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        Trump's New Racist Insult
        David A. Graham

        Weird things happen on the debate stage--just ask Joe Biden. So when Donald Trump used Palestinian as a slur against the president during last week's debate, it was hard to know whether the insult was planned or just an ad-lib."As far as Israel and Hamas, Israel's the one that wants to go--he said the only one who wants to keep going is Hamas. Actually, Israel is the one. And you should let them go and let them finish the job," Trump said. "He doesn't want to do it. He's become like a Palestinian. ...

      

      
        Do Navigation Apps Think We're Stupid?
        Ian Bogost

        As a hamburger enthusiast, I often need directions to some burger joint I've never tried. Recently, my phone's instructions sent me toward the on-ramp for the interstate. Then the app urged me, in 500 feet, to merge onto the freeway. By that time, though, what else could I have done? Did the app imagine that I might get confused, and turn around instead?Mapping software is incredible. Having instant access to every storefront, building, park, and transit stop on every street, almost anywhere in t...

      

      
        What Color Is a Hot Dog?
        Ellen Cushing

        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.Two years ago, I had a conversation that I have thought about almost every day since. Some pals and I were playing a board game, and--don't worry, I will not try to explain the rules of a board game to you here. But suffice it to say, it involved naming colors. And suffice it to say that, in the course o...

      

      
        America Can't Stop Dieting
        Yasmin Tayag

        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.America is a nation of food cultures so wide-ranging that it's hard to pin down what it means to eat like an American. Is it consuming hot dogs? Burgers? Pizza? Cheese? But maybe nothing is more uniquely American than our relationship with food: We simultaneously obsess over it and strive to eat less.By 1907, one of the first times diet...

      

      
        The Goal That Saved England
        James Parker

        Did you see it? If you're English, or if you were in England or in the vicinity of an English person, anywhere in the world, you probably saw it: Jude Bellingham's goal last Sunday night in Gelsenkirchen, for England, against Slovakia. A bicycle kick, a backward over-the-head strike, classically executed. A design in air, like something traced swiftly with an angelic fingertip. Clean connection: Bam! Immobilizing the goalkeeper. Funneling time through a point. It was more than beautiful. It was w...

      

      
        Declare Your Independence--From Misery
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.On this day, Americans celebrate one of the most famous statements on happiness ever made: the Declaration of Independence's assertion that there is an "unalienable right" to the "pursuit of happiness." The Founders talked a lot about happiness, in fact, and much of their thinking reaches us today through their personal correspondence and other writings.As a happiness specialist, I have always be...

      

      
        A Native American Declaration of Independence
        Ryan O. Carr

        On November 7, 1785, a group of Native American families gathered in a farmhouse near present-day Deansboro, New York--about 15 miles southwest of Utica--and established a new nation, the first American republic to be founded in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War.The families derived from seven tribes along the Northeastern Seaboard: Narragansett, Niantic, Groton Pequot, Stonington Pequot, Tunxis, Montauk, and Mohegan. They were united by a common Algonquian language, shared traditions, and a d...

      

      
        Who Really Benefits From Remote Work?
        Hanna Rosin

        The prevailing narrative of remote work has often been boiled down to: Workers love it, and bosses hate it. But according to Natalia Emanuel, a labor economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, it may not be that simple.Emanuel co-authored a study looking at software engineers at an unnamed Fortune 500 company where half of the workers were functionally remote. What she found was that each scenario--working remotely or working in the office--had varying trade-offs, depending on an employee's...

      

      
        Is the Biden Bubble Bursting?
        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.Can the Democratic Party break out of the bubble it has created and sustained for so long? Or will it double down on the denial?First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	Anne Applebaum: Time to roll the dice
	John Dean: Richard Nixon would have loved the Court's immunity decision.
	Adam Serwe...

      

      
        Joe Biden's 'Cognitive Fluctuations'
        Yasmin Tayag

        Last Thursday was not a good day for Joe Biden. During the president's shaky and at times incoherent debate performance, he appeared weaker and frailer in real time than the American public had ever seen. Friday appears to have been a much better day. At a campaign rally in North Carolina, clips of which his campaign distributed online, the president seemed like an entirely different man. Lively and invigorated, he spoke with a ferocity that had eluded him on the debate stage.Both his supporters ...

      

      
        What Biden's Stutter Doesn't Explain
        John Hendrickson

        On Sunday morning, Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina tried to cover for President Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance with an explanation that was an extreme reach. "All of us know how stutterers operate," Clyburn said on CNN's State of the Union. He was just the latest Biden supporter to use the president's lifelong stutter as a shield against legitimate public concern, an excuse that many others used across social platforms.One progressive writer complained on X that the reac...

      

      
        Richard Nixon Would Have Loved the Court's Immunity Decision
        John Dean

        Updated at 9:40 p.m. ET on July 3, 2024Richard Nixon would have been thrilled with the ruling of the U.S. Supreme Court in Trump v. United States earlier this week.I would know. I served as Nixon's White House counsel until he fired me in April 1973 for seeking to end the Watergate cover-up by openly cooperating with the investigation of the White House's involvement. Although I had fewer than 30 one-on-one sessions with President Nixon in the 1,000 days I served him, I was high enough in the pec...

      

      
        Biden Must Resign
        Adam Serwer

        Joe Biden must resign the presidency. The last person to do so was Richard Nixon, who left in disgrace after abusing the powers of his office. Nixon had to resign because he led an assault on American democracy. Biden must resign for the opposite reason: to give American democracy its best chance of surviving.The American right has spent every day since Biden was nominated in 2020 presenting him as an incompetent, doddering old fool, incapable of discharging the responsibilities of the office. Bi...

      

      
        Democrats Begin Their Shift From Anxiety to Action
        Ronald Brownstein

        The ground may be starting to shift under President Joe Biden after his scattered and sometimes disoriented debate performance last week.Across the party, widespread agreement is emerging that Biden's chances of beating Donald Trump have dramatically diminished. "No one I have talked to believes Biden is going to win this race anymore: nobody," said one longtime Democratic pollster working in a key battleground state who, like almost all of the party insiders I interviewed for this article, asked...

      

      
        Time to Roll the Dice
        Anne Applebaum

        November's election has very high stakes: the nature and, indeed, the continued existence of the American republic, at least in the form that we've known it for the past century. Around the world, the United States under a second Trump presidency would cease to be seen as a leading democracy, or as a leader of anything at all. What kind of country elects a criminal and an insurrectionist as its president?If he wins, Donald Trump has said that he wants mass deportations, perhaps carried out by the...

      

      
        Why Trump's Conviction Barely Registered in Polls
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.For more than a year, an invisible asterisk hovered next to Donald Trump's slim but steady polling lead over Joe Biden. Although the dozens of indictments brought against Trump in 2023 hardly hurt his campaign, surveys indicated that a criminal conviction could transform the race.In early April, for example, the polling firm YouGov asked what was then still a hypothetical question: Should a person convicted of a felony be...

      

      
        Biden's Delegates Are Flirting With a Breakup
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Almost a week has passed since Joe Biden's feeble debate performance. The president's defenders are sticking with a rehearsed one-two punch: "It was a rough start," they say, but "let's focus on substance." In the opposite corner, Biden's critics are calling on him to bow out while he can still muster a coherent resignation speech.But what of the delegates, numbering nearly 4,000--the actual humans set to nominate the man ...

      

      
        Eustasy
        Nikky Finney

        At 90 most of her is thinning,
her mind a sheet of paper
with perforations. Yesterday
she asked five times what year
was it exactly? when she bought
the car that she still drives and
did that year begin with a 19?
When the voting signs pop up
in the yards she begins the laying-
out of clothes. A high heel is
required. This morning I found
her bent over the kitchen table
humming with her Emery board
and Mother of Pearl polish.
The oily headed man with his field
of burning crosses set deep in his
b...

      

      
        Farewell to Academe
        Eliot A. Cohen

        After 42 years of academic life--not counting five years spent getting a Ph.D.--I am hanging it up. A while back, I concluded that the conversation that I would most dread overhearing would be an alumna saying to a current student, "I know, I know, but you should have seen the old man in his prime." I believe I dodged that one.My more than four decades, interrupted by stints of public service in the Defense and State Departments, were spent at just three academic institutions. Harvard formed and launched me;...

      

      
        Hubris of Biblical Proportions
        Erica Brown

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here."Kings scarcely recognize themselves as mortals, scarcely understand that which pertains to man," John Milton wrote, "except on the day they are made king or on the day they die."Russian President Vladimir Putin is 71; he's been in that office for the last 12 years, and will leave a historical wreckage as his legacy. He's not going anywhere of his own volition. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, despi...

      

      
        In Ukraine, We Saw a Glimpse of the Future of War
        Christopher Kirchhoff

        By late February 2022, Russian President Vladimir Putin had been amassing forces along Ukraine's border for months, arraying tanks, infantry, missiles, and attack helicopters in a 1,000-mile arc from southern Belarus to the Black Sea. He denied that Russia intended to invade, and many in the national-security community believed him: Starting a land war in Europe was too far-fetched, they thought--even for Putin. That view seemed to be confirmed when Russian state media broadcast video of the milit...

      

      
        The Lie Democrats Are Telling Themselves
        Mark Leibovich

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Since President Joe Biden's debate debacle on Thursday, I've learned two things for sure: first, that Republicans are not the only party being led by a geriatric egotist who puts himself before the country. And second, that Republicans are not the only party whose putative leaders have a toxic lemming mindset and are willing to lead American democracy off a cliff.I know, I know: Calm down, bed wetter. And how dare you "bo...

      

      
        When Assessing Presidential Fitness, Consider Racism
        Jill Lawrence

        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 "Black jobs" comment is a reminder of his long history of racism.First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	David Frum: Apocalypse not
	Stuart Stevens: The absurdity of the dump-Biden uprising
	In Iran, the big winner is none of the above.
	Trump suggests planes can't fly when i...

      

      
        The Cases Against Trump: A Guide
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Donald Trump has become the first former president to be convicted of a felony, found guilty of 34 counts in a Manhattan court on May 30.The verdict is a historic moment. Not long ago, the idea that a former president--or a major-party presidential nominee--would face serious legal jeopardy was nearly unthinkable. Now he is convicted and is scheduled to be sentenced this fall.In addition to the conviction in Manhattan, Trum...

      

      
        Something Has Gone Deeply Wrong at the Supreme Court
        Akhil Reed Amar

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Forget Donald Trump. Forget Joe Biden. Think instead about the Constitution. What does this document, the supreme law of our land, actually say about   lawsuits against ex-presidents?Nothing remotely resembling what Chief Justice John Roberts and five associate  justices declared  in yesterday's disappointing Trump v. United States decision . The Court's curious and convoluted majority opinion turns the Constitution's tex...
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Trump's New Racist Insult

The former president's recent attack on Senator Chuck Schumer is like an Everlasting Gobstopper of offense, with new layers emerging one after another.

by David A. Graham




Weird things happen on the debate stage--just ask Joe Biden. So when Donald Trump used Palestinian as a slur against the president during last week's debate, it was hard to know whether the insult was planned or just an ad-lib.

"As far as Israel and Hamas, Israel's the one that wants to go--he said the only one who wants to keep going is Hamas. Actually, Israel is the one. And you should let them go and let them finish the job," Trump said. "He doesn't want to do it. He's become like a Palestinian. But they don't like him, because he's a very bad Palestinian. He's a weak one."

Whether premeditated or improvised, it was one of the low points of the debate for Trump, whose performance was obscured by Biden's disaster but was full of misleading and appalling statements. And the next day, he did it again.

Read: A disaster for Joe Biden

"Look at a guy like Senator [Chuck] Schumer," Trump said the day after the debate, referring to the Senate majority leader. "I've always known him, known him a long time. I come from New York; I knew Schumer. He's become a Palestinian. He's a Palestinian now. Congratulations. He was very loyal to Israel and to Jewish people. He's Jewish. But he's become a Palestinian because they have a couple of more votes or something; nobody's quite figured it out."

This is an Everlasting Gobstopper of offense, with new layers emerging one after another. (Trump, like Willy Wonka, favors oversize ties.) First, there is the idea that calling someone Palestinian is inherently pejorative. Then there is the implication that Schumer is a traitor to his own people. Next is the suggestion that Schumer's opposition to the current Israeli government is a result of his having been bought off--an implication of scheming, an anti-Semitic trope--even though Schumer's criticism of the current government aligns with large portions of Israeli society and military leadership.

Trump has sought to develop a moderate position on the war in Gaza. He doesn't like Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, a former ally, because of perceived personal slights. Trump has suggested at times that the war needs to end quickly, almost shading toward support for a cease-fire. But many in the Republican Party (including Trump's donor base) are extremely hard-line and want to see Hamas flattened no matter the cost in blood. Trump has been more than happy to sit back and watch Democrats feud over the right course in the war.

From the June 2019 issue: An oral history of Trump's bigotry

But sometimes Trump reveals more than he intends. In using Palestinian this way, he's not differentiating between Hamas and civilians, or between Hamas and Fatah, or between Gaza and the West Bank. All Palestinians are the same to him, and they are all contemptible.

The emergence of the insult is reminiscent of another notable Trump remark from the debate. The former president has sought to increase his support among Black voters, especially Black men, but he still doesn't seem to know how to talk about Black people as anything besides an Other. During the debate, he warned that immigrants were "taking Black jobs now," an argument premised on the idea that Black people do low-skill jobs and only low-skill jobs. This should come as little surprise--on The Apprentice, for example, Trump was resistant to Black contestants becoming executives.

These moments are useful for remembering who Trump is. His intense focus on the criminal cases against him and the retribution he hopes to deal out for them has become the center of his campaign, somewhat overshadowing the offensive rhetoric that anchored his 2016 effort. But sometimes the mask slips, and the old Trump is still behind it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/trump-racist-insult-palestinian-schumer/678902/?utm_source=feed
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Do Navigation Apps Think We're Stupid?

Why Apple and Google can't stop map-splaining to their users

by Ian Bogost




As a hamburger enthusiast, I often need directions to some burger joint I've never tried. Recently, my phone's instructions sent me toward the on-ramp for the interstate. Then the app urged me, in 500 feet, to merge onto the freeway. By that time, though, what else could I have done? Did the app imagine that I might get confused, and turn around instead?

Mapping software is incredible. Having instant access to every storefront, building, park, and transit stop on every street, almost anywhere in the world, has changed my life as much as any other single innovation of the cellphone age. But also, mapping software is a little weird. Seemingly random places show up as landmarks in my neighborhood: a Bitcoin ATM, a nearby hotel I'll never stay at. And when I need directions, my app likes to tell me things that no one ever needs to know, such as when to merge onto the freeway from an on-ramp. Why is it so obtuse? Or perhaps the better question is: What makes the software think that I'm obtuse?

Simply put, the maps don't see the world the way the people who use them do. In the data that underlie a digital map, a road network is represented as a bunch of lines. Those lines have a beginning and an end. Seth Spielman, a geographer who worked for a time as a data scientist on Apple Maps, explained to me that a driver often gets instructions from the app at transition points between those segments. When I turn onto the ramp, then merge onto the freeway, I've driven through a pair of segments--and from the map's perspective, I am thus in need of extra guidance. But I don't feel that need at all. From my perspective, just a single phrase--Get on the freeway--would suffice.

Read: The existentialism of GPS

That mismatch of advice is a problem that digital maps have created for themselves. If you started driving before the age of GPS-enabled, app-driven smartphones, you may remember what a traditional road map looked like: lines crossing other lines. A freeway ramp or cloverleaf might be shown in abstract. You'd see how roads connected, and then you'd navigate them on your own.

Maps are always simplifications. But now they simplify a lot less than they used to. "The way the real world is digitally represented creates all of these trivial intersections," Spielman said. That explains why a digital map might instruct you to "continue" down a straight road: If the street name changes, then, from the map's perspective, you've just exited one road and entered another. Don't do anything, your onboard flight computer says. Stay on track by going forward.

The odds of your getting these unhelpful tips goes up in concert with the maps' precision. Apple and Google have surveyed the world in more granular detail than has ever been produced in human history. Camera-topped cars--and sometimes bikes or pedestrians--have captured views of countless streets. Individual buildings, road lanes, and turn signals, along with bike lanes, park paths, and transit lines, are included in the data sets. Apple Maps displays detailed facades of landmarks like Radio City Music Hall. It shows the actual sizes and location of trees in some cities.

All those data points make the mapping apps delightful, even when you aren't using them for navigation. But their sheer exhaustiveness has a downside: It leads to what might be called map-splaining. Spielman showed me a satellite image of the intersection of Arapahoe Avenue and 28th Street, in Boulder, Colorado. It's just a normal intersection of two thoroughfares. In the old days, a map would have depicted it as two lines intersecting; a driver who arrived there would surely not have been confused. But Apple and Google have collected enough data to represent this junction in all of its constituent parts.

The maps know that one road is five lanes wide and the other six; both have medians. They understand that right turns between the streets can be accomplished via dedicated merge lanes that skip the red light. They appreciate that two lanes allow left turns between each of these streets, facilitated by a left-turn-arrow traffic signal. Having all this information helps the maps give their step-by-step instructions: Take the first turn lane from northbound 28th Street, then a quick right into the parking lot for Flatiron Coffee. That level of precision may be convenient for some drivers, but it comes at the price of breaking down the built environment into lots of extra segments and transitions that may trigger the display of useless routing information. Perhaps the software should just be telling you to "go past the light and make a left."

Read: How Google builds its maps

Apple Maps has tried to make its guidance feel more natural, in part by using common, human-sounding phrases. For example: "Go past the light and make a left." This language is intended to replace now-familiar and robotic phrasings such as In 300 yards, turn left. Google Maps is also trying not to be so tortuous or wordy. The software breaks down each route into multiple maneuvers, David Cronin, a senior director on the Google Maps design team, told me. Then it decides which and how many maneuvers a driver or pedestrian needs, how to describe those maneuvers, and what sort of visual and auditory information would best illustrate them. The goal, Cronin said, is to "provide clear and unambiguous instructions without being too verbose."

To achieve that goal, map designers must sometimes intervene and tell the software to ignore portions of its data set. "We recently made a change that stops giving people directions when they need to proceed straight through a traffic circle," Cronin said. In general, though, map-direction algorithms are made to be as broadly applicable as possible. Apple handles route instructions differently for urban versus rural roads, and for highways versus local streets, but its overall approach is broadly similar across its 30 countries and regions. Google does a bit of place-by-place fine-tuning, Cronin said; "there are always tensions to respond to." In India and Southeast Asia, for example, Google Maps provides different routes for two-wheeled vehicles, given their ability to traverse narrower streets than cars.

The data that allow the mapping apps to be so powerful, if also sometimes wonky, are constantly in flux. Google makes 50 million edits to its map per day, according to Cronin, adjusting details such as how roads are classified, where they join, which are closed due to construction, and so forth. All those changes may affect the quality of the apps' instructions, and their propensity to map-splain, in ways that the designers cannot necessarily predict.

They also shape which points of interest will appear on maps. Both Apple and Google will try to show you businesses that are relevant to your current location. These may, at times, seem pretty random: a Lululemon, for example, or a barbeque place. The apps rely on popularity in deciding what to surface--they keep track of all the spots users tap on or route to most often. Spielman told me that, at one point, this criterion caused Apple Maps to show an excess of pizzerias and Chinese takeout restaurants by default, because so many people were tapping on them to order food.

Google, which knows where you live if you give it a home address, might show different points of interest--hotels, perhaps--if you're looking at the map of someplace far away. Apple avoids this use of people's data, making its results more private but also more uniform. Both companies make use of information about how people (or at least their smartphones) traverse space to inform their guidance. These data might be used to evaluate current traffic conditions, for example. Spielman suggested that if a jogger ran across a given street, Apple Maps might be nudged to suggest that crossing at that intersection is more efficient than doing so in other places. Likewise, if someone tapped absentmindedly on a bunch of different bars while waiting for an Uber, those bars might start popping up for other people, on the theory that they're popular.

Popularity also has a way of building on itself. Spielman told me that tech companies sometimes buy or scrape data to get business locations. Data for chains, such as big-box stores and fast-food restaurants, tend to be easier to find and more standardized than information for smaller businesses, giving the chains a boost on maps. Cronin disputed this account. "Our aim is to create a digital representation of the real world, and that real world includes a range of businesses and places," he said, adding that local proprietors and other people can add places to the map. Apple also allows businesses to submit their information to its map. But once a destination has become a point of interest, people may be more inclined to get directions to it, reinforcing its position. Google also puts sponsored points of interest on maps. Cronin explained that those are marked differently--with a rounded square instead of a round pin--but I hadn't noticed that distinction until he pointed it out.

Read: Would you drive an extra five minutes to save the planet?

The growth and spread of mapping data may have some other, occult effects. Cronin said that Google Maps improves people's confidence in moving about the world. But Sara Fabrikant, a geographer at the University of Zurich, told me that this very confidence may be undermining humans' ability to self-orient. When the system fails--say, if your phone dies or you otherwise can't get a signal--the effects of getting "lost" are graver than they were before: It leads to confusion and delay, she told me, and eventually the loss of confidence in one's capacity to navigate.

The technology companies hope that any social or cognitive downsides of mapping apps could be remedied by better features in the apps themselves. Cronin acknowledged that the maps may inhibit people from exploring, and in that way learning more about the world around them. But he said that new technologies, such as an augmented-reality street view with superimposed walking directions, could encourage pedestrians to way-find in the actual world, looking at their phone for guidance only when they need to. Google is also testing the idea of showing detailed previews of the end of a route, so drivers can work out ahead of time where they might look for parking, for example. Cronin suggested that this approach might support the skill of spatial planning. Apple, meanwhile, hopes that calling out waypoints, showing a user which way to go, and teaching them how to do it counts as its own form of geographical education.

But new features may just as well encourage more complacency. "I think most people are just conditioned by the apps and accept how they work and thus don't complain," Spielman said. Because, on the whole, what is there to complain about? Mapping apps and the turn-by-turn instructions they provide are fantastic, and their quirks are easily forgotten. After spending so many years being told to merge onto a freeway when, as a driver, I could do literally nothing else, I'd eventually stopped hearing it. Map-splaining is just another part of driving, hiding in the background. Now I'm at the stoplight for the freeway on-ramp; now I'm turning left; now I'm getting on the freeway; now I'm on the freeway. Me and my map app, there's nowhere we can't go.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/07/google-maps-apple-glitches/678904/?utm_source=feed
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What Color Is a Hot Dog?

Red, brown, or something else entirely?

by Ellen Cushing




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.


Two years ago, I had a conversation that I have thought about almost every day since. Some pals and I were playing a board game, and--don't worry, I will not try to explain the rules of a board game to you here. But suffice it to say, it involved naming colors. And suffice it to say that, in the course of the game, my friend Estelle, an otherwise-bright young lady with a promising future ahead of her, revealed that in her mind's eye, "hot dog" was a color somewhere between a late-summer tomato and a new brick.

It was one of those moments that reminds you how fundamentally unknowable other people really are, and that even our basic material reality is, at the end of the day, a fiction. Since then, I have been a little haunted by it, and in turn have haunted other people. I've asked strangers and friends alike what they think; no one has agreed, and everyone has been at best slightly dumbstruck and at worst actively disturbed by the question. Sometimes it seems like modern life, especially life on the internet, is just one inconsequential food argument after another until you die, but this felt different--more unsettled, and also somehow darker. The hot dog is the most American food. What does it mean if we can't agree on something as basic and low-stakes as what color it is?

ChatGPT told me that hot dogs are "brownish." Claude, Anthropic's AI assistant, said "pinkish-brown." My colleagues described them, when asked, as, variously, red, brown, dark pink, "pink with a spray tan," and, sorry, flesh. A 2022 Tasting Table article takes for granted their "prominent pink" hue, but Nathan's Famous instructs home cooks to be looking for "that perfect brownish-red color." The hot dogs that race for glory at my local minor-league-baseball stadium are definitely brown, but online, you can buy a hot-dog mascot costume the exact color of a maraschino cherry. Using Photoshop's Eyedropper tool and a color database, my colleague Alan Taylor, a senior photo editor, discovered that a photo of hot dogs he'd found online was a mostly red color called "Ecstasy"(!). But according to Pantone's color-swatching phone app, the mass-market franks at my corner grocery store are the closest match with "Brass Knuckles," a sort of coppery color that is defined by the Encycolorpedia as being, if you can believe this, a member of the orange family.

It gets worse. Even the people who have devoted their intellectual lives to tube meat and/or what color things are couldn't point me any closer to consensus. Jamie Loftus, the author of Raw Dog: The Naked Truth About Hot Dogs, told me hot dogs were brown. Maureen Ogle, the author of In Meat We Trust: An Unexpected History of Carnivore America, strongly believes that they are pink. Eric Mittenthal, the president of the National Hot Dog and Sausage Council, described them as red, and then caveated that he wasn't a color expert. Donna Frasca, an actual color expert, asked if I was "serious with this question," told me it was "complicated," and then hung up on me.

In a sense, Frasca was the most correct. It is complicated. All color perception is subjective, affected by biology, language, and culture--try asking what color a tennis ball is at your next social gathering and let me know how it goes. And hot dogs aren't a fixed entity, as much as we may think of them that way: Unlike most other packaged foods, they are not a single product made by a single company with a single recipe, but rather a whole category with plenty of variation. (For example, the dogs many Americans, particularly those in North Carolina and Maine, chow down on today will be genuinely, incontrovertibly Estelle-style red, made by beloved regional companies using food coloring, as was common nationwide until the 1970s. My friend Kaitlyn, meanwhile, grew up eating white hot dogs in Western New York.) Their color can be affected by a whole host of factors: additives, curing agents, the type of casing they're in, how long they've been exposed to oxygen, how long they are cooked.

I suspect those curing agents are largely to blame for some of the confusion here, and also for why this question makes people so disoriented. Many hot dogs are treated using nitrites, which very helpfully inhibit bacterial growth but also happen to change how the protein myoglobin, found in some animal muscles, functions. In uncured red meat, oxygen binds to myoglobin, which turns it bright red. But over time, as the meat is continually exposed to air, the oxygen molecules break free, and iron oxidation turns the meat brownish-gray. Nitrites also bond to myoglobin and turn it red, but they bond much more stably than oxygen. As a result, hot dogs stay redder longer--and defy our most basic understanding of how meat is supposed to look. They disrupt what my colleague Ian Bogost calls "the raw/cooked dyad": "In our hearts, I believe we want cooked meat to be 'brown,'" he told me in an email, after confessing that he had lost sleep the night I asked the hot-dog question. (His final answer: "Hot dogs are hot dog in color.") "But we also know hot dogs are red (or red-pink at least). So the hot-dog color issue is particularly charged."

I would never disrespect hot dogs, but I think we can all agree that they are pretty weird. They are a color quite literally not allowed by nature. Their texture--pliant, uniform, snappy, springy, soft but also kind of ... hard ...?--is unlike just about anything else on Earth, and certainly at the grocery store. They are the subject of some of the most pointless arguments and fiercest opinions in human history--Loftus told me someone once threatened to kill her over her hot-dog order. They are a singular icon, both in the semiotic sense and in the more literal sense: They're the only food I can think of that is also a famous car, or that we commonly pay people to dress up as at baseball games. They are a metaphor, and they are lunch. They are, Loftus told me, an "innocuous thing that comes with all this loaded meaning--it's tied to your relationship to your childhood and your family, and your relationship to how you feel about living in America, to meat, to masculinity. I firmly believe that you can start on hot dogs and end anywhere, because it's such a potent, bizarro symbol." One that is, for the record, brown.

Related:

	An all-American hot-dog controversy
 	How the chili dog transcended America's divisions




Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Declare Your Independence--From Misery

By Arthur C. Brooks

On this day, Americans celebrate one of the most famous statements on happiness ever made: the Declaration of Independence's assertion that there is an "unalienable right" to the "pursuit of happiness." The Founders talked a lot about happiness, in fact, and much of their thinking reaches us today through their personal correspondence and other writings.
 As a happiness specialist, I have always been puzzled by something about this early-American happiness advice.


Read the full article.
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Watch. These 30 films flout convention and are unlike anything you've seen before, David Sims writes.

Read. "So--," a poem by Daniel Halpern:

"You were that person / With / I shared those moments / With / That at the time / Had meaning only of the moment"

Play our daily crossword.
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America Can't Stop Dieting

The pressure to lose weight has been unavoidable for more than a century.

by Yasmin Tayag




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.


America is a nation of food cultures so wide-ranging that it's hard to pin down what it means to eat like an American. Is it consuming hot dogs? Burgers? Pizza? Cheese? But maybe nothing is more uniquely American than our relationship with food: We simultaneously obsess over it and strive to eat less.

By 1907, one of the first times diet culture was alluded to in The Atlantic, this paradox was already ripe for satire. In an essay titled "On Growing Fat," an unnamed writer recalls the dreariness of dieting, reveling in her rejection of it:

I collapse on to the couch this time; there is a box of chocolates near by, and as I nibble I ponder on the dietary rigors I used to undergo, the bran biscuits I munched and the puddings I refused, the entrees I denounced, and the cabbage I consumed, the gallons of cold water I drank and the cocoa that was to me an accursed thing. I cast a look at myself in the mirror opposite; I intend it to be withering and reproachful; but I cannot help seeing that the flesh puckers good-humoredly around the eyes, and that the mouth retains a contented curve.


Yet one of the most pernicious characteristics of diet culture is its cyclical nature. Diets start and stop and start anew. Even this writer's triumphant attitude can't break the pattern: "There is an hour before dinner, when we are to have sweetbread patties and marmalade pudding; I shall eat both, for I do not begin to diet until day after tomorrow."

Escaping diet culture was impossible; it was a part of American life. By the 1920s, being trim had become widely associated with health and wealth, fatness with illness and laziness. As a result, the pressure to lose weight was unavoidable, even in your own home. In 1951, the writer Alfred Toombs lamented in The Atlantic that his wife kept urging him to shed some pounds: "I am willing to shrug this matter off, but she is not. 'There's a diet starting in the paper today,' she says. 'You should try it. You'd lose that ten pounds in a couple of weeks.'"

One reason diets generally don't result in lasting weight loss is that they are usually based on a fundamental misunderstanding about nutrition. Apparent in past references to diet culture is the inaccurate belief that delicious foods, such as chocolate and pudding, should be avoided outright, and that joyless foods, such as bran and cabbage, should be eaten exclusively. Had Toombs known that all foods could be enjoyed in moderation, he might not have complained that his wife seemed to cook rich, fattening food every time he went on a new diet. "Instead of the lowcalorie roast chicken which normally appears on Sunday, we have fried chicken or chicken and dumplings," he wrote. Certainly, some foods are richer than others. But cutting any food out entirely, or eating huge quantities of another, has never been an effective long-term weight-loss approach.

Before Atkins and keto, carnivore and paleo, there was the "banana diet" (low protein), the "boiled eggs and grapefruit diet" (high protein, low calorie), and the Pennington diet (high protein, high fat). These are just a few of the fad diets that were around in 1955, when the eminent Harvard nutritionist Jean Mayer let out an exasperated sigh in The Atlantic: "The very multiplicity of diets, while proving that hope is eternal, is all too clear a proof of the eventual failure of dietary treatment. Yet each of them is presented as a 'good' reducing diet presumably for all forms of obesity."

As Mayer wrote, nutritionists by then already had a solid sense of what constitutes a healthy approach to eating: Crash diets were dangerous. Exercise helped keep excess weight off. Fruits and vegetables were healthy, as were reasonable amounts of grain and protein. People, especially children, should not be blamed for obesity. Weight was a medical concern. Fad diets were just ridiculous.

Mayer was particularly appalled by the extreme diets pushed onto student athletes. "The coach may ... put his boys on some whimsical diet which he has earnestly devised, or which has been confided to him by some garrulous warlock," he wrote in The Atlantic in 1961. Some of these diets involved avoiding all fluids, eating a lot of royal jelly, or consuming foods high in saturated fat. The idea that excessively large quantities of protein and meat were necessary for athletes was another erroneously popular instruction that had been "refuted again and again throughout the last hundred years," Mayer wrote. Still, he noted, some coaches called for "unneeded protein for their charges as vigorously as did their Greek predecessors almost two and a half millenniums ago."

One notable standout from Mayer's list of diet myths is the section on diet pills and drugs. "Most nutritionists agree that [diet pills] represent a gigantic fraud on the American public. Not that appropriate drugs ... cannot eventually be found, but merely that they have not yet been found," he wrote. With the advent of Ozempic and related obesity drugs, some might say the search is finally over. These medications have made it easier than ever for Americans to lose weight, and eventually may even make dieting obsolete. But as long as thinness is idealized, diet culture will remain.
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The Goal That Saved England

How Jude Bellingham did it.

by James Parker




Did you see it? If you're English, or if you were in England or in the vicinity of an English person, anywhere in the world, you probably saw it: Jude Bellingham's goal last Sunday night in Gelsenkirchen, for England, against Slovakia. A bicycle kick, a backward over-the-head strike, classically executed. A design in air, like something traced swiftly with an angelic fingertip. Clean connection: Bam! Immobilizing the goalkeeper. Funneling time through a point. It was more than beautiful. It was weightless. Pure play. It expressed, you might say, the true frivolity of atoms.

It was also massively, cumbrously, gravitationally, heavy-metallically, almost psychotically necessary. Had Bellingham not scored--

But he did.

But had he not--

A bit of context might be helpful here. English soccer's elite players are currently contesting, in the roaring stadia of host nation Germany, the once-every-four-years, 24-country UEFA European Championship. To say that in the early stages of the tournament they have not been very good would be a violent understatement. England has been mind-alteringly bad. At times, it has seemed to be playing a different sport: a lunar soccer, perverse and cerebral, whose aim is not to drive heartily toward your opponent's goal but to pass the ball backwards, foreclose your opportunities, mistime your runs, carefully stifle any accidental energy flare-ups, and create dead spaces of ennui and bamboozlement all over the pitch. All over the country. They have induced despair, real despair, in their fans.

And perhaps in their opponents, because somehow, they're still in it. Lumbering stalely through the group stage, each performance--against Serbia, against Denmark, against Slovenia--more clogged and alienated than the last, England improbably gained the required points. And so to Gelsenkirchen on Sunday night, and the game against Slovakia.

How to explain the English attitude toward our national team? We think we're going to win, but we know we're going to lose. Is that it? We are haunted by entitlement, but we live in failure. We're the Grey Gardens of footballing nations. Gareth Southgate, the manager of England's national team for almost eight years, is an appropriately confusing and divisive figure. Dresses nicely, talks well, is comfortable with feelings, disapproves of Brexit, gets a result now and then. But mainly what he does, like a wicked enchanter, is stultify his players. Great players, some of them. He encases them in uselessness. His teams are timid to the point of impotence: They poke; they footle; they recoil. His in-game decisions are nonexistent. Or rather, he makes one in-game decision: to thoroughly consider all the options, and then leave everything exactly as it is.

Read: Megan Rapinoe answers the critics

Slovakia, not the greatest team, scored early: a chancy, grabbed goal in the 25th minute. They were running hard, getting stuck in, digging for scraps. They were playing football, for God's sake. The England style, its vehement numbness, would not be altered. Nothing connected. No runs were made. No shots were taken. Back pass, side pass. Back pass again. Excruciatingly slow buildup play that punctually snuffed itself out around the halfway line. Was this a prank? A windup? Seriously--were they trying to drive us mad? I was very impressed with the volatility of the England fans in the stadium at Gelsenkirchen: now jeering, whistling and booing, full of suicidal disgust at their team's performance, and now--at the slightest flicker of enterprise or courage, if the ball traveled forward just a couple of feet--passionately aroused and even singing "God Save the King."

At halftime, the studio pundits were ranting. About the impossibility of things continuing as they were, about the inevitability of substitutions. Surely Southgate would "rip up the script" and send out a radically refitted lineup for the second half? He had to.

But of course he didn't. Out trotted the same 11 players, horribly obedient to their fate. It continued. It became quite stately in its awfulness. The announcers, spooked, began to mutter about a strange malaise, a state of possession, an "inexplicable paralysis." The minutes ticked by: 60, 70 ... Late, too late, Southgate made a few substitutions. Nothing changed. Cross-eyed with stress, going bald in real time, Southgate was doing nothing. Hamlet on the touchline, his face gnawed and feverish. Eighty minutes, 90 ... This was abject. The end of football. The end of England. Inquest and breakdown. Southgate would lose his job--or worse. Those fans, mere feet away from him, what he'd put them through!

And then, after 94 minutes and 34 seconds of cancerous non-football ... Jude Bellingham. Hanging in air, his feet above his head, he inverted reality at a stroke: It was terrible, it was terrible, it was terrible--and then, suddenly, it was amazing. As one elated announcer put it, "He's turned England upside down!" The game went into extra time. Fifty-two seconds in, Harry Kane (until this point a heavy-legged shadow, a real Southgate man) scored again, and that was that: England 2, Slovakia 1.

Now what? On Saturday, England plays Switzerland--keen, well-grooved Switzerland--by which point the United Kingdom will literally be a different country, with a new Labour government. Hold on to hope. Hang on to your hats. In Gareth we (insanely) trust. Anything's possible, damn it.
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Declare Your Independence--From Misery

America's Founders knew that the pursuit of happiness involved personal liberation.

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.

On this day, Americans celebrate one of the most famous statements on happiness ever made: the Declaration of Independence's assertion that there is an "unalienable right" to the "pursuit of happiness." The Founders talked a lot about happiness, in fact, and much of their thinking reaches us today through their personal correspondence and other writings.

As a happiness specialist, I have always been puzzled by something about this early-American happiness advice. It almost always seems defined in the negative, focusing on what to abstain from or avoid in life and on the need to moderate natural urges. Finally, it dawned on me that, as wise as they were, the Founders were mixing up getting happier with minimizing the sources of unhappiness.

This distinction is not hair-splitting. As I have written previously, negative and positive emotions are separable and measurable. (You can take a test of your own levels here to see where your greater challenge resides.) In fact, it is fair to say that the early American philosophy is not about learning how to enjoy life, find satisfaction, or discover life's meaning. It is about clearing away the self-imposed sources of misery that make pursuing happiness difficult or impossible.

Today is a good day to look at a few of the lessons embedded in this important distinction. If your unhappiness is higher than it should be, or if you feel you are getting in your own way too much, this 248-year-old wisdom might be just what you're looking for.

Arthur C. Brooks: The meaning of life is surprisingly simple

A useful approach to understanding the attitudes of America's Founders toward well-being can be found in Jeffrey Rosen's new book, The Pursuit of Happiness: How Classical Writers on Virtue Inspired the Lives of the Founders and Defined America. Rosen shows that these men believed that well-being came from tranquility of mind, and that self-management and avoidance of temptations was the way to achieve this tranquility. Further, they believed that successful self-government relies on personal self-government. In other words, a prerequisite for a successful country is that we individually avail ourselves of our unalienable right--although today's America has a more inclusive and expansive notion of who has such rights than the Founders envisioned.

In their various writings, the Founders went into considerable detail about how precisely to do this. Over and over, they emphasized how important were the stumbling blocks that come from human excess and egotistical tendencies. These primal urges might give us a short-term edge in survival or gene propagation but, they feared, would also lead to turbulence, conflict, and insecurity. Here are four examples drawn from their work.

1. Curb your appetites.
 No survey of American wisdom could skip over the legendary aphorisms of Benjamin Franklin, who composed one of the most famous self-improvement books in history in the form of his autobiography. "To Temperance he ascribes his long-continued health," he writes (referring to himself in the third person), and "to Industry and Frugality," he attributes "the early easiness of his circumstances and acquisition of his fortune." This could easily be interpreted as Franklin advising that good health and economic prosperity are secrets to happiness. In fact, he is asserting the negative: that poor health due to excess and poverty from wasteful spending are avoidable sources of misery.

Franklin was spot on. To begin with, many sorts of intemperance are associated with unhappiness. For example, in the past, nearly 64 percent of alcohol-dependent people have been found to be depressed. No doubt, many depressed people self-medicate with alcohol, but the evidence suggests that the causality generally works in reverse: Excessive drinking provokes the depression. And regarding money, much evidence shows that going into particular types of deep debt can lead to depression and anxiety. In other words, managing your vices is protective against unhappiness.

David Frum: The other July 4

2. Don't think you're so great.
 The Founders would definitely disapprove of our cult of self-esteem, which aims to bolster motivation and confidence through affirmations of one's own excellence. John Adams, in particular, had harsh words for excessive egotism, in no small part because he was acutely aware that this was his personal Achilles' heel, which held him back as a statesman. "Oh! that I could ... conquer my natural Pride and Self Conceit," he wrote in his private diary. "How happy should I then be." Adams was correct in his self-assessment--as Rosen notes, he was widely pilloried "as one of the most self-regarding men of his age."

Greater humility might have made Adams happier, but it certainly would have helped him be less unhappy, according to research by psychologists published in 2016. In a sample of more than 3,000 Americans, the researchers found that personal humility--learning from others, acknowledging one's limitations, being excited at the success of a friend--strongly predicts lower levels of anxiety and depression. The authors also noted that the mechanism behind this is that humility moderates the ill-effect of stressful life events.

3. Avoid idleness.
 The Founders were high-achieving types--none more so than Thomas Jefferson, who was simultaneously a statesman, a diplomat, a lawyer, an architect, and a philosopher. His pursuit of happiness--or, rather, his avoidance of misery--focused on avoiding idleness, and he clearly believed that the formula worked for everyone. As he wrote in a 1787 letter to his daughter Martha, "A mind always employed is always happy." But then he clarified: "The idle are the only wretched."

Scholars have inquired into boredom over the years, with mixed findings. On the one hand, being bored can prompt a person to reflect on life in useful ways. On the other hand, ennui may be associated with poor productivity, bad mental health, even physical problems. But when it comes to idleness, as opposed to boredom--that is: having nothing to do, or experiencing low engagement in tasks at hand--Jefferson was clearly right. Being idle is associated with depression, as well as loss of control and competence. We can overcompensate and make ourselves too busy to avoid idleness, and that is also a danger for well-being. But staying occupied with meaningful tasks is a guard against misery.

4. Shun the limelight.
 If you are at all in the public eye, and no matter how virtuous you are, one idol is almost irresistible: fame. In The Federalist Papers ("No. 72"), Alexander Hamilton calls the desire for recognition "the ruling passion of the noblest minds." But a miserable passion it is, leading to frustration. Indeed, more than a century earlier, the poet John Milton observed that fame leads those who strive for great things to "scorn delights and live laborious days."

Celebrity, like other earthly rewards such as wealth and power, seems desirable possibly because of an evolutionary imperative to survive and pass on our genes, which is easier to do when one has higher status in a community. But that urge is anachronistic in a more advanced, globalized world, where "fame" means simply being known by millions of strangers--which has little utility in evolutionary terms. Still, the urge persists--and can even be called a form of addiction today, one that leads, as addictions generally do, to misery.

Read: The best Fourth of July movie: 'Independence Day,' obviously

The Founders' broader message is clear: The independence we seek as people with a God-given right to pursue our happiness goes beyond freedom from an external tyrant such as King George III. True independence involves release from the subjugation of personal urges and weaknesses. We must stand up to our destructive desires to spend more than we have, to drink more than we should, to admire our own image, to fritter away our time, to seek the admiration of others.

George Washington summarized this adroitly in a letter to his mother: "Happiness depends more upon the internal frame of a persons own mind--than on the externals in the world." Indeed, to follow and honor the Founders, a good way to celebrate this Independence Day might just be to declare yourself independent of the inner tyrant that wants to subjugate you to your unhappy impulses.
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A Native American Declaration of Independence

The revolutionary fervor of the Northeastern Seaboard was not limited to the European colonists.

by Ryan O. Carr




On November 7, 1785, a group of Native American families gathered in a farmhouse near present-day Deansboro, New York--about 15 miles southwest of Utica--and established a new nation, the first American republic to be founded in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War.

The families derived from seven tribes along the Northeastern Seaboard: Narragansett, Niantic, Groton Pequot, Stonington Pequot, Tunxis, Montauk, and Mohegan. They were united by a common Algonquian language, shared traditions, and a desire to distance themselves from the colonial chaos of their coastal homelands. Their founding moment was recorded in the diary of one of the group's leaders, a minister from the Mohegan nation named Samson Occom. "Now we proceeded to form into a Body Politick," he wrote. "We Named our Town by the Name of Brotherton, in Indian Eeyawquittoowauconnuck." The tribe established a governing committee to be reelected yearly, appointed various officials, and commenced the business of self-government. Soon after, their counterparts in Philadelphia started doing the same under their new federal Constitution.

One of these foundings eventually became much more famous than the other. But as a historian and teacher of early-American culture and politics, I've found that knowing about both can upend some common misconceptions concerning the Revolutionary era. The United States founding was undoubtedly a momentous event in world history, but it happened on a continent where other communities were seeking independence at the same time. If the Revolutionary era marked a "birth of freedom," per President Abraham Lincoln's famous metaphor, then the United States was not the only baby in the delivery ward.

Brothertown and the United States were born less than a decade apart and, by 1800, readily acknowledged each other's sovereignty. As the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) later put it, the Brothertown founders had created a "tribal political entity," and the federal government "recognized a relationship between that entity and the United States." Today, the Brothertown Indian Nation still abides by its founding traditions. It still has a tribal council and a judiciary, the Peacemakers, which settles disputes under the Brothertown constitution. Brothertown citizens celebrate November 7 as the founding day of their national autonomy, much as U.S. citizens celebrate July 4, 1776. The tribe also has officers and cultural institutions for communicating with outsiders, including academics like me. When I was researching my book about Occom, I emailed a tribal historian and was invited to attend a book club on Brothertown history that I still go to most Wednesdays.

Jeffrey Rosen: The Founders' guide to happiness

Only after several years of conversation with my friends there did I start to wrap my mind around the significance of a Native American founding in the Revolutionary Northeast. This is partly because of the way historians typically periodize the American story, with the founding era bookended by the pre-1776 "colonial period" (as if this had ever ended) and the early republic, a schema that makes the U.S. government the only relevant actor. But it's also because non-Native Americans tend to assume that the history of Native nations must stretch back into the mists of precolonial time. Native people aren't supposed to "found" their nations, and certainly not in 1785. Those nations are supposed to be passed down, from generation to generation, and get interrupted by upstarts like the United States.

Brothertown defies these expectations of Indigenous otherness. But here's the crucial point: That doesn't mean that Brothertown, which was created as a refuge from colonialism, ever wanted to emulate Great Britain or the United States. To be sure, Brothertown and the United States were born around the same time and, as members of the same political "generation," share certain traits. But the Brothertown founders created their "Body Politick" to solve very different problems from those the American Revolutionaries faced.

Let's start by considering what the U.S. Declaration of Independence was for. As the historian David Armitage has argued, its main purpose was to get the United States recognized as a sovereign state in the sphere of international law. In 1776, the colonial rebels required two things to win their war against their mother country: military allies and access to credit. They could expect neither so long as Great Britain was sovereign over them. Hence the need for the 13 colonies "to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them."

This kind of rhetoric is almost entirely absent from the proclamations, treaties, and laws enacted by the Brothertown Nation in the first half century of its existence. Declaring independence, for Brothertown, didn't require appealing to some international tribunal or the "opinions of mankind." It was primarily about creating a new home: a political space where tribal members could self-govern and settle disputes.

That's not to say the Brothertown founders lacked a foreign policy. Diplomacy, after all, was a major part of Native life, and had been since long before the arrival of Europeans. In the 150 years or so leading up to the establishment of Brothertown, Northeastern tribes had developed a complex web of relationships with the British Crown. Sometimes diplomacy was a matter of straightforward treaty-making, sovereign to sovereign. Occasionally, tribes affirmed allegiance to Great Britain, but this was almost always done provisionally: "upon condition of His Majesties' royal protection, and righting us of what wrong[s] us, or may be done unto us," as one Narragansett declaration from 1643 put it. The advantage of acknowledging the jurisdiction of a distant monarch was that it gave the tribes legal standing equal to (or better than) that of colonists. Being "subjects unto the same King" in the years before the American Revolution, as the historian Jenny Hale Pulsipher has shown, was typically better than squaring off directly against colonial greed and malice. From this point of view, the Revolution was a disaster for Native people, because it deprived them of one of their most effective legal strategies.

Even so, the tribes of the Northeastern Seaboard expressed little nostalgia for the British after their defeat. Although Brothertown's parent tribes sometimes benefited from the protection of the British sovereign, they never aspired to full participation in the commonwealth. Nor did they see themselves as bound by "social contracts" of the kind theorized by European philosophers. Among tribal nations, political allegiances were fluid. A sachem (an Algonquian term for "chief") who betrayed the interest of his tribe could easily find himself rejected by his people. This was what happened in the 1760s and '70s, when the Mohegan sachem Ben Uncas III oversaw the leasing of tribal lands, allegedly in collusion with the governing assembly of Connecticut Colony. In a petition to the Crown's appointed governor, the tribal council declared that "the English intend to Continue him as a Sachem over us, but we have a Law and a Custom to make a Sachem over us Without the help of any People or Nation in the World, and When he makes himself unworthy of his Station we put him down--ourselves."

