from your research that you didn't get to mention in the article that you'd like readers to know about?

Sinykin and So: Publishers often appear averse to serious economic analysis and market research because they don't want to be totally beholden to the market and economics; they claim that their goal is also social enlightenment, education, etc. But they can't have it both ways--they can't fire Black editors because they are losing money but still want to claim to be a special culture industry relative to TV or film.

Chung: Is there anything you read while researching this project--books or articles--that you'd recommend that shed light on the publishing industry?

Sinykin and So: There are a couple we note in passing in the article that we would again shout out here: Ismail Muhammad's article "Can Black Literature Escape the Representation Trap?" and Laura B. McGrath's article "Comping White." For work on the industry in general, the sociologists Clayton Childress (who wrote the book Under the Cover) and John B. Thompson (the author of Merchants of Culture and Book Wars) are fantastic. To be immodest for a moment, we would also recommend Dan's Big Fiction: How Conglomeration Changed the Publishing Industry and American Literature and Richard's Redlining Culture: A Data History of Racial Inequality and Postwar Fiction.






Has the DEI Backlash Come for Publishing?

By Dan Sinykin and Richard Jean So

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Your Duck Is My Duck, by Deborah Eisenberg

Eisenberg is the rare writer who focuses exclusively on the short story. She's also one of its most acclaimed practitioners: Eisenberg was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship in 1987 and a MacArthur genius grant in 2009. In Your Duck Is My Duck, her most recent collection, she compassionately documents the difficulties of both youth and old age. The children in her stories struggle toward independence, as in "Cross Off and Move On," where a young girl is caught between two competing lifestyles: the severe discipline of her mother's world, and the languid glamour represented by her aunts Adela, Bernice, and Charna. Other stories detail the quiet regrets of the elderly: The aging actors in "Taj Mahal" gossip about their shared, debauched past while "waiting with patience and humility to be issued new roles, new shapes." Throughout, Eisenberg's intimate, descriptive prose depicts how concerns about money, love, death, and art shape us: "I'm hurtling through time," a painter remarks in one story, "strapped to an explosive device, my life." -- Celine Nguyen

From our list: What to read when you have only half an hour





Out Next Week

? Woman of Interest, by Tracy O'Neill

? Bear, by Julia Phillips


? Frostbite, by Nicola Twilley




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Tyler Comrie



The Schools That Are No Longer Teaching Kids to Read Books

By Xochitl Gonzalez

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 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 Flimsiness of Trumponomics

Trump's latest reported idea would result in massive tax cuts for the ultrarich--at the expense of other Americans.

by Charles Sykes




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


Donald Trump's reported idea to replace the income tax with huge tariffs on imports exposes the hollowness of his populism.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The 1970s movie that explains 2020s America
 	Trump dreams of a swifter death penalty.
 	The schools that are no longer teaching kids to read books




Fabulist Math

Economists are warning that Trump's reported idea to eliminate the income tax and replace it with massive tariffs on imports would cripple the economy, explode the cost of living, and likely set off a trade war. And because the math doesn't come close to working, it would also tremendously increase the national debt.

In other words, Trump's latest notion is both economically and fiscally illiterate. "If a 20yo interviewing for a House internship suggested replacing the income tax with a massive tariff, they'd be laughed out of the interview," Brian Riedl, a conservative budget expert, wrote on X.

The politics of Trump's latest scheme are perhaps even worse, because this plan exposes the hypocrisy of his faux populism. Indeed, what's striking about the idea is just how regressive and non-populist it is. Replacing the income tax with tariffs would result in massive tax cuts for the ultrarich--at the expense of middle and lower-class Americans. Brendan Duke and Ryan Mulholland of the left-leaning Center for American Progress estimate that Trump's proposal would raise taxes by $8,300 for the middle 20 percent of households, if American consumers end up bearing the full brunt of tariffs on imports.

Working Americans would be hit first by the higher tariffs and then by the inevitable economic fallout as businesses that rely on imports are crushed. Those same workers would also see the downstream effects of the inevitable retaliation from America's former trading partners, which would likely result in a global trade war.

Even a more modest version of Trumponomics--imposing a 10 percent tax on all imports and a 60 percent tax on all imports from China, without trying to replace the income tax altogether--could result in a $2,500 annual tax increase for the typical family. Duke and Mulholland estimate that this plan would slap a $260 tax on the typical family's electronics purchases, an $160 tax on its clothing purchases, and a $120 tax on its pharmaceutical-drug purchases. Middle-class families would pay more for gas and oil, along with toys and food. That's because, as any economist will tell you, a large portion of increased tariffs are ultimately paid by consumers, not by the companies importing the goods. Republicans used to understand this concept, but now they seem desperate to deny it: Anna Kelly, a Republican National Committee spokesperson, recently insisted, "The notion that tariffs are a tax on U.S. consumers is a lie pushed by outsourcers and the Chinese Communist Party." This is economic bunkum.

But then, so is Trump's whole bizarre scheme, which relies on fabulist math. Abolishing income taxes would create a multitrillion-dollar hole in the federal budget. As The Washington Post's Catherine Rampell points out, "The entire value of all the goods we import each year is itself about $3 trillion. Not the tariffs, mind you, but the goods themselves." In order to make up for the lost income-tax revenue, Trump would have to impose a tax of 100 percent on the value of everything we import. In other words, the cost of everything we import from abroad would more than double.

In the real world, this huge new tax would suppress demand for imports, which would in turn drive down the revenue from the Trump tariffs. The result: massive deficits as revenue falls short, even-higher taxes on the remaining imports, and draconian cuts in spending, including the entitlement programs, such as Social Security and Medicare, that Trump has promised (if somewhat inconsistently) to protect.

And then there is the Ghost of Smoot-Hawley. Historians and economists regard the 1930 Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act--which dramatically boosted tariffs on imports--as a disastrous miscalculation that deepened the Great Depression. Trump's tariff tax is Smoot-Hawley with its hair on fire.

All of this might explain the skepticism of the otherwise friendly CEOs who talked to Trump at a recent meeting of the Business Roundtable. "Trump doesn't know what he's talking about," one CEO reportedly said; the CEO reportedly added that Trump failed to explain how he planned to implement his policies. Some of the executives apparently seemed surprised by the realization that the former president's economic ideas were nonsense.

Maybe they should start paying closer attention. But so should Trump's base. Despite Trump's insistence that he is the tribune of the forgotten common man, the former president's economic incoherence could prove devastating to the very voters he claims to champion.

Related:

	Trump's plan to supercharge inflation
 	Why Wall Street won't stop Trump




Today's News

	The Supreme Court upheld a Trump-era tax on foreign income that helped fund tax cuts imposed by the federal government in 2017.
 	Russian President Vladimir Putin and North Korean leader Kim Jung Un signed a treaty yesterday that revived a Cold War-era mutual-defense pact calling for immediate military intervention when either country is attacked, according to a text of the treaty published by North Korean state media.
 	Robert F. Kennedy Jr. failed to qualify for the presidential debate that will be hosted by CNN on June 27.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: English-speaking teens might be exporting their anxiety abroad, Derek Thompson writes.
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: Emma Sarappo revisits early reviews of classic books and discovers which books The Atlantic loved--and hated.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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Has the DEI Backlash Come for Publishing?

By Dan Sinykin and 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 ... 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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	We ruined rain.
 	Ilhan Omar: Open the door wider for refugees.
 	An Emersonian guide to taking control of your life
 	Americans with food allergies are getting a bad deal.




Culture Break


Illustration by Max Guther



Listen. In Radio Atlantic's new episode, Amanda Mull explains the airport-lounge arms race and why the fanciest places in air travel keep getting fancier.

Watch. The Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Annie Baker makes a great cinematic leap with her debut film, Janet Planet (out tomorrow in theaters).

Play our daily crossword.



Your Thoughts 

This newsletter has a curious and thoughtful community of readers. In a previous edition, we asked readers to share how they're thinking about the 2024 election. Here's what some shared when asked if they discussed the election with their loved ones. Their responses may have been edited for length and clarity.