Even though the Mohegans said it was "a Law and a Custom" to live this way, by U.S. standards, their concept of sovereignty was remarkably nonlegalistic--in a way that's worth appreciating at this time of year, especially, when U.S. citizens traditionally celebrate their republic's founding documents. Today, we understand the United States Constitution as the "supreme law of the land" as ratified through official public procedures. But in the 18th century, the term constitution more commonly referred to a whole way of life, as in the "ancient constitution" sometimes described as the unwritten source of English law. Tribal constitutions were described in similar terms; having a sachem who sold out the tribe was unconstitutional in the sense of being incompatible with the Mohegan way of life. Native constitutions were culturally embedded to a degree that the U.S. Constitution, which was purpose-built to govern a society of factions "actuated by different sentiments and views," wasn't.

Historians are finally beginning to confront the hard fact that the U.S. Constitution rules over Native nations as a kind of imperial law. This is ironic, given the "anti-colonial" ambitions of the U.S. rebels against British rule. Arguably, however, the "constitution of American colonialism" (to borrow a phrase from the legal scholar Maggie Blackhawk) has more in common with the imperial law of ancient Rome than that of early modern Britain. Like Roman imperial law, U.S. law since the 1970s has allowed for the flourishing of multiple "sub-political groups," each with its own national culture, under its sovereign jurisdiction. Like Rome, too, the U.S. has turned the determination of Native nationhood into a question of imperial administration. Today, the BIA, a division of the Department of the Interior within the executive branch, gets to decide which Native tribes are "sovereign" from the perspective of federal law--regardless, in many cases, of what tribes say about themselves.

Kelli Mosteller: For Native Americans, land is more than just the ground beneath their feet

The case of Brothertown is instructive here. The U.S. dealt with Brothertown as a sovereign tribal nation until 1839, when an act of Congress granted the tribe's members U.S. citizenship while declaring that "their power of making or executing their own laws, usages, or customs, as such tribe, shall cease." (Note how Congress denied Brothertown's power to make "customs" as well as "laws," which seems to acknowledge the cultural embeddedness of tribal sovereignty, even as it denies tribal sovereignty with an authority transcending culture.) Then, in the late 20th century, Brothertown appealed to BIA to get its federal recognition reinstated, arguing that the 1839 act didn't really "terminate" the tribe's sovereignty. Over successive presidential administrations, BIA went back and forth on the question, deciding most recently (in 2012) that Brothertown had, in fact, been congressionally terminated. The nation's sovereignty under federal law now hinges on whether Congress can be persuaded to reverse its 19th-century mistake.

Brothertown is doing everything it can to get its recognition restored, one of many tasks that make up the daily business of tribal government. Like other Native Americans, the people of Brothertown are fighting for sovereignty in the context of an empire that claims a monopoly over the meaning of Native nationhood. The persistence of Brothertown, from the Revolutionary period to today, shows that claim to be false. Brothertown declared its independence in 1785, and it's been independent ever since.
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Who Really Benefits From Remote Work?

A study finds that it depends on age, gender, and job experience.

by Hanna Rosin




The prevailing narrative of remote work has often been boiled down to: Workers love it, and bosses hate it. But according to Natalia Emanuel, a labor economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, it may not be that simple.

Emanuel co-authored a study looking at software engineers at an unnamed Fortune 500 company where half of the workers were functionally remote. What she found was that each scenario--working remotely or working in the office--had varying trade-offs, depending on an employee's age, experience, gender, and more.

So was the Great Remote-Work Experiment a success? That's what the first episode of The Atlantic's Good on Paper podcast--hosted by Jerusalem Demsas--dives into.

This week, Radio Atlantic is showcasing that episode, with an introduction by me.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, I have in the studio with me Jerusalem Demsas, who is the new host of a new Atlantic show called Good on Paper. Jerusalem, welcome to the show.

Jerusalem Demsas: Hi. Thanks for having me again. I'm so excited.

Rosin: Sure. Okay, Jerusalem. I have a very Jerusalem question for you: Have you, in your personal life, ever had a good-on-paper moment? Like, a thing you thought was good on paper that, when you actually executed it or told your friends about it, it just was not.

Demsas: Yeah. Well, when being asked this question, I'm realizing how hard of a question it can be to answer.

Rosin: Yeah.

Demsas: The thing that comes to my mind is--I was very young. I must have been 11 or something, or 12 years old, and I was really into rollerblading. I feel like, anyone who was a kid anytime in either the '90s or the early aughts--there were roller-skating-rink parties all the time. Roller rinks were just common.

And so I loved doing that. And then, I was watching that TV show Rocket Power, which is really popular. And I got a skateboard. And in my head--because I was young--I didn't think about, like, this is an entirely different sport. I was just like, These are the same things. This is the same family of sport activity. I'm amazing at this one, so I'm going to be fantastic at this other; no problem.

And my mom was--I remember vividly--she's just like, Start slow. Don't do anything weird. And in my little kid brain, I was just like, She doesn't get it. I'm a star.

Rosin: (Laughs.)
 
 Demsas: There's no problems here. The first thing I do--it's probably a relatively small hill now as an adult, but at the time, it felt like a big hill. And I just take my skateboard, stand on it, and I just go down the hill, and immediately break my wrist.

Rosin: Oh.

Demsas: I immediately break my wrist. (Laughs.) I remember it was so funny; I have this vivid memory of being in the backseat of the car. I'm crying. My head must have been in my sister's lap, because my mom was driving. And I'm just in shock. I'm like, How could that have happened? I'm a rollerblader. 

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Demsas: How did I break my wrist here? And yeah, I never set foot on a skateboard ever again. So low resilience, low resilience.

Rosin: That's amazing because all of the good-on-paper concepts are in that story.

Demsas: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Truly. Because you didn't do anything wrong. You had really good intentions. You had some amount of expertise and knowledge. You weren't a total idiot. You kind of knew what you were talking about. You made a leap of faith, which seems understandable. You're like, Okay, I can do this one thing, so I'm going to be able to do the other thing. And yet the whole thing is a disaster.

Demsas: Oh, yeah. Yeah. It's very funny because I have not actually broken a bone outside of this one moment. And I always thought of myself as someone who liked to take risks. But after that, I was like, No, you're not. You don't take risks. You take very, very calculated steps that may not be the steps other people would take, but you're not getting on a skateboard again.

Rosin: Well, your show, Good on Paper--I feel like, in other hands, it could be arrogant. It could be like, You idiots who don't know what you're talking about. But, as we see from this story, it actually is okay, because you know when you did that too.

Demsas: Yeah.

Rosin: So it's not just pointing fingers at other people. You're like, We all do this.

Demsas: Totally.

Rosin: We all have these ideas we think are amazing. And then they're not. It happens.

Demsas: I also think, in many ways, too--part of what the show is trying to do is--Why is it that we thought this was good in the first place? is a huge part of the show. Because it tells you something both about how people or scientists or politicians think about a problem and also, it helps you revise in the future, because everything that we've tried--well, some things have been bad on paper, but most things people try are good on paper for a reason. And so you're going to make this mistake again.

Even times in the show where we're like, Okay, well, now we feel like we know the answer because of this research or that research, in 20 years, there could be some other Atlantic journalist continuing in the 20th iteration of this show, going, Actually, that was also something that was good on paper at the time. So I agree. I think a lot of it has to do with how to develop an intellectual humility without losing the ability to make arguments, right?

Rosin: Well, listeners, Jerusalem has an amazing new show called Good on Paper, and I'm going to let her introduce it to you.

Good on Paper episode audio


[Music]

Rosin: So that was the first episode of The Atlantic's Good on Paper podcast, hosted by Jerusalem Demsas.

Links to subscribe are in the show notes for this episode, or you can just search your podcast app for Good on Paper. There are already several other great episodes in the feed--about whether young men are really becoming more sexist; about who really protests and why; and more to come.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Is the Biden Bubble Bursting?

Some establishment Democrats are starting to face reality.

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.


Can the Democratic Party break out of the bubble it has created and sustained for so long? Or will it double down on the denial?

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Time to roll the dice
 	John Dean: Richard Nixon would have loved the Court's immunity decision.
 	Adam Serwer: Biden must resign.
 	In Ukraine, we saw a glimpse of the future of war.




Warnings Ignored

Even casual observers of American politics have long known that Trump-supporting conservatives are trapped in an information silo of their own making. But last week, it became clear that the Democrats are also in desperate need of a reality check.

In the Democrats' epistemic bubble, wish-casting prevailed, the evidence in front of their own eyes was ignored, and critics were shut down. Although the Joe Biden bubble comes nowhere near the cultist post-truth bubble that surrounds Donald Trump, the parallels are still troubling: As in the MAGA bubble, truth and facts came second to a longer-term strategic goal. As Mark Leibovich wrote in The Atlantic last night, it turns out that "Republicans are not the only party whose putative leaders have a toxic lemming mindset and are willing to lead American democracy off a cliff."

Again and again, establishment Democrats brushed off warnings of a problem. Polls consistently found that huge majorities of the electorate were worried about Biden's age. Even inside the White House, Politico reports, Biden's "growing limitations were becoming apparent long before his meltdown in last week's debate." One apparent sign of worry in Biden's camp, according to some analysts: He skipped the traditional Super Bowl interview and seemed reluctant to sit down with reporters. He has held the fewest press conferences of any president in the past three decades. There was also the nagging visual evidence--clips of him in public appearances that seemed to show a president in decline.

Journalists and strategists such as Leibovich, Ezra Klein, David Axelrod, and James Carville warned repeatedly that Biden's age was an issue. In June 2022, Leibovich wrote in The Atlantic that "the age issue will only get worse if Biden runs again. The 'whispers' are becoming shouts. It has become thoroughly exhausting--for Biden and his party and, to some extent, the country itself." In retrospect, these warnings feel like notes smuggled out from behind the barbed-wired wall of denial that Team Biden and its allies built.

Were the Democrats being duped? It's possible that some establishment Democrats and even members of Biden's staff were shielded from the president's condition--the Politico report suggests that Biden surrounds himself with a small circle of aides and advisers, although the White House has rejected the characterization of the president as isolated. Still, this offers at best a partial explanation for the Biden bubble, because lots of people both in and out of politics and the media knew or suspected that the president was showing signs of cognitive impairment. For the most part, though, they chose not to talk about what they were seeing, and the pressure not to break with the groupthink was intense. "There was a collective-action problem," Klein explained last week. "Any individual politician or Joe Biden staffer or adviser or confidant who stepped out of line and said privately or publicly that Joe Biden shouldn't run faced real career risk. Whereas saying nothing did not pose a risk."

Another factor is what Ruy Teixeira calls the "Fox News Fallacy," the idea that if a right-leaning outlet such as Fox News "criticizes the Democrats for X then there must be absolutely nothing to X and the job of Democrats is to assert that loudly and often." The louder and more vicious the right's attack on Biden's age, the deeper Democrats dug in. There was furious pushback to news reports about Biden's alleged frailty, and critiques of "cheap fake" videos that tried to make him look senile. Some of those reports and misleading edits were, indeed, dishonest. But in reacting to them, Democrats and journalists with glaring blind spots drew the circle even tighter around their denialism.

Of course, some of the Democratic defense of Biden can also be understood as simple realpolitik, because (as we are told daily) there is simply no reasonable alternative to Biden, no plan B that would be more likely to succeed. The threat of Donald Trump's restoration was so urgent that questions about Biden's capacity needed to be suppressed. Biden himself is notoriously stubborn, and his circle is fiercely loyal and protective.

Then came last Thursday night. Millions of Democrats were genuinely shocked: They were confronted with the massive disconnect between what they had been telling themselves and what they saw with their own eyes. And the public's response is hard to ignore: A new New York Times/Siena poll found that Trump is leading Biden by six points among likely voters--Trump's largest lead in this poll since 2015. Seventy-four percent of voters view Biden as too old for the job. The question now is: Can the party break out of the bubble it has created and sustained for so long? Or will it double down on the denial?

Things are moving quickly, but as of this writing, the indicators are mixed. Biden's inner circle is reportedly hardening its resolve to stay in the race, lashing out at "bedwetters," pundits, and "self-important podcasters" who are sounding the alarm. Biden-friendly social-media influencers are exhorting the public not to air inconvenient truths if those truths undermine the party or the president.

But cracks are starting to show in the Democrats' long-established narrative. The mainstream media are flooded, in a way that they haven't yet been during Biden's presidency, with stories about his worrisome lapses and pointed questions about his cognitive health. And, as his poll numbers sink, there is growing pressure on Biden from major donors and elected Democrats to step aside.

On Friday, Biden will sit down with ABC's George Stephanopoulos for his first extended interview since the debate. He is holding a crisis meeting with Democratic governors and making campaign stops in key swing states. The New York Times reported today that, according to a "key ally," Biden is aware that these next few events need to go well.

Biden's press secretary said today that the president is "absolutely not" considering dropping out of the race--a statement his team is all but required to make until he actually decides to step down, of course. But, as Biden seems to understand, his margin for error is now vanishingly small. Meanwhile, the stakes grow higher: On Monday, the Supreme Court ruled that U.S. presidents have immunity for all official acts, a decision that makes the prospect of a Trump 2.0 presidency more dangerous than ever before.

Democrats claim to understand that a second Trump presidency would be an existential threat to democracy. We'll soon find out whether they are willing to risk it all by sticking with a candidate who three-quarters of Americans think is too old for the job.

Related:

	Biden's delegates are flirting with a breakup.
 	Democrats begin their shift from anxiety to action.




Today's News

 	British voters will elect a new prime minister and Parliament tomorrow. Current Prime Minister Rishi Sunak is forecast to lose to Labour Party leader Keir Starmer.
 	The militant group Hezbollah said that an Israeli strike killed one of its senior commanders in Lebanon. Hezbollah launched a flurry of rockets at Israel in response.
 	In an interview yesterday, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. did not directly deny Vanity Fair's report that he had sexually assaulted a 23-year-old nanny in 1998, though he called the report "a lot of garbage." He explicitly rejected a suggestion that he had once eaten a barbecued dog.
 




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: James W. Rosenthal / Library of Congress; Samuel Corum / Anadolu Agency / Getty



Farewell to Academe

By Eliot A. Cohen

After 42 years of academic life--not counting five years spent getting a Ph.D.--I am hanging it up. A while back, I concluded that the conversation that I would most dread overhearing would be an alumna saying to a current student, "I know, I know, but you should have seen the old man in his prime." I believe I dodged that one ...
 And yet I leave elite academe with doubts and foreboding that I would not have anticipated when I completed my formal education in 1982.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What Biden's stutter doesn't explain
 	Hubris of biblical proportions
 	Democrats begin their shift from anxiety to action.
 	Biden's delegates are flirting with a breakup.
 	Why Trump's conviction barely registered in polls




Culture Break


Saima Khalid / WTTV Limited / Peacock / C4



Watch. The second season of We Are Lady Parts (streaming on Peacock) tells the story of an all-female Muslim punk band.

Read. "Eustasy," a poem by Nikky Finney:

"At 90 most of her is thinning, / her mind a sheet of paper / with perforations."

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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Joe Biden's 'Cognitive Fluctuations'

Which version of the president will show up next?

by Yasmin Tayag




Last Thursday was not a good day for Joe Biden. During the president's shaky and at times incoherent debate performance, he appeared weaker and frailer in real time than the American public had ever seen. Friday appears to have been a much better day. At a campaign rally in North Carolina, clips of which his campaign distributed online, the president seemed like an entirely different man. Lively and invigorated, he spoke with a ferocity that had eluded him on the debate stage.



Both his supporters and detractors have turned this yo-yoing into a talking point that has come up frequently in the days since the debate: The president has good days and bad days. Biden himself has said that he "didn't have my best debate night," and his press secretary spun the performance as the result of a cold rather than "an episode." Indeed, earlier this year, at the State of the Union, Biden appeared much more lucid.



Many people have pointed to Biden's inconsistencies as indicative of something more serious, and the challenge--perhaps the insurmountable challenge for the White House--is that it is unclear which version of Biden will show up next. The president is slated to appear in an interview with ABC's George Stephanopoulos on Friday, and as The New York Times reported earlier today, Biden understands that another bad performance may doom his candidacy. There are many reasons a person could swing between good days and bad days. Some of them are benign. Some of them are threatening a presidency.



At 81, some cognitive unevenness is to be expected. It's also to be expected for Donald Trump, who is 78. The brain slows down as a person gets older, Steven P. Woods, a psychology professor at the University of Houston, told me. Learning and remembering don't come as easily as they used to. Flubbing a word here or there is one thing. But executive functioning--higher-order processes that enable planning and cognitive flexibility--tends to decline too. As a result, cognition becomes less consistent. The notion of good versus bad days falls under a scientific category encompassing spontaneous changes in attention and consciousness: cognitive fluctuations. As people get older, they may experience more frequent and more significant fluctuations than before. Parts of the brain involved in learning and complex functions can shrink, and communication among certain neurons can break down.



The big question, Woods said, is "what happens when fluctuations become abnormal?" What constitutes unusual cognitive variability depends entirely on the person's overall health. A brief decline in energy or focus isn't, on its own, a cause for concern, Woods said. Needing the occasional nap would not by itself render someone unfit for the nation's highest office. But it could be a problem if accompanied by consistent cognitive shifts, significant medical changes, or impairments to daily life. "If you have a fluctuation where you're no longer able to manage your day-to-day, even for a period of time, that would be abnormal to me," Jeremy Pruzin, a cognitive-behavioral neurologist at Banner Alzheimer's Institute, told me.



Not all fluctuations caused by aging are that severe. But age is a risk factor for conditions that can worsen fluctuations, such as dementia and neurodegenerative diseases. Brain trauma, certain infectious diseases, and mood disorders are also associated with those changes. Fluctuation can take place within days, not just between them: Sundowning, largely associated with Alzheimer's disease, refers to cognitive issues that arise in the late afternoon and early evening.



A bad day can be part of a constellation of symptoms. In people with Parkinson's disease, for example, cognitive fluctuations can accompany a soft voice, a shuffling gait, an inability to move fluidly, and a decrease in facial expression, Pruzin said. Cognitive fluctuations are also the cardinal feature of Lewy body disease, a type of dementia. According to Pruzin, people with this illness can "seem rather out of it for periods of time, then seemingly back to or close to normal within the course of hours or a day."



Biden has not reported having any of these ailments. After an annual physical in February, the president's doctor said he was "fit for duty," though Biden was not administered a cognitive test. But after last week, it's entirely understandable that many Americans are asking whether something more serious is wrong with the president.

Biden's cognitive variability isn't necessarily a sign of illness, or even old age. "We all experience good days and bad days," regardless of age, Alexandra Fiocco, a psychology professor at Toronto Metropolitan University, told me. People misplace their coffee cups, forget the names of their colleagues, stare blankly at laptops. Nobody can be "on" all the time. Fluctuations are just part of "normal human cognition," Woods said.



External factors, such as lack of sleep, low physical activity, high stress, and certain prescription medications, can play a role. The effects of a spoiled tuna sandwich or a bad breakup can easily derail cognition. Some people naturally experience more fluctuations than others--psychologists call this "intra-individual variability"--owing to many variables, including differences in biology and brain pathology.



Unfortunately for voters, there are more questions than answers about what caused Biden's bad night. You can't gauge cognitive variability based on a few media appearances, or even a prolonged debate. Usually, doing so requires a battery of tests and long-term observation. There is a tendency to assume that older adults have dementia when less dire factors, such as lack of sleep and dehydration, may be at play, Fiocco told me. It takes the whole picture "to determine whether somebody's just having a bad day, or if this dramatic bad day is part of a broader syndrome related to a disease," Pruzin noted.



The public's skepticism about Biden's health is understandable. U.S. presidents have a record of keeping Americans in the dark about their health woes. See also: Grover Cleveland, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Certainly, it's possible that Biden didn't get enough sleep, was especially stressed, or was impaired by a cold, as his team said last Thursday. But that possibility can coexist with another: He is just old.
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What Biden's Stutter Doesn't Explain

The president's speech disorder is just one element of what the nation witnessed last week.

by John Hendrickson




On Sunday morning, Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina tried to cover for President Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance with an explanation that was an extreme reach. "All of us know how stutterers operate," Clyburn said on CNN's State of the Union. He was just the latest Biden supporter to use the president's lifelong stutter as a shield against legitimate public concern, an excuse that many others used across social platforms.

One progressive writer complained on X that the reaction to Biden's performance was "extreme ableism," while an abortion-rights activist described the president as the "grandpa with the cough and stutter."

Anne Applebaum: Time to roll the dice

Biden did indeed stutter at multiple points during last week's debate, just as he has countless times throughout his life. But what millions of viewers saw that night, and what set the country aghast, was the president's frailty, his repeated freeze-ups, his mouth hanging agape, his vacant stare into the middle distance, and, above all, his frequent inability to present a coherent thought. Those behaviors are not symptoms of stuttering.

Stuttering is an umbrella medical term used to describe a block, repetition, or prolongation in the course of saying a word. It is a neurological disorder with a strong genetic component; it affects 1 percent of the population, and is present across all languages and cultures.

Biden's stutter most often manifests in simple repetitions or short blocks around R, S, I, and E sounds. During a section of the debate about the national debt, Biden struggled on the word strengthen as he tried to say the phrase: "Making sure that we continue to strengthen our health-care system." When he reached that st sound in the middle of the phrase, he started rapidly blinking. Blinks have long been Biden's biggest stuttering "tell."

Biden used to be more adept at smothering his stutter. The increasing visibility of his present stuttering moments is likely a sign of aging--keeping a stutter at bay takes immense focus and energy. Eric S. Jackson, an associate professor of communicative sciences and disorders at NYU, researches the variability in stuttering. He told me he believes that, whereas in the past, Biden was light on his feet, he's now, at the age of 81, unable to effectively deploy various stuttering-concealment techniques, such as intentional word switching. Consequently, Biden's stutter has grown more pronounced and recognizable.

But the debate's most fraught moments did not involve classic stuttering. As Biden continued responding to the question on the national debt, he wasn't stumbling over the formation of certain words; he appeared lost in his answer entirely. He briefly brought up COVID, but then seemed to realize that was the wrong direction. He spent several seconds appearing to search for his actual target. He ended on the baffling phrase "If we finally beat Medicare" before one of the moderators, Jake Tapper, cut him off. Biden said that final phrase without a single repetition, prolongation, or block. Nor did he appear to be engaging in circumlocution--a technique in which stutterers swap in synonyms. He had simply trailed off and lost his point.

I'm very familiar with what it means to stutter, and with Biden's relationship to the disorder. I live with a stutter, and, five years ago, I interviewed Biden for an article in this magazine about the way he talks. Over the course of our hour-long conversation, I repeatedly pressed Biden to acknowledge a difficult truth: That although he had learned how to manage his stutter as an adult, he had never fully beaten it. Biden disagreed with this proposition. He insisted that stuttering was merely a childhood problem. When I presented Biden with examples of times he'd stuttered, including from that very conversation, he dismissed them all.

From the January/February 2020 issue: What Joe Biden can't bring himself to say

When I sat down to write the story, I was careful to point out that not all of Biden's verbal flubs could be attributed to stuttering: Sometimes, I wrote, "when Biden fudges a detail or loses his train of thought, it seems unrelated to stuttering, like he's just making a mistake. The kind of mistake other candidates make too, though less frequently than he does." Biden did not like my story. In the months and years that followed, however, certain Biden supporters began to use his stutter as a defense against criticism of the president's communication struggles, even when those moments did not involve stuttering at all.

Not only is this dishonest; it also risks stigmatizing a widely misunderstood disability. Although stuttering can be a huge daily challenge, people are able to live meaningful lives with the disorder. (Many doctors, lawyers, teachers, and pro athletes stutter. Even some professional public speakers stutter.) Although Biden's fellow stuttering Americans may trip over their words, they do not, on account of this disorder, exhibit the many other concerning symptoms that Biden displayed at last week's debate.

Roisin McManus, a nurse, podcaster, and longtime leader in the stuttering community, told me: "The president has a responsibility to communicate effectively. It's crucially important. People who stutter can communicate effectively. Joe Biden is proving himself increasingly unable to communicate effectively, and there is a lot on the line. I don't think stuttering provides cover for that."

The concern that many more Americans now have is that Biden has diminishing faculties that extend far beyond stumbling over words, and that he may be unfit to serve another term as president, or even to finish this one. With each passing day since the debate, Biden hasn't done enough to assure voters otherwise.

Last Friday in North Carolina, Biden appeared more lucid and cogent than he seemed Thursday night. At this year's State of the Union address, he sounded confident and booming. And on Monday night, in a brief address responding to the Supreme Court's ruling about presidential immunity, Biden performed fine, if not memorably. The obvious difference between all of those examples and the debate is the presence of a teleprompter.

Recent reporting in The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and elsewhere suggests that Biden's mid-sentence thought lapses, like the one he experienced with the Medicare answer at the debate, are more common than the White House wants voters to believe, and that his decline is accelerating--and according to these outlets, people who work closest with Biden are saying as much. Biden is unmistakably less loquacious and energetic than he used to be. According to Axios, the president is now most alert between the hours of 10 a.m. and 4 p.m.; the Times reported that Biden's debate-prep didn't begin until 11 a.m. and featured afternoon naps. All of these behaviors are consistent with being 81. None of them is the result of stuttering.
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Richard Nixon Would Have Loved the Court's Immunity Decision

I would know.

by John Dean




Updated at 9:40 p.m. ET on July 3, 2024

Richard Nixon would have been thrilled with the ruling of the U.S. Supreme Court in Trump v. United States earlier this week.

I would know. I served as Nixon's White House counsel until he fired me in April 1973 for seeking to end the Watergate cover-up by openly cooperating with the investigation of the White House's involvement. Although I had fewer than 30 one-on-one sessions with President Nixon in the 1,000 days I served him, I was high enough in the pecking order to understand what was occurring and why.

The new ruling, in effect, decriminalizes Nixon's conduct during the Watergate scandal. As Chief Justice John Roberts explains in the majority opinion, a "President is absolutely immune from criminal prosecution for conduct within his exclusive sphere of constitutional authority." Nixon's activities fit right in the sphere that the Court broadly defines as "official" or "outer perimeter" behavior. According to the Court, only "unofficial conduct" is unquestionably subject to prosecution.

Akhil Reed Amar: Something has gone deeply wrong at the Supreme Court

Nixon believed in an unfettered presidency, the law be damned. I discovered this reality when I was directed by his chief of staff to see if I could implement a plan to remove all legal restraints on domestic intelligence-gathering after the intelligence agencies (the CIA, FBI, National Security Agency, and Defense Intelligence Agency) developed a plan so secret, its classification was classified. Rather than break the law, I found a legal solution by creating an interagency committee that addressed the communications situation among the agencies. Later, and unaware but suspecting that the orders had come directly from Nixon, I killed a plan to "firebomb" and burglarize the Brookings Institution (a Washington, D.C., think tank) in order to obtain documents the president believed it had in its safe. Under this new Supreme Court ruling, these otherwise illegal activities could well be immune to prosecution as official conduct of the president of the United States.

The high court is leaving it to the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia to determine whether Donald Trump's conduct related to January 6, 2021, is immune, with one exception: The Court held that Trump's conversations with his acting attorney general, which were included in his indictment as part of his scheme to overturn his election defeat, were off-limits. The Court ruled that conversations with top Justice Department attorneys qualify as official conduct and are thus precluded from criminal prosecution. In addition, the Court held that no evidence relating to such official conduct, or "outer perimeter" conduct, can be used by prosecutors. This expands criminal immunity to theoretically provide maximum protection to the institution of the presidency, because it effectively precludes establishing a president's state of mind, which is crucial to proving criminal conduct.

While reading Roberts's opinion, I could not escape thinking about Nixon's "smoking gun" tape. Nixon decided to resign after a secret recording of his Oval Office conversation with his chief of staff surfaced on August 5, 1974, a bit more than two years after scandal had erupted with the June 17, 1972, arrest of operatives from Nixon's reelection committee for breaking into the Democratic National Committee offices at the Watergate complex. This conversation, which the Watergate special prosecutor had subpoenaed and the Supreme Court had unanimously ordered Nixon to produce, ended his presidency. Here was conclusive proof of his involvement in the cover-up from the outset.

Today's Supreme Court would likely call Nixon's recorded actions on June 23, 1972, six days after the arrests at the Watergate, "official conduct." What could be more official than Nixon doing what only a president had the power to do by ordering his chief of staff to tell the CIA to block the FBI's Watergate investigation? Under Trump v. United States, Nixon's motive is to be ignored.

No exhaustive catalog exists of Nixon's purported criminal behavior, but I am familiar with much of it: I wrote a book, The Nixon Defense: What He Knew and When He Knew It, for which I spent almost five years transcribing some 1,000 secretly recorded Nixon Watergate conversations, fewer than 100 of which had surfaced before his resignation. It would not require a particularly skilled attorney to make the case that they all involved official conduct, with perhaps a few falling within the so-called outer perimeter of official conduct. (When a president has immunity, and evidence about those activities is also precluded, neither his official nor his outer-perimeter conduct can even be subjected to investigation.) However, because the Court did not fully define these terms, it will take the judiciary years to fully clarify their meaning. Undoubtedly, Trump's attorneys will try to recast much of his scheme to overturn the 2020 election as official or outer-perimeter conduct.

The Roberts Court has codified the infamous statement Nixon made after leaving office, when he acknowledged his perception of the presidency: "When the president does it, that means that it is not illegal." Nixon also further pointed out that presidents give orders for others to execute decisions, so they, too, must be immunized if the actions are criminal. As he put it, "The president's decision in that instance is one that enables those who carry it out without violating a law. Otherwise they're in an impossible position."

Remarkably, Nixon's statement about the way the presidency works was ignored by the Court this week in immunizing only the president. Must the president now abuse the pardon power (clearly an official act under Trump v. United States) to immunize his Cabinet and staff when carrying out an illegal order? There is no suggestion in the Court's ruling that his appointees fall under his presidential immunity. How about members of the American military, who are trained to defy orders when they are conspicuously illegal? Can a president force them to commit crimes? Conservatives in Congress have long claimed that only criminal offenses qualify as impeachable "high crimes and misdemeanors." Has the Supreme Court now made it impossible to impeach and remove a president as the Constitution allows? Many fundamental questions are raised but not answered by this ruling.

Claire Finkelstein and Richard W. Painter: Trump's presidential-immunity theory is a threat to the chain of command

Most crimes are immoral, which means that a president who is hell-bent on revenge and retribution against his perceived political enemies will need a Cabinet and a White House staff that have no morals whatsoever to implement any of his criminal directives. Appointing a Cabinet and hiring aides willing to engage in criminal behavior is more than unfathomable; it is contrary to all that this country once believed was acceptable for top government officials. I am sure that the code of the Mafia is not what our Founders had in mind for the American presidency.

For me, this radical ruling was not surprising. It is the work of a radical Court, one that has blithely dispatched with long-standing landmark decisions such as Roe v. Wade (which had been on the books for five decades) and, most recently, Chevron U.S.A. v. Natural Resources Defense Council (which had been on the books for four).

The dissents written by Justices Sonia Sotomayor and Ketanji Brown Jackson, and joined by Justice Elena Kagan, are stark warnings. While expressing "fear for our democracy," Sotomayor notes: "Never in the history of our Republic has a President had reason to believe that he would be immune from criminal prosecution if he used the trappings of his office to violate the criminal law." Sotomayor explains the impact of the ruling: "The relationship between the President and the people he serves has shifted irrevocably. In every use of official power, the President is now a king above the law."

Jackson adds her own warning: "The practical consequences [of the majority's ruling] are a five-alarm fire that threatens to consume democratic self-governance and the normal operations of our Government." She continues: "In its purest form, the concept of immunity boils down to a maxim--'the King can do no wrong'--a notion that was firmly 'rejected at the birth of [our] Republic' ... Thus, being immune is not like having a defense under the law. Rather, it means that the law does not apply to the immunized person in the first place."

Rather than address the concerns of the dissenters, Chief Justice Roberts dismissed them as "fear mongering," claiming that they overlook "the more likely prospect of an Executive Branch than cannibalizes itself, with each successive President free to prosecute his predecessors"--a Fox News/Trump-rally view of America.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

As I see it, there are two immediate remedies. First, we must trust the lower courts to conclude that Trump's conduct fell outside this ruling's broad definitions of official conduct and outer-perimeter conduct. This is a loosely written and poorly reasoned majority opinion. But it does provide a path for prosecutors. It states that where prosecutors can show that applying a criminal prohibition to a presidential action would pose no "dangers of intrusion on the authority and functions of the Executive Branch," they can "rebut the presumption of immunity." Lawyers everywhere must offer analysis that could assist in the court of public opinion. Fortunately, the judges of the federal courts in the D.C. Circuit have regularly shown more intellect and commonsense wisdom than their cloistered judicial superiors who rendered this absurd and dangerous ruling.

Second and more important, Americans must speak to this ruling in November, with their ballots. Elect a president of unquestionable character, not a man who has declared that he will ignore the Constitution and laws, after surviving two impeachments on a partisan vote and having been charged with 88 felonies in four different jurisdictions and convicted of 34 of them so far. Thinking voters can stop America's steady slide toward authoritarianism.
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Biden Must Resign

If the president wants to protect American democracy, he should hand over his office to Kamala Harris.

by Adam Serwer




Joe Biden must resign the presidency. The last person to do so was Richard Nixon, who left in disgrace after abusing the powers of his office. Nixon had to resign because he led an assault on American democracy. Biden must resign for the opposite reason: to give American democracy its best chance of surviving.

The American right has spent every day since Biden was nominated in 2020 presenting him as an incompetent, doddering old fool, incapable of discharging the responsibilities of the office. Biden's task at the first presidential debate, on Thursday, was to dismiss those allegations as mere smears, as he did in 2020. Instead, he confirmed that he has aged dramatically over the past four years. Biden was very old to begin with, and at the debate he appeared far more visibly diminished than he has in the past.

Read: It wasn't just the debate

Subsequent reporting has confirmed that Biden's condition is worse than Democrats had been willing to publicly admit. Yesterday, The New York Times reported that "in the weeks and months before President Biden's politically devastating performance on the debate stage in Atlanta, several current and former officials and others who encountered him behind closed doors noticed that he increasingly appeared confused or listless, or would lose the thread of conversations." Similar claims have been reported elsewhere.

Now, perhaps it really was just a bad night, and Biden remains as sharp as he was in 2020. If that's the case, then he should be able to make the kind of public appearances necessary to quell these complaints. If he proves himself capable of doing so, I'll happily acknowledge error. But after a week of disastrous coverage about his mental fitness, he has not. That is unavoidably ominous.

Biden was behind in the polls prior to the debate. A strong performance might have calmed fears about his age rather than confirming them, and although it remains early, polls taken after the debate show his support softening. As the political scientist Lee Drutman writes, "Biden's debate performance has, of course, cemented the number one concern that most voters have about re-electing him: he is way too old to be president. Once a negative impression sets in, it takes much more work to dislodge that impression."

The Trumpified Supreme Court's decision on Monday granting imperial powers to any president unscrupulous enough to use them has raised the stakes of the election tremendously, and they were already too high. As it stands, Donald Trump's advisers are already indicating that a Trump victory in November would result in not the inauguration of a president but the coronation of a caesar. If Trump wins, he will have the presidency Nixon wanted, one in which nothing the president does is illegal. Kevin Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, which aspires to staff a future Trump administration, has made clear that the MAGA right contemplates using this newfound imperial power to employ political violence against its opposition. "We are in the process of the second American Revolution, which will remain bloodless if the left allows it to be," Roberts told the far-right network Real America News. Trump's supporters seem less to wish to govern than to rule indefinitely by force, and they believe that the Court has given them its blessing.

Read: Something has gone deeply wrong at the Supreme Court

For that reason, Democratic Representative Lloyd Doggett of Texas on Tuesday called for Biden to withdraw from the race. But that is insufficient. If Biden is incapable of campaigning because of his deterioration, he is also not capable of being president. And if he is incapable of being president, then he should resign and allow Vice President Kamala Harris to take the oath of office.

Whoever holds the office should be in full control of their faculties. It does no good to point out that Trump was deranged but energetic at the debate, that he rambles incoherently, that he is a criminal, an authoritarian, and a racist. It is obviously, incontestably true that a senile president with a competent and ethical staff would be preferable to an authoritarian one who wants to fill his administration with guys who sound like school-shooter manifestos. But unfortunately Trump is propped up by a cult of personality whose members will not abandon him no matter what he does, and if Biden is unfit to debate and campaign, then he is also not fit to govern.

The earlier Biden resigns, the faster the Democratic Party can move to reunite behind the new nominee and concentrate its efforts on keeping Trump from returning to the White House. Harris would become the party's presumptive nominee, enjoying the prestige and advantages of incumbency. She is also the only candidate who can legally access the financial war chest the Biden campaign has amassed. As Brian Beutler writes, "it's impossible to identify the most prudent path forward with certainty." There is no clear way to know if Harris is a politically riskier option than Biden. But if Biden's mental state is as bad as it appeared at the debate, then there is no other choice.

Some Democrats fear the prospect of a Harris candidacy--perhaps even enough to wish for Biden to hang on until the election, despite the dangers. They worry that she will only exacerbate the appeal of Trump's implicit promise to restore racial and gender hierarchies. Indeed, Trump's brain trust designed his 2016 campaign around the belief that the recent Republican nominees John McCain and Mitt Romney had failed to mobilize demoralized white voters because they had not been overtly racist enough, and that the path to victory lay through deliberate racial polarization.

Given Biden's condition, the Trump campaign will try to stoke irrational fears about a potential Harris presidency anyway. And the hypothetical, driven as it is by lurid right-wing fantasies, will necessarily be worse than the reality. That is, Harris can begin to defuse apocalyptic right-wing arguments against her--that she is some kind of left-wing radical who will render the country unrecognizable--by governing wisely for the remainder of the term. The strongest rebuttal to the racist caricatures of Barack Obama was always his own public conduct. Besides, as The New York Times' Jamelle Bouie notes, passing over Harris with a brokered convention or some other process would also risk demobilizing key Democratic constituencies by confirming the worst caricatures of the party: that since Obama, the party is content to have ethnic minorities as foot soldiers, surrogates, and subordinates, but not as leaders.

If Biden merely steps aside as the nominee, then the Trump campaign can play on racist fears of what a Harris presidency might bring, in a dark echo of the lurid 19th-century warnings of "Negro domination." The phrase DEI president will be on Fox News faster than the Millenium Falcon can do the Kessel Run. But if Harris actually governs the country--albeit for a short time--then those warnings become less believable. Americans will be able to judge her intentions for themselves. In picking a running mate, Harris should follow Obama's example when he chose Biden, and select a moderate who can help assuage the inevitable smear campaign she will face, charging that she is a closet radical. Harris, by her own example, is best positioned to defuse any race-baiting in which the Trump campaign engages. Although a new vice president would have to be confirmed by the House and Senate, rendering her choice vulnerable to Republican obstruction, the Senate rules can be altered to eliminate the chance to filibuster such a choice. The House is a bigger risk, given the GOP majority's fealty to Trump.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

Biden's inner circle will probably feel that this is all deeply unfair to him. After all, the president's domestic-policy success has been underappreciated. Wages are up, unemployment is low, manufacturing is increasing, the economy has been growing for four years, and the alternative-energy industry that may mitigate the impact of climate change and divest America from its dependence on fossil fuels is booming. Biden has been an enthusiastic supporter and protector of organized labor. The United States had the strongest post-pandemic economic recovery of any Western nation, and although the supply shock that followed the pandemic induced a period of painful inflation, even that has begun to subside, with wages outpacing inflation.

If the basis of Trumpism were simply economic rather than social and political, Biden would be something close to the president Trumpist intellectuals said they wanted. He has put money in the pockets of low-wage workers, revitalized American industry, and, thanks to recent agreements with Mexico, stemmed a rise in illegal immigration that has been the subject of hysterical right-wing propaganda. Even crime is down dramatically from the Trump era. But Trumpism is about offering status, hierarchy, and domination to its rank-and-file voters in exchange for an upward redistribution of power and income to its elites, and that is not what Biden is offering.

I understand that many liberals and Democrats feel that the political press has been out to destroy Biden. I've observed that newsrooms have moved right in framing and tone since 2020, likely a reaction to the common criticism that they were too harsh on Trump and too supportive of the protests that followed George Floyd's death. The coverage incentives have also shifted--the Biden era has been bad for the media business, but panicked, highly educated liberals are loyal readers, subscribers, and sharers. But more than that, there's the simple bias toward novelty: Compared with Biden's apparent deterioration, Trumpist criminality and authoritarianism is old news. These incentives, which have shaped the negative coverage of the Biden presidency, will not entirely change if Harris assumes the office; she will face her own gantlet of negative coverage and harsh scrutiny, some of which is a necessary part of running for president.

But the simple fact remains that if one believes Biden cannot campaign or debate successfully, then he cannot run the country presently. The Constitution contemplates a scenario in which someone would need to take the place of a president who is so diminished, and that someone is the vice president. Biden should step aside from both the campaign and the presidency, and allow Harris to take her best shot at saving the country from those who would destroy it.
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Democrats Begin Their Shift From Anxiety to Action

Amid deep concern about Biden's capacity to continue as the nominee, party leaders are confronting the options and obstacles.

by Ronald Brownstein




The ground may be starting to shift under President Joe Biden after his scattered and sometimes disoriented debate performance last week.

Across the party, widespread agreement is emerging that Biden's chances of beating Donald Trump have dramatically diminished. "No one I have talked to believes Biden is going to win this race anymore: nobody," said one longtime Democratic pollster working in a key battleground state who, like almost all of the party insiders I interviewed for this article, asked for anonymity to discuss the situation candidly.

That reticence about going public was symptomatic. A general reluctance to publicly express those concerns, or to urge Biden to step aside, has been obvious--particularly because the White House has pushed back fiercely against critics, and many senior Democrats have issued supportive, if not ironclad, statements. And even some of those Democrats who considered Biden's performance calamitous continue to believe that replacing him with Vice President Kamala Harris or another candidate would endanger the party's chances more than staying the course.

"Universally we're in this state of suspended animation," the leader of a prominent Democratic advocacy group told me.

Read: Biden's delegates are flirting with a breakup

But the first signs that this paralysis may be lifting are appearing. Representative Mike Quigley of Illinois suggested yesterday that Biden may need to consider leaving the race; Representative Lloyd Doggett of Texas also called on him to do so yesterday, as did former Representative Tim Ryan, the party's 2022 Senate candidate in Ohio, and Julian Castro, a rival for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination. A senior House Democrat told me that many colleagues who are running in competitive districts express similar views and concerns in private. "The frontliners are melting down," this high-ranking representative told me.

Notably, former Speaker Nancy Pelosi defended Biden on MSNBC yesterday, but acknowledged that after the debate, "It's a legitimate question to say: Is this an episode or is this a condition?" (She said that question should apply to both candidates.) Democratic Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island likewise said that Biden must provide reassurance about his cognitive and physical abilities.

Despite these first few individuals going public with their doubts, no organized effort has yet coalesced in the party to encourage or pressure Biden to leave the race. Most Democrats feel helpless to affect Biden's decision, even as they grow more concerned that his vulnerabilities may be paving the way to a Trump victory that would create an existential threat not only to the party's policy priorities but to American democracy itself.

That's the overwhelming conclusion from my conversations over the past few days with a broad cross section of Democratic leaders, including members of Congress, the directors of several major advocacy and constituency groups, large donors, and longtime pollsters and strategists.

"I think it's a collective-action problem, where no one wants to go first, but as soon as someone does, it is going to feed on itself," one prominent Democratic fundraiser told me.

Publicly, the furthest that almost all Democrats have been willing to push Biden has been to call on him to schedule a flurry of voter town halls and media interviews through which he could try to offset the flailing and vacant impression that his debate performance left. "He needs to relentlessly speak to the American public in unscripted events over the next week," Jim Kessler, the executive vice president for policy at Third Way, a centrist Democratic group that has led this push, told me. "The only way to replace a bad impression is with a good one. Success with unscripted events like town halls and press conferences can show that the debate was an anomaly."

Biden's campaign has scheduled an interview with George Stephanopoulos on ABC and a campaign appearance in Wisconsin, both on Friday, but it hasn't announced anything like the volume of appearances that Third Way and others have urged; overall, the president's schedule this week is light on public events. On Monday night, Biden gave very brief remarks responding to the decision handed down by the Supreme Court's Republican majority that provides presidents with broad immunity for their actions in office.

The fact that Biden has not already announced such high-profile unscripted interactions is being interpreted by those worried about Biden's prospects as confirmation of their fears. "You would have thought they would have quickly put together a roundtable with steelworkers, which is relatively safe, or have Shawn Fain pull together something with autoworkers," the director of the advocacy group told me, referring to the United Auto Workers president. "Anything where he can be seen in conversation with people ... and people will see he can function without a script. They haven't done it, because clearly, he can't." This official also noted how little Biden has interacted with the media in office and said the White House has virtually shut off small meetings between the president and key groups in the Democratic coalition.

One leader of a major liberal advocacy group told me that the organization viewed a gantlet of public events for Biden as a win-win proposition for the party. Either he performs well and eases concerns about his capacity, this official said, or he performs badly and explodes the idea that his debate performance was the result of a bad night--an idea that no one I spoke with, in fact, accepts.

This official at the liberal advocacy group told me that many in the party were focusing on the way Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina, one of Biden's staunchest congressional allies, has phrased his support for the president since the debate. Clyburn has analogized Biden's poor showing to a single strike during an at-bat, saying, "If this were a ball game, he's got two more swings."

The official said that some Democrats are taking that to mean Clyburn could urge Biden to step aside if the president continues to struggle in public settings. The high-ranking House Democrat I spoke with said that nervous members in competitive districts similarly view Clyburn--whose endorsement at a crucial moment in the primary was vital to Biden's 2020 nomination--as the congressional leader with the greatest capacity to influence the president's decision. Clyburn, this Democrat told me, has been telling those members to wait and see how Biden performs in the coming days. But, the Democrat added, Clyburn has also frustrated vulnerable members by so emphatically defending Biden in public, which they feel has limited their room to take a more critical stance.

Clyburn's office did not respond to a request for comment on whether Democratic allies are correctly interpreting his three-strikes comments as a signal that he may be willing to break with Biden, if more episodes suggesting incapacity occur.

The president of another Democratic constituency group told me that multiple factors are discouraging activists from airing concerns about Biden, despite private anxieties that have exploded since the debate. "I don't see anyone, whether it's an elected official or nongovernmental organization, getting out there publicly saying he needs to go," this official told me. "A: It's not going to matter if we say it; and B: If he does win, we're totally cut off from any conversation. So what's the point?"

The group president continued: "I can say privately, and I have said it--I think it would be better if he was replaced. It's a risky move but we are in a dark place, and I think it would be better if it's someone else. It almost doesn't matter who it would be. But none of us are going to say that publicly."

This constituency-group leader and several others told me that a big part of the challenge in coalescing any organized pressure on Biden is that though virtually everyone agrees the debate weakened the president's chances of beating Trump, no one can say that Biden has no chance of winning--or that a replacement candidate would surely run better. In addition, Biden is benefiting from the same dynamic that allowed Trump to once confidently claim that he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue without losing any support: Most of the electorate is so dug in at this point that almost nothing could move them toward supporting the other party.

Generally, public and private polling so far has not shown a collapse for Biden in the horse-race numbers against Trump. A national USA Today/Suffolk University survey released yesterday showed Trump slightly widening his lead to three percentage points; a CNN survey conducted by SRSS, also released yesterday, showed Trump holding a daunting six-point advantage, but that survey has typically been the worst major poll for Biden, and Trump's lead was no larger than in the survey's previous result, in April. A national CBS/YouGovAmerica poll released today put Trump's lead at two percentage points, a statistically insignificant one-point decline from its previous survey.

Biden's team has put forward its own campaign pollsters, Geoff Garin and Molly Murphy, to argue that the debate did not materially change the race. Garin and Murphy are widely respected in the party, but the Democratic strategists worried about Biden's chances say that this optimism ignores two key messages from even a best-case reading of the polling.

One is that even a status-quo polling result after the debate leaves Biden on track to a probable defeat. Democrats almost universally agree that Biden's campaign sought this early debate because it understood that he was losing and needed to change the dynamics of the race. Party strategists believe he has fallen almost out of range in his southeastern target states of Georgia and North Carolina, and faces a substantial, if less insurmountable, deficit in his southwestern targets of Arizona and Nevada.

Even before the debate, Biden's most plausible path to 270 Electoral College votes was to sweep the three former "blue wall" states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. But before last week, most Democrats viewed his odds as no better than 50-50 in any of them--and the odds of winning all three below that (the chance of three successive coin flips falling on the same side is only one in eight).

The Democratic pollster working in one of these blue-wall states told me that his initial post-debate polling shows Trump slightly widening a lead he had taken in the weeks before the encounter. The question after the debate, this pollster said, was not whether Biden could stay within range of Trump (as the White House argues he can), but whether the president now could ever find the last few thousand votes he would need to overcome his Republican opponent.

"I don't know where he gets the votes--his favorable ratings are so bad," the pollster told me. "I think his odds in this state, which were probably getting close to 50-50 at best, are now at least two to one against." (Another set of post-debate poll results from a different pollster circulating among liberal groups that was shared with me last night also found Biden's deficit widening to an ominous level in these key states.)

The pollster's comments point to the second polling problem facing Biden: The top-line number in polls, which generally show Trump ahead, is typically the best result for Biden. His standing in all the subsidiary polling metrics is almost without exception weaker. In yesterday's CNN survey, for instance, Biden's job-approval rating fell to 36 percent, the lowest level that poll has recorded for him. More than seven in 10 voters in the survey said that Biden's physical and mental ability was a reason to vote against him.

The longtime Democratic pollster Stanley Greenberg, the senior campaign pollster in Bill Clinton's 1992 victory, over the weekend released so-called dial groups tracking moment-by-moment voter reactions to the debate from Democratic-leaning groups that are not fully committed to Biden, including younger, Hispanic, and Black voters, as well as those considering support for a third-party candidate.

These respondents went into the debate supporting Biden by two to one, Greenberg reported, and Trump did nothing in the debate to improve their preponderantly negative perceptions of him. Those watching gave Biden credit on some fronts, such as standing up for the middle class, but "when asked the overall impression, the first was on his cognitive and physical fitness, expressing concern about his age, mental acuity, saying words, 'confused,' and 'frail,'" Greenberg wrote. "Then, they commented on difficulty articulating his thoughts and his train of thought." By his account, almost two-thirds of these Democratic-leaning voters concluded that he was too old to be president, with most of them "strongly" agreeing with that proposition.

"Those doubts make it pretty certain that he is going to ... be behind in almost all the Electoral College states," Greenberg told me. "You are going to go into the convention with that backdrop. In a very difficult year, it has become dramatically more difficult."

A final line of defense for Biden is that even many Democrats who accept that he has been badly hurt remain uncertain that removing him would improve the party's chances against Trump. The pollster working in one of the blue-wall states told me that although House and Senate candidates are alarmed about Biden's position, "I think they are scared to death about Kamala. And they are scared to death about the fight. There isn't a grand plan."

The high-ranking House Democratic member told me that the party leadership in the chamber has given no indication that it would push for Biden to step aside--but it has signaled that if he does, the leadership will seek to quickly unify behind Harris as the alternative. (Likewise, Clyburn declared yesterday that he'd urge the party to consolidate behind Harris if Biden withdraws.) Other Democrats have noted that under campaign-finance rules, only Harris could utilize the $240 million in cash that the Biden ticket has stockpiled (although some believe that another candidate could find a way to access that money).

Adam Serwer: Biden must resign

The prospect of Harris replacing Biden, as I've previously written, deeply divides Democrats. One reason Biden didn't face much pressure to drop out earlier is the double fear many of his critics have that she can't win either, yet that denying the nomination to the first woman of color would tear the party apart.

Still, based on my conversations, even some of those skeptical of Harris are moving toward the belief that she presents a better bet than continuing with a diminished Biden. "People have seen something they can't unsee about this guy. And his performance will not get better; it won't," the official at the liberal advocacy group told me. "Harris is better. She has the ability to rally the troops and create some energy with turnout in these places in a way that Joe Biden can't." The former Senate candidate Ryan, a centrist popular in Democratic circles usually skeptical of Harris, made similar points in his social-media posts yesterday. "@VP has significantly grown into her job, she will destroy Trump in debate, highlight choice issue, energize our base, bring back young voters and give us generational change," he wrote.

If Biden steps aside, plenty of influential Democrats would prefer the party to pass over Harris as well, for other alternatives such as Governor Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan or Governor Gavin Newsom of California. "I don't think everybody is going to step aside," James Carville, the longtime party strategist, said when I appeared on his podcast yesterday. With the Sun Belt swing states already moving out of reach, many Democratic strategists fear that Harris could not win nearly enough of the working-class white voters essential to success in the Rust Belt.

Other Democrats, though, are dubious that any major party figure would enlist in a contest with Harris for the nomination, a confrontation that would inevitably be racially fraught, especially given the uncertain prospect that anyone who succeeds Biden could beat Trump. With that in mind, the finding in yesterday's CNN survey that Harris, though still trailing, was polling better against Trump than Biden definitely raised eyebrows among Democrats. If Biden's skeptics scale the mountain of removing him from the ticket, they may conclude that accepting Harris, with all her own limitations, is a more plausible option than climbing the second mountain of dislodging her too.
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Time to Roll the Dice

Biden's party doesn't need to sleepwalk into a catastrophe.

by Anne Applebaum




November's election has very high stakes: the nature and, indeed, the continued existence of the American republic, at least in the form that we've known it for the past century. Around the world, the United States under a second Trump presidency would cease to be seen as a leading democracy, or as a leader of anything at all. What kind of country elects a criminal and an insurrectionist as its president?

If he wins, Donald Trump has said that he wants mass deportations, perhaps carried out by the military--and he could do that. He wants to turn the Department of Justice against his enemies, and he might do that too: Just this week, he reposted a demand that Liz Cheney face a military tribunal merely for opposing him. The Supreme Court has just removed some more guardrails around our imperial presidency, and of course that process could continue, especially if Trump is able to pick more justices. If you think the level of polarization and political chaos in the United States is bad now, wait and see what those changes will bring. And if you think none of this can happen in America, please read the history of Hungary or Venezuela, stable democracies that were destroyed by extremist autocrats.

From the January/February 2024 issue: The specter of family separation

With America focused on its own internal crisis, American alliances in Europe, Asia, and everywhere else could fracture. The network of autocracies led by Russia and China would grow stronger, because their main narrative--democracy is degenerate--would be reinforced by the incoherent, autocratic American president. Ukraine, Taiwan, and South Korea would all be in jeopardy, because the autocratic world knows how to spot weakness and might begin to test boundaries. If Trump puts up across-the-board tariffs, he could destroy the U.S. economy as well.

A political party that cared about the future of America and, indeed, the future of the planet would do everything possible to avoid this fate. The Republicans have already shown us that they do not care and will not stop Trump. Until now, the Democrats have supported Joe Biden, a successful, transformative, and even heroic president, while a coterie of people around him concealed his true condition. Doubts about the 81-year-old president's ability to continue governing were already widespread and are partly responsible for his low approval rating. Since last week's debate, they have been front and center, and there is no reason to believe they will dissipate. On the contrary, the doubts are very likely to grow worse. Every stumble, every forgotten word will reinforce the impression created by the debate. Biden is polling behind Trump now. If he remains the candidate, he is likely to lose.

But this is July. The election is in November. Can anything be done?

Yes. Britain is about to finish a whole election campaign in six weeks. When the final round of voting is held on Sunday, France's current election campaign will have lasted three weeks. The delegates to the Democratic National Convention don't need to sleepwalk into catastrophe. They can demand that Biden release them from their pledge to support him. They can tear up the rule book, just like political parties do in other countries, and carry out a cold-blooded analysis.

Three states are essential to a Democratic presidential victory: Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. All three have popular, successful, articulate Democratic governors. A tactical, strategic political party would pick one of the three as its presidential nominee. The one who performs best on a debate stage, the one with the best polling, or the one who can raise the most money--the criterion doesn't matter. Vice President Kamala Harris and any other candidates who stand a chance of winning those three states would be welcome to join the competition too. Everyone who enters should pledge their support to the winner.

The Democrats can hold a new round of primary debates, town halls, and public meetings from now until August 19, when the Democratic National Convention opens. Once a week, twice a week, three times a week--the television networks would compete to show them. Millions would watch. Politics would be interesting again. After a turbulent summer, whoever emerges victorious in a vote of delegates at the DNC can spend the autumn campaigning in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania--and win the presidency. America and the democratic alliance would be saved.

Read: The Biden-replacement operation

There are risks. The Democrats could gamble and lose. But there are also clear benefits. The Republican convention, due to take place in less than two weeks, would be ruined. Trump and other Republicans wouldn't know the name of their opponent. Instead of spending four days attacking Biden, they would have to talk about their policies, many of which--think corporate subsidies, tax cuts for the rich, the further transformation of the Supreme Court--aren't popular. Their candidate spouts gibberish. He is also old, nearly as old as Biden, and this is his third presidential campaign. Everyone would switch channels in order to watch the exciting Democratic primary debates instead.

By contrast, the Democratic convention would be dramatic--very, very dramatic. Everyone would want to watch it, talk about it, be there on the ground. Tickets would be impossible to get; the national and international media would flock there in huge numbers. Yes, I know what happened in 1968, but that was more than half a century ago. History never repeats itself with precision. The world is a lot different now. There is more competition for attention. An open, exciting convention would command it.

Whoever wins--Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, Vice President Harris, or anyone else--would be more coherent and more persuasive than Trump. He or she would emerge from the convention with energy, attention, hope, and money. The American republic, and the democratic world, might survive. Isn't that worth the gamble?
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Why Trump's Conviction Barely Registered in Polls

His guilty verdict cost him no more than a smidgen of support.

by Russell Berman




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


For more than a year, an invisible asterisk hovered next to Donald Trump's slim but steady polling lead over Joe Biden. Although the dozens of indictments brought against Trump in 2023 hardly hurt his campaign, surveys indicated that a criminal conviction could transform the race.

In early April, for example, the polling firm YouGov asked what was then still a hypothetical question: Should a person convicted of a felony be allowed to become president? More than two-thirds of respondents--including a majority of Republicans--said no. In the same survey, more than a third of Republicans said they would not "under any circumstances" vote for a felon as president. Another poll found that a conviction would turn Trump's one-point lead into a five-point deficit.

Or not. The Republican who said he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue and not lose any voters has now been convicted of 34 felonies and lost no more than a smidgen of support. In the first few weeks after a New York jury found Trump guilty of carrying out a hush-money scheme, Biden may have won a point or two in some national surveys, but experts say the verdict has done virtually nothing to change the race. "There's been essentially no impact in any meaningful way," says Drew Linzer, the director and co-founder of Civiqs, an online-polling firm.

Sarah Longwell: The two-time Trump voters who have had enough

Pollsters told me they weren't surprised by the conviction's muted impact, largely because the public's views of Biden and Trump are already so ingrained. Indeed, polling averages throughout the campaign have been more stable than in past elections (although Biden's widely criticized performance in last week's debate threatens that stability).

The Biden campaign initially said little about Trump's guilty verdict, which came on May 30. But as the race held steady in the ensuing weeks, Biden changed his strategy. "The only person on this stage that is a convicted felon is the man I'm looking at right now," the president said to Trump during the debate, in one of his more cleanly delivered lines of the night. Biden may be able to remind voters of Trump's conviction, but getting them to change their vote because of it will be much harder.



Relying on hypothetical questions in polls is tricky, Taylor Orth, YouGov's director of survey-data journalism, told me. "You have to have a healthy skepticism in interpreting what people say they're going to do, rather than treating them as actual forecasts," she said. "Because people's views can change."

Relying on hypothetical questions about a major presidential nominee becoming a convicted felon is even trickier, because historical comparisons are hard to come by. The closest example may be the impeachment of Bill Clinton a quarter century ago. When a CBS News poll in late 1998 asked whether Clinton should stay in office if the House voted to impeach him, 41 percent of respondents said he ought to resign. But once the Republican-controlled House actually did impeach him, that number dropped to just 31 percent, according to an analysis by the pollster Mark Blumenthal.

Clinton and his Democratic allies were able to convince many voters that the impeachment was a partisan exercise. Trump has pursued a similar strategy. With near-total backing from Republican Party leaders, he has tried relentlessly to discredit the charges against him along with the prosecutors who brought them, falsely accusing Biden of orchestrating it all. "He indicted me because I was his opponent," Trump said during the debate.

If anything, Trump's conviction has caused more voters to change their views about the criminal-justice system than about him. In the days after the verdict, YouGov asked again: Should a person convicted of a felony be allowed to become president? This time, less than a quarter of Republicans said no, and only 14 percent said they would never vote for a felon. Republicans also became more likely to say that Trump's behavior was acceptable and legal, and to express doubts that the wealthy and powerful receive fair trials. By contrast, YouGov's polling of the election itself barely budged.

In a close race, even slight changes in polling matter, and Biden did win some small gains after Trump's conviction. The New York Times conducted a poll shortly after the verdict in which the paper re-interviewed the same people it had surveyed before the conviction; overall, Trump's lead narrowed from three points to one point. In FiveThirtyEight's average of national polls, Biden gained about 1.5 points on Trump in the weeks after the conviction (but before the debate), briefly overtaking him for the first time this year.

Similarly, polling conducted before the conviction by the Canadian firm Leger found Trump with a one-point edge over Biden. In a survey released last week, Biden was narrowly up, 45 to 43 percent. "In the grand scheme of things, it's not a lot. But the way the last couple of elections have gone, it doesn't take much," Andrew Enns, an executive vice president at Leger, told me. Fox News surveys showed more improvement for Biden, but polls from Quinnipiac University and The New York Times/Siena College found Trump gaining on the president after his conviction.

Roge Karma: It wasn't just the debate

Whatever damage Trump may have suffered from the verdict could prove ephemeral. Reaction to Thursday night's debate immediately drowned out coverage of his legal woes. Democrats are bracing for Biden's popular support to plunge, but it could be steadier than they fear--for the same reason Trump's conviction didn't reset the race. Just as most voters had already factored in Trump's failings as a husband and businessman, they already thought Biden was too old, and they told pollsters as much.

Last month, Biden's reelection team announced a $50 million advertising campaign meant to highlight the guilty verdict--in one TV ad, a narrator calls Trump a "convicted criminal"--and other legal sanctions against Trump, such as his being found liable for sexually abusing the columnist E. Jean Carroll. "What the Biden campaign is probably hoping is that by repeating it over and over and over again, they can actually teach people to associate Trump with convicted felons," Chris Jackson, the head of public polling at Ipsos, a nonpartisan research firm, told me.

An aggressive ad campaign might be the best Biden can do to keep Trump's conviction top of mind for voters. But like the verdict itself, the effect is likely to be marginal, pollsters told me. "Virtually every American knows what they think about Donald Trump, and they know if they believe he's a criminal or not," Jackson said. "And I don't think the verdict actually changed that much."
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Biden's Delegates Are Flirting With a Breakup

Even those who parrot the party line acknowledge that their candidate stepping aside might be best.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Almost a week has passed since Joe Biden's feeble debate performance. The president's defenders are sticking with a rehearsed one-two punch: "It was a rough start," they say, but "let's focus on substance." In the opposite corner, Biden's critics are calling on him to bow out while he can still muster a coherent resignation speech.

But what of the delegates, numbering nearly 4,000--the actual humans set to nominate the man at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago next month? This week, I reached out to a small sample of them. The consensus I found is that they believe Biden is a good guy who had a bad night. In that, they echoed the president's defenders. But most were willing to go a little further: They don't necessarily think Biden should step aside, but some were willing to entertain the idea that he might.

"To get that strongest candidate, if it means he has to step aside, I hope that happens," the Michigan delegate Chris Cracchiolo, the chair of the Grand Traverse Democrats, told me, before quickly adding, "I don't really want it to happen."

"I would trust Biden's inner circle and Biden's judgment as to whether or not he should keep going," LaShawn Ford, an Illinois state representative and a national delegate, told me. "He will do what's best for the nation. If that means he's going to step down and allow his VP to step up, then we shall see."

David Frum: Apocalypse Not

A quick primer on convention mechanics. Delegates tend to be older longtime party activists, and their number includes many current and former elected leaders. Given those ties, delegates are generally more inclined to toe the establishment line--and that's likely to hold even in the kerfuffle now developing.

Democratic delegates are sorted into two categories, pledged and unpledged. Pledged delegates must vote for a specific candidate mandated by their state's primary results--and Biden has dibs on most of those. The unpledged class of delegates, also known as superdelegates, include members of the party's top brass. According to a 2018 rule change, these delegates don't actually vote unless there is a contested convention. Of course, if the president drops out, then what these delegates think could become much more relevant.

Most of the delegates I interviewed tried to explain away Biden's 90-minute stumble session. "I'm listening to him now in North Carolina, and he's his usual vibrant self," Carolyn Bourland, a delegate from Michigan, told me. The debate "was just an off night," she said. "He knew that millions of people would be watching, and, supposedly, he had a cold." Biden certainly sounded perkier at the rally she was watching in the Tar Heel State, but the two situations were not really comparable. The president was using a teleprompter at the campaign event, which took place in the early afternoon, rather than late in the evening.

Many of these delegates reminded me that Donald Trump had a rough night too. The former president lied relentlessly, dodged the moderators' questions, and was evasive about whether he'd accept the results of November's election. "On substance, the contrast couldn't be clearer," Joshua Polacheck, an Arizona delegate, told me. "If you take what was said by Trump and show that to Democrats, independents, and McCain Republicans in my state, that will do nothing but build support for Joe Biden and Kamala Harris."

Mark Leibovich: Time to go, Joe

The problem for Democrats is that Americans have, unfortunately, grown accustomed to Trump's lies and buffoonery; some even find the show entertaining. But many of them were unprepared for Biden's limp display. ("I just ... lacked the imagination for this," one political commentator texted me during the debate.) Compared with the incumbent president, Trump seemed, well, alive. And even if looking alive sets a very low bar, it's probably the bare-minimum requirement for someone vying to hold the nation's highest office.

So the big question: Should Biden step down and allow another Democrat to take his place? None of the pledged delegates I spoke with were shouting "Yes!" from the rooftops. But their "No"s came with varying degrees of certainty.

Polacheck was offended by the suggestion that Biden might not belong in the race. "The clear majority of Americans believe that Trump should not be running," he said. "I reject the framework of the question." Biden is the candidate, State Representative Christine Sinicki, a delegate from Wisconsin, said. "He had one bad night. That's not a reason to turn our backs on him."

Despite their loyalty to Biden, most of the delegates I interviewed were willing to name potential alternatives, such as Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, California Governor Gavin Newsom, and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg. Few mentioned Vice President Kamala Harris, even though she's technically next in line for the presidency. It was hard not to hear an enthusiasm gap when I asked about her. "She would be all right," Cracchiolo said. "The sister in me would be excited for the sister in her," Missouri State Representative Raychel Proudie, who is Black, told me. "But the real question is, can she beat Donald Trump?"

Biden's family is reportedly dead set against his withdrawal from the race. Combine that with the complex logistical problems of tapping a new candidate and redirecting an entire multimillion-dollar campaign, and you're looking at a very unlikely scenario. Right now, senior Democrats are in cleanup mode. Biden, however--other than delivering remarks on the Supreme Court's presidential-immunity ruling--has so far defaulted to his carefully paced campaign schedule. He has not made calls to Democratic congressional leaders to canvass their views, nor has he reached out to state governors, who are arguably his most important surrogates on the campaign trail ahead of 2024.

Ronald Brownstein: The Biden-replacement operation

Proudie was the only delegate I spoke with who isn't bound to vote for Biden and is instead pledged "uncommitted," which means that she can vote for anyone in August. She's frustrated, she told me, because if Biden isn't going to step down, she'd at least like a strong message from the party about how to move forward, and what to tell voters who were disappointed by Biden's debate performance.

"How do we overcome this," Proudie asked, without pretending "we all didn't see with our own eyes what happened last week?" She paused before adding a pointed question: "When was the last time you voted for someone who thought you were stupid?"
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Eustasy

A poem for Wednesday

by Nikky Finney




At 90 most of her is thinning,
 her mind a sheet of paper
 with perforations. Yesterday
 she asked five times what year
 was it exactly? when she bought
 the car that she still drives and
 did that year begin with a 19?
 When the voting signs pop up
 in the yards she begins the laying-
 out of clothes. A high heel is
 required. This morning I found
 her bent over the kitchen table
 humming with her Emery board
 and Mother of Pearl polish.
 The oily headed man with his field
 of burning crosses set deep in his
 breast pocket, a bonfire boutonniere,
 is back again. His mason jar of
 pennies pushed too close behind
 her as she inchmeal dresses.
 Guess again gal, he barks, guess again.
 Promising if she guesses right this
 time even her great grandmother's
 vote will finally count.   For sure!
 Her red gloves with pearl clasps
 enter the tiny community center.
 A poll worker stands, Good Morning,
 young lady. His hand reaching for her
 laminated cards. Before surrendering
 them she sets her back, recites
 by heart: address, phone and driver's-
 license numbers, her breath borrowed
 from a Paul Laurence Dunbar poem
 taught to her in the fifth grade inside
 that buzzing hive of a one-room school.
 In the voting booth she lip-synchs her
 choice then pulls the lever holding it
 down way too long. The oily man's
 head bobbles to her feet.
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Farewell to Academe

I leave with doubts and foreboding that I would not have anticipated when I completed my formal education in 1982.

by Eliot A. Cohen




After 42 years of academic life--not counting five years spent getting a Ph.D.--I am hanging it up. A while back, I concluded that the conversation that I would most dread overhearing would be an alumna saying to a current student, "I know, I know, but you should have seen the old man in his prime." I believe I dodged that one.

My more than four decades, interrupted by stints of public service in the Defense and State Departments, were spent at just three academic institutions. Harvard formed and launched me; the Naval War College exposed me to America's senior officer corps and its leadership culture; and Johns Hopkins, where I spent 34 years, gave me the opportunity to teach wonderful students, build a department, and become a dean. In all three places, I was given extraordinary freedom to think, write, speak, and serve my country, alongside remarkable colleagues, superiors, and, above all, students.

And yet I leave elite academe with doubts and foreboding that I would not have anticipated when I completed my formal education in 1982. Watching the travails of Harvard--where I received my degrees and served as an assistant professor and assistant dean--has been particularly painful. Its annus horribilis did not even end with commencement, because Harvard's dean of social science recently decided that he should publish an inane and dangerous article calling for the punishment of faculty who "excoriate University leadership, faculty, staff, or students with the intent to arouse external intervention into University business."

Jeffrey Flier: An attack on free speech at Harvard

Inane, because how does one define excoriate, and how does one prove intent? Dangerous, because this is an open door to the suppression of freedom of speech, plain and simple, let alone academic freedom. And the article was also both arrogant and politically obtuse, because after the abuse Harvard has rightly taken this year from outraged alumni, students, donors, and faculty, not to mention journalists and members of Congress, it most definitely did not need a dean musing publicly about how best to suppress faculty impertinence.

But Dean Lawrence Bobo's call for the punishment of disaffected speech is symptomatic of deeper diseases in our elite universities. Job candidates being required to pledge fealty to progressive views on diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives are but one manifestation of a university culture that is often intolerant of free speech, unwilling or unable to protect unpopular minorities, and uninterested in viewpoint diversity. As a politically conservative young professor, I was in a minority--but a large one. More important, I never felt that my views would be held against me by my colleagues. Now I would not be so sure. Inevitably, and justly, the public immunities, including tax exemptions, on which universities have thrived are endangered by the arrogance with which they respond to criticism, and their failure to live up to their own stated principles.

According to a recent study, the problem is worst with young faculty: "Among liberal faculty 35 and under, only 23% indicated that shouting down a speaker is never acceptable, 43% said the same for blocking entry, and 64% for using violence to stop a campus speech." Put differently, in at least some instances, 36 percent approve using violence, 57 percent approve blocking entry, and 77 percent think it's okay to shout down some speakers. This is a part of academe's present; what is scary is that it may portend academe's future. At least half of faculty identify as liberal or progressive, with minorities as small as a quarter or even only a tenth identifying as conservative.

My journey through academe coincided with many changes--the staggering growth in the wealth of top-tier institutions, which now sit on endowments in the billions or tens of billions; a large and still somewhat obscure influx of foreign money; the relentless drive to treat academic disciplines as professions; hiring systems driven by quantitative scoring of publications; a reduction in teaching loads for top faculty; the shrinkage of humanities and some social-science concentrations; and an explosion of administrative staff at all levels.

To be sure, there are many positive things in today's academe: magnificent infrastructure, thriving science and technology departments that in turn drive American economic innovation, online instruction that extends the reach of education to those who cannot or choose not to partake of more conventional full-time schooling, and institutions willing to break with past models, Arizona State University being the largest but hardly the only example. The humanities and some of the social sciences are in a different place, however, and valuable academic ways have been lost.

In 1990, when I came to my quirky division of Johns Hopkins University, the School of Advanced International Studies, our buildings (like those of Harvard in my student days) were worn and dingy, and we made decisions about hiring new faculty without the benefit of the H or i-10 citation indexes. Rather, as a senior colleague once growled at a meeting, "We read their damned books and articles. All of them. And then we make up our minds." A four-course load for tenured full professors was standard, with a grudging reduction to three for really unusual administrative loads. Some of the faculty revolted when we learned that the school had the same number of administrators as faculty (as compared with three or four times as many in most universities today). Teaching, particularly of the introductory courses, was understood to be a responsibility of the senior faculty, who in ways by turns constructive and obstreperous felt an ownership of the institution and a lifelong commitment to it.

It is different now. Universities rely on adjunct faculty, and faculty seem to me less likely to feel like citizens and more like privileged employees. Change is inevitable, no doubt. New methods of research complement--to my mind, they do not replace--the old; some topics require collective work as opposed to individual diligence. Technology opens up new ways to mine, sort, and correlate data. And better by far to have air-conditioning that works. But something has been lost.

It may be an aging professor's nostalgia to insist that in the old days, learned giants walked the Earth. But when I think of the men and women who taught me, I cannot help but think that they were a deeper and often wiser group than the norm today. One way or another, as children or adults, as native-born Americans or immigrants from ravaged lands, they had been touched by World War II. They were broadly read and multilingual, and they did not obsess about "the profession" of political science. They were hardly a humble lot, but by and large they knew how to say "I've changed my mind" or even "I was wrong about that."

When Harvard Dean Henry Rosovsky asked my mentors Samuel P. Huntington or James Q. Wilson or Judith Shklar to do something for the good of the university, the answer was an unhesitating yes. When I became the dean of my division of Johns Hopkins, I was at first shocked and then resigned when the answer to a similar request was more often "Well, what will you give me in return?" or simply "No." When the designers of the magnificent new Washington, D.C., Bloomberg Center of Hopkins asked a group of us what would define failure for the spectacular new building, my answer was, "If it turns into WeWork for academics." I pray it avoids that fate.

Read: No one knows what universities are for

The old ways were going to change, particularly as new faculty replaced the World War II generation. But I had the benefit of having had as role models the last of a generation of scholars and teachers who had lived experience of that furnace. I further had the good fortune to engage early on with America's senior military officers, and quickly discovered that I enjoyed and learned more from my time with them than at the American Political Science Association conventions. To this day I find their company more interesting than that of many professors, learning from and being inspired by their life knowledge, character, and wisdom.

There are many thousands of dedicated and capable teachers and scholars out there, no doubt. But I wonder whether in academe overall, the single-minded and inflexible commitment to the value embodied in the mottoes of my two universities--"Truth" and "The truth will make you free"--still stands. The replication crisis, first detected in the discipline of academic psychology, makes one wonder. I suspect, however, that that value will flourish, together with broad intellectual culture and a genuine breadth of perspectives, but in different institutions than in the past, and I look forward to that.

Mine is, no doubt, a romanticized and possibly even a naive view of the university and its ideals. Its role as the repository and embodiment of high culture, civilized values, liberal education, and deep learning has been largely replaced by something more mechanical--the university as knowledge-producing factory and credential-providing mill. The old vision received fatal blows during the chaos of the 1960s, and succumbed to many forces--societal upheaval, the dramatic advances in science and technology, and the explosion of government funding among them.

Still, I hope that at least one ideal will remain. When the American psychologist and philosopher with the soul of a novelist, William James, received an honorary degree from Harvard, where he had already taught for years, he said:

The true Church was always the invisible Church. The true Harvard is the invisible Harvard in the souls of her more truth-seeking and intelligent and often very solitary sons. The university most worthy of imitation is that one in which your lonely thinker can feel himself least lonely, most positively furthered, and most rightly fed.


As I leave the academic world, I feel grateful to have been a member--now an emeritus member--of that Church, and to have welcomed others to it. I hope that somehow it will continue to exist, including in new sanctuaries, and that truth seekers everywhere can, with effort, join it and thrive within its cloisters as I did.
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Hubris of Biblical Proportions

"Pride goes before ruin; arrogance, before failure."

by Erica Brown




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


"Kings scarcely recognize themselves as mortals, scarcely understand that which pertains to man," John Milton wrote, "except on the day they are made king or on the day they die."

Russian President Vladimir Putin is 71; he's been in that office for the last 12 years, and will leave a historical wreckage as his legacy. He's not going anywhere of his own volition. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, despite vociferous protests, is hanging on by a thread to an office he has occupied for 15 nonconsecutive years. He is 74. Mahmoud Abbas, the president of the Palestinian Authority, is 88, and has been in that position for 19 years.

And here in the United States, President Joe Biden is 81 and running for reelection, despite a questionable performance in Thursday's presidential debate. The Democratic Party, it seems, would rather save face than save the country. The Republicans haven't put forward a new candidate, so we are subject once again to former President Donald Trump's populist tirades and legal battles. He's only 78.

Elizabeth Bruenig: They're both unfit

Too many leaders stay in office long beyond their sell-by date. When they do, they risk turning their initial enthusiasm and energy for the work into a stubborn refusal to let the next leader bring fresh perspectives and a new vision. In their dogged attachment to the role, they can become too lackluster, too authoritarian, too glib, or too narcissistic. They care more about holding on than about what is best for their constituents.

I get it. It's hard to let go of authority, to give up on the strategies not yet executed and goals not yet achieved. The privileges of power are also difficult to relinquish, from the small perks to the constant wash of sycophancy. And as a lifelong student of the Hebrew Bible, I know there's nothing new about this.

The arc of leadership in the Hebrew Bible captures this predictable cycle: modesty, authority, prosperity, then insecurity. The pre-leadership questions are often the same: Am I worthy? Is there someone better suited to the task? Why me? We see this play out as early as the Exodus story, when Moses had the audacity to turn down God. Moses felt himself unworthy of leadership--a poor speaker, inexperienced, and unable to establish the people's trust. He, at least, retained his humility until the end.

Much later, when Samuel told Saul he would be king, Saul literally hid behind the baggage at his inauguration. He was tall and good-looking--the right optics for politics--but ultimate responsibility was intimidating and scary. He shrank in its presence. The people grumbled about this odd choice of king: "How can this fellow save us?"

The Bible wants us to know that power changes people, that they come to enjoy the weight and clout of office and its many material and emotional benefits. Proverbs, in only one verse, captures the pleasure of power: "The king's smile means life; his favor is like a rain cloud in spring."

Saul had not worn the crown long when his incompetencies surfaced. He spiraled into poor judgment. He subverted God's mandates and ignored Samuel's warnings. The grumblers were correct; Saul could not save the people. There was a young warrior, however, who could. David was a singular talent, who defeated Goliath when others cowered. Enemies feared him. Maidens loved him. Despite this or because of it, King Saul was not prepared to step down. David's early victories made Saul hang on even more tightly to his position.

Saul was not relieved to have a valiant successor. He was threatened and distressed. The David who played the lyre for Saul to calm his dark moods was the very person who made Saul unhinged and jealous. "All that he lacks is the kingship!" Saul complained. Saul tried to kill David many times, disregarding David's sorely needed military talents while compromising his people's safety and well-being. Greed in politics poisons governance.

Most telling is that although King Saul's problems were evident, his ministers did not question Saul's fitness for office. It was God and Samuel who took the kingship away from him, before his leadership caused more damage.

In a Talmudic passage that cites Saul, the sage Rabbi Joshua ben Perahya reflected on the changes wrought by leadership. When someone initially suggested that Rabbi Joshua take a leadership role, he was furious: "I would tie him up and place him in front of a lion out of anger for his suggestion." He did not want to give up his scholarship for administration and bureaucratic influence.

Read: Tweeting the Talmud

But when Rabbi Joshua eventually assumed the role, his tune changed: "In response to anyone who tells me to leave the position, I will throw a kettle of boiling water at him out of anger." His first hesitations morphed into aggressive territoriality. He was not prepared to let go of the role or its many benefits. At least Rabbi Joshua confessed his shortcomings.

Leaders powerful enough to get appointed or elected are often powerful enough to abuse the privilege. Competition spurs a cycle of insecurity. Rather than let go in the face of challenge, leaders strengthen their grip on power while losing their grip on reality. Like King Saul, they veer into defensiveness, ignore the voices of dissent, and become so distracted by a desire to stay in office that they stop doing the real work of governance. In the worst instances, they become as reckless as Saul, and perceive any resistance as disloyalty.

Leaders like this will never leave of their own accord. That is the work of those who can look beyond personality and focus instead on the position and the possibilities ahead. The selfish cost of staying taxes everybody. "How can this fellow save us?"

The greater part of valor and wisdom dictates that for the vitality of an organization, or indeed a polity, veteran leaders, at some point, need to step down gracefully and heed another verse from Proverbs: "Pride goes before ruin; arrogance, before failure."
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In Ukraine, We Saw a Glimpse of the Future of War

Start-ups are redefining great-power conflict.

by Raj Shah, Christopher Kirchhoff




By late February 2022, Russian President Vladimir Putin had been amassing forces along Ukraine's border for months, arraying tanks, infantry, missiles, and attack helicopters in a 1,000-mile arc from southern Belarus to the Black Sea. He denied that Russia intended to invade, and many in the national-security community believed him: Starting a land war in Europe was too far-fetched, they thought--even for Putin. That view seemed to be confirmed when Russian state media broadcast video of the military being "demobilized" and sent home.

But then the Pentagon released an unmistakable image, taken from space, of armored Russian columns crossing the Belarus-Ukraine border. President Joe Biden cited the picture as clear evidence that Putin was lying. The war had, in fact, already begun.

The satellite image, picked up by CNN and broadcast around the world, was captured not by the U.S. military but by a Silicon Valley start-up called Capella Space, founded by a 24-year-old engineer. Using 11-foot-wide mesh antennas, Capella's satellites can spot a basketball from more than 300 miles up, through cloud cover, day or night, for a fraction of the price of military systems. As the company's founder, Payam Banazadeh, told us, Capella offered the public "the first unclassified, open-source satellite imagery that showed the imminent invasion." At the start of the war, news outlets used Capella's images to track Russian units all the way to Kyiv, giving ordinary people nearly the same view as the Pentagon.


This article has been adapted from Shah and Kirchhoff's new book.



Commercial technology played a crucial role in not only anticipating Putin's invasion, but also blunting it. Ukrainian forces, outmanned and outgunned, relied on an ingenious collection of start-ups to repel Russia in the early stages of the conflict. In many cases, Silicon Valley strengthened Ukraine's military more quickly--and at far lower cost--than systems from established defense contractors. Conventional weaponry such as tanks and artillery were essential, but they became much more effective when used in tandem with products originally built for the commercial market, such as inexpensive drones and space-based sensors. Even the war's most lethal weapon, the HIMARS rocket launcher, was directed by drones that can be bought on Amazon.

Supplementing traditional weapons with the handiwork of start-ups is exactly what we envisioned in 2016 when we were appointed to lead the Defense Innovation Unit (DIU), a Pentagon office tasked with integrating America's commercial technologies into war-fighting. The Ukrainians had far less conventional weaponry than Russia, but they were able to preempt and outmaneuver their enemy in part by deploying more than 30 systems developed by the DIU and the start-ups it funded, including Capella.

Eric Schmidt and Robert O. Work: How to stop the next world war

Commercial technology has transformed virtually every domain of the war: communications, artillery, reconnaissance, air defense. When Russia jammed Ukrainians' radios, they switched to Starlink internet terminals, running their command and control through encrypted smartphone apps such as Signal and WhatsApp. Skydio, the first private U.S. drone maker to be valued at $1 billion, rushed autonomous quadcopters with high-resolution cameras to Ukrainian infantry units, which used them to scout Russian positions and guide artillery fire. BlueHalo delivered Titan systems to the front that knocked enemy drones out of the sky. Anduril deployed its Ghost drone, a near-silent autonomous helicopter that could be set up in minutes. Unlike U.S. spy satellites, start-ups such as HawkEye 360 provided targeting information that could be widely shared with frontline troops without fear of compromising classified sources. Anyone with a credit card could access intelligence that once only superpowers had.

The task of getting these technologies into Ukrainian hands often fell to the Department of Defense. Although the Pentagon had clear processes for transporting tanks and artillery, delivering commercial wares proved more challenging. "The acquisition system is built for supplying Patriot missile batteries in five years. It's not built for supplying a drone tomorrow," Jared Dunnmon, a senior adviser at the DIU who was involved with exporting commercial systems to Ukraine, told us. As a result, the Pentagon couldn't keep up with Ukraine's requests for start-up technology. Bottlenecks like this are typically resolved through the president's "drawdown" authority, which allows defense officials to export equipment almost immediately from existing stocks. But because the department had purchased very little of the arsenal developed by the DIU, it had almost nothing to send.

If the war in Ukraine is any guide, the next great-power conflict will be defined by technology adapted from the commercial market. Start-ups will influence how states fund, arm, and marshal their militaries. Forces that make the most of cheaper, nimbler, and unorthodox technologies will gain a key advantage over their adversaries. The United States is beginning to learn these lessons, but we're not adopting them fast enough. If Ukraine offers a glimpse of the future, it also offers a warning: America isn't ready.

Last fall, we went to Ukraine to see firsthand how commercial technology was shaping the war. As we expected, Silicon Valley offered a significant boost to Ukrainian forces, but we also found an underground network of Ukrainian start-ups working to fill the gaps left by the Pentagon. Technologists tinkered in secret workshops around Kyiv, hidden in alleyways and unmarked office space, operating outside formal Ministry of Defense structures.

Some 200 companies were designing counter-drone systems, self-driving vehicles, autonomous demining robots, remote-controlled machine guns--and an enormous variety of drones, which have played a bigger role in Ukraine than in any previous conflict. We saw "mothership drones" that could launch smaller attack drones hundreds of miles beyond the front, deep inside Russia. We held a drone that was originally designed for smuggling cigarettes into the European Union and had since been repurposed as a bomber. When Russian forces jammed GPS signals in Ukraine, start-ups there built drones that relied instead on accelerometers and AI-assisted terrain mapping. Many of them sold for as little as $200. Military aircraft with similar technology generally cost orders of magnitude more.

Read: The tiny and nightmarishly efficient future of drone warfare

One of Kyiv's larger drone factories occupies a space that previously belonged to Ukraine's version of Best Buy. When we visited, the showroom still had signs on the wall advertising big-screen TVs. In minutes, an assembly line produced a four-rotor kamikaze drone, built completely from commercial parts and ready to be attached to a four-pound shell--with either a ballistic cap for penetrating armor or a ball of steel needles to attack dismounted soldiers. Both munitions helped Ukraine defend the city of Avdiivka, a lucrative target for Russia because of its coal and railway junctures. Piloting the drones from behind the front, Ukrainians killed entire platoons of Russian soldiers as they exited armored personnel carriers, and disabled more than 200 tanks and tracked vehicles.

On a test range in Lviv, we controlled a long-range surveillance drone, using a joystick to swivel thermal and optical sensors. Despite costing one-100th of a similar Western system, the resolution was so clear that we could identify ourselves among a crowd assembled 10 kilometers from where the drone was flying. A counter-drone system supplied by a Western defense contractor, which cost roughly $250,000, tried to disable it and couldn't.

Even though Ukrainian start-ups produced technology on par with that of Silicon Valley, they were nothing like traditional early-stage companies. They were built to kill Russians, not navigate supply-chain bottlenecks or market themselves to the military or international investors. More than anything else, developers' personal relationships with individual military units determined which new technology and weapons were deployed. These systems cost pennies on the dollar compared with what Western firms produced, but none could scale in a way that altered the course of the war.

Although commercial technology continues to strengthen Ukrainian forces, it hasn't been enough to stave off recent Russian advances. Many factors have tipped the war in Russia's favor, not least of which was the long congressional debate over whether to authorize additional support. The near stoppage of funds and supplies that ensued affected both traditional weapons systems--forcing artillery crews to ration shells--as well as the Ukrainian start-up community, which relied on assistance from U.S. programs that had to be temporarily paused. Indeed, Russia has been able to make gains even when Ukraine's start-ups have operated at full force. If Ukraine has shown the promise of private-sector contributions, it has also shown that innovation alone doesn't win wars.

In the Pentagon, a debate began to brew over what lessons to draw from Ukraine. On one side were those who felt that Ukraine was proof of commercial technology's power--and proof that the U.S. military was spending too little on it. Lieutenant General Jack Shanahan belongs to this camp. The inaugural director of the Pentagon's Joint Artificial Intelligence Center, Shanahan believes that warfare today represents a unique "bridge period" in which the most effective fighters are those who unite old-school equipment with emerging innovation. "The side that gains the advantage," Shanahan told us, "is the side that figures out how to use that combination of technologies in new and different and creative ways."

On the other side was much of the Pentagon's old guard, who felt that the war in Ukraine was being decided largely by traditional weapons systems and tactics, and that Silicon Valley start-ups were getting too much credit for only modest contributions. War-fighting hadn't fundamentally changed, they contended. Newer technology might make a difference at the margins, but tanks, missiles, and defensive trenches--the staples of warfare for decades--still ruled the day.

The debate went public when Bill LaPlante, the Pentagon's chief weapons buyer--the person most responsible for how the U.S. military arms itself in the future--dismissed the importance of Silicon Valley technology. "The tech bros aren't helping us too much in Ukraine," LaPlante said at a defense conference eight months into the conflict. "It's hard-core production of really serious weaponry--that's what matters ... We're not fighting in Ukraine with Silicon Valley right now, even though they're going to try to take credit for it."

Phillips Payson O'Brien: What Ukraine knows about the future of war

LaPlante's belief that traditional weapons have mattered more in Ukraine than commercial technology is by no means wrong. Tanks, howitzers, and the companies that manufacture them are indispensable, which Ukraine's experience has affirmed. But it would be a mistake to read the war purely as a reassertion of old war-fighting paradigms. One of the most important lessons emerging from Ukraine is the power of commercial technology to degrade enemy weapons systems, strengthen intelligence and reconnaissance, and enhance traditional armaments. Forces around the world have already learned this, as exemplified by North Korea's drone incursions near Seoul and Xi Jinping's doctrine of military-civil fusion in China. Hamas provided another example on October 7, 2023, when it used commercial quadcopters to strike the generators powering Israeli border towers. Legions of fighters entered Israel, largely undetected, and massacred more than 1,000 people, precipitating the most violent conflict in the region since at least the 1973 Arab-Israeli war.

To the extent that U.S. military and civilian leadership had a strategy for the future of U.S. forces when Putin invaded Ukraine, it was mostly built on existing budgets and old-school weapons. Russia's deployment of commercial technology has rendered much of that spending obsolete. For example, America's most advanced tank, the M1A1 Abrams, was recently withdrawn from the front lines because inexpensive Russian drones had proved so effective at destroying them.

But the war has begun to accelerate reform. The U.S. military now has more offices focused on new technology than ever before. A streamlined acquisitions process developed by the DIU called "Other Transaction Authority" has allowed the Pentagon to speed up contracts, and has accounted for more than $70 billion. Earlier this year, Congress massively expanded the DIU's budget, and the secretary of defense has asked it to carry out one of the Pentagon's highest-priority initiatives, called Replicator--an effort to develop autonomous systems at sufficient scale to win wars.

The ultimate goal, however, is not to win wars but to deter them. America's technological genius is one of the best tools it has for keeping the peace. Ukraine shows how our military has failed to take full advantage of that genius--and how far ahead of our competitors we could be if we do.



This article has been adapted from Raj Shah and Christopher Kirchhoff's new book, Unit X: How the Pentagon and Silicon Valley Are Transforming the Future of War.
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The Lie Democrats Are Telling Themselves

Republicans aren't the only party putting tribal loyalty ahead of basic truth.

by Mark Leibovich




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


Since President Joe Biden's debate debacle on Thursday, I've learned two things for sure: first, that Republicans are not the only party being led by a geriatric egotist who puts himself before the country. And second, that Republicans are not the only party whose putative leaders have a toxic lemming mindset and are willing to lead American democracy off a cliff.

I know, I know: Calm down, bed wetter. And how dare you "both sides" this predicament. Republicans and Democrats do not pose equal threats to democracy at this moment, for obvious reasons. Donald Trump's reelection would be a catastrophe, also for obvious reasons. Biden's reelection would be something different, but it starts with the only descriptor that matters right now: "unlikely."

Still, it's been distressing to watch the response from so many prominent Democrats and others in the anti-Trump coalition--all of whom know better--to Biden's 90-minute senior moment in Atlanta. Soon after the debate, a deluge of media nuisances (like me) called for Biden to quit the race. But the word quickly went out to Biden surrogates that they were being enlisted, indefinitely, to put a brave face on the president's face-plant.

Stuart Stevens: The absurdity of the dump-Biden uprising

"Bad debate nights happen. Trust me, I know," former President Barack Obama wrote on X on Friday. Indeed they do, except no one attributed Obama's bad debate night against Mitt Romney in 2012 to his age or mental decline, and Obama, then 51, went on to achieve a relatively easy victory over Romney.

"Chill the fuck out," Senator John Fetterman, Democrat of Pennsylvania, railed on X, calling out the "Democratic vultures" who were panicking about Biden's reelection prospects. Fetterman noted that he'd had his own disastrous debate performance during his 2022 Senate race and, like Obama, ended up winning. Left unsaid: Fetterman was recovering from the effects of a stroke. Not a perfect comparison, in other words. ("He has age-related issues," The New York Times' Maureen Dowd wrote of Biden on Sunday, "and those go in only one direction.")

"Everybody, get your head on straight," Vice President Kamala Harris said during remarks to about 100 donors at the home of Rob and Michele Reiner in Brentwood, California, on Saturday.

This was at a fundraiser attended by a friend of mine who was kind enough to tap some notes into his phone. Guests sipped Aperol spritzes and spicy margaritas. They chewed on sliders, s'mores, churros, and dark scenarios of November. The various hosts and headliners tried to keep spirits raised. Billy Crystal was there, and so was Idina Menzel, who sang "Don't Rain on My Parade," from Funny Girl.

The vice president herself remained fully on-script, sheltering her parade of patrons under an umbrella of platitudes. "If we put aside the style points," the president did fine, Harris said, as if Biden's performance was just a matter of the suit he wore. "None of that has changed because of one day in June," she said.

In 2022, I published a book, Thank You for Your Servitude, about how the Republican Party transformed itself during the Trump years into a cult of slavish devotion, working in service to the power and protection of one man. I hesitate to make this analogy because it is imperfect, and because it involves such a tragically unique event, but here goes: Consider how Republicans responded in the aftermath of the January 6, 2021, assault on the Capitol. There was an initial wave of shock and horror, pretty much across the board. A few hours later, though, a big portion of the Republican palace guard was already snapping back into line, led by the 147 GOP senators and representatives who voted against the certification of President-elect Biden's victory. Republicans trotted out their Big Lie speeches about voter fraud, as if the calamity had never happened.

Mark Leibovich: The most pathetic men in America

Again, January 6 and Biden's debate performance are two extremely different circumstances. But both involve politicians falling quickly into line, ignoring plain realities before them; both show the potent impulse to place tribal loyalty ahead of basic truth. In this case, Democrats are vulnerable to an added note of hypocrisy, because they fashion themselves as the only honest alternative to MAGA. They supposedly are not susceptible to Big Lies of their own.

The debate aftermath has been all the more frustrating because scores of people who are terrified of Trump returning to the White House have for months been urging Biden not to run again, or else pleading with people who hold sway with the 81-year-old president. In recent days, the cries of "do something" have become less of a drumbeat than a jackhammer.

It's true that many of these cries have come from pundits, podcasters, and so-called bed wetters, as Biden's palace protectors like to dismiss their doubters and detractors. "I'll leave the debate rating to the pundits," former President Bill Clinton wrote on X on Friday. As if majorities of Americans haven't been saying for years that Biden has no business running for reelection at his age. As if any number of people who have spent time around Biden haven't been noting signs of decline in the president for months. Fun fact: A lot of these people are the same elected officials, White House aides, and Biden surrogates who have recently been trying to defend the president in front of microphones and cameras.

Today exposed a few cracks in this united Democratic front: Representative Lloyd Doggett of Texas became the first Democrat in Congress to call for Biden to withdraw. Former Speaker Nancy Pelosi said on MSNBC, "I think it's a legitimate question to say: Is this an episode or is this a condition?" Pelosi said she had heard "mixed" views on the subject. Senator Peter Welch of Vermont blasted the "dismissive attitude" from Biden's team in response to questions about the president's fitness. "That's the discussion we have to have," Welch said.