	"I rarely, if ever, talk politics with any of my family or friends. It's impossible to counter emotion (strong emotion now) with rationality. I keep myself quite well informed, and I am confident in my choice. What would be the point of a discussion? Will I change someone's mind? No. Will they change my mind? No." -- Andrea Williams, New Hampshire
 	"I am an American living abroad in the Netherlands, married to a Norwegian. The great plus of living abroad is having the opportunity (if you mingle outside the expat bubble) to see your country from an entirely new vantage point. We have two sons, one almost 18 and one 21. As dual citizens, I believe it is important for them to exercise their right to vote. Believe me, every single European wishes they could vote for the next U.S. president because the outcome doesn't only affect Americans but people around the world. This rings especially true when wars feel so close to our doorstep. So yes, we discuss things, but not in great detail. I do not want to push my ideas on them; they need to figure that out for themselves." -- Anonymous
 	"My wife and I talk a great deal about the election with each other and our adult son and daughter. We also talk with family and friends. However we have family members and friends who, over the course of time, we've learned that to preserve these relationships, we no longer talk about politics. In fact within the larger family, we've all taken the position that family is the most important thing in life, and so we put politics aside. With those with whom we do talk, it is to keep each other informed. But I think to a larger degree, because we're all frightened by what will happen should Trump win, we talk and use humor to try and ease our anxiety in the short run." -- Anthony D'Agostino, New Hampshire
 	"We discuss politics and policy issues with both friends and family. The biggest surprise is the political avoidance of our otherwise brilliant, and well-off, 50-plus-year-old kids. The generational gap is surprising. Many of my friends and I try to support sensible candidates, but our kids mostly avoid politics." -- Richard Carlson, 82, Tucson, Arizona, and Lake Tahoe


We have loved hearing from you all, and look forward to learning about more of your perspectives in the future. Thank you for joining the conversation with us!

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 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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        Selections From the 2024 Audubon Photography Awards Top 100