For the most part, though, the top Democrats who might influence Biden's thinking--Obama, Senator Chuck Schumer, Representative Hakeem Jeffries--have held steady, at least publicly. "Calm down, people" has remained the prevailing message from Biden's fortified corps of loyalists.

Of all the false comfort that Biden world has been spewing in recent days, perhaps the most absurd came from Representative James Clyburn, the venerable South Carolina Democrat, whose endorsement in 2020 swept Biden to victory in that state and arguably resurrected Biden's campaign after a disastrous start. Yes, Clyburn allowed, Biden suffered through a "poor performance" in the debate last week. But it was merely "strike one," he attempted to reassure, adding that "if this were a ball game, he's got two more swings."

Of course, by the time Biden's next big at-bats roll around--his acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention next month in Chicago; the next debate, scheduled for September--it will be long past time to do anything about it.

And no one's going to feel better on Election Night if Biden manages to nail his concession speech.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/democrats-biden-debate-response/678882/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



When Assessing Presidential Fitness, Consider Racism

An excavation of Trump's "Black jobs" claim

by Jill Lawrence




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 "Black jobs" comment is a reminder of his long history of racism.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: Apocalypse not
 	Stuart Stevens: The absurdity of the dump-Biden uprising
 	In Iran, the big winner is none of the above.
 	Trump suggests planes can't fly when it's not sunny.




A History of Racism

It will take years, and probably some history books, to fully deconstruct CNN's Debate From Hell and its consequences. People are (understandably) focused on President Joe Biden's alarming performance, but that preoccupation has gotten in the way of crucial analysis of the debate's substance. So let's excavate a short phrase that's disturbingly illuminating: "Black jobs."

"The fact is that [Biden's] big kill on the Black people is the millions of people that he's allowed to come in through the border," Donald Trump said in response to a question first posed to Biden about Black Americans who are dissatisfied with him. "They're taking Black jobs now. And it could be 18, it could be 19 and even 20 million people. They're taking Black jobs, and they're taking Hispanic jobs. And you haven't seen it yet, but you're going to see something that's going to be the worst in our history."

What exactly is a "Black job," you may wonder? Trump did not say. But the archaic implication that there are some jobs that are just for Black people, or just for Hispanic people, certainly stood out to many Americans who were listening. ("It is the most racist statement that he's made in the last three days," Al Sharpton said in an interview after the debate.)

Even Trump's claims about Black unemployment and immigration statistics are wrong. In fact, unemployment has reached historic lows among Black people during the Biden administration, and wage growth for Black workers and Hispanic workers has grown tremendously in that same period. Also, there are about 11 million undocumented immigrants in America, and no modern president has successfully addressed the complexities at the border.

Trump's racism over the years has been well documented, and it did not slow down during his presidency. He attacked Black politicians and athletes as unintelligent and "low-IQ"; he expressed a preference for immigrants from Norway as opposed to Haiti and African nations, which he branded "shithole countries." Later, as an ex-president, he used terms such as "racist" and "animal" to describe the Black prosecutors building criminal and civil cases against him and his business.

Since he left office, his bigotry, overt and implied, has only gotten worse. Just in the past month, Trump has claimed that his Black and Hispanic support "skyrocketed" as a result of his "amazing" mug shot, "the No. 1 mug shot of all time"--implying that Black people related to his status as an accused criminal. (That wasn't the first time he bragged that his indictments had attracted Black voters.)

He has called Milwaukee, a majority-Black and Hispanic city that's hosting the Republican National Convention this month, a "horrible" city. His spokesperson later said that he was responding to a question about "increased crime" (although crime rates in Milwaukee are down this year) and "election fraud" (though investigators deemed all of Trump's voting-fraud claims unfounded). But this is part of a larger pattern. He has also asserted without evidence that voter malfeasance is rampant in Philadelphia, where at least half of the population is Black or Hispanic.

The Trump effect is visible in his wider orbit too: His onetime lawyer Rudy Giuliani recently called Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis "Fani the ho" at a far-right Christian-nationalist event, eliciting whooping applause. And Trump has created an environment in which nearly 200 House Republicans felt comfortable voting to restore to Arlington National Cemetery a Confederate monument that included bronze figures of what the cemetery calls "an enslaved woman depicted as a 'Mammy,' holding the infant child of a white officer, and an enslaved man following his owner to war." (The vote failed, and the monument will remain in storage.)

There was also the TV producer Bill Pruitt's May 30 account in Slate of his time on the first season of The Apprentice, which aired in 2004. He described Trump calling a contestant the N-word in a conversation that Pruitt says was recorded. The group was discussing the merits of two finalists when someone said that one of them, Kwame Jackson, had overcome more obstacles than the other.

"Yeah," [Trump] says to no one in particular, "but, I mean, would America buy a n-- winning?"


Trump's campaign has denied that this ever happened. But as The Atlantic's Megan Garber recently wrote, Americans already know Trump's racist record: "Trump has treated racism as a campaign message and a marketing ploy. He keeps finding new ways to insist that some Americans are more American than others. Epithets, for him, are a way of life. What could words convey that his actions haven't? What, precisely, remains to be proved?"

And so, against this pattern of the past few weeks and decades, all the way back to a 1973 federal lawsuit charging Trump, his father, and their company with discriminating against prospective Black apartment renters (they settled the case and did not admit guilt), comes "Black jobs."

A flustered Senator Marco Rubio, one of four men of color being floated as possible Trump running mates, tried on CBS to talk around those two words; he eventually said that Trump was referring to "working-class jobs." Ben Carson, a retired neurosurgeon, Trump's onetime Housing secretary, and another short-lister for the vice presidency, was more blunt. Trump was talking about "people at the lower end of the economic scale" doing "unskilled jobs," he told CNN, adding that Trump "probably" could have phrased it better.

No kidding. One striking response to Trump's casual stereotyping showed three smiling men in uniforms. "A physician. An astronaut. And a fighter pilot," the caption of the X post read. "Reporting live from our #blackjobs." Many of us have noticed that Barack Obama's "Black job" was the presidency. And, as of 2021, the vice presidency is also a "Black job."

As Trump tries to make inroads with Black voters, has his "Black jobs" comment hurt him? Perhaps: A postdebate CBS News/YouGov poll found that although registered voters overall gave the win to Trump--56 percent to Biden's 16 percent--Black registered voters said, 39 percent to 25 percent, that Biden outperformed Trump. In another postdebate poll, by Data for Progress, which asked likely voters whom they would choose if the election were held tomorrow, Biden beat Trump 67 percent to 23 percent among Black voters, with 10 percent undecided. Still, that would be the highest share of Black-voter support for a Republican in more than 60 years, as Stephanie McCrummen reported in The Atlantic.

At a moment when Americans are preoccupied with questions of presidential fitness, it would serve all of us well to remember what the Trump presidency looked and sounded like--and whom it excluded.

This is the white noise of the 2024 campaign and, sometimes, the blaring Klaxon. Trump's goals are to win the White House, kill the federal cases against him, and stay out of prison. He may pick a vice president of color if he thinks it will help him. But that won't mean that Trump and his MAGA movement have grown, changed, or made sudden peace with American pluralism and inclusion. It would be a political calculation by a desperate man, and I hope--just as desperately--that by now, most voters are past fooling.

Related:

	Trump's smoking gun is a dream that will never die.
 	Trump should have never had this platform.




Today's News

	The judge in Donald Trump's New York hush-money case delayed his criminal-sentencing hearing until September in light of the Supreme Court's recent decision on presidential immunity.
 	Rudy Giuliani, the former New York City mayor and an ex-lawyer for Trump, was officially disbarred for participating in Trump's efforts to overturn the 2020 election.
 	Texas Representative Lloyd Doggett became the first sitting Democratic politician to openly call for Biden to withdraw from the presidential election after his debate performance.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Hurricane Beryl, the season's first major storm, broke records, Marina Koren writes. How bad will the rest be?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Hickey



My Life Depends on Playing Chess 40 Times a Day

By Cory Leadbeater

For the past half decade, I have found myself playing nearly 40 games of chess every day. I still work a full-time job, write fiction, raise a child, but these responsibilities are not prohibitive. My daughter goes down and I play late into the night, I sleep a bit, then I wake very early to play more. I play during off-hours at work, on lunch breaks, during writing time when I can't work out a scene, and on Saturday mornings, after feeding my cats and brewing the coffee and giving Alma her egg. Addiction in my life has this quality: Something I was previously not doing at all--drinking, smoking cigarettes, collecting coffee cans, pulling hairs out of my face one at a time with tweezers--becomes all-consuming.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Good on Paper: The coming labor shortage is not good news.
 	We need to control AI agents now.




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Source: A24.



Watch (or skip). MaXXXine (out Friday in theaters) pays tribute to yesteryear's slasher flicks, David Sims writes. Is that enough?

Read. Paige McClanahan's debut book, The New Tourist, argues that rather than giving up on tourism, we should just do it better, Chelsea Leu writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Cases Against Trump: A Guide

Thirty-four felony convictions. Charges of fraud, election subversion, and obstruction. One place to keep track of the presidential candidate's legal troubles.

by David A. Graham




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


Donald Trump has become the first former president to be convicted of a felony, found guilty of 34 counts in a Manhattan court on May 30.

The verdict is a historic moment. Not long ago, the idea that a former president--or a major-party presidential nominee--would face serious legal jeopardy was nearly unthinkable. Now he is convicted and is scheduled to be sentenced this fall.

In addition to the conviction in Manhattan, Trump faces 57 more felony counts across one state court and two different federal districts, any of which could potentially produce a prison sentence. He also lost a civil suit in New York that could hobble his business empire, as well as a pair of large defamation judgments. Meanwhile, he is the presumptive Republican nominee for president. His legal fate is being litigated at the same time that his political future is before voters.

David A. Graham: The end of Trump Inc.

Here's a summary of the major legal cases against Trump, including key dates, an assessment of the gravity of the charges, and expectations about how they could turn out. This guide will be updated regularly as the cases proceed.

New York State: Fraud

In the fall of 2022, New York Attorney General Letitia James filed a civil suit against Trump, his adult sons, and his former aide Allen Weisselberg, alleging a years-long scheme in which Trump fraudulently reported the value of properties in order to either lower his tax bill or improve the terms of his loans, all with an eye toward inflating his net worth.

When?
 Justice Arthur Engoron ruled on February 16 that Trump must pay $355 million plus interest, the calculated size of his ill-gotten gains from fraud. The judge had previously ruled against Trump and his co-defendants in late September 2023, concluding that many of the defendants' claims were "clearly" fraudulent--so clearly that he didn't need a trial to hear them.

How grave was the allegation? 
 Fraud is fraud, and in this case, the sum of the fraud stretched into the hundreds of millions--but compared with some of the other legal matters in which Trump is embroiled, this is a little pedestrian. The case was also civil rather than criminal. But although the stakes are lower for the nation, they remain high for Trump: The size of the penalty appears to be larger than Trump can easily pay, and he also faces a three-year ban on operating his company.

What happens now?
 Trump has appealed the case. On March 25, the day he was supposed to post bond, an appeals court reduced the amount he must post from more than $464 million to $175 million. He must appeal by this summer.

Manhattan: Defamation and Sexual Assault

Although these other cases are all brought by government entities, Trump also faced a pair of defamation suits from the writer E. Jean Carroll, who said that Trump sexually assaulted her in a department-store dressing room in the 1990s. When he denied it, she sued him for defamation and later added a battery claim.

When? 
 In May 2023, a jury concluded that Trump had sexually assaulted and defamed Carroll, and awarded her $5 million. A second defamation case produced an $83.3 million judgment in January 2024.

How grave was the allegation? 
 Although these cases didn't directly connect to the same fundamental issues of rule of law and democratic governance that some of the criminal cases do, they were a serious matter, and a federal judge's blunt statement that Trump raped Carroll has gone underappreciated.

What happens now? 
 Trump has appealed both cases, and he posted bond for the $83.3 million in March. During the second trial, he also continued to insult Carroll, which may have courted additional defamation suits.

Manhattan: Hush Money

In March 2023, Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg became the first prosecutor to bring felony charges against Trump, alleging that the former president falsified business records as part of a scheme to pay hush money to women who said they'd had sexual relationships with Trump.

When?
 The trial began on April 15 and ended with a May 30 conviction. Sentencing is scheduled for September 18.

How grave was the allegation?
 Many people have analogized this case to Al Capone's conviction on tax evasion: It's not that he didn't deserve it, but it wasn't really why he was an infamous villain. Trump did deserve it, and he's now a convicted felon. Moreover, although the charges were about falsifying records, those records were falsified to keep information from the public as it voted in the 2016 election. It was among the first of Trump's many attacks on fair elections. (His two impeachments were also for efforts to undermine the electoral process.) If at times this case felt more minor compared with the election-subversion or classified-documents cases, it's because those other cases have set a grossly high standard for what constitutes gravity.

What happens now?
 The next major step is sentencing. That was originally scheduled for July, but it has been delayed until September 18 while a judge considers Trump's argument that the U.S. Supreme Court's immunity decision invalidates his conviction.

Department of Justice: Mar-a-Lago Documents

Jack Smith, a special counsel in the U.S. Justice Department, has charged Trump with 37 felonies in connection with his removal of documents from the White House when he left office. The charges include willful retention of national-security information, obstruction of justice, withholding of documents, and false statements. Trump took boxes of documents to properties, where they were stored haphazardly, but the indictment centers on his refusal to give them back to the government despite repeated requests.

David A. Graham: This indictment is different

When? 
 Smith filed charges in June 2023. On May 8, 2024, following several prior delays, Judge Aileen Cannon announced that she was indefinitely postponing the trial until preliminary issues could be resolved. Smith faces a de facto deadline of January 20, 2025, at which point Trump, if reelected, would likely shut down a case.

How grave is the allegation? 
 These are, I have written, the stupidest crimes imaginable, but they are nevertheless very serious. Protecting the nation's secrets is one of the greatest responsibilities of any public official with classified clearance, and not only did Trump put these documents at risk, but he also (allegedly) refused to comply with a subpoena, tried to hide the documents, and lied to the government through his attorneys.

How plausible is a guilty verdict?
 This looked to be the most open-and-shut case: The facts and legal theory here are pretty straightforward. But Smith seems to have drawn a short straw when he was randomly assigned Cannon, a Trump appointee who has repeatedly ruled favorably for Trump on procedural matters and bogged the case down in endless pretrial arguments. Some legal commentators have even accused her of "sabotaging" the case.

Fulton County: Election Subversion

In Fulton County, Georgia, which includes most of Atlanta, District Attorney Fani Willis brought a huge racketeering case against Trump and 18 others, alleging a conspiracy that spread across weeks and states with the aim of stealing the 2020 election.

When? 
 Willis obtained the indictment in August 2023. The number of people charged makes the case unwieldy and difficult to track. Several of them, including Kenneth Chesebro, Sidney Powell, and Jenna Ellis, struck plea deals in the fall. Because a challenge to Willis's presence on the case isn't going to be heard until October, the case is not expected to begin before the election.

How grave is the allegation? 
 More than any other case, this one attempts to reckon with the full breadth of the assault on democracy following the 2020 election.

How plausible is a guilty verdict? 
 Expert views differ. This is a huge case for a local prosecutor, even in a county as large as Fulton, to bring. The racketeering law allows Willis to sweep in a great deal of material, and she has some strong evidence--such as a call in which Trump asked Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger to "find" some 11,000 votes. Three major plea deals from co-defendants may also ease Willis's path, but getting a jury to convict Trump will still be a challenge. The case has also been hurt by the revelation of a romantic relationship between Willis and an attorney she hired as a special prosecutor. On March 15, Judge Scott McAfee declined to throw out the indictment, but he sharply castigated Willis.

Department of Justice: Election Subversion

Special Counsel Smith has also charged Trump with four federal felonies in connection with his attempt to remain in power after losing the 2020 election. This case is in court in Washington, D.C.

When? 
 A grand jury indicted Trump on August 1, 2023. The trial was originally scheduled for March but was frozen while the Supreme Court mulled whether the former president should be immune to prosecution. On July 1, 2024, the justices ruled that a president is immune from prosecution for official but not unofficial acts. They decided that some of Trump's post-election actions were official acts and sent the case back to the trial court to determine others. That likely means several more rounds of argument and appeal and all but ensures that the trial won't begin before the election. As with the other DOJ case, time is of the essence for Smith, because Trump, if reelected, could shut down a case upon taking office in January 2025.

David A. Graham: Trump attempted a brazen, dead-serious attack on American democracy

How grave is the allegation? 
 This case rivals the Fulton County one in importance. It is narrower, focusing just on Trump and a few key elements of the paperwork coup, but the symbolic weight of the U.S. Justice Department prosecuting an attempt to subvert the American election system is heavy.

How plausible is a guilty verdict? 
 It's very hard to say. Smith avoided some of the more unconventional potential charges, including aiding insurrection, and everyone watched much of the alleged crime unfold in public in real time, but no precedent exists for a case like this, with a defendant like this.



Additionally ...

In more than 30 states, cases were filed over whether Trump should be thrown off the 2024 ballot under a novel legal theory about the Fourteenth Amendment. Proponents, including J. Michael Luttig and Laurence H. Tribe in The Atlantic, argued that the former president is ineligible to serve again under a clause that disqualifies anyone who took an oath defending the Constitution and then subsequently participated in a rebellion or an insurrection. They said that Trump's attempt to steal the 2020 election and his incitement of the January 6 riot meet the criteria.

When?
 Authorities in several states ruled that Trump should be removed from the ballot, and the former president appealed to the Supreme Court. The justices ruled unanimously on March 4 that states could not remove Trump from the ballot. The conservative majority (over strenuous liberal objections) also closed the door on a post-election disqualification by Congress without specific legislation.

How grave is the allegation?
 In a sense, the claim made here was even graver than the criminal election-subversion cases filed against Trump by the U.S. Department of Justice and in Fulton County, Georgia, because neither of those cases alleges insurrection or rebellion. But the stakes were also much different--rather than criminal conviction, they concern the ability to serve as president.

What happens next?
 The question of disqualification seems to now be closed, with Trump set to appear on the ballot in every state.
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Something Has Gone Deeply Wrong at the Supreme Court

Jurists who preach fidelity to the Constitution are making decisions that flatly contradict our founding document's text and ideals.

by Akhil Reed Amar




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


Forget Donald Trump. Forget Joe Biden. Think instead about the Constitution. What does this document, the supreme law of our land, actually say about   lawsuits against ex-presidents?

Nothing remotely resembling what Chief Justice John Roberts and five associate  justices declared  in yesterday's disappointing Trump v. United States decision . The Court's curious and convoluted majority opinion turns the Constitution's text and structure inside out and upside down, saying things that are flatly contradicted by the document's unambiguous letter and obvious spirit. 

Imagine a simple hypothetical designed to highlight the key constitutional clauses that should have been the Court's starting point: In the year 2050, when Trump and Biden are presumably long gone, David Dealer commits serious drug crimes and then bribes President Jane Jones to pardon him.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

Is Jones acting as president, in her official capacity, when she pardons Dealer? Of course. She is pardoning qua president. No one else can issue such a pardon. The Constitution expressly vests this power in the president: "The President ... shall have Power to grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offenses against the United States."

But the Constitution also contains express language that a president who takes a bribe can be impeached for bribery and then booted from office: "The President ... shall be removed from Office on Impeachment for, and Conviction of, Treason, Bribery, or other High Crimes and Misdemeanors." And once our hypothetical President Jones has been thus removed and is now ex-President Jones, the Constitution's plain text says that she is subject to ordinary criminal prosecution, just like anyone else: "In cases of Impeachment ... the Party convicted shall ... be liable and subject to Indictment, Trial, Judgment and Punishment, according to Law."

Obviously, in Jones's impeachment trial in the Senate, all sorts of evidence is admissible to prove not just that she issued the pardon but also why she did this--to prove that she had an unconstitutional motive, to prove that she pardoned Dealer because she was bribed to do so. Just as obviously, in the ensuing criminal case, all of this evidence surely must be allowed to come in.

But the Trump majority opinion,  written by Roberts, says otherwise ,  proclaim ing that "courts may not inquire into the President's motives."  In a later footnote all about bribery, the Roberts opinion says that criminal-trial courts are not allowed to "admit testimony or private records of the President or his advisers probing the official act itself. Allowing that sort of evidence would invite the jury to inspect the President's motivations for his official actions and to second-guess their propriety."

  But    such an inspection is     exactly what the Constitution itself plainly calls for   . An impeachment court and, later, a criminal court would have to   determine whether Jones pardoned Dealer because she thought he was innocent, or because she thought he had already suffered enough, or because he put money in her pocket for the very purpose of procuring the pardon. The smoking gun may well be in Jones's diary--her "private records" -- or in a recorded Oval Office conversation with Jones's "advisers," as  was the case in the Watergate scandal   . Essentially, the  Court  in Trump v. United States  is declaring the Constitution itself unconstitutional .   Instead of properly starting with the Constitution's text and structure, the   Court has ended up repealing them  .

In a quid-pro-quo bribery case--money for a pardon--Roberts apparently would allow evidence of the quid (the money transfer) and evidence of the quo (the fact of a later pardon) but not evidence of the pro: evidence that the pardon was given because of the money, that the pardon was motivated by the money. This is absurd.

In the oral argument this past April, one of the Court's best jurists posed the issue well: "Giving somebody money isn't bribery unless you get something in exchange, and if what you get in exchange is [an] official act ... how does [the case] go forward?" The answer, of course, is by allowing evidence of all three legs of the bribery stool--the quid (the money), the quo (the official act), and the pro (the unconstitutional and vicious motive). Yet Roberts's majority opinion entirely misses the thrust of this oral-argument episode.

Claire Finkelstein and Richard W. Painter: Trump's presidential-immunity theory is a threat to the chain of command

This is astonishing, because the impressive jurist who shone in this oral exchange was none other than the chief justice himself. John Roberts, meet John Roberts.

And please meet the John Roberts who has long believed that the judiciary shouldn't be partisan. Over the course of his career, Roberts has repeatedly said that there are no Republican justices or Democratic justices, no Trump justices or Obama justices or Biden justices--there are just justices, period. Yet the   Court  in Trump v. United States  split along sharply partisan lines--six Republican  appointees,   three of whom were named to the Court by Trump himself,  versus three Democrat ic appointees   .  Roberts failed to pull these sides together  .

This is precisely the opposite of what happened in the celebrated    decision United States v. Nixon  , also known as the Nixon-tapes case, in which  the Court --including three justices appointed by Richard Nixon himself--issued a unanimous no-man-is-above-the-law ruling against the president. (A fourth Nixon appointee--William Rehnquist, for whom a young Roberts later clerked--recused himself.) The  opinion    also made clear that presidential conversations with top aides are indeed admissible when part of a criminal conspiracy.

    Yesterday's liberal dissenters came much closer to the constitutional mark, but they, too, made mistakes.  The ir   biggest blunder in Trump was relying on a 1982 case, Nixon v. Fitzgerald, that simply invented out of whole cloth broad immunity for ex-presidents in civil cases. If liberal precedents lacking strong roots in the Constitution, such as Roe v. Wade, are fair game for conservatives, then mistaken conservative precedents  ought to   be fair game for liberals. Fitzgerald made stuff up, and  the liberals should have said  so.

No one is above the law --or, at least, no one should be . Not presidents, not ex-presidents, and not justices either. Because the Constitution itself is our highest law, jurists across the spectrum must prioritize that document's letter and spirit above all else. In Trump v. United States, the Court failed to do this and also failed to live up to America's highest ideals: nonpartisan justice and the rule of law.
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        Anne Applebaum

        November's election has very high stakes: the nature and, indeed, the continued existence of the American republic, at least in the form that we've known it for the past century. Around the world, the United States under a second Trump presidency would cease to be seen as a leading democracy, or as a leader of anything at all. What kind of country elects a criminal and an insurrectionist as its president?If he wins, Donald Trump has said that he wants mass deportations, perhaps carried out by the...

      

      
        Trump's New Racist Insult
        David A. Graham

        Weird things happen on the debate stage--just ask Joe Biden. So when Donald Trump used Palestinian as a slur against the president during last week's debate, it was hard to know whether the insult was planned or just an ad-lib."As far as Israel and Hamas, Israel's the one that wants to go--he said the only one who wants to keep going is Hamas. Actually, Israel is the one. And you should let them go and let them finish the job," Trump said. "He doesn't want to do it. He's become like a Palestinian. ...

      

      
        Do Navigation Apps Think We're Stupid?
        Ian Bogost

        As a hamburger enthusiast, I often need directions to some burger joint I've never tried. Recently, my phone's instructions sent me toward the on-ramp for the interstate. Then the app urged me, in 500 feet, to merge onto the freeway. By that time, though, what else could I have done? Did the app imagine that I might get confused, and turn around instead?Mapping software is incredible. Having instant access to every storefront, building, park, and transit stop on every street, almost anywhere in t...

      

      
        A Native American Declaration of Independence
        Ryan O. Carr

        On November 7, 1785, a group of Native American families gathered in a farmhouse near present-day Deansboro, New York--about 15 miles southwest of Utica--and established a new nation, the first American republic to be founded in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War.The families derived from seven tribes along the Northeastern Seaboard: Narragansett, Niantic, Groton Pequot, Stonington Pequot, Tunxis, Montauk, and Mohegan. They were united by a common Algonquian language, shared traditions, and a d...

      

      
        Joe Biden's 'Cognitive Fluctuations'
        Yasmin Tayag

        Last Thursday was not a good day for Joe Biden. During the president's shaky and at times incoherent debate performance, he appeared weaker and frailer in real time than the American public had ever seen. Friday appears to have been a much better day. At a campaign rally in North Carolina, clips of which his campaign distributed online, the president seemed like an entirely different man. Lively and invigorated, he spoke with a ferocity that had eluded him on the debate stage.Both his supporters ...

      

      
        Declare Your Independence--From Misery
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.On this day, Americans celebrate one of the most famous statements on happiness ever made: the Declaration of Independence's assertion that there is an "unalienable right" to the "pursuit of happiness." The Founders talked a lot about happiness, in fact, and much of their thinking reaches us today through their personal correspondence and other writings.As a happiness specialist, I have always be...

      

      
        What Color Is a Hot Dog?
        Ellen Cushing

        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.Two years ago, I had a conversation that I have thought about almost every day since. Some pals and I were playing a board game, and--don't worry, I will not try to explain the rules of a board game to you here. But suffice it to say, it involved naming colors. And suffice it to say that, in the course o...

      

      
        Who Really Benefits From Remote Work?
        Hanna Rosin

        The prevailing narrative of remote work has often been boiled down to: Workers love it, and bosses hate it. But according to Natalia Emanuel, a labor economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, it may not be that simple.Emanuel co-authored a study looking at software engineers at an unnamed Fortune 500 company where half of the workers were functionally remote. What she found was that each scenario--working remotely or working in the office--had varying trade-offs, depending on an employee's...

      

      
        Biden Must Resign
        Adam Serwer

        Joe Biden must resign the presidency. The last person to do so was Richard Nixon, who left in disgrace after abusing the powers of his office. Nixon had to resign because he led an assault on American democracy. Biden must resign for the opposite reason: to give American democracy its best chance of surviving.The American right has spent every day since Biden was nominated in 2020 presenting him as an incompetent, doddering old fool, incapable of discharging the responsibilities of the office. Bi...

      

      
        The Goal That Saved England
        James Parker

        Did you see it? If you're English, or if you were in England or in the vicinity of an English person, anywhere in the world, you probably saw it: Jude Bellingham's goal last Sunday night in Gelsenkirchen, for England, against Slovakia. A bicycle kick, a backward over-the-head strike, classically executed. A design in air, like something traced swiftly with an angelic fingertip. Clean connection: Bam! Immobilizing the goalkeeper. Funneling time through a point. It was more than beautiful. It was w...

      

      
        Why Trump's Conviction Barely Registered in Polls
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.For more than a year, an invisible asterisk hovered next to Donald Trump's slim but steady polling lead over Joe Biden. Although the dozens of indictments brought against Trump in 2023 hardly hurt his campaign, surveys indicated that a criminal conviction could transform the race.In early April, for example, the polling firm YouGov asked what was then still a hypothetical question: Should a person convicted of a felony be...

      

      
        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 ...

      

      
        America Can't Stop Dieting
        Yasmin Tayag

        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.America is a nation of food cultures so wide-ranging that it's hard to pin down what it means to eat like an American. Is it consuming hot dogs? Burgers? Pizza? Cheese? But maybe nothing is more uniquely American than our relationship with food: We simultaneously obsess over it and strive to eat less.By 1907, one of the first times diet...

      

      
        Hurricane Beryl Is a Terrifying Omen
        Marina Koren

        Hurricane Beryl is an unprecedented storm. It's been at least 173 years since certain parts of the Caribbean have experienced a storm this brutal. Over just a few days, Beryl has ripped through the region, leaving devastation on the islands in its path. The doors and roofs have been torn off homes. Trees have been snapped in half and branches thrown into the street. Cows have been killed in the fields where they grazed. At least six people have died in the storm, and officials expect the number t...

      

      
        In Iran, the Big Winner Is None of the Above
        Arash Azizi

        Since the death in May of President Ebrahim Raisi, Iran has been in the throes of a surprise electoral contest. Not for the first time, one of the loudest campaigns has belonged not to any of the candidates, but to opponents of the regime who advocate boycotting the vote. Among those who refused to vote on June 28 were the Nobel Peace Prize laureates Shirin Ebadi and Narges Mohammadi, the labor leader Esmayil Bakhshi, former Prime Minister Mirhossein Mousavi (under house arrest since 2011 for lea...

      

      
        An Antidote to the Cult of Self-Discipline
        Hillary Kelly

        Procrastination, or the art of doing the wrong things at one specifically wrong time, has become a bugbear of our productivity-obsessed era. Wasting resources? Everybody's doing it! But wasting time? God forbid. Schemes to keep ourselves in efficiency mode--the rebranding of rest into self-care, and of hobbies into side hustles--have made procrastinating a tic that people are desperate to dispel; "life hacks" now govern life. As the anti-productivity champion Oliver Burkeman once put it, "Today's c...

      

      
        Blood and Cheap Thrills in '80s Los Angeles
        David Sims

        When I saw Ti West's X in 2022, I felt refreshed. Yes, his lurid slasher--set in 1979 on a rural farm where an adult-film shoot goes very, very wrong--was hardly the most original movie ever made. West is a technician who specializes in paying tribute to primo trash of yesteryear, be it a VHS "video nasty" (his excellent The House of the Devil) or something more visceral and country-fried, such as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. X combined the latter aesthetic with vintage pornography--a stylish bit of...

      

      
        Doug Emhoff, First Jazz Fan
        David A. Graham

        Whatever its shortcomings, American society has made two unquestionably great contributions to the world: jazz and constitutional democracy. But the two rarely interact.The typical political attitude toward music is exemplified by Richard Nixon's declaration, "If the music is square, it's because I like it square!" Bill Clinton played the saxophone, of course, but his taste veered distressingly into Kenny G territory. Barack Obama paid lip service to jazz but stuck to basics such as A Love Suprem...

      

      
        Is the Biden Bubble Bursting?
        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.Can the Democratic Party break out of the bubble it has created and sustained for so long? Or will it double down on the denial?First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	Anne Applebaum: Time to roll the dice
	John Dean: Richard Nixon would have loved the Court's immunity decision.
	Adam Serwe...

      

      
        What Biden's Stutter Doesn't Explain
        John Hendrickson

        On Sunday morning, Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina tried to cover for President Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance with an explanation that was an extreme reach. "All of us know how stutterers operate," Clyburn said on CNN's State of the Union. He was just the latest Biden supporter to use the president's lifelong stutter as a shield against legitimate public concern, an excuse that many others used across social platforms.One progressive writer complained on X that the reac...

      

      
        Democrats Begin Their Shift From Anxiety to Action
        Ronald Brownstein

        The ground may be starting to shift under President Joe Biden after his scattered and sometimes disoriented debate performance last week.Across the party, widespread agreement is emerging that Biden's chances of beating Donald Trump have dramatically diminished. "No one I have talked to believes Biden is going to win this race anymore: nobody," said one longtime Democratic pollster working in a key battleground state who, like almost all of the party insiders I interviewed for this article, asked...

      

      
        Biden's Delegates Are Flirting With a Breakup
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Almost a week has passed since Joe Biden's feeble debate performance. The president's defenders are sticking with a rehearsed one-two punch: "It was a rough start," they say, but "let's focus on substance." In the opposite corner, Biden's critics are calling on him to bow out while he can still muster a coherent resignation speech.But what of the delegates, numbering nearly 4,000--the actual humans set to nominate the man ...
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Time to Roll the Dice

Biden's party doesn't need to sleepwalk into a catastrophe.

by Anne Applebaum




November's election has very high stakes: the nature and, indeed, the continued existence of the American republic, at least in the form that we've known it for the past century. Around the world, the United States under a second Trump presidency would cease to be seen as a leading democracy, or as a leader of anything at all. What kind of country elects a criminal and an insurrectionist as its president?

If he wins, Donald Trump has said that he wants mass deportations, perhaps carried out by the military--and he could do that. He wants to turn the Department of Justice against his enemies, and he might do that too: Just this week, he reposted a demand that Liz Cheney face a military tribunal merely for opposing him. The Supreme Court has just removed some more guardrails around our imperial presidency, and of course that process could continue, especially if Trump is able to pick more justices. If you think the level of polarization and political chaos in the United States is bad now, wait and see what those changes will bring. And if you think none of this can happen in America, please read the history of Hungary or Venezuela, stable democracies that were destroyed by extremist autocrats.

From the January/February 2024 issue: The specter of family separation

With America focused on its own internal crisis, American alliances in Europe, Asia, and everywhere else could fracture. The network of autocracies led by Russia and China would grow stronger, because their main narrative--democracy is degenerate--would be reinforced by the incoherent, autocratic American president. Ukraine, Taiwan, and South Korea would all be in jeopardy, because the autocratic world knows how to spot weakness and might begin to test boundaries. If Trump puts up across-the-board tariffs, he could destroy the U.S. economy as well.

A political party that cared about the future of America and, indeed, the future of the planet would do everything possible to avoid this fate. The Republicans have already shown us that they do not care and will not stop Trump. Until now, the Democrats have supported Joe Biden, a successful, transformative, and even heroic president, while a coterie of people around him concealed his true condition. Doubts about the 81-year-old president's ability to continue governing were already widespread and are partly responsible for his low approval rating. Since last week's debate, they have been front and center, and there is no reason to believe they will dissipate. On the contrary, the doubts are very likely to grow worse. Every stumble, every forgotten word will reinforce the impression created by the debate. Biden is polling behind Trump now. If he remains the candidate, he is likely to lose.

But this is July. The election is in November. Can anything be done?

Yes. Britain is about to finish a whole election campaign in six weeks. When the final round of voting is held on Sunday, France's current election campaign will have lasted three weeks. The delegates to the Democratic National Convention don't need to sleepwalk into catastrophe. They can demand that Biden release them from their pledge to support him. They can tear up the rule book, just like political parties do in other countries, and carry out a cold-blooded analysis.

Three states are essential to a Democratic presidential victory: Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. All three have popular, successful, articulate Democratic governors. A tactical, strategic political party would pick one of the three as its presidential nominee. The one who performs best on a debate stage, the one with the best polling, or the one who can raise the most money--the criterion doesn't matter. Vice President Kamala Harris and any other candidates who stand a chance of winning those three states would be welcome to join the competition too. Everyone who enters should pledge their support to the winner.

The Democrats can hold a new round of primary debates, town halls, and public meetings from now until August 19, when the Democratic National Convention opens. Once a week, twice a week, three times a week--the television networks would compete to show them. Millions would watch. Politics would be interesting again. After a turbulent summer, whoever emerges victorious in a vote of delegates at the DNC can spend the autumn campaigning in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania--and win the presidency. America and the democratic alliance would be saved.

Read: The Biden-replacement operation

There are risks. The Democrats could gamble and lose. But there are also clear benefits. The Republican convention, due to take place in less than two weeks, would be ruined. Trump and other Republicans wouldn't know the name of their opponent. Instead of spending four days attacking Biden, they would have to talk about their policies, many of which--think corporate subsidies, tax cuts for the rich, the further transformation of the Supreme Court--aren't popular. Their candidate spouts gibberish. He is also old, nearly as old as Biden, and this is his third presidential campaign. Everyone would switch channels in order to watch the exciting Democratic primary debates instead.

By contrast, the Democratic convention would be dramatic--very, very dramatic. Everyone would want to watch it, talk about it, be there on the ground. Tickets would be impossible to get; the national and international media would flock there in huge numbers. Yes, I know what happened in 1968, but that was more than half a century ago. History never repeats itself with precision. The world is a lot different now. There is more competition for attention. An open, exciting convention would command it.

Whoever wins--Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, Vice President Harris, or anyone else--would be more coherent and more persuasive than Trump. He or she would emerge from the convention with energy, attention, hope, and money. The American republic, and the democratic world, might survive. Isn't that worth the gamble?
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Trump's New Racist Insult

The former president's recent attack on Senator Chuck Schumer is like an Everlasting Gobstopper of offense, with new layers emerging one after another.

by David A. Graham




Weird things happen on the debate stage--just ask Joe Biden. So when Donald Trump used Palestinian as a slur against the president during last week's debate, it was hard to know whether the insult was planned or just an ad-lib.

"As far as Israel and Hamas, Israel's the one that wants to go--he said the only one who wants to keep going is Hamas. Actually, Israel is the one. And you should let them go and let them finish the job," Trump said. "He doesn't want to do it. He's become like a Palestinian. But they don't like him, because he's a very bad Palestinian. He's a weak one."

Whether premeditated or improvised, it was one of the low points of the debate for Trump, whose performance was obscured by Biden's disaster but was full of misleading and appalling statements. And the next day, he did it again.

Read: A disaster for Joe Biden

"Look at a guy like Senator [Chuck] Schumer," Trump said the day after the debate, referring to the Senate majority leader. "I've always known him, known him a long time. I come from New York; I knew Schumer. He's become a Palestinian. He's a Palestinian now. Congratulations. He was very loyal to Israel and to Jewish people. He's Jewish. But he's become a Palestinian because they have a couple of more votes or something; nobody's quite figured it out."

This is an Everlasting Gobstopper of offense, with new layers emerging one after another. (Trump, like Willy Wonka, favors oversize ties.) First, there is the idea that calling someone Palestinian is inherently pejorative. Then there is the implication that Schumer is a traitor to his own people. Next is the suggestion that Schumer's opposition to the current Israeli government is a result of his having been bought off--an implication of scheming, an anti-Semitic trope--even though Schumer's criticism of the current government aligns with large portions of Israeli society and military leadership.

Trump has sought to develop a moderate position on the war in Gaza. He doesn't like Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, a former ally, because of perceived personal slights. Trump has suggested at times that the war needs to end quickly, almost shading toward support for a cease-fire. But many in the Republican Party (including Trump's donor base) are extremely hard-line and want to see Hamas flattened no matter the cost in blood. Trump has been more than happy to sit back and watch Democrats feud over the right course in the war.

From the June 2019 issue: An oral history of Trump's bigotry

But sometimes Trump reveals more than he intends. In using Palestinian this way, he's not differentiating between Hamas and civilians, or between Hamas and Fatah, or between Gaza and the West Bank. All Palestinians are the same to him, and they are all contemptible.

The emergence of the insult is reminiscent of another notable Trump remark from the debate. The former president has sought to increase his support among Black voters, especially Black men, but he still doesn't seem to know how to talk about Black people as anything besides an Other. During the debate, he warned that immigrants were "taking Black jobs now," an argument premised on the idea that Black people do low-skill jobs and only low-skill jobs. This should come as little surprise--on The Apprentice, for example, Trump was resistant to Black contestants becoming executives.

These moments are useful for remembering who Trump is. His intense focus on the criminal cases against him and the retribution he hopes to deal out for them has become the center of his campaign, somewhat overshadowing the offensive rhetoric that anchored his 2016 effort. But sometimes the mask slips, and the old Trump is still behind it.
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Do Navigation Apps Think We're Stupid?

Why Apple and Google can't stop map-splaining to their users

by Ian Bogost




As a hamburger enthusiast, I often need directions to some burger joint I've never tried. Recently, my phone's instructions sent me toward the on-ramp for the interstate. Then the app urged me, in 500 feet, to merge onto the freeway. By that time, though, what else could I have done? Did the app imagine that I might get confused, and turn around instead?

Mapping software is incredible. Having instant access to every storefront, building, park, and transit stop on every street, almost anywhere in the world, has changed my life as much as any other single innovation of the cellphone age. But also, mapping software is a little weird. Seemingly random places show up as landmarks in my neighborhood: a Bitcoin ATM, a nearby hotel I'll never stay at. And when I need directions, my app likes to tell me things that no one ever needs to know, such as when to merge onto the freeway from an on-ramp. Why is it so obtuse? Or perhaps the better question is: What makes the software think that I'm obtuse?

Simply put, the maps don't see the world the way the people who use them do. In the data that underlie a digital map, a road network is represented as a bunch of lines. Those lines have a beginning and an end. Seth Spielman, a geographer who worked for a time as a data scientist on Apple Maps, explained to me that a driver often gets instructions from the app at transition points between those segments. When I turn onto the ramp, then merge onto the freeway, I've driven through a pair of segments--and from the map's perspective, I am thus in need of extra guidance. But I don't feel that need at all. From my perspective, just a single phrase--Get on the freeway--would suffice.

Read: The existentialism of GPS

That mismatch of advice is a problem that digital maps have created for themselves. If you started driving before the age of GPS-enabled, app-driven smartphones, you may remember what a traditional road map looked like: lines crossing other lines. A freeway ramp or cloverleaf might be shown in abstract. You'd see how roads connected, and then you'd navigate them on your own.

Maps are always simplifications. But now they simplify a lot less than they used to. "The way the real world is digitally represented creates all of these trivial intersections," Spielman said. That explains why a digital map might instruct you to "continue" down a straight road: If the street name changes, then, from the map's perspective, you've just exited one road and entered another. Don't do anything, your onboard flight computer says. Stay on track by going forward.

The odds of your getting these unhelpful tips goes up in concert with the maps' precision. Apple and Google have surveyed the world in more granular detail than has ever been produced in human history. Camera-topped cars--and sometimes bikes or pedestrians--have captured views of countless streets. Individual buildings, road lanes, and turn signals, along with bike lanes, park paths, and transit lines, are included in the data sets. Apple Maps displays detailed facades of landmarks like Radio City Music Hall. It shows the actual sizes and location of trees in some cities.

All those data points make the mapping apps delightful, even when you aren't using them for navigation. But their sheer exhaustiveness has a downside: It leads to what might be called map-splaining. Spielman showed me a satellite image of the intersection of Arapahoe Avenue and 28th Street, in Boulder, Colorado. It's just a normal intersection of two thoroughfares. In the old days, a map would have depicted it as two lines intersecting; a driver who arrived there would surely not have been confused. But Apple and Google have collected enough data to represent this junction in all of its constituent parts.

The maps know that one road is five lanes wide and the other six; both have medians. They understand that right turns between the streets can be accomplished via dedicated merge lanes that skip the red light. They appreciate that two lanes allow left turns between each of these streets, facilitated by a left-turn-arrow traffic signal. Having all this information helps the maps give their step-by-step instructions: Take the first turn lane from northbound 28th Street, then a quick right into the parking lot for Flatiron Coffee. That level of precision may be convenient for some drivers, but it comes at the price of breaking down the built environment into lots of extra segments and transitions that may trigger the display of useless routing information. Perhaps the software should just be telling you to "go past the light and make a left."

Read: How Google builds its maps

Apple Maps has tried to make its guidance feel more natural, in part by using common, human-sounding phrases. For example: "Go past the light and make a left." This language is intended to replace now-familiar and robotic phrasings such as In 300 yards, turn left. Google Maps is also trying not to be so tortuous or wordy. The software breaks down each route into multiple maneuvers, David Cronin, a senior director on the Google Maps design team, told me. Then it decides which and how many maneuvers a driver or pedestrian needs, how to describe those maneuvers, and what sort of visual and auditory information would best illustrate them. The goal, Cronin said, is to "provide clear and unambiguous instructions without being too verbose."

To achieve that goal, map designers must sometimes intervene and tell the software to ignore portions of its data set. "We recently made a change that stops giving people directions when they need to proceed straight through a traffic circle," Cronin said. In general, though, map-direction algorithms are made to be as broadly applicable as possible. Apple handles route instructions differently for urban versus rural roads, and for highways versus local streets, but its overall approach is broadly similar across its 30 countries and regions. Google does a bit of place-by-place fine-tuning, Cronin said; "there are always tensions to respond to." In India and Southeast Asia, for example, Google Maps provides different routes for two-wheeled vehicles, given their ability to traverse narrower streets than cars.

The data that allow the mapping apps to be so powerful, if also sometimes wonky, are constantly in flux. Google makes 50 million edits to its map per day, according to Cronin, adjusting details such as how roads are classified, where they join, which are closed due to construction, and so forth. All those changes may affect the quality of the apps' instructions, and their propensity to map-splain, in ways that the designers cannot necessarily predict.

They also shape which points of interest will appear on maps. Both Apple and Google will try to show you businesses that are relevant to your current location. These may, at times, seem pretty random: a Lululemon, for example, or a barbeque place. The apps rely on popularity in deciding what to surface--they keep track of all the spots users tap on or route to most often. Spielman told me that, at one point, this criterion caused Apple Maps to show an excess of pizzerias and Chinese takeout restaurants by default, because so many people were tapping on them to order food.

Google, which knows where you live if you give it a home address, might show different points of interest--hotels, perhaps--if you're looking at the map of someplace far away. Apple avoids this use of people's data, making its results more private but also more uniform. Both companies make use of information about how people (or at least their smartphones) traverse space to inform their guidance. These data might be used to evaluate current traffic conditions, for example. Spielman suggested that if a jogger ran across a given street, Apple Maps might be nudged to suggest that crossing at that intersection is more efficient than doing so in other places. Likewise, if someone tapped absentmindedly on a bunch of different bars while waiting for an Uber, those bars might start popping up for other people, on the theory that they're popular.

Popularity also has a way of building on itself. Spielman told me that tech companies sometimes buy or scrape data to get business locations. Data for chains, such as big-box stores and fast-food restaurants, tend to be easier to find and more standardized than information for smaller businesses, giving the chains a boost on maps. Cronin disputed this account. "Our aim is to create a digital representation of the real world, and that real world includes a range of businesses and places," he said, adding that local proprietors and other people can add places to the map. Apple also allows businesses to submit their information to its map. But once a destination has become a point of interest, people may be more inclined to get directions to it, reinforcing its position. Google also puts sponsored points of interest on maps. Cronin explained that those are marked differently--with a rounded square instead of a round pin--but I hadn't noticed that distinction until he pointed it out.

Read: Would you drive an extra five minutes to save the planet?

The growth and spread of mapping data may have some other, occult effects. Cronin said that Google Maps improves people's confidence in moving about the world. But Sara Fabrikant, a geographer at the University of Zurich, told me that this very confidence may be undermining humans' ability to self-orient. When the system fails--say, if your phone dies or you otherwise can't get a signal--the effects of getting "lost" are graver than they were before: It leads to confusion and delay, she told me, and eventually the loss of confidence in one's capacity to navigate.

The technology companies hope that any social or cognitive downsides of mapping apps could be remedied by better features in the apps themselves. Cronin acknowledged that the maps may inhibit people from exploring, and in that way learning more about the world around them. But he said that new technologies, such as an augmented-reality street view with superimposed walking directions, could encourage pedestrians to way-find in the actual world, looking at their phone for guidance only when they need to. Google is also testing the idea of showing detailed previews of the end of a route, so drivers can work out ahead of time where they might look for parking, for example. Cronin suggested that this approach might support the skill of spatial planning. Apple, meanwhile, hopes that calling out waypoints, showing a user which way to go, and teaching them how to do it counts as its own form of geographical education.

But new features may just as well encourage more complacency. "I think most people are just conditioned by the apps and accept how they work and thus don't complain," Spielman said. Because, on the whole, what is there to complain about? Mapping apps and the turn-by-turn instructions they provide are fantastic, and their quirks are easily forgotten. After spending so many years being told to merge onto a freeway when, as a driver, I could do literally nothing else, I'd eventually stopped hearing it. Map-splaining is just another part of driving, hiding in the background. Now I'm at the stoplight for the freeway on-ramp; now I'm turning left; now I'm getting on the freeway; now I'm on the freeway. Me and my map app, there's nowhere we can't go.
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A Native American Declaration of Independence

The revolutionary fervor of the Northeastern Seaboard was not limited to the European colonists.

by Ryan O. Carr




On November 7, 1785, a group of Native American families gathered in a farmhouse near present-day Deansboro, New York--about 15 miles southwest of Utica--and established a new nation, the first American republic to be founded in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War.

The families derived from seven tribes along the Northeastern Seaboard: Narragansett, Niantic, Groton Pequot, Stonington Pequot, Tunxis, Montauk, and Mohegan. They were united by a common Algonquian language, shared traditions, and a desire to distance themselves from the colonial chaos of their coastal homelands. Their founding moment was recorded in the diary of one of the group's leaders, a minister from the Mohegan nation named Samson Occom. "Now we proceeded to form into a Body Politick," he wrote. "We Named our Town by the Name of Brotherton, in Indian Eeyawquittoowauconnuck." The tribe established a governing committee to be reelected yearly, appointed various officials, and commenced the business of self-government. Soon after, their counterparts in Philadelphia started doing the same under their new federal Constitution.

One of these foundings eventually became much more famous than the other. But as a historian and teacher of early-American culture and politics, I've found that knowing about both can upend some common misconceptions concerning the Revolutionary era. The United States founding was undoubtedly a momentous event in world history, but it happened on a continent where other communities were seeking independence at the same time. If the Revolutionary era marked a "birth of freedom," per President Abraham Lincoln's famous metaphor, then the United States was not the only baby in the delivery ward.

Brothertown and the United States were born less than a decade apart and, by 1800, readily acknowledged each other's sovereignty. As the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) later put it, the Brothertown founders had created a "tribal political entity," and the federal government "recognized a relationship between that entity and the United States." Today, the Brothertown Indian Nation still abides by its founding traditions. It still has a tribal council and a judiciary, the Peacemakers, which settles disputes under the Brothertown constitution. Brothertown citizens celebrate November 7 as the founding day of their national autonomy, much as U.S. citizens celebrate July 4, 1776. The tribe also has officers and cultural institutions for communicating with outsiders, including academics like me. When I was researching my book about Occom, I emailed a tribal historian and was invited to attend a book club on Brothertown history that I still go to most Wednesdays.

Jeffrey Rosen: The Founders' guide to happiness

Only after several years of conversation with my friends there did I start to wrap my mind around the significance of a Native American founding in the Revolutionary Northeast. This is partly because of the way historians typically periodize the American story, with the founding era bookended by the pre-1776 "colonial period" (as if this had ever ended) and the early republic, a schema that makes the U.S. government the only relevant actor. But it's also because non-Native Americans tend to assume that the history of Native nations must stretch back into the mists of precolonial time. Native people aren't supposed to "found" their nations, and certainly not in 1785. Those nations are supposed to be passed down, from generation to generation, and get interrupted by upstarts like the United States.

Brothertown defies these expectations of Indigenous otherness. But here's the crucial point: That doesn't mean that Brothertown, which was created as a refuge from colonialism, ever wanted to emulate Great Britain or the United States. To be sure, Brothertown and the United States were born around the same time and, as members of the same political "generation," share certain traits. But the Brothertown founders created their "Body Politick" to solve very different problems from those the American Revolutionaries faced.

Let's start by considering what the U.S. Declaration of Independence was for. As the historian David Armitage has argued, its main purpose was to get the United States recognized as a sovereign state in the sphere of international law. In 1776, the colonial rebels required two things to win their war against their mother country: military allies and access to credit. They could expect neither so long as Great Britain was sovereign over them. Hence the need for the 13 colonies "to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature's God entitle them."

This kind of rhetoric is almost entirely absent from the proclamations, treaties, and laws enacted by the Brothertown Nation in the first half century of its existence. Declaring independence, for Brothertown, didn't require appealing to some international tribunal or the "opinions of mankind." It was primarily about creating a new home: a political space where tribal members could self-govern and settle disputes.

That's not to say the Brothertown founders lacked a foreign policy. Diplomacy, after all, was a major part of Native life, and had been since long before the arrival of Europeans. In the 150 years or so leading up to the establishment of Brothertown, Northeastern tribes had developed a complex web of relationships with the British Crown. Sometimes diplomacy was a matter of straightforward treaty-making, sovereign to sovereign. Occasionally, tribes affirmed allegiance to Great Britain, but this was almost always done provisionally: "upon condition of His Majesties' royal protection, and righting us of what wrong[s] us, or may be done unto us," as one Narragansett declaration from 1643 put it. The advantage of acknowledging the jurisdiction of a distant monarch was that it gave the tribes legal standing equal to (or better than) that of colonists. Being "subjects unto the same King" in the years before the American Revolution, as the historian Jenny Hale Pulsipher has shown, was typically better than squaring off directly against colonial greed and malice. From this point of view, the Revolution was a disaster for Native people, because it deprived them of one of their most effective legal strategies.

Even so, the tribes of the Northeastern Seaboard expressed little nostalgia for the British after their defeat. Although Brothertown's parent tribes sometimes benefited from the protection of the British sovereign, they never aspired to full participation in the commonwealth. Nor did they see themselves as bound by "social contracts" of the kind theorized by European philosophers. Among tribal nations, political allegiances were fluid. A sachem (an Algonquian term for "chief") who betrayed the interest of his tribe could easily find himself rejected by his people. This was what happened in the 1760s and '70s, when the Mohegan sachem Ben Uncas III oversaw the leasing of tribal lands, allegedly in collusion with the governing assembly of Connecticut Colony. In a petition to the Crown's appointed governor, the tribal council declared that "the English intend to Continue him as a Sachem over us, but we have a Law and a Custom to make a Sachem over us Without the help of any People or Nation in the World, and When he makes himself unworthy of his Station we put him down--ourselves."

Even though the Mohegans said it was "a Law and a Custom" to live this way, by U.S. standards, their concept of sovereignty was remarkably nonlegalistic--in a way that's worth appreciating at this time of year, especially, when U.S. citizens traditionally celebrate their republic's founding documents. Today, we understand the United States Constitution as the "supreme law of the land" as ratified through official public procedures. But in the 18th century, the term constitution more commonly referred to a whole way of life, as in the "ancient constitution" sometimes described as the unwritten source of English law. Tribal constitutions were described in similar terms; having a sachem who sold out the tribe was unconstitutional in the sense of being incompatible with the Mohegan way of life. Native constitutions were culturally embedded to a degree that the U.S. Constitution, which was purpose-built to govern a society of factions "actuated by different sentiments and views," wasn't.

Historians are finally beginning to confront the hard fact that the U.S. Constitution rules over Native nations as a kind of imperial law. This is ironic, given the "anti-colonial" ambitions of the U.S. rebels against British rule. Arguably, however, the "constitution of American colonialism" (to borrow a phrase from the legal scholar Maggie Blackhawk) has more in common with the imperial law of ancient Rome than that of early modern Britain. Like Roman imperial law, U.S. law since the 1970s has allowed for the flourishing of multiple "sub-political groups," each with its own national culture, under its sovereign jurisdiction. Like Rome, too, the U.S. has turned the determination of Native nationhood into a question of imperial administration. Today, the BIA, a division of the Department of the Interior within the executive branch, gets to decide which Native tribes are "sovereign" from the perspective of federal law--regardless, in many cases, of what tribes say about themselves.

Kelli Mosteller: For Native Americans, land is more than just the ground beneath their feet

The case of Brothertown is instructive here. The U.S. dealt with Brothertown as a sovereign tribal nation until 1839, when an act of Congress granted the tribe's members U.S. citizenship while declaring that "their power of making or executing their own laws, usages, or customs, as such tribe, shall cease." (Note how Congress denied Brothertown's power to make "customs" as well as "laws," which seems to acknowledge the cultural embeddedness of tribal sovereignty, even as it denies tribal sovereignty with an authority transcending culture.) Then, in the late 20th century, Brothertown appealed to BIA to get its federal recognition reinstated, arguing that the 1839 act didn't really "terminate" the tribe's sovereignty. Over successive presidential administrations, BIA went back and forth on the question, deciding most recently (in 2012) that Brothertown had, in fact, been congressionally terminated. The nation's sovereignty under federal law now hinges on whether Congress can be persuaded to reverse its 19th-century mistake.

Brothertown is doing everything it can to get its recognition restored, one of many tasks that make up the daily business of tribal government. Like other Native Americans, the people of Brothertown are fighting for sovereignty in the context of an empire that claims a monopoly over the meaning of Native nationhood. The persistence of Brothertown, from the Revolutionary period to today, shows that claim to be false. Brothertown declared its independence in 1785, and it's been independent ever since.
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Joe Biden's 'Cognitive Fluctuations'

Which version of the president will show up next?

by Yasmin Tayag




Last Thursday was not a good day for Joe Biden. During the president's shaky and at times incoherent debate performance, he appeared weaker and frailer in real time than the American public had ever seen. Friday appears to have been a much better day. At a campaign rally in North Carolina, clips of which his campaign distributed online, the president seemed like an entirely different man. Lively and invigorated, he spoke with a ferocity that had eluded him on the debate stage.



Both his supporters and detractors have turned this yo-yoing into a talking point that has come up frequently in the days since the debate: The president has good days and bad days. Biden himself has said that he "didn't have my best debate night," and his press secretary spun the performance as the result of a cold rather than "an episode." Indeed, earlier this year, at the State of the Union, Biden appeared much more lucid.



Many people have pointed to Biden's inconsistencies as indicative of something more serious, and the challenge--perhaps the insurmountable challenge for the White House--is that it is unclear which version of Biden will show up next. The president is slated to appear in an interview with ABC's George Stephanopoulos on Friday, and as The New York Times reported earlier today, Biden understands that another bad performance may doom his candidacy. There are many reasons a person could swing between good days and bad days. Some of them are benign. Some of them are threatening a presidency.



At 81, some cognitive unevenness is to be expected. It's also to be expected for Donald Trump, who is 78. The brain slows down as a person gets older, Steven P. Woods, a psychology professor at the University of Houston, told me. Learning and remembering don't come as easily as they used to. Flubbing a word here or there is one thing. But executive functioning--higher-order processes that enable planning and cognitive flexibility--tends to decline too. As a result, cognition becomes less consistent. The notion of good versus bad days falls under a scientific category encompassing spontaneous changes in attention and consciousness: cognitive fluctuations. As people get older, they may experience more frequent and more significant fluctuations than before. Parts of the brain involved in learning and complex functions can shrink, and communication among certain neurons can break down.



The big question, Woods said, is "what happens when fluctuations become abnormal?" What constitutes unusual cognitive variability depends entirely on the person's overall health. A brief decline in energy or focus isn't, on its own, a cause for concern, Woods said. Needing the occasional nap would not by itself render someone unfit for the nation's highest office. But it could be a problem if accompanied by consistent cognitive shifts, significant medical changes, or impairments to daily life. "If you have a fluctuation where you're no longer able to manage your day-to-day, even for a period of time, that would be abnormal to me," Jeremy Pruzin, a cognitive-behavioral neurologist at Banner Alzheimer's Institute, told me.



Not all fluctuations caused by aging are that severe. But age is a risk factor for conditions that can worsen fluctuations, such as dementia and neurodegenerative diseases. Brain trauma, certain infectious diseases, and mood disorders are also associated with those changes. Fluctuation can take place within days, not just between them: Sundowning, largely associated with Alzheimer's disease, refers to cognitive issues that arise in the late afternoon and early evening.



A bad day can be part of a constellation of symptoms. In people with Parkinson's disease, for example, cognitive fluctuations can accompany a soft voice, a shuffling gait, an inability to move fluidly, and a decrease in facial expression, Pruzin said. Cognitive fluctuations are also the cardinal feature of Lewy body disease, a type of dementia. According to Pruzin, people with this illness can "seem rather out of it for periods of time, then seemingly back to or close to normal within the course of hours or a day."



Biden has not reported having any of these ailments. After an annual physical in February, the president's doctor said he was "fit for duty," though Biden was not administered a cognitive test. But after last week, it's entirely understandable that many Americans are asking whether something more serious is wrong with the president.

Biden's cognitive variability isn't necessarily a sign of illness, or even old age. "We all experience good days and bad days," regardless of age, Alexandra Fiocco, a psychology professor at Toronto Metropolitan University, told me. People misplace their coffee cups, forget the names of their colleagues, stare blankly at laptops. Nobody can be "on" all the time. Fluctuations are just part of "normal human cognition," Woods said.



External factors, such as lack of sleep, low physical activity, high stress, and certain prescription medications, can play a role. The effects of a spoiled tuna sandwich or a bad breakup can easily derail cognition. Some people naturally experience more fluctuations than others--psychologists call this "intra-individual variability"--owing to many variables, including differences in biology and brain pathology.



Unfortunately for voters, there are more questions than answers about what caused Biden's bad night. You can't gauge cognitive variability based on a few media appearances, or even a prolonged debate. Usually, doing so requires a battery of tests and long-term observation. There is a tendency to assume that older adults have dementia when less dire factors, such as lack of sleep and dehydration, may be at play, Fiocco told me. It takes the whole picture "to determine whether somebody's just having a bad day, or if this dramatic bad day is part of a broader syndrome related to a disease," Pruzin noted.



The public's skepticism about Biden's health is understandable. U.S. presidents have a record of keeping Americans in the dark about their health woes. See also: Grover Cleveland, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Certainly, it's possible that Biden didn't get enough sleep, was especially stressed, or was impaired by a cold, as his team said last Thursday. But that possibility can coexist with another: He is just old.
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Declare Your Independence--From Misery

America's Founders knew that the pursuit of happiness involved personal liberation.

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.

On this day, Americans celebrate one of the most famous statements on happiness ever made: the Declaration of Independence's assertion that there is an "unalienable right" to the "pursuit of happiness." The Founders talked a lot about happiness, in fact, and much of their thinking reaches us today through their personal correspondence and other writings.

As a happiness specialist, I have always been puzzled by something about this early-American happiness advice. It almost always seems defined in the negative, focusing on what to abstain from or avoid in life and on the need to moderate natural urges. Finally, it dawned on me that, as wise as they were, the Founders were mixing up getting happier with minimizing the sources of unhappiness.

This distinction is not hair-splitting. As I have written previously, negative and positive emotions are separable and measurable. (You can take a test of your own levels here to see where your greater challenge resides.) In fact, it is fair to say that the early American philosophy is not about learning how to enjoy life, find satisfaction, or discover life's meaning. It is about clearing away the self-imposed sources of misery that make pursuing happiness difficult or impossible.

Today is a good day to look at a few of the lessons embedded in this important distinction. If your unhappiness is higher than it should be, or if you feel you are getting in your own way too much, this 248-year-old wisdom might be just what you're looking for.

Arthur C. Brooks: The meaning of life is surprisingly simple

A useful approach to understanding the attitudes of America's Founders toward well-being can be found in Jeffrey Rosen's new book, The Pursuit of Happiness: How Classical Writers on Virtue Inspired the Lives of the Founders and Defined America. Rosen shows that these men believed that well-being came from tranquility of mind, and that self-management and avoidance of temptations was the way to achieve this tranquility. Further, they believed that successful self-government relies on personal self-government. In other words, a prerequisite for a successful country is that we individually avail ourselves of our unalienable right--although today's America has a more inclusive and expansive notion of who has such rights than the Founders envisioned.

In their various writings, the Founders went into considerable detail about how precisely to do this. Over and over, they emphasized how important were the stumbling blocks that come from human excess and egotistical tendencies. These primal urges might give us a short-term edge in survival or gene propagation but, they feared, would also lead to turbulence, conflict, and insecurity. Here are four examples drawn from their work.

1. Curb your appetites.
 No survey of American wisdom could skip over the legendary aphorisms of Benjamin Franklin, who composed one of the most famous self-improvement books in history in the form of his autobiography. "To Temperance he ascribes his long-continued health," he writes (referring to himself in the third person), and "to Industry and Frugality," he attributes "the early easiness of his circumstances and acquisition of his fortune." This could easily be interpreted as Franklin advising that good health and economic prosperity are secrets to happiness. In fact, he is asserting the negative: that poor health due to excess and poverty from wasteful spending are avoidable sources of misery.

Franklin was spot on. To begin with, many sorts of intemperance are associated with unhappiness. For example, in the past, nearly 64 percent of alcohol-dependent people have been found to be depressed. No doubt, many depressed people self-medicate with alcohol, but the evidence suggests that the causality generally works in reverse: Excessive drinking provokes the depression. And regarding money, much evidence shows that going into particular types of deep debt can lead to depression and anxiety. In other words, managing your vices is protective against unhappiness.

David Frum: The other July 4

2. Don't think you're so great.
 The Founders would definitely disapprove of our cult of self-esteem, which aims to bolster motivation and confidence through affirmations of one's own excellence. John Adams, in particular, had harsh words for excessive egotism, in no small part because he was acutely aware that this was his personal Achilles' heel, which held him back as a statesman. "Oh! that I could ... conquer my natural Pride and Self Conceit," he wrote in his private diary. "How happy should I then be." Adams was correct in his self-assessment--as Rosen notes, he was widely pilloried "as one of the most self-regarding men of his age."

Greater humility might have made Adams happier, but it certainly would have helped him be less unhappy, according to research by psychologists published in 2016. In a sample of more than 3,000 Americans, the researchers found that personal humility--learning from others, acknowledging one's limitations, being excited at the success of a friend--strongly predicts lower levels of anxiety and depression. The authors also noted that the mechanism behind this is that humility moderates the ill-effect of stressful life events.

3. Avoid idleness.
 The Founders were high-achieving types--none more so than Thomas Jefferson, who was simultaneously a statesman, a diplomat, a lawyer, an architect, and a philosopher. His pursuit of happiness--or, rather, his avoidance of misery--focused on avoiding idleness, and he clearly believed that the formula worked for everyone. As he wrote in a 1787 letter to his daughter Martha, "A mind always employed is always happy." But then he clarified: "The idle are the only wretched."

Scholars have inquired into boredom over the years, with mixed findings. On the one hand, being bored can prompt a person to reflect on life in useful ways. On the other hand, ennui may be associated with poor productivity, bad mental health, even physical problems. But when it comes to idleness, as opposed to boredom--that is: having nothing to do, or experiencing low engagement in tasks at hand--Jefferson was clearly right. Being idle is associated with depression, as well as loss of control and competence. We can overcompensate and make ourselves too busy to avoid idleness, and that is also a danger for well-being. But staying occupied with meaningful tasks is a guard against misery.

4. Shun the limelight.
 If you are at all in the public eye, and no matter how virtuous you are, one idol is almost irresistible: fame. In The Federalist Papers ("No. 72"), Alexander Hamilton calls the desire for recognition "the ruling passion of the noblest minds." But a miserable passion it is, leading to frustration. Indeed, more than a century earlier, the poet John Milton observed that fame leads those who strive for great things to "scorn delights and live laborious days."

Celebrity, like other earthly rewards such as wealth and power, seems desirable possibly because of an evolutionary imperative to survive and pass on our genes, which is easier to do when one has higher status in a community. But that urge is anachronistic in a more advanced, globalized world, where "fame" means simply being known by millions of strangers--which has little utility in evolutionary terms. Still, the urge persists--and can even be called a form of addiction today, one that leads, as addictions generally do, to misery.

Read: The best Fourth of July movie: 'Independence Day,' obviously

The Founders' broader message is clear: The independence we seek as people with a God-given right to pursue our happiness goes beyond freedom from an external tyrant such as King George III. True independence involves release from the subjugation of personal urges and weaknesses. We must stand up to our destructive desires to spend more than we have, to drink more than we should, to admire our own image, to fritter away our time, to seek the admiration of others.

George Washington summarized this adroitly in a letter to his mother: "Happiness depends more upon the internal frame of a persons own mind--than on the externals in the world." Indeed, to follow and honor the Founders, a good way to celebrate this Independence Day might just be to declare yourself independent of the inner tyrant that wants to subjugate you to your unhappy impulses.
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What Color Is a Hot Dog?

Red, brown, or something else entirely?

by Ellen Cushing




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.


Two years ago, I had a conversation that I have thought about almost every day since. Some pals and I were playing a board game, and--don't worry, I will not try to explain the rules of a board game to you here. But suffice it to say, it involved naming colors. And suffice it to say that, in the course of the game, my friend Estelle, an otherwise-bright young lady with a promising future ahead of her, revealed that in her mind's eye, "hot dog" was a color somewhere between a late-summer tomato and a new brick.

It was one of those moments that reminds you how fundamentally unknowable other people really are, and that even our basic material reality is, at the end of the day, a fiction. Since then, I have been a little haunted by it, and in turn have haunted other people. I've asked strangers and friends alike what they think; no one has agreed, and everyone has been at best slightly dumbstruck and at worst actively disturbed by the question. Sometimes it seems like modern life, especially life on the internet, is just one inconsequential food argument after another until you die, but this felt different--more unsettled, and also somehow darker. The hot dog is the most American food. What does it mean if we can't agree on something as basic and low-stakes as what color it is?

ChatGPT told me that hot dogs are "brownish." Claude, Anthropic's AI assistant, said "pinkish-brown." My colleagues described them, when asked, as, variously, red, brown, dark pink, "pink with a spray tan," and, sorry, flesh. A 2022 Tasting Table article takes for granted their "prominent pink" hue, but Nathan's Famous instructs home cooks to be looking for "that perfect brownish-red color." The hot dogs that race for glory at my local minor-league-baseball stadium are definitely brown, but online, you can buy a hot-dog mascot costume the exact color of a maraschino cherry. Using Photoshop's Eyedropper tool and a color database, my colleague Alan Taylor, a senior photo editor, discovered that a photo of hot dogs he'd found online was a mostly red color called "Ecstasy"(!). But according to Pantone's color-swatching phone app, the mass-market franks at my corner grocery store are the closest match with "Brass Knuckles," a sort of coppery color that is defined by the Encycolorpedia as being, if you can believe this, a member of the orange family.

It gets worse. Even the people who have devoted their intellectual lives to tube meat and/or what color things are couldn't point me any closer to consensus. Jamie Loftus, the author of Raw Dog: The Naked Truth About Hot Dogs, told me hot dogs were brown. Maureen Ogle, the author of In Meat We Trust: An Unexpected History of Carnivore America, strongly believes that they are pink. Eric Mittenthal, the president of the National Hot Dog and Sausage Council, described them as red, and then caveated that he wasn't a color expert. Donna Frasca, an actual color expert, asked if I was "serious with this question," told me it was "complicated," and then hung up on me.

In a sense, Frasca was the most correct. It is complicated. All color perception is subjective, affected by biology, language, and culture--try asking what color a tennis ball is at your next social gathering and let me know how it goes. And hot dogs aren't a fixed entity, as much as we may think of them that way: Unlike most other packaged foods, they are not a single product made by a single company with a single recipe, but rather a whole category with plenty of variation. (For example, the dogs many Americans, particularly those in North Carolina and Maine, chow down on today will be genuinely, incontrovertibly Estelle-style red, made by beloved regional companies using food coloring, as was common nationwide until the 1970s. My friend Kaitlyn, meanwhile, grew up eating white hot dogs in Western New York.) Their color can be affected by a whole host of factors: additives, curing agents, the type of casing they're in, how long they've been exposed to oxygen, how long they are cooked.

I suspect those curing agents are largely to blame for some of the confusion here, and also for why this question makes people so disoriented. Many hot dogs are treated using nitrites, which very helpfully inhibit bacterial growth but also happen to change how the protein myoglobin, found in some animal muscles, functions. In uncured red meat, oxygen binds to myoglobin, which turns it bright red. But over time, as the meat is continually exposed to air, the oxygen molecules break free, and iron oxidation turns the meat brownish-gray. Nitrites also bond to myoglobin and turn it red, but they bond much more stably than oxygen. As a result, hot dogs stay redder longer--and defy our most basic understanding of how meat is supposed to look. They disrupt what my colleague Ian Bogost calls "the raw/cooked dyad": "In our hearts, I believe we want cooked meat to be 'brown,'" he told me in an email, after confessing that he had lost sleep the night I asked the hot-dog question. (His final answer: "Hot dogs are hot dog in color.") "But we also know hot dogs are red (or red-pink at least). So the hot-dog color issue is particularly charged."

I would never disrespect hot dogs, but I think we can all agree that they are pretty weird. They are a color quite literally not allowed by nature. Their texture--pliant, uniform, snappy, springy, soft but also kind of ... hard ...?--is unlike just about anything else on Earth, and certainly at the grocery store. They are the subject of some of the most pointless arguments and fiercest opinions in human history--Loftus told me someone once threatened to kill her over her hot-dog order. They are a singular icon, both in the semiotic sense and in the more literal sense: They're the only food I can think of that is also a famous car, or that we commonly pay people to dress up as at baseball games. They are a metaphor, and they are lunch. They are, Loftus told me, an "innocuous thing that comes with all this loaded meaning--it's tied to your relationship to your childhood and your family, and your relationship to how you feel about living in America, to meat, to masculinity. I firmly believe that you can start on hot dogs and end anywhere, because it's such a potent, bizarro symbol." One that is, for the record, brown.

Related:

	An all-American hot-dog controversy
 	How the chili dog transcended America's divisions




Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Declare Your Independence--From Misery

By Arthur C. Brooks

On this day, Americans celebrate one of the most famous statements on happiness ever made: the Declaration of Independence's assertion that there is an "unalienable right" to the "pursuit of happiness." The Founders talked a lot about happiness, in fact, and much of their thinking reaches us today through their personal correspondence and other writings.
 As a happiness specialist, I have always been puzzled by something about this early-American happiness advice.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


New York Times Co. / Hulton Archive / Getty



Watch. These 30 films flout convention and are unlike anything you've seen before, David Sims writes.

Read. "So--," a poem by Daniel Halpern:

"You were that person / With / I shared those moments / With / That at the time / Had meaning only of the moment"

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Who Really Benefits From Remote Work?

A study finds that it depends on age, gender, and job experience.

by Hanna Rosin




The prevailing narrative of remote work has often been boiled down to: Workers love it, and bosses hate it. But according to Natalia Emanuel, a labor economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, it may not be that simple.

Emanuel co-authored a study looking at software engineers at an unnamed Fortune 500 company where half of the workers were functionally remote. What she found was that each scenario--working remotely or working in the office--had varying trade-offs, depending on an employee's age, experience, gender, and more.

So was the Great Remote-Work Experiment a success? That's what the first episode of The Atlantic's Good on Paper podcast--hosted by Jerusalem Demsas--dives into.

This week, Radio Atlantic is showcasing that episode, with an introduction by me.

Listen to the conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, I have in the studio with me Jerusalem Demsas, who is the new host of a new Atlantic show called Good on Paper. Jerusalem, welcome to the show.

Jerusalem Demsas: Hi. Thanks for having me again. I'm so excited.

Rosin: Sure. Okay, Jerusalem. I have a very Jerusalem question for you: Have you, in your personal life, ever had a good-on-paper moment? Like, a thing you thought was good on paper that, when you actually executed it or told your friends about it, it just was not.

Demsas: Yeah. Well, when being asked this question, I'm realizing how hard of a question it can be to answer.

Rosin: Yeah.

Demsas: The thing that comes to my mind is--I was very young. I must have been 11 or something, or 12 years old, and I was really into rollerblading. I feel like, anyone who was a kid anytime in either the '90s or the early aughts--there were roller-skating-rink parties all the time. Roller rinks were just common.

And so I loved doing that. And then, I was watching that TV show Rocket Power, which is really popular. And I got a skateboard. And in my head--because I was young--I didn't think about, like, this is an entirely different sport. I was just like, These are the same things. This is the same family of sport activity. I'm amazing at this one, so I'm going to be fantastic at this other; no problem.

And my mom was--I remember vividly--she's just like, Start slow. Don't do anything weird. And in my little kid brain, I was just like, She doesn't get it. I'm a star.

Rosin: (Laughs.)
 
 Demsas: There's no problems here. The first thing I do--it's probably a relatively small hill now as an adult, but at the time, it felt like a big hill. And I just take my skateboard, stand on it, and I just go down the hill, and immediately break my wrist.

Rosin: Oh.

Demsas: I immediately break my wrist. (Laughs.) I remember it was so funny; I have this vivid memory of being in the backseat of the car. I'm crying. My head must have been in my sister's lap, because my mom was driving. And I'm just in shock. I'm like, How could that have happened? I'm a rollerblader. 

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Demsas: How did I break my wrist here? And yeah, I never set foot on a skateboard ever again. So low resilience, low resilience.

Rosin: That's amazing because all of the good-on-paper concepts are in that story.

Demsas: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Truly. Because you didn't do anything wrong. You had really good intentions. You had some amount of expertise and knowledge. You weren't a total idiot. You kind of knew what you were talking about. You made a leap of faith, which seems understandable. You're like, Okay, I can do this one thing, so I'm going to be able to do the other thing. And yet the whole thing is a disaster.

Demsas: Oh, yeah. Yeah. It's very funny because I have not actually broken a bone outside of this one moment. And I always thought of myself as someone who liked to take risks. But after that, I was like, No, you're not. You don't take risks. You take very, very calculated steps that may not be the steps other people would take, but you're not getting on a skateboard again.

Rosin: Well, your show, Good on Paper--I feel like, in other hands, it could be arrogant. It could be like, You idiots who don't know what you're talking about. But, as we see from this story, it actually is okay, because you know when you did that too.

Demsas: Yeah.

Rosin: So it's not just pointing fingers at other people. You're like, We all do this.

Demsas: Totally.

Rosin: We all have these ideas we think are amazing. And then they're not. It happens.

Demsas: I also think, in many ways, too--part of what the show is trying to do is--Why is it that we thought this was good in the first place? is a huge part of the show. Because it tells you something both about how people or scientists or politicians think about a problem and also, it helps you revise in the future, because everything that we've tried--well, some things have been bad on paper, but most things people try are good on paper for a reason. And so you're going to make this mistake again.

Even times in the show where we're like, Okay, well, now we feel like we know the answer because of this research or that research, in 20 years, there could be some other Atlantic journalist continuing in the 20th iteration of this show, going, Actually, that was also something that was good on paper at the time. So I agree. I think a lot of it has to do with how to develop an intellectual humility without losing the ability to make arguments, right?

Rosin: Well, listeners, Jerusalem has an amazing new show called Good on Paper, and I'm going to let her introduce it to you.

Good on Paper episode audio


[Music]

Rosin: So that was the first episode of The Atlantic's Good on Paper podcast, hosted by Jerusalem Demsas.

Links to subscribe are in the show notes for this episode, or you can just search your podcast app for Good on Paper. There are already several other great episodes in the feed--about whether young men are really becoming more sexist; about who really protests and why; and more to come.

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Biden Must Resign

If the president wants to protect American democracy, he should hand over his office to Kamala Harris.

by Adam Serwer




Joe Biden must resign the presidency. The last person to do so was Richard Nixon, who left in disgrace after abusing the powers of his office. Nixon had to resign because he led an assault on American democracy. Biden must resign for the opposite reason: to give American democracy its best chance of surviving.

The American right has spent every day since Biden was nominated in 2020 presenting him as an incompetent, doddering old fool, incapable of discharging the responsibilities of the office. Biden's task at the first presidential debate, on Thursday, was to dismiss those allegations as mere smears, as he did in 2020. Instead, he confirmed that he has aged dramatically over the past four years. Biden was very old to begin with, and at the debate he appeared far more visibly diminished than he has in the past.

Read: It wasn't just the debate

Subsequent reporting has confirmed that Biden's condition is worse than Democrats had been willing to publicly admit. Yesterday, The New York Times reported that "in the weeks and months before President Biden's politically devastating performance on the debate stage in Atlanta, several current and former officials and others who encountered him behind closed doors noticed that he increasingly appeared confused or listless, or would lose the thread of conversations." Similar claims have been reported elsewhere.

Now, perhaps it really was just a bad night, and Biden remains as sharp as he was in 2020. If that's the case, then he should be able to make the kind of public appearances necessary to quell these complaints. If he proves himself capable of doing so, I'll happily acknowledge error. But after a week of disastrous coverage about his mental fitness, he has not. That is unavoidably ominous.

Biden was behind in the polls prior to the debate. A strong performance might have calmed fears about his age rather than confirming them, and although it remains early, polls taken after the debate show his support softening. As the political scientist Lee Drutman writes, "Biden's debate performance has, of course, cemented the number one concern that most voters have about re-electing him: he is way too old to be president. Once a negative impression sets in, it takes much more work to dislodge that impression."

The Trumpified Supreme Court's decision on Monday granting imperial powers to any president unscrupulous enough to use them has raised the stakes of the election tremendously, and they were already too high. As it stands, Donald Trump's advisers are already indicating that a Trump victory in November would result in not the inauguration of a president but the coronation of a caesar. If Trump wins, he will have the presidency Nixon wanted, one in which nothing the president does is illegal. Kevin Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, which aspires to staff a future Trump administration, has made clear that the MAGA right contemplates using this newfound imperial power to employ political violence against its opposition. "We are in the process of the second American Revolution, which will remain bloodless if the left allows it to be," Roberts told the far-right network Real America News. Trump's supporters seem less to wish to govern than to rule indefinitely by force, and they believe that the Court has given them its blessing.

Read: Something has gone deeply wrong at the Supreme Court

For that reason, Democratic Representative Lloyd Doggett of Texas on Tuesday called for Biden to withdraw from the race. But that is insufficient. If Biden is incapable of campaigning because of his deterioration, he is also not capable of being president. And if he is incapable of being president, then he should resign and allow Vice President Kamala Harris to take the oath of office.

Whoever holds the office should be in full control of their faculties. It does no good to point out that Trump was deranged but energetic at the debate, that he rambles incoherently, that he is a criminal, an authoritarian, and a racist. It is obviously, incontestably true that a senile president with a competent and ethical staff would be preferable to an authoritarian one who wants to fill his administration with guys who sound like school-shooter manifestos. But unfortunately Trump is propped up by a cult of personality whose members will not abandon him no matter what he does, and if Biden is unfit to debate and campaign, then he is also not fit to govern.

The earlier Biden resigns, the faster the Democratic Party can move to reunite behind the new nominee and concentrate its efforts on keeping Trump from returning to the White House. Harris would become the party's presumptive nominee, enjoying the prestige and advantages of incumbency. She is also the only candidate who can legally access the financial war chest the Biden campaign has amassed. As Brian Beutler writes, "it's impossible to identify the most prudent path forward with certainty." There is no clear way to know if Harris is a politically riskier option than Biden. But if Biden's mental state is as bad as it appeared at the debate, then there is no other choice.

Some Democrats fear the prospect of a Harris candidacy--perhaps even enough to wish for Biden to hang on until the election, despite the dangers. They worry that she will only exacerbate the appeal of Trump's implicit promise to restore racial and gender hierarchies. Indeed, Trump's brain trust designed his 2016 campaign around the belief that the recent Republican nominees John McCain and Mitt Romney had failed to mobilize demoralized white voters because they had not been overtly racist enough, and that the path to victory lay through deliberate racial polarization.

Given Biden's condition, the Trump campaign will try to stoke irrational fears about a potential Harris presidency anyway. And the hypothetical, driven as it is by lurid right-wing fantasies, will necessarily be worse than the reality. That is, Harris can begin to defuse apocalyptic right-wing arguments against her--that she is some kind of left-wing radical who will render the country unrecognizable--by governing wisely for the remainder of the term. The strongest rebuttal to the racist caricatures of Barack Obama was always his own public conduct. Besides, as The New York Times' Jamelle Bouie notes, passing over Harris with a brokered convention or some other process would also risk demobilizing key Democratic constituencies by confirming the worst caricatures of the party: that since Obama, the party is content to have ethnic minorities as foot soldiers, surrogates, and subordinates, but not as leaders.

If Biden merely steps aside as the nominee, then the Trump campaign can play on racist fears of what a Harris presidency might bring, in a dark echo of the lurid 19th-century warnings of "Negro domination." The phrase DEI president will be on Fox News faster than the Millenium Falcon can do the Kessel Run. But if Harris actually governs the country--albeit for a short time--then those warnings become less believable. Americans will be able to judge her intentions for themselves. In picking a running mate, Harris should follow Obama's example when he chose Biden, and select a moderate who can help assuage the inevitable smear campaign she will face, charging that she is a closet radical. Harris, by her own example, is best positioned to defuse any race-baiting in which the Trump campaign engages. Although a new vice president would have to be confirmed by the House and Senate, rendering her choice vulnerable to Republican obstruction, the Senate rules can be altered to eliminate the chance to filibuster such a choice. The House is a bigger risk, given the GOP majority's fealty to Trump.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

Biden's inner circle will probably feel that this is all deeply unfair to him. After all, the president's domestic-policy success has been underappreciated. Wages are up, unemployment is low, manufacturing is increasing, the economy has been growing for four years, and the alternative-energy industry that may mitigate the impact of climate change and divest America from its dependence on fossil fuels is booming. Biden has been an enthusiastic supporter and protector of organized labor. The United States had the strongest post-pandemic economic recovery of any Western nation, and although the supply shock that followed the pandemic induced a period of painful inflation, even that has begun to subside, with wages outpacing inflation.

If the basis of Trumpism were simply economic rather than social and political, Biden would be something close to the president Trumpist intellectuals said they wanted. He has put money in the pockets of low-wage workers, revitalized American industry, and, thanks to recent agreements with Mexico, stemmed a rise in illegal immigration that has been the subject of hysterical right-wing propaganda. Even crime is down dramatically from the Trump era. But Trumpism is about offering status, hierarchy, and domination to its rank-and-file voters in exchange for an upward redistribution of power and income to its elites, and that is not what Biden is offering.

I understand that many liberals and Democrats feel that the political press has been out to destroy Biden. I've observed that newsrooms have moved right in framing and tone since 2020, likely a reaction to the common criticism that they were too harsh on Trump and too supportive of the protests that followed George Floyd's death. The coverage incentives have also shifted--the Biden era has been bad for the media business, but panicked, highly educated liberals are loyal readers, subscribers, and sharers. But more than that, there's the simple bias toward novelty: Compared with Biden's apparent deterioration, Trumpist criminality and authoritarianism is old news. These incentives, which have shaped the negative coverage of the Biden presidency, will not entirely change if Harris assumes the office; she will face her own gantlet of negative coverage and harsh scrutiny, some of which is a necessary part of running for president.

But the simple fact remains that if one believes Biden cannot campaign or debate successfully, then he cannot run the country presently. The Constitution contemplates a scenario in which someone would need to take the place of a president who is so diminished, and that someone is the vice president. Biden should step aside from both the campaign and the presidency, and allow Harris to take her best shot at saving the country from those who would destroy it.
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The Goal That Saved England

How Jude Bellingham did it.

by James Parker




Did you see it? If you're English, or if you were in England or in the vicinity of an English person, anywhere in the world, you probably saw it: Jude Bellingham's goal last Sunday night in Gelsenkirchen, for England, against Slovakia. A bicycle kick, a backward over-the-head strike, classically executed. A design in air, like something traced swiftly with an angelic fingertip. Clean connection: Bam! Immobilizing the goalkeeper. Funneling time through a point. It was more than beautiful. It was weightless. Pure play. It expressed, you might say, the true frivolity of atoms.

It was also massively, cumbrously, gravitationally, heavy-metallically, almost psychotically necessary. Had Bellingham not scored--

But he did.

But had he not--

A bit of context might be helpful here. English soccer's elite players are currently contesting, in the roaring stadia of host nation Germany, the once-every-four-years, 24-country UEFA European Championship. To say that in the early stages of the tournament they have not been very good would be a violent understatement. England has been mind-alteringly bad. At times, it has seemed to be playing a different sport: a lunar soccer, perverse and cerebral, whose aim is not to drive heartily toward your opponent's goal but to pass the ball backwards, foreclose your opportunities, mistime your runs, carefully stifle any accidental energy flare-ups, and create dead spaces of ennui and bamboozlement all over the pitch. All over the country. They have induced despair, real despair, in their fans.

And perhaps in their opponents, because somehow, they're still in it. Lumbering stalely through the group stage, each performance--against Serbia, against Denmark, against Slovenia--more clogged and alienated than the last, England improbably gained the required points. And so to Gelsenkirchen on Sunday night, and the game against Slovakia.

How to explain the English attitude toward our national team? We think we're going to win, but we know we're going to lose. Is that it? We are haunted by entitlement, but we live in failure. We're the Grey Gardens of footballing nations. Gareth Southgate, the manager of England's national team for almost eight years, is an appropriately confusing and divisive figure. Dresses nicely, talks well, is comfortable with feelings, disapproves of Brexit, gets a result now and then. But mainly what he does, like a wicked enchanter, is stultify his players. Great players, some of them. He encases them in uselessness. His teams are timid to the point of impotence: They poke; they footle; they recoil. His in-game decisions are nonexistent. Or rather, he makes one in-game decision: to thoroughly consider all the options, and then leave everything exactly as it is.

Read: Megan Rapinoe answers the critics

Slovakia, not the greatest team, scored early: a chancy, grabbed goal in the 25th minute. They were running hard, getting stuck in, digging for scraps. They were playing football, for God's sake. The England style, its vehement numbness, would not be altered. Nothing connected. No runs were made. No shots were taken. Back pass, side pass. Back pass again. Excruciatingly slow buildup play that punctually snuffed itself out around the halfway line. Was this a prank? A windup? Seriously--were they trying to drive us mad? I was very impressed with the volatility of the England fans in the stadium at Gelsenkirchen: now jeering, whistling and booing, full of suicidal disgust at their team's performance, and now--at the slightest flicker of enterprise or courage, if the ball traveled forward just a couple of feet--passionately aroused and even singing "God Save the King."

At halftime, the studio pundits were ranting. About the impossibility of things continuing as they were, about the inevitability of substitutions. Surely Southgate would "rip up the script" and send out a radically refitted lineup for the second half? He had to.

But of course he didn't. Out trotted the same 11 players, horribly obedient to their fate. It continued. It became quite stately in its awfulness. The announcers, spooked, began to mutter about a strange malaise, a state of possession, an "inexplicable paralysis." The minutes ticked by: 60, 70 ... Late, too late, Southgate made a few substitutions. Nothing changed. Cross-eyed with stress, going bald in real time, Southgate was doing nothing. Hamlet on the touchline, his face gnawed and feverish. Eighty minutes, 90 ... This was abject. The end of football. The end of England. Inquest and breakdown. Southgate would lose his job--or worse. Those fans, mere feet away from him, what he'd put them through!

And then, after 94 minutes and 34 seconds of cancerous non-football ... Jude Bellingham. Hanging in air, his feet above his head, he inverted reality at a stroke: It was terrible, it was terrible, it was terrible--and then, suddenly, it was amazing. As one elated announcer put it, "He's turned England upside down!" The game went into extra time. Fifty-two seconds in, Harry Kane (until this point a heavy-legged shadow, a real Southgate man) scored again, and that was that: England 2, Slovakia 1.

Now what? On Saturday, England plays Switzerland--keen, well-grooved Switzerland--by which point the United Kingdom will literally be a different country, with a new Labour government. Hold on to hope. Hang on to your hats. In Gareth we (insanely) trust. Anything's possible, damn it.
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Why Trump's Conviction Barely Registered in Polls

His guilty verdict cost him no more than a smidgen of support.

by Russell Berman




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


For more than a year, an invisible asterisk hovered next to Donald Trump's slim but steady polling lead over Joe Biden. Although the dozens of indictments brought against Trump in 2023 hardly hurt his campaign, surveys indicated that a criminal conviction could transform the race.

In early April, for example, the polling firm YouGov asked what was then still a hypothetical question: Should a person convicted of a felony be allowed to become president? More than two-thirds of respondents--including a majority of Republicans--said no. In the same survey, more than a third of Republicans said they would not "under any circumstances" vote for a felon as president. Another poll found that a conviction would turn Trump's one-point lead into a five-point deficit.

Or not. The Republican who said he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue and not lose any voters has now been convicted of 34 felonies and lost no more than a smidgen of support. In the first few weeks after a New York jury found Trump guilty of carrying out a hush-money scheme, Biden may have won a point or two in some national surveys, but experts say the verdict has done virtually nothing to change the race. "There's been essentially no impact in any meaningful way," says Drew Linzer, the director and co-founder of Civiqs, an online-polling firm.

Sarah Longwell: The two-time Trump voters who have had enough

Pollsters told me they weren't surprised by the conviction's muted impact, largely because the public's views of Biden and Trump are already so ingrained. Indeed, polling averages throughout the campaign have been more stable than in past elections (although Biden's widely criticized performance in last week's debate threatens that stability).

The Biden campaign initially said little about Trump's guilty verdict, which came on May 30. But as the race held steady in the ensuing weeks, Biden changed his strategy. "The only person on this stage that is a convicted felon is the man I'm looking at right now," the president said to Trump during the debate, in one of his more cleanly delivered lines of the night. Biden may be able to remind voters of Trump's conviction, but getting them to change their vote because of it will be much harder.



Relying on hypothetical questions in polls is tricky, Taylor Orth, YouGov's director of survey-data journalism, told me. "You have to have a healthy skepticism in interpreting what people say they're going to do, rather than treating them as actual forecasts," she said. "Because people's views can change."

Relying on hypothetical questions about a major presidential nominee becoming a convicted felon is even trickier, because historical comparisons are hard to come by. The closest example may be the impeachment of Bill Clinton a quarter century ago. When a CBS News poll in late 1998 asked whether Clinton should stay in office if the House voted to impeach him, 41 percent of respondents said he ought to resign. But once the Republican-controlled House actually did impeach him, that number dropped to just 31 percent, according to an analysis by the pollster Mark Blumenthal.

Clinton and his Democratic allies were able to convince many voters that the impeachment was a partisan exercise. Trump has pursued a similar strategy. With near-total backing from Republican Party leaders, he has tried relentlessly to discredit the charges against him along with the prosecutors who brought them, falsely accusing Biden of orchestrating it all. "He indicted me because I was his opponent," Trump said during the debate.

If anything, Trump's conviction has caused more voters to change their views about the criminal-justice system than about him. In the days after the verdict, YouGov asked again: Should a person convicted of a felony be allowed to become president? This time, less than a quarter of Republicans said no, and only 14 percent said they would never vote for a felon. Republicans also became more likely to say that Trump's behavior was acceptable and legal, and to express doubts that the wealthy and powerful receive fair trials. By contrast, YouGov's polling of the election itself barely budged.

In a close race, even slight changes in polling matter, and Biden did win some small gains after Trump's conviction. The New York Times conducted a poll shortly after the verdict in which the paper re-interviewed the same people it had surveyed before the conviction; overall, Trump's lead narrowed from three points to one point. In FiveThirtyEight's average of national polls, Biden gained about 1.5 points on Trump in the weeks after the conviction (but before the debate), briefly overtaking him for the first time this year.

Similarly, polling conducted before the conviction by the Canadian firm Leger found Trump with a one-point edge over Biden. In a survey released last week, Biden was narrowly up, 45 to 43 percent. "In the grand scheme of things, it's not a lot. But the way the last couple of elections have gone, it doesn't take much," Andrew Enns, an executive vice president at Leger, told me. Fox News surveys showed more improvement for Biden, but polls from Quinnipiac University and The New York Times/Siena College found Trump gaining on the president after his conviction.

Roge Karma: It wasn't just the debate

Whatever damage Trump may have suffered from the verdict could prove ephemeral. Reaction to Thursday night's debate immediately drowned out coverage of his legal woes. Democrats are bracing for Biden's popular support to plunge, but it could be steadier than they fear--for the same reason Trump's conviction didn't reset the race. Just as most voters had already factored in Trump's failings as a husband and businessman, they already thought Biden was too old, and they told pollsters as much.

Last month, Biden's reelection team announced a $50 million advertising campaign meant to highlight the guilty verdict--in one TV ad, a narrator calls Trump a "convicted criminal"--and other legal sanctions against Trump, such as his being found liable for sexually abusing the columnist E. Jean Carroll. "What the Biden campaign is probably hoping is that by repeating it over and over and over again, they can actually teach people to associate Trump with convicted felons," Chris Jackson, the head of public polling at Ipsos, a nonpartisan research firm, told me.

An aggressive ad campaign might be the best Biden can do to keep Trump's conviction top of mind for voters. But like the verdict itself, the effect is likely to be marginal, pollsters told me. "Virtually every American knows what they think about Donald Trump, and they know if they believe he's a criminal or not," Jackson said. "And I don't think the verdict actually changed that much."
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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 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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America Can't Stop Dieting

The pressure to lose weight has been unavoidable for more than a century.

by Yasmin Tayag




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.


America is a nation of food cultures so wide-ranging that it's hard to pin down what it means to eat like an American. Is it consuming hot dogs? Burgers? Pizza? Cheese? But maybe nothing is more uniquely American than our relationship with food: We simultaneously obsess over it and strive to eat less.

By 1907, one of the first times diet culture was alluded to in The Atlantic, this paradox was already ripe for satire. In an essay titled "On Growing Fat," an unnamed writer recalls the dreariness of dieting, reveling in her rejection of it:

I collapse on to the couch this time; there is a box of chocolates near by, and as I nibble I ponder on the dietary rigors I used to undergo, the bran biscuits I munched and the puddings I refused, the entrees I denounced, and the cabbage I consumed, the gallons of cold water I drank and the cocoa that was to me an accursed thing. I cast a look at myself in the mirror opposite; I intend it to be withering and reproachful; but I cannot help seeing that the flesh puckers good-humoredly around the eyes, and that the mouth retains a contented curve.