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	11:54 AM ET

            	25 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Last week, we featured some of the winners of this year's Audubon Photography Awards, and today, the contest organizers were kind enough to share some of their Top 100 photographs from the thousands of entries depicting birdlife from all 50 U.S. states and nine Canadian provinces and territories.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird opens its beak wide to catch a spiny fish it has tossed in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Neotropic Cormorant. The spiny fish has to go into the cormorant's throat in just the right way: head first and lengthwise. This bird was tossing this fish in the air for more than an hour to put it on the right trajectory. Photo taken from a boat in Encontro das Aguas State Park in Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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                Turgay Uzer / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two woodpecker parents perch on either side of a nest hole in a dead tree, with at least three chicks inside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pileated Woodpecker. Pileated woodpecker parents perch on either side of a nest hole in a dead tree, with at least three chicks inside. Photographed in Dunedin, Florida.
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                Jan Nickols / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A hummingbird flies amid a spray of water droplets, with its beak open.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anna's Hummingbird. In Port Townsend, Washington, an Anna's hummingbird sips from a spray of water droplets above a water fountain.
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                Soo Baus / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Three small owls peek over the top of a mound of dirt, only showing the tops of their heads and their eyes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Burrowing Owl. Three burrowing owls peer over the top of a mound of dirt in Calipatria, California.
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                [image: A sparrow perches inside a section of a chain-link fence, with a green backdrop of out-of-focus grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Grasshopper Sparrow. A grasshopper sparrow perches in a chain-link fence. Photographed in Highgate, Vermont.
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                Matthew Bode / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a gull at sunset]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Black-backed Gull. A close view of a gull at sunset in Chesapeake Beach, Maryland.
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                Eaton Ekarintaragun / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A pair of cranes dance in the snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-crowned Crane. A pair of cranes dance in the snow at the Tsurui-Ito Crane Sanctuary in Hokkaido, Japan.
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                [image: A grebe mother swims as three chicks lean forward while riding on her back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Western Grebe. A western grebe mother swims as three chicks lean forward while riding on her back in Escondido, California.
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                [image: A view looking upward, past two statues, toward a distant skyscraper, with the sky filled with a flock of small birds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Purple Martin. Thousands of small purple martins fill the frame in a loose spiral against a dark blue sky at dusk in Nashville, Tennessee.
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                Graham Gerdeman / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge colony of fuzzy brown king penguin chicks covers most of a rocky shoreline near mountains.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                King Penguin. An immense colony of fuzzy brown king penguin chicks congregates on the shore of South Georgia Island.
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                [image: An owl perches at the very tip of a bare tree branch, backdropped by fluffy clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Horned Owl. A great horned owl perches atop a bare tree branch in West Gardiner, Maine.
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                [image: A merganser swims, grasping a crawfish in its bill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hooded Merganser. This hooded merganser swims in Mallard Lake in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park, grasping a crawfish in its bill.
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                [image: A bird stretches out its wings while preening on a fence post, its head tucked down.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Northern Flicker. A northern flicker stretches out its wings while preening on a fence post in Corunna, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: A shorebird walks through a field of tall grass, partly obscured by small tufts topping the grass stalks]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Variable Oystercatcher. A variable oystercatcher walks through a field of bunny tail grass in Tawharanui Regional Reserve, New Zealand.
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                Steffen Foerster / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a bird's  bill lying against its bright red inflatable throat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Frigatebird. A close view of the bill and inflatable gular pouch of a great frigatebird. Photographed on Genovesa Island, Galapagos, Ecuador.
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                [image: A pair of tiny fuzzy goslings run toward an adult Canada goose.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Canada Goose. A pair of goslings run toward an adult Canada goose in Alexandria, Virginia.
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                James Fatemi / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A pelican swims with an osprey partially trapped in its bill and gular pouch. The osprey is flapping, trying to escape.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Osprey and Brown Pelican. A brown pelican swims with an osprey partially trapped in its bill and gular pouch. Photographed at Sebastian Inlet State Park in Sebastian, Florida.
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                Phil Seu / 2024 Audubon Photography Awards
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bright green hummingbird feeds on a bright red flower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruby-throated Hummingbird. A ruby-throated hummingbird feeds on a bright red flower in Pembroke, Virginia.
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                [image: Two prairie-chickens fight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Greater and Lesser Prairie-Chicken. A pair of prairie-chickens fight outside of Hays, Kansas.
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                [image: A red-winged blackbird sings while perched on an orange hibiscus stem, a small cloud of steam rising from its beak into in the cool air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Red-winged Blackbird. A red-winged blackbird sings while perched on an orange hibiscus stem in Alexandria, Virginia.
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                [image: A flock of snow geese takes flight, filling the frame.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snow Goose. In Mount Vernon, Washington, a flock of snow geese takes flight.
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                [image: A jay stands on the back of a deer, acting as a cleaner, searching for ticks while pecking gently at the corner of its eye.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Purplish Jay. A purplish jay stands on the back of a brocket deer, acting as a cleaner, searching for ticks and other tidbits. Photographed in Pocone in the state of Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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                [image: A bird with long legs and a long, thin bill stands on one leg.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                American Avocet. In Salem, Utah, an American avocet is photographed in profile as it stretches.
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                [image: A juvenile bald eagle flies through a foggy sky, past several trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bald Eagle. A juvenile bald eagle flies through a foggy sky at the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge in Ridgefield, Washington.
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                [image: A heron stands in shallow, still water at sunset, with a small fish caught in its bill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Great Blue Heron. A great blue heron fishes at Izaak Walton Nature Area at sunset. Photographed in November 2023 in Longmont, Colorado.
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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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        Under the Solstice Sun

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	June 24, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Across parts of Ukraine, Belarus, Poland, and Russia, an ancient pagan summer rite called Kupala combined with the Orthodox feast of Saint John the Baptist, becoming "Ivan Kupala Night," a festival celebrating the summer solstice. On Ivan Kupala Night, young people wear wreaths symbolizing purity, crowds sing and dance around bonfires, and people bathe naked in rivers and lakes. Many leap over fires as a test of faith, to purge themselves of their sins and bad luck, and to improve their health. Collected below are a handful of images from this year's Ivan Kupala Night celebrations.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two women wearing large wreaths of flowers stand in a wheat field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Women wearing wreaths made of flowers and herbs take part in a celebration of the pagan holiday of Ivan Kupala in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wearing traditional clothing and a floral wreath is illuminated by a nearby bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wearing traditional clothing celebrates the summer solstice near a bonfire in the village of Okunevo, Russia, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: A man smiles, with many small flowers placed in his beard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant celebrates the summer solstice and Kupala Night by the Krakus Mound, in Krakow, Poland, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: Six people in traditional clothing dance in a circle in a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants dance during a celebration of Ivan Kupala in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: Women wearing floral wreaths hold hands and dance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People hold hands and dance during a celebration of the pagan holiday of Ivan Kupala in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A couple jumps over a smoldering bonfire in a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A couple jumps over a smoldering bonfire during Ivan Kupala celebrations in Kyiv, Ukraine, on June 23, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Anatolii Stepanov / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A girl wearing a wreath on her head stands among reeds near a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl wears a wreath on her head as she attends the Wianki nad Wis ("Wreaths Over the Vistula") festival on the banks of the Vistula River, in Warsaw, Poland, on June 22, 2024. The celebrations are related to the traditions and rituals of Kupala Night on summer solstice, such as making wreaths of field flowers and throwing them into the river as bringers of happiness and luck.
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                [image: A crowd sits on grass, watching a concert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People attend a concert during the Wianki nad Wis festival in Warsaw, Poland, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd stands on the banks of the a river, watching as a huge floral wreath floats past.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People stand on the banks of the Vistula River in Warsaw, watching as a huge floral wreath floats past, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd looks on as two people in traditional costumes use a long pole to roll a burning wheel across a grassy area at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to celebrate Summer Solstice Day (Kupala Festival) in the suburbs of the Siberian city of Krasnoyarsk, Russia, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people surrounds a tall bonfire at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to celebrate the Kupala Festival in Krasnoyarsk, Russia, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wearing a wreath made of many tall stalks gathers with others around a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young Ukrainian woman wears a wreath during a traditional Ukrainian celebration of Kupala Night in Warsaw, Poland, on June 22, 2024. Ukrainians in Warsaw jumped over a bonfire and floated wreaths on the Vistula river bank on Saturday night, as they celebrated their solstice tradition of Ivan Kupala Night away from their war-torn home.
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                [image: People sit in grass beside a large grass-covered mound, weaving wreaths made of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People make flower wreaths while celebrating the summer solstice beside the Krakus Mound, in Krakow, Poland, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: A woman wears and holds wreaths of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian woman wears and holds wreaths of flowers during a traditional Ukrainian celebration of Kupala Night in Warsaw, Poland, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: Food and drinks are seen on a blanket beside other picnickers nearby.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Food and drinks are seen on a blanket during a celebration of the summer solstice and Kupala Night in Krakow, Poland, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: People in traditional clothing gather around a fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People wear traditional clothing as they celebrate Saint John's Day and the summer solstice in the small town of Kernave, Lithuania, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A man beats a drum, in front of a crowd, near a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People celebrate the summer solstice near a bonfire in the village of Okunevo, Russia, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: A couple wearing traditional clothing leaps over part of a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People jump over a fire as they celebrate the summer solstice in the village of Okunevo, Russia, on June 20, 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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            A dog that enjoys daily scooter rides in Turkey, Olympic skateboarding qualifiers in Hungary, a deadly train collision in India, a solstice wedding at Stonehenge, forest fires in California, coastal flooding in Texas, Eid al-Adha prayers in Iran, a performance by Post Malone in Tennessee, and much more