Yet one of the most pernicious characteristics of diet culture is its cyclical nature. Diets start and stop and start anew. Even this writer's triumphant attitude can't break the pattern: "There is an hour before dinner, when we are to have sweetbread patties and marmalade pudding; I shall eat both, for I do not begin to diet until day after tomorrow."

Escaping diet culture was impossible; it was a part of American life. By the 1920s, being trim had become widely associated with health and wealth, fatness with illness and laziness. As a result, the pressure to lose weight was unavoidable, even in your own home. In 1951, the writer Alfred Toombs lamented in The Atlantic that his wife kept urging him to shed some pounds: "I am willing to shrug this matter off, but she is not. 'There's a diet starting in the paper today,' she says. 'You should try it. You'd lose that ten pounds in a couple of weeks.'"

One reason diets generally don't result in lasting weight loss is that they are usually based on a fundamental misunderstanding about nutrition. Apparent in past references to diet culture is the inaccurate belief that delicious foods, such as chocolate and pudding, should be avoided outright, and that joyless foods, such as bran and cabbage, should be eaten exclusively. Had Toombs known that all foods could be enjoyed in moderation, he might not have complained that his wife seemed to cook rich, fattening food every time he went on a new diet. "Instead of the lowcalorie roast chicken which normally appears on Sunday, we have fried chicken or chicken and dumplings," he wrote. Certainly, some foods are richer than others. But cutting any food out entirely, or eating huge quantities of another, has never been an effective long-term weight-loss approach.

Before Atkins and keto, carnivore and paleo, there was the "banana diet" (low protein), the "boiled eggs and grapefruit diet" (high protein, low calorie), and the Pennington diet (high protein, high fat). These are just a few of the fad diets that were around in 1955, when the eminent Harvard nutritionist Jean Mayer let out an exasperated sigh in The Atlantic: "The very multiplicity of diets, while proving that hope is eternal, is all too clear a proof of the eventual failure of dietary treatment. Yet each of them is presented as a 'good' reducing diet presumably for all forms of obesity."

As Mayer wrote, nutritionists by then already had a solid sense of what constitutes a healthy approach to eating: Crash diets were dangerous. Exercise helped keep excess weight off. Fruits and vegetables were healthy, as were reasonable amounts of grain and protein. People, especially children, should not be blamed for obesity. Weight was a medical concern. Fad diets were just ridiculous.

Mayer was particularly appalled by the extreme diets pushed onto student athletes. "The coach may ... put his boys on some whimsical diet which he has earnestly devised, or which has been confided to him by some garrulous warlock," he wrote in The Atlantic in 1961. Some of these diets involved avoiding all fluids, eating a lot of royal jelly, or consuming foods high in saturated fat. The idea that excessively large quantities of protein and meat were necessary for athletes was another erroneously popular instruction that had been "refuted again and again throughout the last hundred years," Mayer wrote. Still, he noted, some coaches called for "unneeded protein for their charges as vigorously as did their Greek predecessors almost two and a half millenniums ago."

One notable standout from Mayer's list of diet myths is the section on diet pills and drugs. "Most nutritionists agree that [diet pills] represent a gigantic fraud on the American public. Not that appropriate drugs ... cannot eventually be found, but merely that they have not yet been found," he wrote. With the advent of Ozempic and related obesity drugs, some might say the search is finally over. These medications have made it easier than ever for Americans to lose weight, and eventually may even make dieting obsolete. But as long as thinness is idealized, diet culture will remain.
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Hurricane Beryl Is a Terrifying Omen

This season's first major storm broke records. How bad will the rest be?

by Marina Koren




Hurricane Beryl is an unprecedented storm. It's been at least 173 years since certain parts of the Caribbean have experienced a storm this brutal. Over just a few days, Beryl has ripped through the region, leaving devastation on the islands in its path. The doors and roofs have been torn off homes. Trees have been snapped in half and branches thrown into the street. Cows have been killed in the fields where they grazed. At least six people have died in the storm, and officials expect the number to rise. According to the prime minister of Grenada, the Category 4 hurricane "flattened" the island of Carriacou, where it made landfall yesterday, in just half an hour. And that was all before Beryl leveled up to Category 5 last night, reaching wind speeds of 165 miles an hour.

Beryl transformed from a tropical depression to a Category 4 hurricane in two days, faster than any hurricane has ever done before the month of September, Brian McNoldy, a senior research scientist at the University of Miami, told me. It is the easternmost hurricane to emerge in the tropical Atlantic Ocean in the month of June. It's the first storm to strengthen to Category 4 in the Atlantic in June, and now the earliest on record to hit Category 5. Hurricane Beryl "is not normal, in any way, shape, or form," Ryan Truchelut, a meteorologist in Tallahassee, Florida, who runs the consulting firm WeatherTiger, told me.

We're only a month into the Atlantic hurricane season, and already, the boundaries that normally govern it are breaking. The cause is abnormally hot ocean waters--warmed by El Nino last year, but also by centuries of burning fossil fuels. Climate change "does not make a storm like Hurricane Beryl exist, but it certainly helped," McNoldy said. Monster hurricanes like Beryl shouldn't happen this early. They shouldn't arise in this particular part of the Atlantic basin. And they shouldn't be intensifying at such astonishing rates, before the season has even gotten into full swing. But they are, and will probably continue to do so as long as our oceans continue to simmer.

Read: The oceans we knew are already gone

Experts have been warning of unusual events like Beryl for weeks now. Global sea-surface temperatures have been historically high for more than a year, and warm water provides plenty of moist air that fuels storms as they move along. In May, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration predicted an extraordinary season of eight to 13 hurricanes, compared with the usual seven. Between four and seven of those could count as major, between Category 3 and 5. A typical season sees only three.

Beryl's dramatic arrival echoes some of the nastiest moments in Atlantic hurricane history. The previous record for easternmost tropical Atlantic hurricane was set in 1933, which saw six major hurricanes. The season in which a Category 5 storm took shape earliest was 2005, the year of Katrina, Rita, and Wilma. "Those two years are not years you want to be breaking records of," McNoldy said. "Those are the two most scary, active hurricane seasons that have ever been observed." According to the Colorado State University meteorologist Phil Klotzbach, as of this afternoon, Beryl has generated more energy than 1983's entire, quiet season.

All of this is particularly startling when you consider that Beryl is only the first hurricane of the season, which usually peaks in mid-September. Right now, the Caribbean Sea is as hot as it typically is in late August and September--how much warmer will it be in two months? Plus, forecasters' dire predictions for this hurricane season are heavily influenced by La Nina, El Nino's cooler opposite, which also allows hurricanes to become stronger than they otherwise would. But La Nina isn't even here yet. It's expected to arrive later this summer. "I don't see any reason why we shouldn't expect more high-end events to happen this year," McNoldy said. The strongest, most destructive storms are still yet to come.

Read: 'La Nina really can't come soon enough'

Experts had anticipated a storm as extreme as Beryl, but they're still awed when faced with the real thing. "Everybody in tropical meteorology is just shocked by this," Truchelut said. And if ocean warming continues apace, more people may soon find themselves similarly shocked. Beryl is a horrifying reminder that, in a warmer world, more people live in the path of potentially catastrophic storms.

Beryl is now traveling across open water toward the central Caribbean. It's predicted to weaken today while bringing still-dangerous winds and storm surge to Jamaica, the Cayman Islands, and southwestern Haiti. Then it will likely make landfall again along Mexico's Yucatan Peninsula later this week. By the time it is forecast to reach Texas's Gulf Coast over the weekend, it should be a rainy tropical storm--a relatively minor threat for a region that is used to major hurricanes, if not ones that come so early.

In this hurricane season, and those to come, even people who live in regions that experience storms every year will need to recalibrate their approach. A grizzled Texan or Floridian might say they haven't had to evacuate in decades. But hurricanes are fundamentally changing. Americans seem to have escaped this nightmare storm, but "we might not be so lucky next time," Truchelut said. "The next one might be pointed at the southeastern United States."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/07/hurricane-beryl-ocean-climate-change/678873/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



In Iran, the Big Winner Is None of the Above

A second round between an extremist and a reformist will put the logic of boycott to the test.

by Arash Azizi


Saeed Jalili, an ultraconservative former nuclear negotiator and Iran's presidential candidate, holds a rally in Tehran on June 24, 2024. (Alireza / Middle East Images / Redux)



Since the death in May of President Ebrahim Raisi, Iran has been in the throes of a surprise electoral contest. Not for the first time, one of the loudest campaigns has belonged not to any of the candidates, but to opponents of the regime who advocate boycotting the vote. Among those who refused to vote on June 28 were the Nobel Peace Prize laureates Shirin Ebadi and Narges Mohammadi, the labor leader Esmayil Bakhshi, former Prime Minister Mirhossein Mousavi (under house arrest since 2011 for leading the Green Movement protests), and Mostafa Tajzadeh, a prominent reformist turned critic who is in prison.

Now the first-round results are in, and they suggest a grand victory for the boycotters. On election day, so few Iranians came out to vote by 6 p.m., when the polls were due to close, that the regime extended voting hours all the way to midnight (the legal maximum). And yet, even if the interior ministry's numbers are to be believed, turnout climbed no higher than 39.9 percent, by far the lowest in the history of the Islamic Republic.

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

The previous presidential election, in 2021, was much less competitive--effectively a coronation for Raisi--and turnout was 49.9 percent. This time around, not even the inclusion of a reformist candidate, Masud Pezeshkian, who had the full support of once-popular former Presidents Mohammad Khatami and Hassan Rouhani, brought voters to the polls. Nor did the tireless campaigning of former Foreign Minister Javad Zarif. The Iranian regime urges its supporters to vote as an act of fealty to the Islamic Republic, so refusing to vote is traditionally understood as an expression of dissent against the regime and its policies. And the message this year is clear: In the first presidential election since the Women, Life, Freedom protests of 2022-23, the majority of Iranians are making clear with their voting behavior, just as they did in the streets, that they reject the Islamic Republic.

And so one might expect that the reformist candidate, who would have been the likeliest choice for those who stayed home, would have been the biggest loser. It has long been held axiomatic in Iran that low voter turnout will deliver a victory to the hard-liners. But Pezeshkian surprised many by topping the poll on Friday with 42.5 percent of the vote, which sends him to a runoff, to be held on July 5, against Saeed Jalili, a fundamentalist hard-liner who came away with 38.6 percent. To many critics of the regime, even some of those who voted for Pezeshkian, the outcome was ideal: an expression of mass dissatisfaction that still managed to put a reformist in the lead.


Masoud Pezeshkian, Iranian presidential candidate and former reformist member of the Iranian Parliament, in Tehran on June 23, 2024 (Sepehr / Middle East Images / Redux)



The biggest loser on Friday was in fact Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, the wily speaker of Parliament and a former commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), a militia that wields great economic and military power in Iran. Running on a technocratic agenda, the conservative Qalibaf had started the race as the presumed front-runner, hoping to appeal to both hard-line voters and those more critical of the regime. Ultimately, he pleased neither quarter, lost both, and received just 13.8 percent of the vote. The result is an embarrassment not only for Qalibaf but also for the IRGC. The militia's media outlets supported Qalibaf, but much of its rank-and-file clearly preferred the out-and-out extremist, Jalili. Qalibaf has dutifully endorsed Jalili, even though his campaign attacked Jalili for weeks, and his agenda is in many ways closer to Pezeshkian's.

Opponents of the regime can celebrate Friday's low turnout as proof that most Iranians share their disgust with the entire system and do not wish to legitimize it with their vote. But now they face a dilemma. Should they boycott the second round on July 5 and allow Jalili to cruise into the presidency? Or should they cast a lesser-evil vote for the reformist Pezeshkian?

Jalili's extremism can't be overstated. Many conservatives concede that Iran needs to engage in talks with the West to lessen the pressure of sanctions. But Jalili leads a hard-core faction that believes Iran should mostly give up on the West. His grand foreign-policy idea during the presidential debates was selling vegetables to Russia. When he led Iran's nuclear negotiations from 2007 to 2013, his obdurate refusal to observe the most basic norms of diplomatic talks led to stalemate. A European diplomat recently recalled to me that Jalili once spent an important meeting delivering an interminable lecture about the subject of his Ph.D. dissertation, the Prophet Mohammad's diplomatic engagements in the seventh century. Iran is on a blacklist, held by the Paris-based Financial Action Task Force, that severely limits its international trade not just with Western countries but also with China; Jalili, even according to IRGC media outlets, has used his considerable influence behind the scenes to prevent Iran from taking the transparency measures that would allow it to come off that list, where its only remaining company consists of North Korea and Myanmar.





Top: Supporters of Saeed Jalili attend a rally in Tehran on June 24, 2024. Bottom: Posters of Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf in Tehran on June 26, 2024. (Alireza / Middle East Images / Getty)



Jalili's domestic agenda also reeks of fundamentalism. Amirhossein Sabeti, a rising young member of Parliament and a close Jalili-campaign adviser, recently said that the security forces should attack women who refuse to abide by the compulsory veiling rules "like a war on drugs, harshly and without exception." Sabeti has also asked for further restrictions on the internet and a crackdown on VPN technology that allows Iranians to circumvent the ban on popular apps such as WhatsApp and Instagram. Another Jalili supporter has advocated capital punishment for those selling VPN software.

Read: Even the Iranian election is about Trump

Pezeshkian's campaign and others who oppose Jalili have begun sounding alarms. On Sunday, a centrist outlet predicted that a Jalili presidency would be "politically like North Korea and culturally like the Taliban's Afghanistan." Pezeshkian supporters, such as former Communications Minister Javad Azari-Jahromi, have used similar rhetoric. But a negative campaign won't be enough to overcome the deep skepticism the reformists face. Pezeshkian doesn't have firm positions of his own to point to on issues such as the mandatory hijab. And many Iranians feel that Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, together with unelected bodies, controls all political outcomes to a degree that makes voting for Pezeshkian fruitless, especially when doing so means increasing the turnout.

Amirhossein Mosalla, a reformist activist, told me he would boycott the second round just as he did the first.

"I won't vote," he said on Sunday, "because Jalili's thinking is already being implemented and Pezeshkian has offered no strategy to counter unelected institutions such as the Guardian Council or the hard-liner-dominated Parliament."

Some critics of the regime go further: Embracing a version of accelerationism, they argue that a Jalili presidency is ultimately better for the opposition, because the regime will grow ever more isolated and thus more prone to being overthrown.

For those of us with a longer historical memory, the July 5 election is eerily reminiscent of another contest held 19 years ago.

In 2005, a young hard-line mayor of Tehran, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, surprised many by getting more votes than the main conservative candidate, Qalibaf, and making it to the runoff. There he faced Ayatollah Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a centrist regime stalwart. Many reformists, and others in Iran's civil society, urged their constituents to vote for Rafsanjani in order to vanquish Ahmadinejad, calling it an attempt to "defeat fascism." They likened the contest to the 2002 elections in France, where the left supported the center-right Jacques Chirac to defeat the far-right candidate in the second round. I remember Hossein Masoumi Hamedani, an intellectual and a literature professor, pleading with me to vote for Rafsanjani, when I was a 17-year-old leftist who would have none of it. (The voting age in Iran was 15 at the time.) Why vote for Rafsanjani, I responded, who would help prolong the regime, when Ahmadinejad could help "heighten the contradictions"?

Many young people followed this logic. And Ahmadinejad did win that year, and he did make Iran ever more isolated, sanctioned, and crisis-ridden. But this didn't lead to democratization or regime collapse. Rather, the political repression and economic malaise got worse and worse; Rafsanjani's political defeat gave more power to Khamenei and the hard-liners, not to the democratic movement.

Perhaps I've mellowed with age, but I now wish we had supported Rafsanjani back in 2005. At 76, Hamedani is calling for a vote for Pezeshkian, and he now makes more sense to me. The thought of a President Jalili holding any power at this crucial juncture in Iranian history scares me--especially when we remember that he could shape the outcome of the succession crisis that is sure to break when the 85-year-old Khamenei finally dies.
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An Antidote to the Cult of Self-Discipline

A new novel sees procrastination as one of the last bastions of the creative mind.

by Hillary Kelly




Procrastination, or the art of doing the wrong things at one specifically wrong time, has become a bugbear of our productivity-obsessed era. Wasting resources? Everybody's doing it! But wasting time? God forbid. Schemes to keep ourselves in efficiency mode--the rebranding of rest into self-care, and of hobbies into side hustles--have made procrastinating a tic that people are desperate to dispel; "life hacks" now govern life. As the anti-productivity champion Oliver Burkeman once put it, "Today's cacophony of anti-procrastination advice seems rather sinister: a subtle way of inducing conformity, to get you to do what you 'should' be doing." By that measure, the procrastinator is doing something revolutionary: using their time without aim. Take to the barricades, soldiers, and when you get there, do absolutely nothing!

The novel has been sniffily maligned throughout its history as a particularly potent vehicle for wasting time--unless, of course, it improves the reader in some way. (See: the 19th-century trend of silly female characters contracting brain rot from reading, which Jane Austen hilariously skewered with Northanger Abbey's Catherine Morland.) Which makes Rosalind Brown's tight, sly debut, Practice, a welcome gift for those who dither about their dithering. It presents procrastination as a vital, life-affirming antidote to the cult of self-discipline, while also giving the reader a delicious text with which to while away her leisure time.

In Practice, Annabel, a second-year Oxford student, wakes long before sunrise on a misty Sunday morning "at the worn-out end of January." The day holds only one task--to write a paper on Shakespeare's sonnets--but Annabel is a routinized being and must act accordingly: "The things she does, she does properly." So first she makes herself tea (coffee will rattle her stomach) and leaves the radiator turned off to keep the room "cold and dim and full of quiet." She settles in with a plan: a morning spent reading and note-taking, a lunch of raw veggies, a solo yoga session in the afternoon, writing, a perfectly timed post-dinner bowel movement. A day, in short, that is brimming with possibilities for producing an optimized self. Except that self keeps getting in its own way: Her mind and body, those dueling forces that alternately grab at our attention, repeatedly turn her away from Shakespeare. Very little writing actually takes place in Practice; Annabel's vaunted self-discipline encounters barrier after barrier. She wants to "thicken her own concentration," but instead she takes walks, pees, fidgets, ambles down the unkept byways of her mind. She procrastinates like a champ.

Read: How to spend your time 'poorly'

Brown's novel elevates procrastination into an essential act, arguing that those pockets of time between stretches of productivity are where living and creating actually happen. Which makes procrastination one of the last bastions of the creative mind, a way to silently fight a hundred tiny rebellions a day. Screwing around, on the job and otherwise, isn't just revenge against capitalism; it's part of the work of living. And what better format for examining this anarchy than the novel, a form that is created by underpaid wandering minds?

Practice is technically a campus novel, but it makes far more sense as a complement to the recent spate of workplace fiction that wonders what exactly we're all doing with our precious waking weekly hours. Some Millennial novelists, born in an era of prosperity and then launched into adulthood just as the usual signposts of success slid out of reach, have fixated on the workplace as a source of our discontent. Many of us were told in childhood that we can do anything we want, that "if you love what you do, you'll never work a day in your life." Work was supposed to be a promised land of fulfillment, a place where your aptitudes would flourish and--bonus--you'd get paid. But no job could live up to such a high standard. It doesn't help that a torrent of systemic issues--inadequate health care, drastic rent hikes, underfunding of the arts--have left members of this generation feeling like they're dedicating 40-plus hours a week to treading water.

Recent literature has been flush with examples. In Helen Phillips's The Beautiful Bureaucrat, a 20-something spends her workdays entering inexplicable series of numbers into "The Database" at a labyrinthine office. The job itself turns out to be vital to humanity, but compensation, explication, and basic human dignity aren't on offer. Halle Butler's The New Me features a 30-year-old working as a temp at a design firm, the kind of place populated by ash-blondes in "incomprehensible furry vests." Her try-hard personality keeps her from climbing the office social ladder, which in turn leaves her pathetically shuffling papers and slipping further into loneliness, both at work and in her personal life. The young narrator of Hilary Leichter's barely surreal Temporary takes gigs as a mannequin, a human barnacle, a ghost, and a murderer--but all she really wants is what she and the other temps call "the steadiness," an existence in which work and life feel benignly predictable. According to these novels, the contemporary workplace turns us into machines, chops our intellect into disparate bits, and hands our precious attention over to the C-suite.

What's missing in each of these characters' lives is the space for rumination, the necessary lapses our brains need to live creatively, no matter our careers. Brown exquisitely spells out how procrastination is intrinsic to the imaginative process. Despite her professed allegiance to a schedule, Annabel interrupts her own routine early and often. Just after waking, she opens a window and then immediately wishes she could experience the feeling of opening it again: "She wants to know exactly how the cold blue light feels when it begins to appear, she doesn't want to miss a single detail of the slow dawn, the reluctant winter morning." While settled at her desk under a cape-like blue blanket, she spends as much time considering how to spend her time as she does actually spending it. She imagines her old tutor advising her to "look away from the text and out the window if you have to, try and pause your mind on the one thing." Sure, she jots down occasional adjectives to describe Shakespeare and the mystery lover he courts in the sonnets, but most of Annabel's focus is in the moment, in the rabbit hole of lightly connected memories and notions her brain accesses when it's drifting off piste. Rather than turn her ideas into a work product, she listens to a robin sing, thinks through an unconsummated relationship from the past year, and fondly recollects her time studying Virginia Woolf--a writer who herself dwelled in the interstices of passing time.

Read: Procrastinating ourselves to death

Like Woolf, Brown understands that life is lived in the in-between moments, and that buckling down to produce a piece of art does not necessarily have the intended effect. (Anyone who has sat at a desk, desperate for the words to come, can affirm.) It's no surprise, then, that Annabel admires Woolf, whose churning novels of the mind revolve around ordinary activities that are often waylaid by characters' fancies and distractions. Mrs. Dalloway's party planning ends up on the back burner as she considers alternate versions of her life; the Ramsay family fails to reach the tower at Godrevy in To the Lighthouse because their musings intervene; the children of The Waves spend as much time dallying as they do putting on their play. Similarly, Practice places Annabel's decision making--what to write about the sonnets, whether her much-older boyfriend should visit her at college--on the same footing as her daydreams.

What Annabel senses, and Brown beautifully drives home, is that it's the strange mental collisions between the thinking mind and the wandering mind that yield the most interesting results. These are the moments when artistry sneaks in unbidden; Annabel understands that if art is created out of life, the latter has to have space to happen. She copies out a line from the poetry critic Helen Vendler: "A critical 'reading' is the end product of an internalisation so complete that the word reading is not the right word for what happens when a text is on your mind. The text is part of what has made you who you are." The creative life isn't about doling a self out into different portions--it's about sitting in the stew that a whole life makes and offering your perspective on it.

Annabel's day turns extraordinary, albeit in small ways. She breaks a treasured brown mug, the one thing she'd rescue in a fire; this slash through her routine almost makes her cry. She finally decides whether to invite her boyfriend for a weekend, and maybe invite him deeper into her life. A tragedy in the bedroom next door jerks her toward the understanding that all lives are as complicated as her own. She also ends the day with no more than some notes and a few words on Shakespeare's poems: "slick -- bitter -- nimble." Who is to say if she's been productive or not?

The art of procrastination requires confrontation--with our inefficiencies, with the allure of easy pleasure, with the fact that time will someday end for us. But we can melt into it. We can let ourselves float in the in-between. Perhaps with a meaningful, self-aware novel.
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Blood and Cheap Thrills in '80s Los Angeles

<em>MaXXXine</em>, the latest film in Ti West's <em>X</em> trilogy, pays tribute to yesteryear's slasher flicks. Is that enough?

by David Sims




When I saw Ti West's X in 2022, I felt refreshed. Yes, his lurid slasher--set in 1979 on a rural farm where an adult-film shoot goes very, very wrong--was hardly the most original movie ever made. West is a technician who specializes in paying tribute to primo trash of yesteryear, be it a VHS "video nasty" (his excellent The House of the Devil) or something more visceral and country-fried, such as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. X combined the latter aesthetic with vintage pornography--a stylish bit of sizzle that didn't exactly scream "franchise potential."

But in Hollywood, a hit--even a minor indie one distributed by the buzzy kingmakers at A24--begets more hits. Two years later, here is MaXXXine, the third in a trilogy of horror pictures directed by West and starring Mia Goth. In between was Pearl, also released in 2022, a prequel set in the 1910s that evoked Douglas Sirk's classic melodramas amid scenes of pitchfork murder presented in bright Technicolor. MaXXXine is the first proper sequel, following the lead character of X, Maxine Minx (Goth), an aspiring actor and the only survivor of its farmhouse carnage. Minx, who has since ascended to minor porn stardom, is now living in '80s Los Angeles and attempting to make the leap to legitimate movies. Meanwhile, the Night Stalker, a real-life serial killer who murdered more than a dozen victims in California, prowls the streets. As it always goes with West, MaXXXine is an expert homage, channeling the era's bloody classics with plenty of visual verve. Three movies in, does he have anything else to offer?

Maybe that's too much to ask of any horror franchise. The goriest slasher movie may possess hidden depths--the mold-setting Black Christmas, the meta-aware Scream--but its primary function is providing entertainment and vicious thrills. All three movies in West's X trilogy basically deliver on that front, even the slightly ponderous Pearl, which featured fewer murders and more tearful monologues by Goth. MaXXXine has a bitchin' soundtrack; lots of sultry, De Palma-inspired long shots; and a very engaging and salty performance from Goth at its center. It's fun, but it's unavoidably a bit of a style exercise, albeit a very good one.

At this point in his career, West is able to attract the kind of glitzy cast of character actors that most trashy horror directors could never dream of. So even as MaXXXine recalls largely forgotten '80s exploitation films such as Vice Squad, it does so with a packed ensemble that includes Elizabeth Debicki (as Elizabeth Bender, an imperious director who casts Maxine in her new horror film), Bobby Cannavale and Michelle Monaghan (as sunglasses-wearing cops chasing the Night Stalker), and a wonderfully seedy Kevin Bacon (utterly in his element as a low-life private eye hassling Maxine about her bloody past). They're all clued into the goofy-serious tone, and I perhaps most enjoyed Giancarlo Esposito as a bloodthirsty Z-list agent.

Read: 25 of the best horror films you can watch, ranked by scariness

Still, there were many moments where I felt Goth drowning among all these fancy co-stars. MaXXXine thrives when the title character is having a good time on-screen, fighting back against creepy muggers on the streets of L.A. and clashing with Bender, who's pushing her toward legitimacy. Yet much of the movie sees Maxine swirling in self-doubt, unsure of her acting ability and dodging her sordid past, all while she may be the Night Stalker's next target. West nicely conjures up the anti-Satanic paranoia of the mid-'80s, but at times I longed for the simplicity of X with its one location, tiny cast, and ruthless efficiency.

That's probably most glaring in MaXXXine's big showdown with all of her tormentors, set in the spooky Hollywood Hills. The final big plot twist is a bit of a dud, though watching Goth take on Maxine's many challengers is violent pleasure. (One sequence with a car crusher is especially ... gooey.) Yet every time MaXXXine tiptoed toward making larger points about the price of fame, or the trauma and moral toll of Maxine's past, I struggled to take it too seriously. Goth is a terrific badass, and West's camera loves her. There's not much to MaXXXine beyond heavy helpings of blood and glitter, but perhaps that's all a horror hit really needs this summer.
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Doug Emhoff, First Jazz Fan

The second gentleman gets the beauty and meaning of the genre.

by David A. Graham




Whatever its shortcomings, American society has made two unquestionably great contributions to the world: jazz and constitutional democracy. But the two rarely interact.

The typical political attitude toward music is exemplified by Richard Nixon's declaration, "If the music is square, it's because I like it square!" Bill Clinton played the saxophone, of course, but his taste veered distressingly into Kenny G territory. Barack Obama paid lip service to jazz but stuck to basics such as A Love Supreme. Jimmy Carter's ecstatic reaction to the avant-garde pianist Cecil Taylor represents a rare exception to this history of bland musical taste.

But you can't question the devotion of Doug Emhoff, the husband of Vice President Kamala Harris. The second gentleman, who might also be called the first jazz fan, is such a devotee that he named his children, Ella and Cole, for Ella Fitzgerald and John Coltrane, two of his favorite musicians.

Read: The deceptively accessible music of Cecil Taylor

"It's like the soundtrack of my life," Emhoff told me last week at an event in Durham, North Carolina, where the Biden campaign was marking Juneteenth and working to mobilize Black voters ahead of the November election. June is also Black Music Month.

Emhoff first fell in love with the genre as a kid perusing the extensive record collection that his father, "a real music aficionado," kept. In it, he discovered classic albums such as Coltrane's Giant Steps, Miles Davis's Kind of Blue, and Chet Baker Sings. "If I had more kids, there probably would be a Miles and a Chet, a Betty and all these things," he said, laughing.

Though few political figures enthuse over jazz like Emhoff, scholars of the style have long identified similarities between it and the American form of governance. "Jazz music is the perfect metaphor for democracy," Wynton Marsalis, the trumpeter, composer, and educator, has said. "We improvise, which is our individual rights and freedoms. We swing, which means we are responsible to nurture the common good, with everyone in fine balance. And we play the blues, which means no matter how bad things get, we remain optimistic while still mindful of problems."

Emhoff said the metaphor makes sense to him. "Jazz isn't constructed," he told me. "It's a little messy, like democracy can be at times." Both democracy and jazz privilege listening. "So many people, you know, want to shout and beat their chests, and they think that's strength and they think that's power, but it's not," Emhoff said. "One of the most powerful things that you can do in leadership is listen, and then be able to work together with someone else. So that sounds a lot like jazz." If his description seems like a shot at the former president, note that the closest the Donald Trump rally playlist gets to jazz is Frank Sinatra's "My Way" and, yes, Kenny G.
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Is the Biden Bubble Bursting?

Some establishment Democrats are starting to face reality.

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.


Can the Democratic Party break out of the bubble it has created and sustained for so long? Or will it double down on the denial?

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Time to roll the dice
 	John Dean: Richard Nixon would have loved the Court's immunity decision.
 	Adam Serwer: Biden must resign.
 	In Ukraine, we saw a glimpse of the future of war.




Warnings Ignored

Even casual observers of American politics have long known that Trump-supporting conservatives are trapped in an information silo of their own making. But last week, it became clear that the Democrats are also in desperate need of a reality check.

In the Democrats' epistemic bubble, wish-casting prevailed, the evidence in front of their own eyes was ignored, and critics were shut down. Although the Joe Biden bubble comes nowhere near the cultist post-truth bubble that surrounds Donald Trump, the parallels are still troubling: As in the MAGA bubble, truth and facts came second to a longer-term strategic goal. As Mark Leibovich wrote in The Atlantic last night, it turns out that "Republicans are not the only party whose putative leaders have a toxic lemming mindset and are willing to lead American democracy off a cliff."

Again and again, establishment Democrats brushed off warnings of a problem. Polls consistently found that huge majorities of the electorate were worried about Biden's age. Even inside the White House, Politico reports, Biden's "growing limitations were becoming apparent long before his meltdown in last week's debate." One apparent sign of worry in Biden's camp, according to some analysts: He skipped the traditional Super Bowl interview and seemed reluctant to sit down with reporters. He has held the fewest press conferences of any president in the past three decades. There was also the nagging visual evidence--clips of him in public appearances that seemed to show a president in decline.

Journalists and strategists such as Leibovich, Ezra Klein, David Axelrod, and James Carville warned repeatedly that Biden's age was an issue. In June 2022, Leibovich wrote in The Atlantic that "the age issue will only get worse if Biden runs again. The 'whispers' are becoming shouts. It has become thoroughly exhausting--for Biden and his party and, to some extent, the country itself." In retrospect, these warnings feel like notes smuggled out from behind the barbed-wired wall of denial that Team Biden and its allies built.

Were the Democrats being duped? It's possible that some establishment Democrats and even members of Biden's staff were shielded from the president's condition--the Politico report suggests that Biden surrounds himself with a small circle of aides and advisers, although the White House has rejected the characterization of the president as isolated. Still, this offers at best a partial explanation for the Biden bubble, because lots of people both in and out of politics and the media knew or suspected that the president was showing signs of cognitive impairment. For the most part, though, they chose not to talk about what they were seeing, and the pressure not to break with the groupthink was intense. "There was a collective-action problem," Klein explained last week. "Any individual politician or Joe Biden staffer or adviser or confidant who stepped out of line and said privately or publicly that Joe Biden shouldn't run faced real career risk. Whereas saying nothing did not pose a risk."

Another factor is what Ruy Teixeira calls the "Fox News Fallacy," the idea that if a right-leaning outlet such as Fox News "criticizes the Democrats for X then there must be absolutely nothing to X and the job of Democrats is to assert that loudly and often." The louder and more vicious the right's attack on Biden's age, the deeper Democrats dug in. There was furious pushback to news reports about Biden's alleged frailty, and critiques of "cheap fake" videos that tried to make him look senile. Some of those reports and misleading edits were, indeed, dishonest. But in reacting to them, Democrats and journalists with glaring blind spots drew the circle even tighter around their denialism.

Of course, some of the Democratic defense of Biden can also be understood as simple realpolitik, because (as we are told daily) there is simply no reasonable alternative to Biden, no plan B that would be more likely to succeed. The threat of Donald Trump's restoration was so urgent that questions about Biden's capacity needed to be suppressed. Biden himself is notoriously stubborn, and his circle is fiercely loyal and protective.

Then came last Thursday night. Millions of Democrats were genuinely shocked: They were confronted with the massive disconnect between what they had been telling themselves and what they saw with their own eyes. And the public's response is hard to ignore: A new New York Times/Siena poll found that Trump is leading Biden by six points among likely voters--Trump's largest lead in this poll since 2015. Seventy-four percent of voters view Biden as too old for the job. The question now is: Can the party break out of the bubble it has created and sustained for so long? Or will it double down on the denial?

Things are moving quickly, but as of this writing, the indicators are mixed. Biden's inner circle is reportedly hardening its resolve to stay in the race, lashing out at "bedwetters," pundits, and "self-important podcasters" who are sounding the alarm. Biden-friendly social-media influencers are exhorting the public not to air inconvenient truths if those truths undermine the party or the president.

But cracks are starting to show in the Democrats' long-established narrative. The mainstream media are flooded, in a way that they haven't yet been during Biden's presidency, with stories about his worrisome lapses and pointed questions about his cognitive health. And, as his poll numbers sink, there is growing pressure on Biden from major donors and elected Democrats to step aside.

On Friday, Biden will sit down with ABC's George Stephanopoulos for his first extended interview since the debate. He is holding a crisis meeting with Democratic governors and making campaign stops in key swing states. The New York Times reported today that, according to a "key ally," Biden is aware that these next few events need to go well.

Biden's press secretary said today that the president is "absolutely not" considering dropping out of the race--a statement his team is all but required to make until he actually decides to step down, of course. But, as Biden seems to understand, his margin for error is now vanishingly small. Meanwhile, the stakes grow higher: On Monday, the Supreme Court ruled that U.S. presidents have immunity for all official acts, a decision that makes the prospect of a Trump 2.0 presidency more dangerous than ever before.

Democrats claim to understand that a second Trump presidency would be an existential threat to democracy. We'll soon find out whether they are willing to risk it all by sticking with a candidate who three-quarters of Americans think is too old for the job.

Related:

	Biden's delegates are flirting with a breakup.
 	Democrats begin their shift from anxiety to action.




Today's News

 	British voters will elect a new prime minister and Parliament tomorrow. Current Prime Minister Rishi Sunak is forecast to lose to Labour Party leader Keir Starmer.
 	The militant group Hezbollah said that an Israeli strike killed one of its senior commanders in Lebanon. Hezbollah launched a flurry of rockets at Israel in response.
 	In an interview yesterday, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. did not directly deny Vanity Fair's report that he had sexually assaulted a 23-year-old nanny in 1998, though he called the report "a lot of garbage." He explicitly rejected a suggestion that he had once eaten a barbecued dog.
 




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: James W. Rosenthal / Library of Congress; Samuel Corum / Anadolu Agency / Getty



Farewell to Academe

By Eliot A. Cohen

After 42 years of academic life--not counting five years spent getting a Ph.D.--I am hanging it up. A while back, I concluded that the conversation that I would most dread overhearing would be an alumna saying to a current student, "I know, I know, but you should have seen the old man in his prime." I believe I dodged that one ...
 And yet I leave elite academe with doubts and foreboding that I would not have anticipated when I completed my formal education in 1982.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What Biden's stutter doesn't explain
 	Hubris of biblical proportions
 	Democrats begin their shift from anxiety to action.
 	Biden's delegates are flirting with a breakup.
 	Why Trump's conviction barely registered in polls




Culture Break


Saima Khalid / WTTV Limited / Peacock / C4



Watch. The second season of We Are Lady Parts (streaming on Peacock) tells the story of an all-female Muslim punk band.

Read. "Eustasy," a poem by Nikky Finney:

"At 90 most of her is thinning, / her mind a sheet of paper / with perforations."

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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What Biden's Stutter Doesn't Explain

The president's speech disorder is just one element of what the nation witnessed last week.

by John Hendrickson




On Sunday morning, Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina tried to cover for President Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance with an explanation that was an extreme reach. "All of us know how stutterers operate," Clyburn said on CNN's State of the Union. He was just the latest Biden supporter to use the president's lifelong stutter as a shield against legitimate public concern, an excuse that many others used across social platforms.

One progressive writer complained on X that the reaction to Biden's performance was "extreme ableism," while an abortion-rights activist described the president as the "grandpa with the cough and stutter."

Anne Applebaum: Time to roll the dice

Biden did indeed stutter at multiple points during last week's debate, just as he has countless times throughout his life. But what millions of viewers saw that night, and what set the country aghast, was the president's frailty, his repeated freeze-ups, his mouth hanging agape, his vacant stare into the middle distance, and, above all, his frequent inability to present a coherent thought. Those behaviors are not symptoms of stuttering.

Stuttering is an umbrella medical term used to describe a block, repetition, or prolongation in the course of saying a word. It is a neurological disorder with a strong genetic component; it affects 1 percent of the population, and is present across all languages and cultures.

Biden's stutter most often manifests in simple repetitions or short blocks around R, S, I, and E sounds. During a section of the debate about the national debt, Biden struggled on the word strengthen as he tried to say the phrase: "Making sure that we continue to strengthen our health-care system." When he reached that st sound in the middle of the phrase, he started rapidly blinking. Blinks have long been Biden's biggest stuttering "tell."

Biden used to be more adept at smothering his stutter. The increasing visibility of his present stuttering moments is likely a sign of aging--keeping a stutter at bay takes immense focus and energy. Eric S. Jackson, an associate professor of communicative sciences and disorders at NYU, researches the variability in stuttering. He told me he believes that, whereas in the past, Biden was light on his feet, he's now, at the age of 81, unable to effectively deploy various stuttering-concealment techniques, such as intentional word switching. Consequently, Biden's stutter has grown more pronounced and recognizable.

But the debate's most fraught moments did not involve classic stuttering. As Biden continued responding to the question on the national debt, he wasn't stumbling over the formation of certain words; he appeared lost in his answer entirely. He briefly brought up COVID, but then seemed to realize that was the wrong direction. He spent several seconds appearing to search for his actual target. He ended on the baffling phrase "If we finally beat Medicare" before one of the moderators, Jake Tapper, cut him off. Biden said that final phrase without a single repetition, prolongation, or block. Nor did he appear to be engaging in circumlocution--a technique in which stutterers swap in synonyms. He had simply trailed off and lost his point.

I'm very familiar with what it means to stutter, and with Biden's relationship to the disorder. I live with a stutter, and, five years ago, I interviewed Biden for an article in this magazine about the way he talks. Over the course of our hour-long conversation, I repeatedly pressed Biden to acknowledge a difficult truth: That although he had learned how to manage his stutter as an adult, he had never fully beaten it. Biden disagreed with this proposition. He insisted that stuttering was merely a childhood problem. When I presented Biden with examples of times he'd stuttered, including from that very conversation, he dismissed them all.

From the January/February 2020 issue: What Joe Biden can't bring himself to say

When I sat down to write the story, I was careful to point out that not all of Biden's verbal flubs could be attributed to stuttering: Sometimes, I wrote, "when Biden fudges a detail or loses his train of thought, it seems unrelated to stuttering, like he's just making a mistake. The kind of mistake other candidates make too, though less frequently than he does." Biden did not like my story. In the months and years that followed, however, certain Biden supporters began to use his stutter as a defense against criticism of the president's communication struggles, even when those moments did not involve stuttering at all.

Not only is this dishonest; it also risks stigmatizing a widely misunderstood disability. Although stuttering can be a huge daily challenge, people are able to live meaningful lives with the disorder. (Many doctors, lawyers, teachers, and pro athletes stutter. Even some professional public speakers stutter.) Although Biden's fellow stuttering Americans may trip over their words, they do not, on account of this disorder, exhibit the many other concerning symptoms that Biden displayed at last week's debate.

Roisin McManus, a nurse, podcaster, and longtime leader in the stuttering community, told me: "The president has a responsibility to communicate effectively. It's crucially important. People who stutter can communicate effectively. Joe Biden is proving himself increasingly unable to communicate effectively, and there is a lot on the line. I don't think stuttering provides cover for that."

The concern that many more Americans now have is that Biden has diminishing faculties that extend far beyond stumbling over words, and that he may be unfit to serve another term as president, or even to finish this one. With each passing day since the debate, Biden hasn't done enough to assure voters otherwise.

Last Friday in North Carolina, Biden appeared more lucid and cogent than he seemed Thursday night. At this year's State of the Union address, he sounded confident and booming. And on Monday night, in a brief address responding to the Supreme Court's ruling about presidential immunity, Biden performed fine, if not memorably. The obvious difference between all of those examples and the debate is the presence of a teleprompter.

Recent reporting in The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and elsewhere suggests that Biden's mid-sentence thought lapses, like the one he experienced with the Medicare answer at the debate, are more common than the White House wants voters to believe, and that his decline is accelerating--and according to these outlets, people who work closest with Biden are saying as much. Biden is unmistakably less loquacious and energetic than he used to be. According to Axios, the president is now most alert between the hours of 10 a.m. and 4 p.m.; the Times reported that Biden's debate-prep didn't begin until 11 a.m. and featured afternoon naps. All of these behaviors are consistent with being 81. None of them is the result of stuttering.
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Democrats Begin Their Shift From Anxiety to Action

Amid deep concern about Biden's capacity to continue as the nominee, party leaders are confronting the options and obstacles.

by Ronald Brownstein




The ground may be starting to shift under President Joe Biden after his scattered and sometimes disoriented debate performance last week.

Across the party, widespread agreement is emerging that Biden's chances of beating Donald Trump have dramatically diminished. "No one I have talked to believes Biden is going to win this race anymore: nobody," said one longtime Democratic pollster working in a key battleground state who, like almost all of the party insiders I interviewed for this article, asked for anonymity to discuss the situation candidly.

That reticence about going public was symptomatic. A general reluctance to publicly express those concerns, or to urge Biden to step aside, has been obvious--particularly because the White House has pushed back fiercely against critics, and many senior Democrats have issued supportive, if not ironclad, statements. And even some of those Democrats who considered Biden's performance calamitous continue to believe that replacing him with Vice President Kamala Harris or another candidate would endanger the party's chances more than staying the course.

"Universally we're in this state of suspended animation," the leader of a prominent Democratic advocacy group told me.

Read: Biden's delegates are flirting with a breakup

But the first signs that this paralysis may be lifting are appearing. Representative Mike Quigley of Illinois suggested yesterday that Biden may need to consider leaving the race; Representative Lloyd Doggett of Texas also called on him to do so yesterday, as did former Representative Tim Ryan, the party's 2022 Senate candidate in Ohio, and Julian Castro, a rival for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination. A senior House Democrat told me that many colleagues who are running in competitive districts express similar views and concerns in private. "The frontliners are melting down," this high-ranking representative told me.

Notably, former Speaker Nancy Pelosi defended Biden on MSNBC yesterday, but acknowledged that after the debate, "It's a legitimate question to say: Is this an episode or is this a condition?" (She said that question should apply to both candidates.) Democratic Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island likewise said that Biden must provide reassurance about his cognitive and physical abilities.

Despite these first few individuals going public with their doubts, no organized effort has yet coalesced in the party to encourage or pressure Biden to leave the race. Most Democrats feel helpless to affect Biden's decision, even as they grow more concerned that his vulnerabilities may be paving the way to a Trump victory that would create an existential threat not only to the party's policy priorities but to American democracy itself.

That's the overwhelming conclusion from my conversations over the past few days with a broad cross section of Democratic leaders, including members of Congress, the directors of several major advocacy and constituency groups, large donors, and longtime pollsters and strategists.

"I think it's a collective-action problem, where no one wants to go first, but as soon as someone does, it is going to feed on itself," one prominent Democratic fundraiser told me.

Publicly, the furthest that almost all Democrats have been willing to push Biden has been to call on him to schedule a flurry of voter town halls and media interviews through which he could try to offset the flailing and vacant impression that his debate performance left. "He needs to relentlessly speak to the American public in unscripted events over the next week," Jim Kessler, the executive vice president for policy at Third Way, a centrist Democratic group that has led this push, told me. "The only way to replace a bad impression is with a good one. Success with unscripted events like town halls and press conferences can show that the debate was an anomaly."

Biden's campaign has scheduled an interview with George Stephanopoulos on ABC and a campaign appearance in Wisconsin, both on Friday, but it hasn't announced anything like the volume of appearances that Third Way and others have urged; overall, the president's schedule this week is light on public events. On Monday night, Biden gave very brief remarks responding to the decision handed down by the Supreme Court's Republican majority that provides presidents with broad immunity for their actions in office.

The fact that Biden has not already announced such high-profile unscripted interactions is being interpreted by those worried about Biden's prospects as confirmation of their fears. "You would have thought they would have quickly put together a roundtable with steelworkers, which is relatively safe, or have Shawn Fain pull together something with autoworkers," the director of the advocacy group told me, referring to the United Auto Workers president. "Anything where he can be seen in conversation with people ... and people will see he can function without a script. They haven't done it, because clearly, he can't." This official also noted how little Biden has interacted with the media in office and said the White House has virtually shut off small meetings between the president and key groups in the Democratic coalition.

One leader of a major liberal advocacy group told me that the organization viewed a gantlet of public events for Biden as a win-win proposition for the party. Either he performs well and eases concerns about his capacity, this official said, or he performs badly and explodes the idea that his debate performance was the result of a bad night--an idea that no one I spoke with, in fact, accepts.

This official at the liberal advocacy group told me that many in the party were focusing on the way Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina, one of Biden's staunchest congressional allies, has phrased his support for the president since the debate. Clyburn has analogized Biden's poor showing to a single strike during an at-bat, saying, "If this were a ball game, he's got two more swings."

The official said that some Democrats are taking that to mean Clyburn could urge Biden to step aside if the president continues to struggle in public settings. The high-ranking House Democrat I spoke with said that nervous members in competitive districts similarly view Clyburn--whose endorsement at a crucial moment in the primary was vital to Biden's 2020 nomination--as the congressional leader with the greatest capacity to influence the president's decision. Clyburn, this Democrat told me, has been telling those members to wait and see how Biden performs in the coming days. But, the Democrat added, Clyburn has also frustrated vulnerable members by so emphatically defending Biden in public, which they feel has limited their room to take a more critical stance.

Clyburn's office did not respond to a request for comment on whether Democratic allies are correctly interpreting his three-strikes comments as a signal that he may be willing to break with Biden, if more episodes suggesting incapacity occur.

The president of another Democratic constituency group told me that multiple factors are discouraging activists from airing concerns about Biden, despite private anxieties that have exploded since the debate. "I don't see anyone, whether it's an elected official or nongovernmental organization, getting out there publicly saying he needs to go," this official told me. "A: It's not going to matter if we say it; and B: If he does win, we're totally cut off from any conversation. So what's the point?"

The group president continued: "I can say privately, and I have said it--I think it would be better if he was replaced. It's a risky move but we are in a dark place, and I think it would be better if it's someone else. It almost doesn't matter who it would be. But none of us are going to say that publicly."

This constituency-group leader and several others told me that a big part of the challenge in coalescing any organized pressure on Biden is that though virtually everyone agrees the debate weakened the president's chances of beating Trump, no one can say that Biden has no chance of winning--or that a replacement candidate would surely run better. In addition, Biden is benefiting from the same dynamic that allowed Trump to once confidently claim that he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue without losing any support: Most of the electorate is so dug in at this point that almost nothing could move them toward supporting the other party.

Generally, public and private polling so far has not shown a collapse for Biden in the horse-race numbers against Trump. A national USA Today/Suffolk University survey released yesterday showed Trump slightly widening his lead to three percentage points; a CNN survey conducted by SRSS, also released yesterday, showed Trump holding a daunting six-point advantage, but that survey has typically been the worst major poll for Biden, and Trump's lead was no larger than in the survey's previous result, in April. A national CBS/YouGovAmerica poll released today put Trump's lead at two percentage points, a statistically insignificant one-point decline from its previous survey.