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                [image: A firefighter works on a forest fire among smoke and embers at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighter Chris Fritz works to keep the Aero Fire from spreading through the Copperopolis community of Calaveras County, California, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A fencer with an epee poses inside a grand opera house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                French fencer Yannick Borel poses with an epee inside the Opera Garnier in Paris on March 15, 2024, ahead of the Paris 2024 Olympic and Paralympic games. Photo released on June 16.
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                [image: People celebrate in a basketball stadium as confetti fills the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Confetti falls after the Boston Celtics' win against the Dallas Mavericks in Game 5 of the 2024 NBA Finals at TD Garden in Boston, Massachusetts, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A basketball player reacts after a play, his mouth open wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jayson Tatum of the Boston Celtics reacts after a play during the second quarter of Game 5 of the 2024 NBA Finals against the Dallas Mavericks, on June 17, 2024, in Boston.
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                [image: Post Malone performs onstage, in front of a huge video screen showing his performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Post Malone performs during the 2024 Bonnaroo Music & Arts Festival in Manchester, Tennessee, on June 14, 2024.
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                [image: A group of synchronized swimmers performs a routine, splashing and gesturing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Greece competes during the Acrobatic Routine Final at the 2024 European Aquatics Championships on June 13, 2024, in Belgrade, Serbia.
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                [image: A humpback whale breaches, splashing water with its fluke.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A humpback whale breaches off the coast of Niteroi, Rio de Janeiro state, Brazil, June 20, 2024.
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                [image: People walk down a passageway in a subway station, beneath an advertisement painted across the curved walls and ceiling featuring a soccer goalie with arms outstretched and the words "You Got This."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans arrive at Odeonsplatz subway station, passing by an advertisement featuring footballer Manuel Neuer of Germany, prior to the UEFA EURO 2024 group-stage match between Germany and Scotland at Munich Football Arena on June 14, 2024, in Munich, Germany.
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                [image: A person prays atop a large rock, silhouetted against the rising sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Muslim pilgrim prays at dawn on Saudi Arabia's Mount Arafat during the climax of the Hajj pilgrimage on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: A huge stone-and-concrete statue stands on a hilltop, depicting the faces and heads of two mythical Chinese emperors.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant statue of mythical Emperors Yan and Huang stands in Zhengzhou, Henan province, China, seen on June 16, 2024. The 348-foot-tall structure was completed in 2007.
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                [image: A group of worshippers stand together during a prayer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Muslims perform Eid al-Adha prayers on the Tehran University campus in Tehran, Iran, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a vast cemetery featuring many tombs and gravestones]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows people visiting the graves of loved ones at the Wadi al-Salam cemetery in Iraq's shrine city of Najaf on June 17, 2024, on the second day of the Muslim holiday of Eid al-Adha, or the Feast of Sacrifice.
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                [image: An aerial view of many flamingos in flight above water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of flamingos in flight at Sayfe Lake and Bird Sanctuary in Kirsehir, Turkey.
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                [image: A single house stands in a broad flooded area along a coast.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person stands on their balcony, looking out over floodwater covering a stretch of Surfside Beach, Texas, on June 19, 2024. Storm Alberto, the first named tropical storm of the hurricane season, produced heavy winds and rainfall, flooding various communities along the Texas coastline.
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                [image: An aerial view of a very long elevated highway crossing a broad stretch of water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A section of the Shenzhen-Zhongshan bridge, a 24-kilometer-long bridge-island-tunnel project, photographed on June 16, 2024, in Shenzhen, Guangdong province, China
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                [image: People practice yoga together along a wooden walkway above water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Yoga lovers practice yoga at the Fengfeng Health cultural theme park in Handan, Hebei province, China, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person in costume dances beneath a grid of multicolored lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Catherine Cisneros performs across the lighted squares of Christopher Janey's "Passing Light" solar sculpture at San Antonio International Airport in San Antonio, Texas, on June 20, 2024. The sculpture incorporates large plexiglass squares embedded in the ceiling that project a grid of colors that align with a painted grid for less than a minute each summer solstice.
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                [image: A racegoer at the Royal Ascot poses, wearing an ornate hat featuring a stuffed owl.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Angelina Chebotareva Rockefeller arrives wearing an ornate hat featuring an owl on the third day of the Royal Ascot horse races, in Ascot, England, on June 20, 2024.
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                [image: Thousands of racing pigeons are released from cages on the back of truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thousands of racing pigeons are released in an Up North Combine liberation in Grantham, England, on June 16, 2024. About 6,000 birds were released in three sections. Depending on the distance of their lofts from the liberation site, some homing pigeons will fly for more than 200 miles. Founded in 1905, the Up North Combine is an amalgamation of 23 pigeon-racing federations in the north of England.
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                [image: A person stands on a rock formation in the foreground, with steep, snow-topped mountains in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Cilo Mountains, seen near Yuksekova, in Turkey's Hakkari province, on June 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks on a beach with a tall rock formation behind them, just offshore.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Julie Amschler of Springfield, Missouri, walks along Oregon's Cannon Beach on June 13, 2024, with Haystack Rock in the background.
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                [image: Interesting clouds, shaped like stacked discs, sit above a tall mountain range.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Clouds hover over the Andes Mountains in Santiago, Chile, on June 19, 2024.
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                [image: A tandem rotor helicopter drops water on a forest fire at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Cal Fire helicopter drops water on a hot spot while battling the Post Fire near Gorman, California, on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: People cool off, playing in a fountain.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People cool off in the fountain at Polk Brothers Park at Navy Pier as temperatures climbed above 90 degrees Fahrenheit on June 19, 2024, in Chicago, Illinois.
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                [image: A couple embrace in front of a celebrating crowd and Stonehenge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Walter Ross marries Laura Cummings as the sun sets at Stonehenge, on June 20, 2024, in Wiltshire, England.
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                [image: People gather near a pile of about eight or nine toppled freight containers along a railroad.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather near containers that tumbled from a freight train after it collided with a passenger train in Nirmaljote, near Rangapani station, in India's West Bengal state, on June 17, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks two dogs on an empty street lined with many power poles and street lamps.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks her dogs early in the morning, before the heat of the day sets in, on June 14, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A skateboarder performs in a park in front of an Olympic logo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mizuho Hasegawa of Japan competes during the women's park preliminaries at the Olympic Qualifier Series on June 20, 2024 in Budapest, Hungary.
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                [image: A surfer rides an artificial wave in a river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer rides an artificial wave in the river Eisbach at the Englischer Garten, in downtown Munich, Germany, on June 18, 2024.
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                [image: A wavelike shelf cloud passes above a city.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shelf cloud passes over downtown Milwaukee, Wisconsin, on June 16, 2024.
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                [image: A man walks on a street, pulling along a scooter with a small dog standing on it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Muharrem Yilmaz takes his dog Toprak for his daily scooter ride in Aydin, Turkey, on June 14, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of the face of a lynx]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Iberian lynx, seen in Sierra de Andujar Natural Park in Andalusia, Spain, on June 20, 2024. The International Union for Conservation of Nature lowered the level of threat to Iberian lynx from "endangered" to "vulnerable," after verifying that the population has climbed from 94 in 2001 to more than 2,000 today.
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                [image: A soccer fan poses, their face painted in red and black makeup to create the emblem of the flag of Albania, a black double-headed eagle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fan of Albania is pictured prior the UEFA Euro 2024 Group B football match between Italy and Albania at BVB Stadion in Dortmund, Germany, on June 15, 2024.
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                [image: Two young people take a selfie in front of a mural depicting, in part, a woman with raised arms and a military vehicle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Girls pose for pictures at a mural after visiting the Hector Pieterson Museum in Soweto, South Africa, on June 16, 2024. The Soweto Uprising began on June 16, 1976, as a peaceful student protest against the enforcement of Afrikaans in schools. The police and army's response with tear gas and bullets led to violent clashes, resulting in the deaths of 400 to 700 people, many of them children. The event galvanized international opposition to apartheid and is commemorated annually in South Africa as Youth Day.
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                [image: A person stands close to a cow, cradling its head during a judging event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A farmer reacts with her Hereford as it is judged at the Royal Highland Show on June 20, 2024, in Edinburgh, Scotland.
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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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