Biden's team has put forward its own campaign pollsters, Geoff Garin and Molly Murphy, to argue that the debate did not materially change the race. Garin and Murphy are widely respected in the party, but the Democratic strategists worried about Biden's chances say that this optimism ignores two key messages from even a best-case reading of the polling.

One is that even a status-quo polling result after the debate leaves Biden on track to a probable defeat. Democrats almost universally agree that Biden's campaign sought this early debate because it understood that he was losing and needed to change the dynamics of the race. Party strategists believe he has fallen almost out of range in his southeastern target states of Georgia and North Carolina, and faces a substantial, if less insurmountable, deficit in his southwestern targets of Arizona and Nevada.

Even before the debate, Biden's most plausible path to 270 Electoral College votes was to sweep the three former "blue wall" states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. But before last week, most Democrats viewed his odds as no better than 50-50 in any of them--and the odds of winning all three below that (the chance of three successive coin flips falling on the same side is only one in eight).

The Democratic pollster working in one of these blue-wall states told me that his initial post-debate polling shows Trump slightly widening a lead he had taken in the weeks before the encounter. The question after the debate, this pollster said, was not whether Biden could stay within range of Trump (as the White House argues he can), but whether the president now could ever find the last few thousand votes he would need to overcome his Republican opponent.

"I don't know where he gets the votes--his favorable ratings are so bad," the pollster told me. "I think his odds in this state, which were probably getting close to 50-50 at best, are now at least two to one against." (Another set of post-debate poll results from a different pollster circulating among liberal groups that was shared with me last night also found Biden's deficit widening to an ominous level in these key states.)

The pollster's comments point to the second polling problem facing Biden: The top-line number in polls, which generally show Trump ahead, is typically the best result for Biden. His standing in all the subsidiary polling metrics is almost without exception weaker. In yesterday's CNN survey, for instance, Biden's job-approval rating fell to 36 percent, the lowest level that poll has recorded for him. More than seven in 10 voters in the survey said that Biden's physical and mental ability was a reason to vote against him.

The longtime Democratic pollster Stanley Greenberg, the senior campaign pollster in Bill Clinton's 1992 victory, over the weekend released so-called dial groups tracking moment-by-moment voter reactions to the debate from Democratic-leaning groups that are not fully committed to Biden, including younger, Hispanic, and Black voters, as well as those considering support for a third-party candidate.

These respondents went into the debate supporting Biden by two to one, Greenberg reported, and Trump did nothing in the debate to improve their preponderantly negative perceptions of him. Those watching gave Biden credit on some fronts, such as standing up for the middle class, but "when asked the overall impression, the first was on his cognitive and physical fitness, expressing concern about his age, mental acuity, saying words, 'confused,' and 'frail,'" Greenberg wrote. "Then, they commented on difficulty articulating his thoughts and his train of thought." By his account, almost two-thirds of these Democratic-leaning voters concluded that he was too old to be president, with most of them "strongly" agreeing with that proposition.

"Those doubts make it pretty certain that he is going to ... be behind in almost all the Electoral College states," Greenberg told me. "You are going to go into the convention with that backdrop. In a very difficult year, it has become dramatically more difficult."

A final line of defense for Biden is that even many Democrats who accept that he has been badly hurt remain uncertain that removing him would improve the party's chances against Trump. The pollster working in one of the blue-wall states told me that although House and Senate candidates are alarmed about Biden's position, "I think they are scared to death about Kamala. And they are scared to death about the fight. There isn't a grand plan."

The high-ranking House Democratic member told me that the party leadership in the chamber has given no indication that it would push for Biden to step aside--but it has signaled that if he does, the leadership will seek to quickly unify behind Harris as the alternative. (Likewise, Clyburn declared yesterday that he'd urge the party to consolidate behind Harris if Biden withdraws.) Other Democrats have noted that under campaign-finance rules, only Harris could utilize the $240 million in cash that the Biden ticket has stockpiled (although some believe that another candidate could find a way to access that money).

Adam Serwer: Biden must resign

The prospect of Harris replacing Biden, as I've previously written, deeply divides Democrats. One reason Biden didn't face much pressure to drop out earlier is the double fear many of his critics have that she can't win either, yet that denying the nomination to the first woman of color would tear the party apart.

Still, based on my conversations, even some of those skeptical of Harris are moving toward the belief that she presents a better bet than continuing with a diminished Biden. "People have seen something they can't unsee about this guy. And his performance will not get better; it won't," the official at the liberal advocacy group told me. "Harris is better. She has the ability to rally the troops and create some energy with turnout in these places in a way that Joe Biden can't." The former Senate candidate Ryan, a centrist popular in Democratic circles usually skeptical of Harris, made similar points in his social-media posts yesterday. "@VP has significantly grown into her job, she will destroy Trump in debate, highlight choice issue, energize our base, bring back young voters and give us generational change," he wrote.

If Biden steps aside, plenty of influential Democrats would prefer the party to pass over Harris as well, for other alternatives such as Governor Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan or Governor Gavin Newsom of California. "I don't think everybody is going to step aside," James Carville, the longtime party strategist, said when I appeared on his podcast yesterday. With the Sun Belt swing states already moving out of reach, many Democratic strategists fear that Harris could not win nearly enough of the working-class white voters essential to success in the Rust Belt.

Other Democrats, though, are dubious that any major party figure would enlist in a contest with Harris for the nomination, a confrontation that would inevitably be racially fraught, especially given the uncertain prospect that anyone who succeeds Biden could beat Trump. With that in mind, the finding in yesterday's CNN survey that Harris, though still trailing, was polling better against Trump than Biden definitely raised eyebrows among Democrats. If Biden's skeptics scale the mountain of removing him from the ticket, they may conclude that accepting Harris, with all her own limitations, is a more plausible option than climbing the second mountain of dislodging her too.
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Biden's Delegates Are Flirting With a Breakup

Even those who parrot the party line acknowledge that their candidate stepping aside might be best.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Almost a week has passed since Joe Biden's feeble debate performance. The president's defenders are sticking with a rehearsed one-two punch: "It was a rough start," they say, but "let's focus on substance." In the opposite corner, Biden's critics are calling on him to bow out while he can still muster a coherent resignation speech.

But what of the delegates, numbering nearly 4,000--the actual humans set to nominate the man at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago next month? This week, I reached out to a small sample of them. The consensus I found is that they believe Biden is a good guy who had a bad night. In that, they echoed the president's defenders. But most were willing to go a little further: They don't necessarily think Biden should step aside, but some were willing to entertain the idea that he might.

"To get that strongest candidate, if it means he has to step aside, I hope that happens," the Michigan delegate Chris Cracchiolo, the chair of the Grand Traverse Democrats, told me, before quickly adding, "I don't really want it to happen."

"I would trust Biden's inner circle and Biden's judgment as to whether or not he should keep going," LaShawn Ford, an Illinois state representative and a national delegate, told me. "He will do what's best for the nation. If that means he's going to step down and allow his VP to step up, then we shall see."

David Frum: Apocalypse Not

A quick primer on convention mechanics. Delegates tend to be older longtime party activists, and their number includes many current and former elected leaders. Given those ties, delegates are generally more inclined to toe the establishment line--and that's likely to hold even in the kerfuffle now developing.

Democratic delegates are sorted into two categories, pledged and unpledged. Pledged delegates must vote for a specific candidate mandated by their state's primary results--and Biden has dibs on most of those. The unpledged class of delegates, also known as superdelegates, include members of the party's top brass. According to a 2018 rule change, these delegates don't actually vote unless there is a contested convention. Of course, if the president drops out, then what these delegates think could become much more relevant.

Most of the delegates I interviewed tried to explain away Biden's 90-minute stumble session. "I'm listening to him now in North Carolina, and he's his usual vibrant self," Carolyn Bourland, a delegate from Michigan, told me. The debate "was just an off night," she said. "He knew that millions of people would be watching, and, supposedly, he had a cold." Biden certainly sounded perkier at the rally she was watching in the Tar Heel State, but the two situations were not really comparable. The president was using a teleprompter at the campaign event, which took place in the early afternoon, rather than late in the evening.

Many of these delegates reminded me that Donald Trump had a rough night too. The former president lied relentlessly, dodged the moderators' questions, and was evasive about whether he'd accept the results of November's election. "On substance, the contrast couldn't be clearer," Joshua Polacheck, an Arizona delegate, told me. "If you take what was said by Trump and show that to Democrats, independents, and McCain Republicans in my state, that will do nothing but build support for Joe Biden and Kamala Harris."

Mark Leibovich: Time to go, Joe

The problem for Democrats is that Americans have, unfortunately, grown accustomed to Trump's lies and buffoonery; some even find the show entertaining. But many of them were unprepared for Biden's limp display. ("I just ... lacked the imagination for this," one political commentator texted me during the debate.) Compared with the incumbent president, Trump seemed, well, alive. And even if looking alive sets a very low bar, it's probably the bare-minimum requirement for someone vying to hold the nation's highest office.

So the big question: Should Biden step down and allow another Democrat to take his place? None of the pledged delegates I spoke with were shouting "Yes!" from the rooftops. But their "No"s came with varying degrees of certainty.

Polacheck was offended by the suggestion that Biden might not belong in the race. "The clear majority of Americans believe that Trump should not be running," he said. "I reject the framework of the question." Biden is the candidate, State Representative Christine Sinicki, a delegate from Wisconsin, said. "He had one bad night. That's not a reason to turn our backs on him."

Despite their loyalty to Biden, most of the delegates I interviewed were willing to name potential alternatives, such as Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, California Governor Gavin Newsom, and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg. Few mentioned Vice President Kamala Harris, even though she's technically next in line for the presidency. It was hard not to hear an enthusiasm gap when I asked about her. "She would be all right," Cracchiolo said. "The sister in me would be excited for the sister in her," Missouri State Representative Raychel Proudie, who is Black, told me. "But the real question is, can she beat Donald Trump?"

Biden's family is reportedly dead set against his withdrawal from the race. Combine that with the complex logistical problems of tapping a new candidate and redirecting an entire multimillion-dollar campaign, and you're looking at a very unlikely scenario. Right now, senior Democrats are in cleanup mode. Biden, however--other than delivering remarks on the Supreme Court's presidential-immunity ruling--has so far defaulted to his carefully paced campaign schedule. He has not made calls to Democratic congressional leaders to canvass their views, nor has he reached out to state governors, who are arguably his most important surrogates on the campaign trail ahead of 2024.

Ronald Brownstein: The Biden-replacement operation

Proudie was the only delegate I spoke with who isn't bound to vote for Biden and is instead pledged "uncommitted," which means that she can vote for anyone in August. She's frustrated, she told me, because if Biden isn't going to step down, she'd at least like a strong message from the party about how to move forward, and what to tell voters who were disappointed by Biden's debate performance.

"How do we overcome this," Proudie asked, without pretending "we all didn't see with our own eyes what happened last week?" She paused before adding a pointed question: "When was the last time you voted for someone who thought you were stupid?"
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        Trump's New Racist Insult
        David A. Graham

        Weird things happen on the debate stage--just ask Joe Biden. So when Donald Trump used Palestinian as a slur against the president during last week's debate, it was hard to know whether the insult was planned or just an ad-lib."As far as Israel and Hamas, Israel's the one that wants to go--he said the only one who wants to keep going is Hamas. Actually, Israel is the one. And you should let them go and let them finish the job," Trump said. "He doesn't want to do it. He's become like a Palestinian. ...

      

      
        What Biden's Stutter Doesn't Explain
        John Hendrickson

        On Sunday morning, Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina tried to cover for President Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance with an explanation that was an extreme reach. "All of us know how stutterers operate," Clyburn said on CNN's State of the Union. He was just the latest Biden supporter to use the president's lifelong stutter as a shield against legitimate public concern, an excuse that many others used across social platforms.One progressive writer complained on X that the reac...

      

      
        Biden Must Resign
        Adam Serwer

        Joe Biden must resign the presidency. The last person to do so was Richard Nixon, who left in disgrace after abusing the powers of his office. Nixon had to resign because he led an assault on American democracy. Biden must resign for the opposite reason: to give American democracy its best chance of surviving.The American right has spent every day since Biden was nominated in 2020 presenting him as an incompetent, doddering old fool, incapable of discharging the responsibilities of the office. Bi...

      

      
        Democrats Begin Their Shift From Anxiety to Action
        Ronald Brownstein

        The ground may be starting to shift under President Joe Biden after his scattered and sometimes disoriented debate performance last week.Across the party, widespread agreement is emerging that Biden's chances of beating Donald Trump have dramatically diminished. "No one I have talked to believes Biden is going to win this race anymore: nobody," said one longtime Democratic pollster working in a key battleground state who, like almost all of the party insiders I interviewed for this article, asked...

      

      
        Time to Roll the Dice
        Anne Applebaum

        November's election has very high stakes: the nature and, indeed, the continued existence of the American republic, at least in the form that we've known it for the past century. Around the world, the United States under a second Trump presidency would cease to be seen as a leading democracy, or as a leader of anything at all. What kind of country elects a criminal and an insurrectionist as its president?If he wins, Donald Trump has said that he wants mass deportations, perhaps carried out by the...

      

      
        Why Trump's Conviction Barely Registered in Polls
        Russell Berman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.For more than a year, an invisible asterisk hovered next to Donald Trump's slim but steady polling lead over Joe Biden. Although the dozens of indictments brought against Trump in 2023 hardly hurt his campaign, surveys indicated that a criminal conviction could transform the race.In early April, for example, the polling firm YouGov asked what was then still a hypothetical question: Should a person convicted of a felony be...

      

      
        Biden's Delegates Are Flirting With a Breakup
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Almost a week has passed since Joe Biden's feeble debate performance. The president's defenders are sticking with a rehearsed one-two punch: "It was a rough start," they say, but "let's focus on substance." In the opposite corner, Biden's critics are calling on him to bow out while he can still muster a coherent resignation speech.But what of the delegates, numbering nearly 4,000--the actual humans set to nominate the man ...

      

      
        Hubris of Biblical Proportions
        Erica Brown

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here."Kings scarcely recognize themselves as mortals, scarcely understand that which pertains to man," John Milton wrote, "except on the day they are made king or on the day they die."Russian President Vladimir Putin is 71; he's been in that office for the last 12 years, and will leave a historical wreckage as his legacy. He's not going anywhere of his own volition. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, despi...

      

      
        The Lie Democrats Are Telling Themselves
        Mark Leibovich

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Since President Joe Biden's debate debacle on Thursday, I've learned two things for sure: first, that Republicans are not the only party being led by a geriatric egotist who puts himself before the country. And second, that Republicans are not the only party whose putative leaders have a toxic lemming mindset and are willing to lead American democracy off a cliff.I know, I know: Calm down, bed wetter. And how dare you "bo...

      

      
        Something Has Gone Deeply Wrong at the Supreme Court
        Akhil Reed Amar

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Forget Donald Trump. Forget Joe Biden. Think instead about the Constitution. What does this document, the supreme law of our land, actually say about   lawsuits against ex-presidents?Nothing remotely resembling what Chief Justice John Roberts and five associate  justices declared  in yesterday's disappointing Trump v. United States decision . The Court's curious and convoluted majority opinion turns the Constitution's tex...

      

      
        The Absurdity of the Dump-Biden Uprising
        Stuart Stevens

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Millions vote for a candidate, propelling him to victory. Before the voters' decision is formally certified, people who don't like the outcome demand that the election results be thrown out and a different candidate selected in a closed process. That was America on January 6, 2021. And now, some in the Democratic Party want to follow a similar script.The Democratic Party held 57 primaries and caucuses; voters in all 50 st...

      

      
        Trump Suggests Planes Can't Fly When It's Not Sunny
        John Hendrickson

        At a campaign rally in Virginia last week, former President Donald Trump expressed concern that battery-powered airplanes wouldn't fly in cloudy conditions. Trump, the presumptive Republican nominee for president, apparently believes that batteries of the sort that could power airplanes would be dependent on solar energy. Aviation experts agree that no airplane would be, or could be, flown that relied solely on solar power to stay airborne.In an extended, extemporaneous aside during a speech in w...

      

      
        Apocalypse Not
        David Frum

        The great operational question before us is not "Is Joe Biden too old?" The question is "Do you trust the delegates to the Democratic convention in Chicago to replace the present ticket with a supposedly more winning ticket without ripping their party apart in catastrophic ways?"On this issue, I am reminded of the memorable definition of a conservative offered by the Civil War veteran and writer Ambrose Bierce: one "who is enamored of existing evils, as distinguished from the Liberal who wishes t...

      

      
        The Supreme Court Puts Trump Above the Law
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Near the top of their sweeping, lawless opinion in Trump v. United States, Donald Trump's defenders on the Supreme Court repeat one of the most basic principles of American constitutional government: "The president is not above the law." They then proceed to obliterate it.Although the pro-Trump justices attempt to nest the breadth of their opinion in legalese, their finding that the president cannot be prosecuted for "off...

      

      
        Donald Trump's Theory of Everything
        Gilad Edelman

        At Thursday's debate, while Joe Biden struggled to put a sentence together, Donald Trump struggled to utter any sentence that wasn't about illegal immigrants destroying the country.Harsh rhetoric--and policy--on migrants and the border has long been a pillar of Trump's political identity, but it used to slot into a much wider range of grievances. On the campaign trail in 2016, Trump railed against free trade, vowed to get revenge on China for ripping America off, and accused corporate executives an...

      

      
        Democrats Aren't Calling for Biden to Quit--Yet
        Russell Berman

        Congressional Democrats aren't ready to demand that President Joe Biden quit his bid for reelection after a debate performance that was almost universally panned. But for the first time, some of them are taking the possibility seriously."The debate was a serious setback," Senator Peter Welch of Vermont told me by phone yesterday. "It's up to President Biden and his campaign to demonstrate that they do, in fact, have the energy for another four years."Representative Jared Huffman of California, a ...

      

      
        What Left-Wing Democrats Haven't Learned From Defeat
        Michael Powell

        If those on the left wing of the Democratic Party hope to exercise power and bend the national party to their will, they might try to stifle any self-righteousness and learn different lessons from Representative Jamaal Bowman's defeat. In a primary earlier this week, the soon-to-be-former member of Congress from New York took less than 42 percent of the vote--finishing 17 points behind the winner, Westchester County Executive George Latimer.Bowman remained curiously unreflective about his varied m...

      

      
        Calls for Biden's Withdrawal Are a Sign of a Healthy Democratic Party
        Brian Klaas

        The reaction to last night's presidential debate showed that America's two major political parties are not remotely the same.One has transformed into a cult of personality that continues to intensify its unwavering support for a presumptive nominee who is a convicted felon and habitual liar--a man who incited a violent mob to try to overturn an election, and whom courts have found liable for sexual assault and banned from doing business in New York. The other is in full-blown panic mode, consideri...

      

      
        It Wasn't Just the Debate
        Roge Karma

        When is a bad debate performance more than just a bad debate performance? When you're depending on it to save your campaign. Joe Biden's televised meltdown last night punctured the last remaining theory of how he could plausibly defeat Donald Trump.Heading into the 2024 election cycle, Biden narrowly but consistently trailed Trump in the polls. But his supporters offered several theories of how he would close the gap.Theory No. 1: Trump amnesia would dissipate. People might be telling pollsters t...

      

      
        They're Both Totally Unfit
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        The first presidential debate of this election cycle is over, and what a depressing spectacle it was. I can't remember feeling guilty watching a campaign event before, but seeing the exchanges between Joe Biden and Donald Trump felt like participating in elder abuse. There's nothing winsome about pestering old men with incessant questions as if to deny them the dignity of their dotage.Biden was particularly ill-served by the proceedings. From the moment he shuffled onstage and muttered his first ...

      

      
        The Biden-Replacement Operation
        Ronald Brownstein

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When I reached the longtime Democratic strategist James Carville via text near the end of last night's presidential debate, his despair virtually radiated through my phone."I tried, man, I tried," Carville wrote to me.A few minutes later, when the debate was over, we talked by phone. Carville has been one of the loudest and most persistent Democrats arguing that President Joe Biden was too old to run again. C...

      

      
        Biden's Loved Ones Owe Him the Truth
        Peter Wehner

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The only good thing for Democrats to come out of last night's catastrophic debate was its crystal clarity: Joe Biden, for the sake of his party and for the sake of his country, needs to step aside.The odds are still against that, but they became dramatically higher just minutes into the debate, when all of the worst concerns about Biden were confirmed. The president appeared frail, confused, and disoriented; at times he w...

      

      
        Someone Needs to Take Biden's Keys
        Franklin Foer

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.My grandfather was a mortal threat behind the wheel of his Oldsmobile. In imperfect anticipation of yellow lights, he would stop unexpectedly at intersections. He drove 30 miles an hour on the freeway. One day his vision occluded, and he couldn't see clearly into the distance. Yet he would still occasionally grab the keys, put my grandmother and her clutch of coupons in the passenger seat, and head to the grocery store. W...

      

      
        Fore More Years
        Charlie Warzel

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Last night, a nation turned its watchful eyes toward its television screens and witnessed a type of ritual usually only held behind closed doors. Eager voters finally got a glimpse into the smoke-filled rooms that line the halls of power--the places where world affairs are settled and where great men may speak freely. At last, the electorate saw something real: two old, powerful men petulantly blustering about their golf g...

      

      
        Dropping Out Is Biden's Most Patriotic Option
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Joe Biden says he ran for president in 2020 because of Charlottesville. He says he ran because he saw the threat Donald Trump posed to the country and the threat he posed to democracy. If Biden truly believes that, he needs to end his reelection campaign. Indeed, dropping out could be the most patriotic gesture of his long career in public service, and every senior Democratic official and leader in the country should be p...
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Trump's New Racist Insult

The former president's recent attack on Senator Chuck Schumer is like an Everlasting Gobstopper of offense, with new layers emerging one after another.

by David A. Graham




Weird things happen on the debate stage--just ask Joe Biden. So when Donald Trump used Palestinian as a slur against the president during last week's debate, it was hard to know whether the insult was planned or just an ad-lib.

"As far as Israel and Hamas, Israel's the one that wants to go--he said the only one who wants to keep going is Hamas. Actually, Israel is the one. And you should let them go and let them finish the job," Trump said. "He doesn't want to do it. He's become like a Palestinian. But they don't like him, because he's a very bad Palestinian. He's a weak one."

Whether premeditated or improvised, it was one of the low points of the debate for Trump, whose performance was obscured by Biden's disaster but was full of misleading and appalling statements. And the next day, he did it again.

Read: A disaster for Joe Biden

"Look at a guy like Senator [Chuck] Schumer," Trump said the day after the debate, referring to the Senate majority leader. "I've always known him, known him a long time. I come from New York; I knew Schumer. He's become a Palestinian. He's a Palestinian now. Congratulations. He was very loyal to Israel and to Jewish people. He's Jewish. But he's become a Palestinian because they have a couple of more votes or something; nobody's quite figured it out."

This is an Everlasting Gobstopper of offense, with new layers emerging one after another. (Trump, like Willy Wonka, favors oversize ties.) First, there is the idea that calling someone Palestinian is inherently pejorative. Then there is the implication that Schumer is a traitor to his own people. Next is the suggestion that Schumer's opposition to the current Israeli government is a result of his having been bought off--an implication of scheming, an anti-Semitic trope--even though Schumer's criticism of the current government aligns with large portions of Israeli society and military leadership.

Trump has sought to develop a moderate position on the war in Gaza. He doesn't like Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, a former ally, because of perceived personal slights. Trump has suggested at times that the war needs to end quickly, almost shading toward support for a cease-fire. But many in the Republican Party (including Trump's donor base) are extremely hard-line and want to see Hamas flattened no matter the cost in blood. Trump has been more than happy to sit back and watch Democrats feud over the right course in the war.

From the June 2019 issue: An oral history of Trump's bigotry

But sometimes Trump reveals more than he intends. In using Palestinian this way, he's not differentiating between Hamas and civilians, or between Hamas and Fatah, or between Gaza and the West Bank. All Palestinians are the same to him, and they are all contemptible.

The emergence of the insult is reminiscent of another notable Trump remark from the debate. The former president has sought to increase his support among Black voters, especially Black men, but he still doesn't seem to know how to talk about Black people as anything besides an Other. During the debate, he warned that immigrants were "taking Black jobs now," an argument premised on the idea that Black people do low-skill jobs and only low-skill jobs. This should come as little surprise--on The Apprentice, for example, Trump was resistant to Black contestants becoming executives.

These moments are useful for remembering who Trump is. His intense focus on the criminal cases against him and the retribution he hopes to deal out for them has become the center of his campaign, somewhat overshadowing the offensive rhetoric that anchored his 2016 effort. But sometimes the mask slips, and the old Trump is still behind it.
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What Biden's Stutter Doesn't Explain

The president's speech disorder is just one element of what the nation witnessed last week.

by John Hendrickson




On Sunday morning, Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina tried to cover for President Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance with an explanation that was an extreme reach. "All of us know how stutterers operate," Clyburn said on CNN's State of the Union. He was just the latest Biden supporter to use the president's lifelong stutter as a shield against legitimate public concern, an excuse that many others used across social platforms.

One progressive writer complained on X that the reaction to Biden's performance was "extreme ableism," while an abortion-rights activist described the president as the "grandpa with the cough and stutter."

Anne Applebaum: Time to roll the dice

Biden did indeed stutter at multiple points during last week's debate, just as he has countless times throughout his life. But what millions of viewers saw that night, and what set the country aghast, was the president's frailty, his repeated freeze-ups, his mouth hanging agape, his vacant stare into the middle distance, and, above all, his frequent inability to present a coherent thought. Those behaviors are not symptoms of stuttering.

Stuttering is an umbrella medical term used to describe a block, repetition, or prolongation in the course of saying a word. It is a neurological disorder with a strong genetic component; it affects 1 percent of the population, and is present across all languages and cultures.

Biden's stutter most often manifests in simple repetitions or short blocks around R, S, I, and E sounds. During a section of the debate about the national debt, Biden struggled on the word strengthen as he tried to say the phrase: "Making sure that we continue to strengthen our health-care system." When he reached that st sound in the middle of the phrase, he started rapidly blinking. Blinks have long been Biden's biggest stuttering "tell."

Biden used to be more adept at smothering his stutter. The increasing visibility of his present stuttering moments is likely a sign of aging--keeping a stutter at bay takes immense focus and energy. Eric S. Jackson, an associate professor of communicative sciences and disorders at NYU, researches the variability in stuttering. He told me he believes that, whereas in the past, Biden was light on his feet, he's now, at the age of 81, unable to effectively deploy various stuttering-concealment techniques, such as intentional word switching. Consequently, Biden's stutter has grown more pronounced and recognizable.

But the debate's most fraught moments did not involve classic stuttering. As Biden continued responding to the question on the national debt, he wasn't stumbling over the formation of certain words; he appeared lost in his answer entirely. He briefly brought up COVID, but then seemed to realize that was the wrong direction. He spent several seconds appearing to search for his actual target. He ended on the baffling phrase "If we finally beat Medicare" before one of the moderators, Jake Tapper, cut him off. Biden said that final phrase without a single repetition, prolongation, or block. Nor did he appear to be engaging in circumlocution--a technique in which stutterers swap in synonyms. He had simply trailed off and lost his point.

I'm very familiar with what it means to stutter, and with Biden's relationship to the disorder. I live with a stutter, and, five years ago, I interviewed Biden for an article in this magazine about the way he talks. Over the course of our hour-long conversation, I repeatedly pressed Biden to acknowledge a difficult truth: That although he had learned how to manage his stutter as an adult, he had never fully beaten it. Biden disagreed with this proposition. He insisted that stuttering was merely a childhood problem. When I presented Biden with examples of times he'd stuttered, including from that very conversation, he dismissed them all.

From the January/February 2020 issue: What Joe Biden can't bring himself to say

When I sat down to write the story, I was careful to point out that not all of Biden's verbal flubs could be attributed to stuttering: Sometimes, I wrote, "when Biden fudges a detail or loses his train of thought, it seems unrelated to stuttering, like he's just making a mistake. The kind of mistake other candidates make too, though less frequently than he does." Biden did not like my story. In the months and years that followed, however, certain Biden supporters began to use his stutter as a defense against criticism of the president's communication struggles, even when those moments did not involve stuttering at all.

Not only is this dishonest; it also risks stigmatizing a widely misunderstood disability. Although stuttering can be a huge daily challenge, people are able to live meaningful lives with the disorder. (Many doctors, lawyers, teachers, and pro athletes stutter. Even some professional public speakers stutter.) Although Biden's fellow stuttering Americans may trip over their words, they do not, on account of this disorder, exhibit the many other concerning symptoms that Biden displayed at last week's debate.

Roisin McManus, a nurse, podcaster, and longtime leader in the stuttering community, told me: "The president has a responsibility to communicate effectively. It's crucially important. People who stutter can communicate effectively. Joe Biden is proving himself increasingly unable to communicate effectively, and there is a lot on the line. I don't think stuttering provides cover for that."

The concern that many more Americans now have is that Biden has diminishing faculties that extend far beyond stumbling over words, and that he may be unfit to serve another term as president, or even to finish this one. With each passing day since the debate, Biden hasn't done enough to assure voters otherwise.

Last Friday in North Carolina, Biden appeared more lucid and cogent than he seemed Thursday night. At this year's State of the Union address, he sounded confident and booming. And on Monday night, in a brief address responding to the Supreme Court's ruling about presidential immunity, Biden performed fine, if not memorably. The obvious difference between all of those examples and the debate is the presence of a teleprompter.

Recent reporting in The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and elsewhere suggests that Biden's mid-sentence thought lapses, like the one he experienced with the Medicare answer at the debate, are more common than the White House wants voters to believe, and that his decline is accelerating--and according to these outlets, people who work closest with Biden are saying as much. Biden is unmistakably less loquacious and energetic than he used to be. According to Axios, the president is now most alert between the hours of 10 a.m. and 4 p.m.; the Times reported that Biden's debate-prep didn't begin until 11 a.m. and featured afternoon naps. All of these behaviors are consistent with being 81. None of them is the result of stuttering.
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Biden Must Resign

If the president wants to protect American democracy, he should hand over his office to Kamala Harris.

by Adam Serwer




Joe Biden must resign the presidency. The last person to do so was Richard Nixon, who left in disgrace after abusing the powers of his office. Nixon had to resign because he led an assault on American democracy. Biden must resign for the opposite reason: to give American democracy its best chance of surviving.

The American right has spent every day since Biden was nominated in 2020 presenting him as an incompetent, doddering old fool, incapable of discharging the responsibilities of the office. Biden's task at the first presidential debate, on Thursday, was to dismiss those allegations as mere smears, as he did in 2020. Instead, he confirmed that he has aged dramatically over the past four years. Biden was very old to begin with, and at the debate he appeared far more visibly diminished than he has in the past.

Read: It wasn't just the debate

Subsequent reporting has confirmed that Biden's condition is worse than Democrats had been willing to publicly admit. Yesterday, The New York Times reported that "in the weeks and months before President Biden's politically devastating performance on the debate stage in Atlanta, several current and former officials and others who encountered him behind closed doors noticed that he increasingly appeared confused or listless, or would lose the thread of conversations." Similar claims have been reported elsewhere.

Now, perhaps it really was just a bad night, and Biden remains as sharp as he was in 2020. If that's the case, then he should be able to make the kind of public appearances necessary to quell these complaints. If he proves himself capable of doing so, I'll happily acknowledge error. But after a week of disastrous coverage about his mental fitness, he has not. That is unavoidably ominous.

Biden was behind in the polls prior to the debate. A strong performance might have calmed fears about his age rather than confirming them, and although it remains early, polls taken after the debate show his support softening. As the political scientist Lee Drutman writes, "Biden's debate performance has, of course, cemented the number one concern that most voters have about re-electing him: he is way too old to be president. Once a negative impression sets in, it takes much more work to dislodge that impression."

The Trumpified Supreme Court's decision on Monday granting imperial powers to any president unscrupulous enough to use them has raised the stakes of the election tremendously, and they were already too high. As it stands, Donald Trump's advisers are already indicating that a Trump victory in November would result in not the inauguration of a president but the coronation of a caesar. If Trump wins, he will have the presidency Nixon wanted, one in which nothing the president does is illegal. Kevin Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, which aspires to staff a future Trump administration, has made clear that the MAGA right contemplates using this newfound imperial power to employ political violence against its opposition. "We are in the process of the second American Revolution, which will remain bloodless if the left allows it to be," Roberts told the far-right network Real America News. Trump's supporters seem less to wish to govern than to rule indefinitely by force, and they believe that the Court has given them its blessing.

Read: Something has gone deeply wrong at the Supreme Court

For that reason, Democratic Representative Lloyd Doggett of Texas on Tuesday called for Biden to withdraw from the race. But that is insufficient. If Biden is incapable of campaigning because of his deterioration, he is also not capable of being president. And if he is incapable of being president, then he should resign and allow Vice President Kamala Harris to take the oath of office.

Whoever holds the office should be in full control of their faculties. It does no good to point out that Trump was deranged but energetic at the debate, that he rambles incoherently, that he is a criminal, an authoritarian, and a racist. It is obviously, incontestably true that a senile president with a competent and ethical staff would be preferable to an authoritarian one who wants to fill his administration with guys who sound like school-shooter manifestos. But unfortunately Trump is propped up by a cult of personality whose members will not abandon him no matter what he does, and if Biden is unfit to debate and campaign, then he is also not fit to govern.

The earlier Biden resigns, the faster the Democratic Party can move to reunite behind the new nominee and concentrate its efforts on keeping Trump from returning to the White House. Harris would become the party's presumptive nominee, enjoying the prestige and advantages of incumbency. She is also the only candidate who can legally access the financial war chest the Biden campaign has amassed. As Brian Beutler writes, "it's impossible to identify the most prudent path forward with certainty." There is no clear way to know if Harris is a politically riskier option than Biden. But if Biden's mental state is as bad as it appeared at the debate, then there is no other choice.

Some Democrats fear the prospect of a Harris candidacy--perhaps even enough to wish for Biden to hang on until the election, despite the dangers. They worry that she will only exacerbate the appeal of Trump's implicit promise to restore racial and gender hierarchies. Indeed, Trump's brain trust designed his 2016 campaign around the belief that the recent Republican nominees John McCain and Mitt Romney had failed to mobilize demoralized white voters because they had not been overtly racist enough, and that the path to victory lay through deliberate racial polarization.

Given Biden's condition, the Trump campaign will try to stoke irrational fears about a potential Harris presidency anyway. And the hypothetical, driven as it is by lurid right-wing fantasies, will necessarily be worse than the reality. That is, Harris can begin to defuse apocalyptic right-wing arguments against her--that she is some kind of left-wing radical who will render the country unrecognizable--by governing wisely for the remainder of the term. The strongest rebuttal to the racist caricatures of Barack Obama was always his own public conduct. Besides, as The New York Times' Jamelle Bouie notes, passing over Harris with a brokered convention or some other process would also risk demobilizing key Democratic constituencies by confirming the worst caricatures of the party: that since Obama, the party is content to have ethnic minorities as foot soldiers, surrogates, and subordinates, but not as leaders.

If Biden merely steps aside as the nominee, then the Trump campaign can play on racist fears of what a Harris presidency might bring, in a dark echo of the lurid 19th-century warnings of "Negro domination." The phrase DEI president will be on Fox News faster than the Millenium Falcon can do the Kessel Run. But if Harris actually governs the country--albeit for a short time--then those warnings become less believable. Americans will be able to judge her intentions for themselves. In picking a running mate, Harris should follow Obama's example when he chose Biden, and select a moderate who can help assuage the inevitable smear campaign she will face, charging that she is a closet radical. Harris, by her own example, is best positioned to defuse any race-baiting in which the Trump campaign engages. Although a new vice president would have to be confirmed by the House and Senate, rendering her choice vulnerable to Republican obstruction, the Senate rules can be altered to eliminate the chance to filibuster such a choice. The House is a bigger risk, given the GOP majority's fealty to Trump.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

Biden's inner circle will probably feel that this is all deeply unfair to him. After all, the president's domestic-policy success has been underappreciated. Wages are up, unemployment is low, manufacturing is increasing, the economy has been growing for four years, and the alternative-energy industry that may mitigate the impact of climate change and divest America from its dependence on fossil fuels is booming. Biden has been an enthusiastic supporter and protector of organized labor. The United States had the strongest post-pandemic economic recovery of any Western nation, and although the supply shock that followed the pandemic induced a period of painful inflation, even that has begun to subside, with wages outpacing inflation.

If the basis of Trumpism were simply economic rather than social and political, Biden would be something close to the president Trumpist intellectuals said they wanted. He has put money in the pockets of low-wage workers, revitalized American industry, and, thanks to recent agreements with Mexico, stemmed a rise in illegal immigration that has been the subject of hysterical right-wing propaganda. Even crime is down dramatically from the Trump era. But Trumpism is about offering status, hierarchy, and domination to its rank-and-file voters in exchange for an upward redistribution of power and income to its elites, and that is not what Biden is offering.

I understand that many liberals and Democrats feel that the political press has been out to destroy Biden. I've observed that newsrooms have moved right in framing and tone since 2020, likely a reaction to the common criticism that they were too harsh on Trump and too supportive of the protests that followed George Floyd's death. The coverage incentives have also shifted--the Biden era has been bad for the media business, but panicked, highly educated liberals are loyal readers, subscribers, and sharers. But more than that, there's the simple bias toward novelty: Compared with Biden's apparent deterioration, Trumpist criminality and authoritarianism is old news. These incentives, which have shaped the negative coverage of the Biden presidency, will not entirely change if Harris assumes the office; she will face her own gantlet of negative coverage and harsh scrutiny, some of which is a necessary part of running for president.

But the simple fact remains that if one believes Biden cannot campaign or debate successfully, then he cannot run the country presently. The Constitution contemplates a scenario in which someone would need to take the place of a president who is so diminished, and that someone is the vice president. Biden should step aside from both the campaign and the presidency, and allow Harris to take her best shot at saving the country from those who would destroy it.
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Democrats Begin Their Shift From Anxiety to Action

Amid deep concern about Biden's capacity to continue as the nominee, party leaders are confronting the options and obstacles.

by Ronald Brownstein




The ground may be starting to shift under President Joe Biden after his scattered and sometimes disoriented debate performance last week.

Across the party, widespread agreement is emerging that Biden's chances of beating Donald Trump have dramatically diminished. "No one I have talked to believes Biden is going to win this race anymore: nobody," said one longtime Democratic pollster working in a key battleground state who, like almost all of the party insiders I interviewed for this article, asked for anonymity to discuss the situation candidly.

That reticence about going public was symptomatic. A general reluctance to publicly express those concerns, or to urge Biden to step aside, has been obvious--particularly because the White House has pushed back fiercely against critics, and many senior Democrats have issued supportive, if not ironclad, statements. And even some of those Democrats who considered Biden's performance calamitous continue to believe that replacing him with Vice President Kamala Harris or another candidate would endanger the party's chances more than staying the course.

"Universally we're in this state of suspended animation," the leader of a prominent Democratic advocacy group told me.

Read: Biden's delegates are flirting with a breakup

But the first signs that this paralysis may be lifting are appearing. Representative Mike Quigley of Illinois suggested yesterday that Biden may need to consider leaving the race; Representative Lloyd Doggett of Texas also called on him to do so yesterday, as did former Representative Tim Ryan, the party's 2022 Senate candidate in Ohio, and Julian Castro, a rival for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination. A senior House Democrat told me that many colleagues who are running in competitive districts express similar views and concerns in private. "The frontliners are melting down," this high-ranking representative told me.

Notably, former Speaker Nancy Pelosi defended Biden on MSNBC yesterday, but acknowledged that after the debate, "It's a legitimate question to say: Is this an episode or is this a condition?" (She said that question should apply to both candidates.) Democratic Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island likewise said that Biden must provide reassurance about his cognitive and physical abilities.

Despite these first few individuals going public with their doubts, no organized effort has yet coalesced in the party to encourage or pressure Biden to leave the race. Most Democrats feel helpless to affect Biden's decision, even as they grow more concerned that his vulnerabilities may be paving the way to a Trump victory that would create an existential threat not only to the party's policy priorities but to American democracy itself.

That's the overwhelming conclusion from my conversations over the past few days with a broad cross section of Democratic leaders, including members of Congress, the directors of several major advocacy and constituency groups, large donors, and longtime pollsters and strategists.

"I think it's a collective-action problem, where no one wants to go first, but as soon as someone does, it is going to feed on itself," one prominent Democratic fundraiser told me.

Publicly, the furthest that almost all Democrats have been willing to push Biden has been to call on him to schedule a flurry of voter town halls and media interviews through which he could try to offset the flailing and vacant impression that his debate performance left. "He needs to relentlessly speak to the American public in unscripted events over the next week," Jim Kessler, the executive vice president for policy at Third Way, a centrist Democratic group that has led this push, told me. "The only way to replace a bad impression is with a good one. Success with unscripted events like town halls and press conferences can show that the debate was an anomaly."

Biden's campaign has scheduled an interview with George Stephanopoulos on ABC and a campaign appearance in Wisconsin, both on Friday, but it hasn't announced anything like the volume of appearances that Third Way and others have urged; overall, the president's schedule this week is light on public events. On Monday night, Biden gave very brief remarks responding to the decision handed down by the Supreme Court's Republican majority that provides presidents with broad immunity for their actions in office.

The fact that Biden has not already announced such high-profile unscripted interactions is being interpreted by those worried about Biden's prospects as confirmation of their fears. "You would have thought they would have quickly put together a roundtable with steelworkers, which is relatively safe, or have Shawn Fain pull together something with autoworkers," the director of the advocacy group told me, referring to the United Auto Workers president. "Anything where he can be seen in conversation with people ... and people will see he can function without a script. They haven't done it, because clearly, he can't." This official also noted how little Biden has interacted with the media in office and said the White House has virtually shut off small meetings between the president and key groups in the Democratic coalition.

One leader of a major liberal advocacy group told me that the organization viewed a gantlet of public events for Biden as a win-win proposition for the party. Either he performs well and eases concerns about his capacity, this official said, or he performs badly and explodes the idea that his debate performance was the result of a bad night--an idea that no one I spoke with, in fact, accepts.

This official at the liberal advocacy group told me that many in the party were focusing on the way Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina, one of Biden's staunchest congressional allies, has phrased his support for the president since the debate. Clyburn has analogized Biden's poor showing to a single strike during an at-bat, saying, "If this were a ball game, he's got two more swings."

The official said that some Democrats are taking that to mean Clyburn could urge Biden to step aside if the president continues to struggle in public settings. The high-ranking House Democrat I spoke with said that nervous members in competitive districts similarly view Clyburn--whose endorsement at a crucial moment in the primary was vital to Biden's 2020 nomination--as the congressional leader with the greatest capacity to influence the president's decision. Clyburn, this Democrat told me, has been telling those members to wait and see how Biden performs in the coming days. But, the Democrat added, Clyburn has also frustrated vulnerable members by so emphatically defending Biden in public, which they feel has limited their room to take a more critical stance.

Clyburn's office did not respond to a request for comment on whether Democratic allies are correctly interpreting his three-strikes comments as a signal that he may be willing to break with Biden, if more episodes suggesting incapacity occur.

The president of another Democratic constituency group told me that multiple factors are discouraging activists from airing concerns about Biden, despite private anxieties that have exploded since the debate. "I don't see anyone, whether it's an elected official or nongovernmental organization, getting out there publicly saying he needs to go," this official told me. "A: It's not going to matter if we say it; and B: If he does win, we're totally cut off from any conversation. So what's the point?"

The group president continued: "I can say privately, and I have said it--I think it would be better if he was replaced. It's a risky move but we are in a dark place, and I think it would be better if it's someone else. It almost doesn't matter who it would be. But none of us are going to say that publicly."

This constituency-group leader and several others told me that a big part of the challenge in coalescing any organized pressure on Biden is that though virtually everyone agrees the debate weakened the president's chances of beating Trump, no one can say that Biden has no chance of winning--or that a replacement candidate would surely run better. In addition, Biden is benefiting from the same dynamic that allowed Trump to once confidently claim that he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue without losing any support: Most of the electorate is so dug in at this point that almost nothing could move them toward supporting the other party.

Generally, public and private polling so far has not shown a collapse for Biden in the horse-race numbers against Trump. A national USA Today/Suffolk University survey released yesterday showed Trump slightly widening his lead to three percentage points; a CNN survey conducted by SRSS, also released yesterday, showed Trump holding a daunting six-point advantage, but that survey has typically been the worst major poll for Biden, and Trump's lead was no larger than in the survey's previous result, in April. A national CBS/YouGovAmerica poll released today put Trump's lead at two percentage points, a statistically insignificant one-point decline from its previous survey.

Biden's team has put forward its own campaign pollsters, Geoff Garin and Molly Murphy, to argue that the debate did not materially change the race. Garin and Murphy are widely respected in the party, but the Democratic strategists worried about Biden's chances say that this optimism ignores two key messages from even a best-case reading of the polling.

One is that even a status-quo polling result after the debate leaves Biden on track to a probable defeat. Democrats almost universally agree that Biden's campaign sought this early debate because it understood that he was losing and needed to change the dynamics of the race. Party strategists believe he has fallen almost out of range in his southeastern target states of Georgia and North Carolina, and faces a substantial, if less insurmountable, deficit in his southwestern targets of Arizona and Nevada.

Even before the debate, Biden's most plausible path to 270 Electoral College votes was to sweep the three former "blue wall" states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. But before last week, most Democrats viewed his odds as no better than 50-50 in any of them--and the odds of winning all three below that (the chance of three successive coin flips falling on the same side is only one in eight).

The Democratic pollster working in one of these blue-wall states told me that his initial post-debate polling shows Trump slightly widening a lead he had taken in the weeks before the encounter. The question after the debate, this pollster said, was not whether Biden could stay within range of Trump (as the White House argues he can), but whether the president now could ever find the last few thousand votes he would need to overcome his Republican opponent.

"I don't know where he gets the votes--his favorable ratings are so bad," the pollster told me. "I think his odds in this state, which were probably getting close to 50-50 at best, are now at least two to one against." (Another set of post-debate poll results from a different pollster circulating among liberal groups that was shared with me last night also found Biden's deficit widening to an ominous level in these key states.)

The pollster's comments point to the second polling problem facing Biden: The top-line number in polls, which generally show Trump ahead, is typically the best result for Biden. His standing in all the subsidiary polling metrics is almost without exception weaker. In yesterday's CNN survey, for instance, Biden's job-approval rating fell to 36 percent, the lowest level that poll has recorded for him. More than seven in 10 voters in the survey said that Biden's physical and mental ability was a reason to vote against him.

The longtime Democratic pollster Stanley Greenberg, the senior campaign pollster in Bill Clinton's 1992 victory, over the weekend released so-called dial groups tracking moment-by-moment voter reactions to the debate from Democratic-leaning groups that are not fully committed to Biden, including younger, Hispanic, and Black voters, as well as those considering support for a third-party candidate.

These respondents went into the debate supporting Biden by two to one, Greenberg reported, and Trump did nothing in the debate to improve their preponderantly negative perceptions of him. Those watching gave Biden credit on some fronts, such as standing up for the middle class, but "when asked the overall impression, the first was on his cognitive and physical fitness, expressing concern about his age, mental acuity, saying words, 'confused,' and 'frail,'" Greenberg wrote. "Then, they commented on difficulty articulating his thoughts and his train of thought." By his account, almost two-thirds of these Democratic-leaning voters concluded that he was too old to be president, with most of them "strongly" agreeing with that proposition.

"Those doubts make it pretty certain that he is going to ... be behind in almost all the Electoral College states," Greenberg told me. "You are going to go into the convention with that backdrop. In a very difficult year, it has become dramatically more difficult."

A final line of defense for Biden is that even many Democrats who accept that he has been badly hurt remain uncertain that removing him would improve the party's chances against Trump. The pollster working in one of the blue-wall states told me that although House and Senate candidates are alarmed about Biden's position, "I think they are scared to death about Kamala. And they are scared to death about the fight. There isn't a grand plan."

The high-ranking House Democratic member told me that the party leadership in the chamber has given no indication that it would push for Biden to step aside--but it has signaled that if he does, the leadership will seek to quickly unify behind Harris as the alternative. (Likewise, Clyburn declared yesterday that he'd urge the party to consolidate behind Harris if Biden withdraws.) Other Democrats have noted that under campaign-finance rules, only Harris could utilize the $240 million in cash that the Biden ticket has stockpiled (although some believe that another candidate could find a way to access that money).

Adam Serwer: Biden must resign

The prospect of Harris replacing Biden, as I've previously written, deeply divides Democrats. One reason Biden didn't face much pressure to drop out earlier is the double fear many of his critics have that she can't win either, yet that denying the nomination to the first woman of color would tear the party apart.

Still, based on my conversations, even some of those skeptical of Harris are moving toward the belief that she presents a better bet than continuing with a diminished Biden. "People have seen something they can't unsee about this guy. And his performance will not get better; it won't," the official at the liberal advocacy group told me. "Harris is better. She has the ability to rally the troops and create some energy with turnout in these places in a way that Joe Biden can't." The former Senate candidate Ryan, a centrist popular in Democratic circles usually skeptical of Harris, made similar points in his social-media posts yesterday. "@VP has significantly grown into her job, she will destroy Trump in debate, highlight choice issue, energize our base, bring back young voters and give us generational change," he wrote.

If Biden steps aside, plenty of influential Democrats would prefer the party to pass over Harris as well, for other alternatives such as Governor Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan or Governor Gavin Newsom of California. "I don't think everybody is going to step aside," James Carville, the longtime party strategist, said when I appeared on his podcast yesterday. With the Sun Belt swing states already moving out of reach, many Democratic strategists fear that Harris could not win nearly enough of the working-class white voters essential to success in the Rust Belt.

Other Democrats, though, are dubious that any major party figure would enlist in a contest with Harris for the nomination, a confrontation that would inevitably be racially fraught, especially given the uncertain prospect that anyone who succeeds Biden could beat Trump. With that in mind, the finding in yesterday's CNN survey that Harris, though still trailing, was polling better against Trump than Biden definitely raised eyebrows among Democrats. If Biden's skeptics scale the mountain of removing him from the ticket, they may conclude that accepting Harris, with all her own limitations, is a more plausible option than climbing the second mountain of dislodging her too.
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Time to Roll the Dice

Biden's party doesn't need to sleepwalk into a catastrophe.

by Anne Applebaum




November's election has very high stakes: the nature and, indeed, the continued existence of the American republic, at least in the form that we've known it for the past century. Around the world, the United States under a second Trump presidency would cease to be seen as a leading democracy, or as a leader of anything at all. What kind of country elects a criminal and an insurrectionist as its president?

If he wins, Donald Trump has said that he wants mass deportations, perhaps carried out by the military--and he could do that. He wants to turn the Department of Justice against his enemies, and he might do that too: Just this week, he reposted a demand that Liz Cheney face a military tribunal merely for opposing him. The Supreme Court has just removed some more guardrails around our imperial presidency, and of course that process could continue, especially if Trump is able to pick more justices. If you think the level of polarization and political chaos in the United States is bad now, wait and see what those changes will bring. And if you think none of this can happen in America, please read the history of Hungary or Venezuela, stable democracies that were destroyed by extremist autocrats.

From the January/February 2024 issue: The specter of family separation

With America focused on its own internal crisis, American alliances in Europe, Asia, and everywhere else could fracture. The network of autocracies led by Russia and China would grow stronger, because their main narrative--democracy is degenerate--would be reinforced by the incoherent, autocratic American president. Ukraine, Taiwan, and South Korea would all be in jeopardy, because the autocratic world knows how to spot weakness and might begin to test boundaries. If Trump puts up across-the-board tariffs, he could destroy the U.S. economy as well.

A political party that cared about the future of America and, indeed, the future of the planet would do everything possible to avoid this fate. The Republicans have already shown us that they do not care and will not stop Trump. Until now, the Democrats have supported Joe Biden, a successful, transformative, and even heroic president, while a coterie of people around him concealed his true condition. Doubts about the 81-year-old president's ability to continue governing were already widespread and are partly responsible for his low approval rating. Since last week's debate, they have been front and center, and there is no reason to believe they will dissipate. On the contrary, the doubts are very likely to grow worse. Every stumble, every forgotten word will reinforce the impression created by the debate. Biden is polling behind Trump now. If he remains the candidate, he is likely to lose.

But this is July. The election is in November. Can anything be done?

Yes. Britain is about to finish a whole election campaign in six weeks. When the final round of voting is held on Sunday, France's current election campaign will have lasted three weeks. The delegates to the Democratic National Convention don't need to sleepwalk into catastrophe. They can demand that Biden release them from their pledge to support him. They can tear up the rule book, just like political parties do in other countries, and carry out a cold-blooded analysis.

Three states are essential to a Democratic presidential victory: Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. All three have popular, successful, articulate Democratic governors. A tactical, strategic political party would pick one of the three as its presidential nominee. The one who performs best on a debate stage, the one with the best polling, or the one who can raise the most money--the criterion doesn't matter. Vice President Kamala Harris and any other candidates who stand a chance of winning those three states would be welcome to join the competition too. Everyone who enters should pledge their support to the winner.

The Democrats can hold a new round of primary debates, town halls, and public meetings from now until August 19, when the Democratic National Convention opens. Once a week, twice a week, three times a week--the television networks would compete to show them. Millions would watch. Politics would be interesting again. After a turbulent summer, whoever emerges victorious in a vote of delegates at the DNC can spend the autumn campaigning in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania--and win the presidency. America and the democratic alliance would be saved.

Read: The Biden-replacement operation

There are risks. The Democrats could gamble and lose. But there are also clear benefits. The Republican convention, due to take place in less than two weeks, would be ruined. Trump and other Republicans wouldn't know the name of their opponent. Instead of spending four days attacking Biden, they would have to talk about their policies, many of which--think corporate subsidies, tax cuts for the rich, the further transformation of the Supreme Court--aren't popular. Their candidate spouts gibberish. He is also old, nearly as old as Biden, and this is his third presidential campaign. Everyone would switch channels in order to watch the exciting Democratic primary debates instead.

By contrast, the Democratic convention would be dramatic--very, very dramatic. Everyone would want to watch it, talk about it, be there on the ground. Tickets would be impossible to get; the national and international media would flock there in huge numbers. Yes, I know what happened in 1968, but that was more than half a century ago. History never repeats itself with precision. The world is a lot different now. There is more competition for attention. An open, exciting convention would command it.

Whoever wins--Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, Vice President Harris, or anyone else--would be more coherent and more persuasive than Trump. He or she would emerge from the convention with energy, attention, hope, and money. The American republic, and the democratic world, might survive. Isn't that worth the gamble?
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Why Trump's Conviction Barely Registered in Polls

His guilty verdict cost him no more than a smidgen of support.

by Russell Berman




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


For more than a year, an invisible asterisk hovered next to Donald Trump's slim but steady polling lead over Joe Biden. Although the dozens of indictments brought against Trump in 2023 hardly hurt his campaign, surveys indicated that a criminal conviction could transform the race.

In early April, for example, the polling firm YouGov asked what was then still a hypothetical question: Should a person convicted of a felony be allowed to become president? More than two-thirds of respondents--including a majority of Republicans--said no. In the same survey, more than a third of Republicans said they would not "under any circumstances" vote for a felon as president. Another poll found that a conviction would turn Trump's one-point lead into a five-point deficit.

Or not. The Republican who said he could shoot someone on Fifth Avenue and not lose any voters has now been convicted of 34 felonies and lost no more than a smidgen of support. In the first few weeks after a New York jury found Trump guilty of carrying out a hush-money scheme, Biden may have won a point or two in some national surveys, but experts say the verdict has done virtually nothing to change the race. "There's been essentially no impact in any meaningful way," says Drew Linzer, the director and co-founder of Civiqs, an online-polling firm.

Sarah Longwell: The two-time Trump voters who have had enough

Pollsters told me they weren't surprised by the conviction's muted impact, largely because the public's views of Biden and Trump are already so ingrained. Indeed, polling averages throughout the campaign have been more stable than in past elections (although Biden's widely criticized performance in last week's debate threatens that stability).

The Biden campaign initially said little about Trump's guilty verdict, which came on May 30. But as the race held steady in the ensuing weeks, Biden changed his strategy. "The only person on this stage that is a convicted felon is the man I'm looking at right now," the president said to Trump during the debate, in one of his more cleanly delivered lines of the night. Biden may be able to remind voters of Trump's conviction, but getting them to change their vote because of it will be much harder.



Relying on hypothetical questions in polls is tricky, Taylor Orth, YouGov's director of survey-data journalism, told me. "You have to have a healthy skepticism in interpreting what people say they're going to do, rather than treating them as actual forecasts," she said. "Because people's views can change."

Relying on hypothetical questions about a major presidential nominee becoming a convicted felon is even trickier, because historical comparisons are hard to come by. The closest example may be the impeachment of Bill Clinton a quarter century ago. When a CBS News poll in late 1998 asked whether Clinton should stay in office if the House voted to impeach him, 41 percent of respondents said he ought to resign. But once the Republican-controlled House actually did impeach him, that number dropped to just 31 percent, according to an analysis by the pollster Mark Blumenthal.

Clinton and his Democratic allies were able to convince many voters that the impeachment was a partisan exercise. Trump has pursued a similar strategy. With near-total backing from Republican Party leaders, he has tried relentlessly to discredit the charges against him along with the prosecutors who brought them, falsely accusing Biden of orchestrating it all. "He indicted me because I was his opponent," Trump said during the debate.

If anything, Trump's conviction has caused more voters to change their views about the criminal-justice system than about him. In the days after the verdict, YouGov asked again: Should a person convicted of a felony be allowed to become president? This time, less than a quarter of Republicans said no, and only 14 percent said they would never vote for a felon. Republicans also became more likely to say that Trump's behavior was acceptable and legal, and to express doubts that the wealthy and powerful receive fair trials. By contrast, YouGov's polling of the election itself barely budged.

In a close race, even slight changes in polling matter, and Biden did win some small gains after Trump's conviction. The New York Times conducted a poll shortly after the verdict in which the paper re-interviewed the same people it had surveyed before the conviction; overall, Trump's lead narrowed from three points to one point. In FiveThirtyEight's average of national polls, Biden gained about 1.5 points on Trump in the weeks after the conviction (but before the debate), briefly overtaking him for the first time this year.

Similarly, polling conducted before the conviction by the Canadian firm Leger found Trump with a one-point edge over Biden. In a survey released last week, Biden was narrowly up, 45 to 43 percent. "In the grand scheme of things, it's not a lot. But the way the last couple of elections have gone, it doesn't take much," Andrew Enns, an executive vice president at Leger, told me. Fox News surveys showed more improvement for Biden, but polls from Quinnipiac University and The New York Times/Siena College found Trump gaining on the president after his conviction.

Roge Karma: It wasn't just the debate

Whatever damage Trump may have suffered from the verdict could prove ephemeral. Reaction to Thursday night's debate immediately drowned out coverage of his legal woes. Democrats are bracing for Biden's popular support to plunge, but it could be steadier than they fear--for the same reason Trump's conviction didn't reset the race. Just as most voters had already factored in Trump's failings as a husband and businessman, they already thought Biden was too old, and they told pollsters as much.

Last month, Biden's reelection team announced a $50 million advertising campaign meant to highlight the guilty verdict--in one TV ad, a narrator calls Trump a "convicted criminal"--and other legal sanctions against Trump, such as his being found liable for sexually abusing the columnist E. Jean Carroll. "What the Biden campaign is probably hoping is that by repeating it over and over and over again, they can actually teach people to associate Trump with convicted felons," Chris Jackson, the head of public polling at Ipsos, a nonpartisan research firm, told me.

An aggressive ad campaign might be the best Biden can do to keep Trump's conviction top of mind for voters. But like the verdict itself, the effect is likely to be marginal, pollsters told me. "Virtually every American knows what they think about Donald Trump, and they know if they believe he's a criminal or not," Jackson said. "And I don't think the verdict actually changed that much."
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Biden's Delegates Are Flirting With a Breakup

Even those who parrot the party line acknowledge that their candidate stepping aside might be best.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Almost a week has passed since Joe Biden's feeble debate performance. The president's defenders are sticking with a rehearsed one-two punch: "It was a rough start," they say, but "let's focus on substance." In the opposite corner, Biden's critics are calling on him to bow out while he can still muster a coherent resignation speech.

But what of the delegates, numbering nearly 4,000--the actual humans set to nominate the man at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago next month? This week, I reached out to a small sample of them. The consensus I found is that they believe Biden is a good guy who had a bad night. In that, they echoed the president's defenders. But most were willing to go a little further: They don't necessarily think Biden should step aside, but some were willing to entertain the idea that he might.

"To get that strongest candidate, if it means he has to step aside, I hope that happens," the Michigan delegate Chris Cracchiolo, the chair of the Grand Traverse Democrats, told me, before quickly adding, "I don't really want it to happen."

"I would trust Biden's inner circle and Biden's judgment as to whether or not he should keep going," LaShawn Ford, an Illinois state representative and a national delegate, told me. "He will do what's best for the nation. If that means he's going to step down and allow his VP to step up, then we shall see."

David Frum: Apocalypse Not

A quick primer on convention mechanics. Delegates tend to be older longtime party activists, and their number includes many current and former elected leaders. Given those ties, delegates are generally more inclined to toe the establishment line--and that's likely to hold even in the kerfuffle now developing.

Democratic delegates are sorted into two categories, pledged and unpledged. Pledged delegates must vote for a specific candidate mandated by their state's primary results--and Biden has dibs on most of those. The unpledged class of delegates, also known as superdelegates, include members of the party's top brass. According to a 2018 rule change, these delegates don't actually vote unless there is a contested convention. Of course, if the president drops out, then what these delegates think could become much more relevant.

Most of the delegates I interviewed tried to explain away Biden's 90-minute stumble session. "I'm listening to him now in North Carolina, and he's his usual vibrant self," Carolyn Bourland, a delegate from Michigan, told me. The debate "was just an off night," she said. "He knew that millions of people would be watching, and, supposedly, he had a cold." Biden certainly sounded perkier at the rally she was watching in the Tar Heel State, but the two situations were not really comparable. The president was using a teleprompter at the campaign event, which took place in the early afternoon, rather than late in the evening.

Many of these delegates reminded me that Donald Trump had a rough night too. The former president lied relentlessly, dodged the moderators' questions, and was evasive about whether he'd accept the results of November's election. "On substance, the contrast couldn't be clearer," Joshua Polacheck, an Arizona delegate, told me. "If you take what was said by Trump and show that to Democrats, independents, and McCain Republicans in my state, that will do nothing but build support for Joe Biden and Kamala Harris."

Mark Leibovich: Time to go, Joe

The problem for Democrats is that Americans have, unfortunately, grown accustomed to Trump's lies and buffoonery; some even find the show entertaining. But many of them were unprepared for Biden's limp display. ("I just ... lacked the imagination for this," one political commentator texted me during the debate.) Compared with the incumbent president, Trump seemed, well, alive. And even if looking alive sets a very low bar, it's probably the bare-minimum requirement for someone vying to hold the nation's highest office.

So the big question: Should Biden step down and allow another Democrat to take his place? None of the pledged delegates I spoke with were shouting "Yes!" from the rooftops. But their "No"s came with varying degrees of certainty.

Polacheck was offended by the suggestion that Biden might not belong in the race. "The clear majority of Americans believe that Trump should not be running," he said. "I reject the framework of the question." Biden is the candidate, State Representative Christine Sinicki, a delegate from Wisconsin, said. "He had one bad night. That's not a reason to turn our backs on him."

Despite their loyalty to Biden, most of the delegates I interviewed were willing to name potential alternatives, such as Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, California Governor Gavin Newsom, and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg. Few mentioned Vice President Kamala Harris, even though she's technically next in line for the presidency. It was hard not to hear an enthusiasm gap when I asked about her. "She would be all right," Cracchiolo said. "The sister in me would be excited for the sister in her," Missouri State Representative Raychel Proudie, who is Black, told me. "But the real question is, can she beat Donald Trump?"

Biden's family is reportedly dead set against his withdrawal from the race. Combine that with the complex logistical problems of tapping a new candidate and redirecting an entire multimillion-dollar campaign, and you're looking at a very unlikely scenario. Right now, senior Democrats are in cleanup mode. Biden, however--other than delivering remarks on the Supreme Court's presidential-immunity ruling--has so far defaulted to his carefully paced campaign schedule. He has not made calls to Democratic congressional leaders to canvass their views, nor has he reached out to state governors, who are arguably his most important surrogates on the campaign trail ahead of 2024.

Ronald Brownstein: The Biden-replacement operation

Proudie was the only delegate I spoke with who isn't bound to vote for Biden and is instead pledged "uncommitted," which means that she can vote for anyone in August. She's frustrated, she told me, because if Biden isn't going to step down, she'd at least like a strong message from the party about how to move forward, and what to tell voters who were disappointed by Biden's debate performance.

"How do we overcome this," Proudie asked, without pretending "we all didn't see with our own eyes what happened last week?" She paused before adding a pointed question: "When was the last time you voted for someone who thought you were stupid?"
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Hubris of Biblical Proportions

"Pride goes before ruin; arrogance, before failure."

by Erica Brown




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


"Kings scarcely recognize themselves as mortals, scarcely understand that which pertains to man," John Milton wrote, "except on the day they are made king or on the day they die."

Russian President Vladimir Putin is 71; he's been in that office for the last 12 years, and will leave a historical wreckage as his legacy. He's not going anywhere of his own volition. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, despite vociferous protests, is hanging on by a thread to an office he has occupied for 15 nonconsecutive years. He is 74. Mahmoud Abbas, the president of the Palestinian Authority, is 88, and has been in that position for 19 years.

And here in the United States, President Joe Biden is 81 and running for reelection, despite a questionable performance in Thursday's presidential debate. The Democratic Party, it seems, would rather save face than save the country. The Republicans haven't put forward a new candidate, so we are subject once again to former President Donald Trump's populist tirades and legal battles. He's only 78.

Elizabeth Bruenig: They're both unfit

Too many leaders stay in office long beyond their sell-by date. When they do, they risk turning their initial enthusiasm and energy for the work into a stubborn refusal to let the next leader bring fresh perspectives and a new vision. In their dogged attachment to the role, they can become too lackluster, too authoritarian, too glib, or too narcissistic. They care more about holding on than about what is best for their constituents.

I get it. It's hard to let go of authority, to give up on the strategies not yet executed and goals not yet achieved. The privileges of power are also difficult to relinquish, from the small perks to the constant wash of sycophancy. And as a lifelong student of the Hebrew Bible, I know there's nothing new about this.

The arc of leadership in the Hebrew Bible captures this predictable cycle: modesty, authority, prosperity, then insecurity. The pre-leadership questions are often the same: Am I worthy? Is there someone better suited to the task? Why me? We see this play out as early as the Exodus story, when Moses had the audacity to turn down God. Moses felt himself unworthy of leadership--a poor speaker, inexperienced, and unable to establish the people's trust. He, at least, retained his humility until the end.

Much later, when Samuel told Saul he would be king, Saul literally hid behind the baggage at his inauguration. He was tall and good-looking--the right optics for politics--but ultimate responsibility was intimidating and scary. He shrank in its presence. The people grumbled about this odd choice of king: "How can this fellow save us?"

The Bible wants us to know that power changes people, that they come to enjoy the weight and clout of office and its many material and emotional benefits. Proverbs, in only one verse, captures the pleasure of power: "The king's smile means life; his favor is like a rain cloud in spring."

Saul had not worn the crown long when his incompetencies surfaced. He spiraled into poor judgment. He subverted God's mandates and ignored Samuel's warnings. The grumblers were correct; Saul could not save the people. There was a young warrior, however, who could. David was a singular talent, who defeated Goliath when others cowered. Enemies feared him. Maidens loved him. Despite this or because of it, King Saul was not prepared to step down. David's early victories made Saul hang on even more tightly to his position.

Saul was not relieved to have a valiant successor. He was threatened and distressed. The David who played the lyre for Saul to calm his dark moods was the very person who made Saul unhinged and jealous. "All that he lacks is the kingship!" Saul complained. Saul tried to kill David many times, disregarding David's sorely needed military talents while compromising his people's safety and well-being. Greed in politics poisons governance.

Most telling is that although King Saul's problems were evident, his ministers did not question Saul's fitness for office. It was God and Samuel who took the kingship away from him, before his leadership caused more damage.

In a Talmudic passage that cites Saul, the sage Rabbi Joshua ben Perahya reflected on the changes wrought by leadership. When someone initially suggested that Rabbi Joshua take a leadership role, he was furious: "I would tie him up and place him in front of a lion out of anger for his suggestion." He did not want to give up his scholarship for administration and bureaucratic influence.

Read: Tweeting the Talmud

But when Rabbi Joshua eventually assumed the role, his tune changed: "In response to anyone who tells me to leave the position, I will throw a kettle of boiling water at him out of anger." His first hesitations morphed into aggressive territoriality. He was not prepared to let go of the role or its many benefits. At least Rabbi Joshua confessed his shortcomings.

Leaders powerful enough to get appointed or elected are often powerful enough to abuse the privilege. Competition spurs a cycle of insecurity. Rather than let go in the face of challenge, leaders strengthen their grip on power while losing their grip on reality. Like King Saul, they veer into defensiveness, ignore the voices of dissent, and become so distracted by a desire to stay in office that they stop doing the real work of governance. In the worst instances, they become as reckless as Saul, and perceive any resistance as disloyalty.

Leaders like this will never leave of their own accord. That is the work of those who can look beyond personality and focus instead on the position and the possibilities ahead. The selfish cost of staying taxes everybody. "How can this fellow save us?"

The greater part of valor and wisdom dictates that for the vitality of an organization, or indeed a polity, veteran leaders, at some point, need to step down gracefully and heed another verse from Proverbs: "Pride goes before ruin; arrogance, before failure."
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The Lie Democrats Are Telling Themselves

Republicans aren't the only party putting tribal loyalty ahead of basic truth.

by Mark Leibovich




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


Since President Joe Biden's debate debacle on Thursday, I've learned two things for sure: first, that Republicans are not the only party being led by a geriatric egotist who puts himself before the country. And second, that Republicans are not the only party whose putative leaders have a toxic lemming mindset and are willing to lead American democracy off a cliff.

I know, I know: Calm down, bed wetter. And how dare you "both sides" this predicament. Republicans and Democrats do not pose equal threats to democracy at this moment, for obvious reasons. Donald Trump's reelection would be a catastrophe, also for obvious reasons. Biden's reelection would be something different, but it starts with the only descriptor that matters right now: "unlikely."

Still, it's been distressing to watch the response from so many prominent Democrats and others in the anti-Trump coalition--all of whom know better--to Biden's 90-minute senior moment in Atlanta. Soon after the debate, a deluge of media nuisances (like me) called for Biden to quit the race. But the word quickly went out to Biden surrogates that they were being enlisted, indefinitely, to put a brave face on the president's face-plant.

Stuart Stevens: The absurdity of the dump-Biden uprising

"Bad debate nights happen. Trust me, I know," former President Barack Obama wrote on X on Friday. Indeed they do, except no one attributed Obama's bad debate night against Mitt Romney in 2012 to his age or mental decline, and Obama, then 51, went on to achieve a relatively easy victory over Romney.

"Chill the fuck out," Senator John Fetterman, Democrat of Pennsylvania, railed on X, calling out the "Democratic vultures" who were panicking about Biden's reelection prospects. Fetterman noted that he'd had his own disastrous debate performance during his 2022 Senate race and, like Obama, ended up winning. Left unsaid: Fetterman was recovering from the effects of a stroke. Not a perfect comparison, in other words. ("He has age-related issues," The New York Times' Maureen Dowd wrote of Biden on Sunday, "and those go in only one direction.")

"Everybody, get your head on straight," Vice President Kamala Harris said during remarks to about 100 donors at the home of Rob and Michele Reiner in Brentwood, California, on Saturday.

This was at a fundraiser attended by a friend of mine who was kind enough to tap some notes into his phone. Guests sipped Aperol spritzes and spicy margaritas. They chewed on sliders, s'mores, churros, and dark scenarios of November. The various hosts and headliners tried to keep spirits raised. Billy Crystal was there, and so was Idina Menzel, who sang "Don't Rain on My Parade," from Funny Girl.

The vice president herself remained fully on-script, sheltering her parade of patrons under an umbrella of platitudes. "If we put aside the style points," the president did fine, Harris said, as if Biden's performance was just a matter of the suit he wore. "None of that has changed because of one day in June," she said.

In 2022, I published a book, Thank You for Your Servitude, about how the Republican Party transformed itself during the Trump years into a cult of slavish devotion, working in service to the power and protection of one man. I hesitate to make this analogy because it is imperfect, and because it involves such a tragically unique event, but here goes: Consider how Republicans responded in the aftermath of the January 6, 2021, assault on the Capitol. There was an initial wave of shock and horror, pretty much across the board. A few hours later, though, a big portion of the Republican palace guard was already snapping back into line, led by the 147 GOP senators and representatives who voted against the certification of President-elect Biden's victory. Republicans trotted out their Big Lie speeches about voter fraud, as if the calamity had never happened.

Mark Leibovich: The most pathetic men in America

Again, January 6 and Biden's debate performance are two extremely different circumstances. But both involve politicians falling quickly into line, ignoring plain realities before them; both show the potent impulse to place tribal loyalty ahead of basic truth. In this case, Democrats are vulnerable to an added note of hypocrisy, because they fashion themselves as the only honest alternative to MAGA. They supposedly are not susceptible to Big Lies of their own.

The debate aftermath has been all the more frustrating because scores of people who are terrified of Trump returning to the White House have for months been urging Biden not to run again, or else pleading with people who hold sway with the 81-year-old president. In recent days, the cries of "do something" have become less of a drumbeat than a jackhammer.

It's true that many of these cries have come from pundits, podcasters, and so-called bed wetters, as Biden's palace protectors like to dismiss their doubters and detractors. "I'll leave the debate rating to the pundits," former President Bill Clinton wrote on X on Friday. As if majorities of Americans haven't been saying for years that Biden has no business running for reelection at his age. As if any number of people who have spent time around Biden haven't been noting signs of decline in the president for months. Fun fact: A lot of these people are the same elected officials, White House aides, and Biden surrogates who have recently been trying to defend the president in front of microphones and cameras.

Today exposed a few cracks in this united Democratic front: Representative Lloyd Doggett of Texas became the first Democrat in Congress to call for Biden to withdraw. Former Speaker Nancy Pelosi said on MSNBC, "I think it's a legitimate question to say: Is this an episode or is this a condition?" Pelosi said she had heard "mixed" views on the subject. Senator Peter Welch of Vermont blasted the "dismissive attitude" from Biden's team in response to questions about the president's fitness. "That's the discussion we have to have," Welch said.

For the most part, though, the top Democrats who might influence Biden's thinking--Obama, Senator Chuck Schumer, Representative Hakeem Jeffries--have held steady, at least publicly. "Calm down, people" has remained the prevailing message from Biden's fortified corps of loyalists.

Of all the false comfort that Biden world has been spewing in recent days, perhaps the most absurd came from Representative James Clyburn, the venerable South Carolina Democrat, whose endorsement in 2020 swept Biden to victory in that state and arguably resurrected Biden's campaign after a disastrous start. Yes, Clyburn allowed, Biden suffered through a "poor performance" in the debate last week. But it was merely "strike one," he attempted to reassure, adding that "if this were a ball game, he's got two more swings."

Of course, by the time Biden's next big at-bats roll around--his acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention next month in Chicago; the next debate, scheduled for September--it will be long past time to do anything about it.

And no one's going to feel better on Election Night if Biden manages to nail his concession speech.
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Something Has Gone Deeply Wrong at the Supreme Court

Jurists who preach fidelity to the Constitution are making decisions that flatly contradict our founding document's text and ideals.

by Akhil Reed Amar




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


Forget Donald Trump. Forget Joe Biden. Think instead about the Constitution. What does this document, the supreme law of our land, actually say about   lawsuits against ex-presidents?

Nothing remotely resembling what Chief Justice John Roberts and five associate  justices declared  in yesterday's disappointing Trump v. United States decision . The Court's curious and convoluted majority opinion turns the Constitution's text and structure inside out and upside down, saying things that are flatly contradicted by the document's unambiguous letter and obvious spirit. 

Imagine a simple hypothetical designed to highlight the key constitutional clauses that should have been the Court's starting point: In the year 2050, when Trump and Biden are presumably long gone, David Dealer commits serious drug crimes and then bribes President Jane Jones to pardon him.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

Is Jones acting as president, in her official capacity, when she pardons Dealer? Of course. She is pardoning qua president. No one else can issue such a pardon. The Constitution expressly vests this power in the president: "The President ... shall have Power to grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offenses against the United States."

But the Constitution also contains express language that a president who takes a bribe can be impeached for bribery and then booted from office: "The President ... shall be removed from Office on Impeachment for, and Conviction of, Treason, Bribery, or other High Crimes and Misdemeanors." And once our hypothetical President Jones has been thus removed and is now ex-President Jones, the Constitution's plain text says that she is subject to ordinary criminal prosecution, just like anyone else: "In cases of Impeachment ... the Party convicted shall ... be liable and subject to Indictment, Trial, Judgment and Punishment, according to Law."

Obviously, in Jones's impeachment trial in the Senate, all sorts of evidence is admissible to prove not just that she issued the pardon but also why she did this--to prove that she had an unconstitutional motive, to prove that she pardoned Dealer because she was bribed to do so. Just as obviously, in the ensuing criminal case, all of this evidence surely must be allowed to come in.

But the Trump majority opinion,  written by Roberts, says otherwise ,  proclaim ing that "courts may not inquire into the President's motives."  In a later footnote all about bribery, the Roberts opinion says that criminal-trial courts are not allowed to "admit testimony or private records of the President or his advisers probing the official act itself. Allowing that sort of evidence would invite the jury to inspect the President's motivations for his official actions and to second-guess their propriety."

  But    such an inspection is     exactly what the Constitution itself plainly calls for   . An impeachment court and, later, a criminal court would have to   determine whether Jones pardoned Dealer because she thought he was innocent, or because she thought he had already suffered enough, or because he put money in her pocket for the very purpose of procuring the pardon. The smoking gun may well be in Jones's diary--her "private records" -- or in a recorded Oval Office conversation with Jones's "advisers," as  was the case in the Watergate scandal   . Essentially, the  Court  in Trump v. United States  is declaring the Constitution itself unconstitutional .   Instead of properly starting with the Constitution's text and structure, the   Court has ended up repealing them  .

In a quid-pro-quo bribery case--money for a pardon--Roberts apparently would allow evidence of the quid (the money transfer) and evidence of the quo (the fact of a later pardon) but not evidence of the pro: evidence that the pardon was given because of the money, that the pardon was motivated by the money. This is absurd.

In the oral argument this past April, one of the Court's best jurists posed the issue well: "Giving somebody money isn't bribery unless you get something in exchange, and if what you get in exchange is [an] official act ... how does [the case] go forward?" The answer, of course, is by allowing evidence of all three legs of the bribery stool--the quid (the money), the quo (the official act), and the pro (the unconstitutional and vicious motive). Yet Roberts's majority opinion entirely misses the thrust of this oral-argument episode.

Claire Finkelstein and Richard W. Painter: Trump's presidential-immunity theory is a threat to the chain of command

This is astonishing, because the impressive jurist who shone in this oral exchange was none other than the chief justice himself. John Roberts, meet John Roberts.

And please meet the John Roberts who has long believed that the judiciary shouldn't be partisan. Over the course of his career, Roberts has repeatedly said that there are no Republican justices or Democratic justices, no Trump justices or Obama justices or Biden justices--there are just justices, period. Yet the   Court  in Trump v. United States  split along sharply partisan lines--six Republican  appointees,   three of whom were named to the Court by Trump himself,  versus three Democrat ic appointees   .  Roberts failed to pull these sides together  .

This is precisely the opposite of what happened in the celebrated    decision United States v. Nixon  , also known as the Nixon-tapes case, in which  the Court --including three justices appointed by Richard Nixon himself--issued a unanimous no-man-is-above-the-law ruling against the president. (A fourth Nixon appointee--William Rehnquist, for whom a young Roberts later clerked--recused himself.) The  opinion    also made clear that presidential conversations with top aides are indeed admissible when part of a criminal conspiracy.

    Yesterday's liberal dissenters came much closer to the constitutional mark, but they, too, made mistakes.  The ir   biggest blunder in Trump was relying on a 1982 case, Nixon v. Fitzgerald, that simply invented out of whole cloth broad immunity for ex-presidents in civil cases. If liberal precedents lacking strong roots in the Constitution, such as Roe v. Wade, are fair game for conservatives, then mistaken conservative precedents  ought to   be fair game for liberals. Fitzgerald made stuff up, and  the liberals should have said  so.

No one is above the law --or, at least, no one should be . Not presidents, not ex-presidents, and not justices either. Because the Constitution itself is our highest law, jurists across the spectrum must prioritize that document's letter and spirit above all else. In Trump v. United States, the Court failed to do this and also failed to live up to America's highest ideals: nonpartisan justice and the rule of law.
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The Absurdity of the Dump-Biden Uprising

Nervous Democrats mount an antidemocratic campaign against their own president.

by Stuart Stevens




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


Millions vote for a candidate, propelling him to victory. Before the voters' decision is formally certified, people who don't like the outcome demand that the election results be thrown out and a different candidate selected in a closed process. That was America on January 6, 2021. And now, some in the Democratic Party want to follow a similar script.

The Democratic Party held 57 primaries and caucuses; voters in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, and five U.S. territories had their say, as did Democrats abroad. Joe Biden won 87 percent of the total vote. He lost one contest, in American Samoa, to the little-known Jason Palmer. Suddenly, there are cries in the Democratic Party that, as goes a single territorial caucus, so should the nation.

I worked in five presidential campaigns for Republicans and helped elect Republican senators and governors in more than half of the country. For decades, I made ads attacking the Democratic Party. But in all those years, I never saw anything as ridiculous as the push, in the aftermath of last week's debate, to replace Joe Biden as the Democratic nominee. For many in the party, the event raised genuine concerns about the incumbent's fitness for a new term. But a president's record makes a better basis for judgment than a 90-minute broadcast does. Biden has a capable vice president, should he truly become unable to serve. The standard for passing over Democratic voters' preferred nominee should be extraordinarily high--and has not been met.

The fundamental danger of Donald Trump is that he's an autocrat who refuses to accept the will of the voters. So the proper response is to throw out millions of votes, dump the overwhelming choice, and replace him with someone selected by a handful of insiders? What will the message be: "Our usurper is better than your usurper"?

Elizabeth Bruenig: They're both totally unfit

What is it about the Democratic Party that engenders this kind of self-doubt and fear? At a moment when Democrats' instinct should mirror what Biden declared in a rally the day after the debate--"When you are knocked down, you get back up"--some in the party are seized by the urge to run, not fight. Think about how this would look: Hey, I guess Donald Trump is right; our guy isn't fit to be president. We'll give it another shot. Trust us, we'll get it right eventually.

Madness.

After decades of losing the image wars as Republicans positioned themselves as the "party of strength," Democrats are on the verge of a historic self-redefinition. When Biden traveled to Ukraine, he became the first president to visit an allied war zone not controlled by U.S. troops. A Democratic speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi, defied China and visited Taiwan. A Republican Party that was once defined by Ronald Reagan demanding "Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall" is now the beating heart of the pro-Vladimir Putin movement, led by a former president elected with the Russian dictator's help.

For generations, Republicans succeeded in labeling Democrats the "blame America first" party. Today, it's the Republican nominee who calls America a "third-world nation ... an uncivilized country." Republicans used to describe Democrats as "victim shoppers" who always hold others at fault instead of accepting personal responsibility. Donald Trump sees America as a nation of victims, with powerful forces taking advantage of our weakness. As president, Trump labeled Canada a national-security threat. Really? Picture the horror: an invading army of Canucks driving snowmobiles over the border to the martial soundtrack of Celine Dion.

Given a huge opportunity to project more self-assurance than Trump's Republicans, these Dump Biden Democrats would ensure that their party once again slips back into the quicksand of doubt and second-guessing. No major American political party has thrown a presidential nominee overboard, so leave it up to some geniuses in the Democratic Party to hatch a scheme to make history.

David A. Graham: A debate disaster for Biden

What makes them believe that replacing Biden increases the chances of defeating Trump? How many times have candidates with impressive state-level records crashed and burned in a presidential race? The last time a party held on to the White House without the benefits of incumbency was 36 years ago. Recent polls show none of the fantasy replacement Democrats beating Trump. There are polls showing Biden defeating Trump. Say what you will about the Biden campaign's organization, but four years ago it defeated an incumbent president--no easy thing.



Clearly, something was off inside the Biden campaign that allowed this debate debacle to occur, starting with the choice even to debate Trump. The Biden team easily could have insisted, as a precondition for a debate, that Trump first publicly acknowledge that he is running against a legally elected president who won a fair vote. Also, why did Biden look like an undertaker had done his makeup? But those breakdowns do not negate the substantial evidence that the Biden campaign knows how to defeat Trump. Do Democrats really want to throw that aside and reconstruct a campaign from scratch months before an existential election?

Presidential campaigns are billion-dollar businesses open to customers for a limited time. Right now, Democrats have a huge advantage over a GOP apparatus gutted by Trump in a power play that installed his daughter-in-law as co-chair of the Republican National Committee. What are the Dump Biden Democrats thinking? That Trump's mob-boss takeover of his party gave them an unfair edge, so it's only sporting for them to emulate him?

Trump is the candidate of chaos, uncertainty, and erratic behavior. Democrats can win a race against him by offering Americans the opposite: steady, calm, and confident leadership. Joe Biden has provided that. His record is arguably the most impressive of any first-term president since World War II. My advice to Democrats: Run on that record; don't run from one bad debate. Show a little swagger, not timidity. Forget all this Dump Biden nonsense and seize the day. Now is the worst time to flinch. Your country needs strength. You can crush Donald Trump, but only if you fight.
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Trump Suggests Planes Can't Fly When It's Not Sunny

Battery and aviation experts were flummoxed by his recent assertions about electric aircraft, which are not yet in widespread use.

by John Hendrickson




At a campaign rally in Virginia last week, former President Donald Trump expressed concern that battery-powered airplanes wouldn't fly in cloudy conditions. Trump, the presumptive Republican nominee for president, apparently believes that batteries of the sort that could power airplanes would be dependent on solar energy. Aviation experts agree that no airplane would be, or could be, flown that relied solely on solar power to stay airborne.

In an extended, extemporaneous aside during a speech in which he falsely claimed that the U.S. inflation rate exceeds 30 percent (it stands at 3 percent), and falsely asserted that rioters in Portland, Oregon; Minneapolis; and Seattle had been "ripping people apart and killing people" after the murder of George Floyd, Trump said, of green-energy advocates, "All they know is electric. They want electric army tanks. They want electric planes." Trump then looked up to the sky.

"What happens if the sun isn't shining while you're up in the air?"

"Well, sir," he said, in the voice of (presumably) a Biden-administration battery expert, "those--I told you there'd be problems, sir."

At first glance, Trump appeared to be conflating solar-powered aircraft with new electric planes, a different technology altogether. A Trump-campaign spokesperson did not respond to my request for clarification.

Read: Joe Biden and Donald Trump have thoughts about your next car

Trump's argument was refuted by flummoxed aviation experts, including James Fallows, a pilot and longtime Atlantic writer. Fallows wrote on X, "Electric planes run ON BATTERIES. His question is like asking, 'How can you use an iPhone if it's dark outside.'"

Fallows explained to me that some aircraft indeed have solar panels on their wings, but that the budding electric-flying business as a whole is "entirely about batteries." Just as a Tesla can be driven at night, Fallows said, an electric plane could be flown after dark.

Donald R. Sadoway, an electrochemist and a professor emeritus at MIT who has been recognized internationally for his battery inventions, said that electric airplanes are "a long way off" yet. "I work in batteries, and I know what they're capable of," he said. "But the power-to-weight ratio just is not where it needs to be."

He said, "The question of whether it's before sunset or after sunset comes after the question of whether the batteries have the power-to-mass ratio."

Asked what he thinks about a presidential candidate speaking about batteries this way, Sadoway laughed. "Are we talking about the scientific literacy of any candidate?" he said. "I question the scientific literacy of anybody who's running for president." He added: "There are so many battery posers out there who don't know the cathode from the anode."

Trump has long been preoccupied with questions about the use of batteries in various forms of transportation. During a speech last month, Trump went on an extended, and seemingly spontaneous, riff about the dangers of electric-powered boats.

Tom Nichols: Let's talk about Trump's gibberish

"What would happen if the boat sank from its weight and you're in the boat, and you have this tremendously powerful battery, and the battery's now underwater, and there's a shark that's approximately 10 yards over there?" he asked. (Trump has historically also been preoccupied with sharks.)

Last September, at an appearance in California, Trump denounced the idea of using electric-powered tanks in combat: "They're going electric-crazy," Trump said, apparently referring to battery-power advocates in the Biden administration. "It doesn't work. They want an all-electric army tank. So they want an army tank that's electric; you can't get it recharged, it doesn't go far enough, it doesn't go strong enough, but they want to have electric so that we go into enemy territory. We will blast the shit out of everybody, but at least we will go in with environmentally nice equipment. Can you believe it?"

The Army, the branch of the military that deploys tanks, has no plans to use all-electric-powered tanks. The Pentagon is currently exploring the use of electric-powered "nontactical" vehicles, those not used in war-fighting, and has stated that by 2050, fielding electric-powered tactical vehicles may be possible. But for a set of obvious reasons, no combat commander would agree to deploy armored vehicles that do not possess a reliable source of power.

Still, Trump continues to describe renewable energy as dangerous. Electric automobiles have been one of Trump's frequent targets. Trump has claimed that the Biden administration's electric-vehicle policies would "kill" the automotive industry. At a March rally in Dayton, Ohio, Trump lambasted this "all-electric nonsense, where the cars don't go far." Speaking at last month's Turning Point Action's People's Convention, a conservative conference in Detroit, Trump referred to the Green New Deal as the "Green New Scam," and lamented the existence of water-saving measures in showers and dishwashers.
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Apocalypse Not

The Democrats' situation could be worse. If they're not careful, it will be.

by David Frum




The great operational question before us is not "Is Joe Biden too old?" The question is "Do you trust the delegates to the Democratic convention in Chicago to replace the present ticket with a supposedly more winning ticket without ripping their party apart in catastrophic ways?"

On this issue, I am reminded of the memorable definition of a conservative offered by the Civil War veteran and writer Ambrose Bierce: one "who is enamored of existing evils, as distinguished from the Liberal who wishes to replace them with others." So call me an Ambrose Bierce conservative.

Here's just one data point to keep in mind. Joe Biden beat Donald Trump in 2020 in great part because he ran much better among white men than Hillary Clinton did in 2016. In 2016, Trump won white men by a margin of 30 points; in 2020, Trump won white men by a margin of only 17 points.

I notice that when Democrats speculate about alternative tickets for this election, they speculate about pairings of presidential and vice-presidential nominees intended to excite different elements of the party base. But the Democratic Party does not have as singular a "base" as Republicans do.

Educated urbanites are one Democratic base. Church-affiliated southern Black voters are a different Democratic base. Organized labor, especially in the industrial Midwest, is a third base. The Democrats are a coalition party, not a base party, and they need coalition leadership.

That's what Biden, for all of his evident frailties, has provided. And one reason so many ardent Democrats are ready to repudiate him now is that they do not like coalition leadership.

"Democrats fall in love; Republicans fall in line" was the old joke that got reversed in 2020. Republicans loved Trump. Democrats accepted Biden. Now Democrats are out of love and yearn to fall in love again.

Michael Powell: What left-wing Democrats haven't learned from defeat

The need to fall in love is why Roy Cooper's name is not mentioned. Cooper is the two-term governor of the purple state North Carolina. The need to fall in love is also why we don't hear much mention of Katie Hobbs, the governor of suddenly purple Arizona, or Amy Klobuchar, the thrice-elected senator from Minnesota, or even the great Democratic hope from Kentucky, two-term governor Andy Beshear. These are steady, moderate figures who don't rev up the various activist groups the same way that the more mentioned names do. Who knows whether a ticket including two such figures would, in fact, perform better than Joe Biden-Kamala Harris? But there's more reason to hope so than there is with the more frequently mentioned names advanced by activists.

The trouble is that the Democratic pressure groups veer far from the ground on which American elections are decided. Cooper wants to sign trade deals even though his party distrusts them. Hobbs is tough on immigration and border security. Klobuchar is a former prosecutor who wants more cops on the street. Beshear woos coal country by avoiding mention of climate change.

The point, however, is not that any of these people--or other rising centrist Democrats like them--would necessarily be better than a Biden-Harris ticket. Biden has been tested in years of national elections; his strengths and weaknesses are known. The alternatives are untested, and who knows how they would actually perform?

That's what presidential primaries are designed to test. But the oft-touted people get attention not because of their success in winning purple states and tough elections but because they perform well on television, or because activist groups approve of them, or because they match some preconception about how to mobilize this or that electoral bloc.

People who appear on political TV shows or write punditry are rewarded for saying bold, unexpected things. These talkers and writers also tend to consume a lot of political information, and react fast and loud to new developments. Most voters react more slowly and quietly, if they react at all.

Political specialists typically worry that ordinary voters are obsessed with personality and celebrity. But it's the specialists who are familiar with political personalities. For less engaged voters, the parties are strong brands, and their image resists change.

In contrast, individual candidates need years and years of work to establish even a hazy identity. Trump has been a garish American icon for more than four decades. Biden has been in frontline politics even longer, first as a senator, then as vice president, and now as president. If Democrats execute a hasty change of nominee, they're very likely to end up with either someone most Americans will never feel they know--or, worse, someone who gets defined by Trump with the backing of hundreds of millions of dollars in Republican campaign funds.

A smart challenger always wants to keep attention on the incumbent and his alleged failings. Got a problem? Blame the incumbent. One of Trump's greatest liabilities as a political candidate has always been his craving for the spotlight. Until last week's presidential debate, both Trump and Biden in effect agreed that the 2024 election should be a referendum on Trump. Biden's flailing performance on debate night redirected attention to Biden and his weaknesses--and, for once, Trump had the self-discipline not to distract from the spectacle of his opponent harming himself. Trump has even managed to keep his mouth shut since then, while Democrats engage in further rounds of self-flagellation.

Stephanie McCrummen: Biden has a bigger problem than just the debate

If Biden gets dumped and Democrats plunge into a civil war of who should replace him, Trump won't even need that self-discipline: The story will be all Democratic disaster, all the time. The story told about the Democrats post-Biden dump would not be about their superb record on job creation since 2021, or about faster-than-inflation wage growth for middle-income and low-income workers, or about the funds for infrastructure and a greener economy, or about their success in reducing crime; it wouldn't be about the Republican veto of immigration enforcement, or about Biden's rebuilding of relationships with democratic allies, or about Democrats' tireless work to defend women's freedom, or about the party's support for Ukraine and Israel in each nation's war of self-defense. The story would be one of chaos and fratricide and splits, along lines of race and sex and ideology.

The news is not always good. The fight is not always easy. Sometimes, you take a hit, and sometimes, the hit is deserved (those may be the ones that hurt the most). What then? The answer to that question is what General Ulysses S. Grant said after the Union Army's terrible first day at the Battle of Shiloh, in 1862: "Lick 'em tomorrow, though."
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The Supreme Court Puts Trump Above the Law

And gives him permission for a despotic second term.

by Adam Serwer




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


Near the top of their sweeping, lawless opinion in Trump v. United States, Donald Trump's defenders on the Supreme Court repeat one of the most basic principles of American constitutional government: "The president is not above the law." They then proceed to obliterate it.

Although the pro-Trump justices attempt to nest the breadth of their opinion in legalese, their finding that the president cannot be prosecuted for "official acts," and that much of Trump's efforts to seize power fall under that rubric, means that the justices have essentially legalized a losing president refusing to step down, as Trump tried to do after the 2020 election.

The Court's opinion presents an absurd paradox that defeats the purpose of a constitutional democracy governed by the rule of law. It has little basis in the Constitution or in the words of the Founders. It is the outcome that most benefits the Court's preferred presidential candidate, while allowing the justices to live with themselves for defacing beyond recognition the Constitution and the concept of democratic self-determination.

Read: The Supreme Court is shaming itself

In her dissent, Justice Sonia Sotomayor puts it plainly. Regarding the question of "whether a former President enjoys immunity from federal criminal prosecution," Sotomayor writes, "The majority thinks he should, and so it invents an atextual, ahistorical, and unjustifiable immunity that puts the President above the law." That is the long and the short of it.

Referring to Trump's scheme to manufacture voter-fraud prosecutions as a pretext for overturning his loss in the 2020 election, the Court writes that "because the President cannot be prosecuted for conduct within his exclusive constitutional authority, Trump is absolutely immune from prosecution for the alleged conduct involving his discussions with Justice Department officials." This refers to discussions in which Trump, who was warned by his own advisers that his claims of voter fraud were bogus, told the Justice Department, "Just say that the election was corrupt + leave the rest to me and the R. Congressmen," according to contemporary notes by a Justice Department official.

Throughout the opinion, Chief Justice John Roberts often sounds more like Trump's lawyer than the impartial judge he presents himself as. Roberts writes that "with respect to the President's exercise of his core constitutional powers, this immunity must be absolute." If that applies, as the Court holds, to a sitting president manufacturing a scheme to avoid relinquishing power after losing an election, then there is no legal constraint on a president simply refusing to leave office and using his authority to find a pretext for doing so. We can debate the nuances of history, the Framers' intentions, or the text of the Constitution. What the Founders of the United States did not intend to do, when they designed a constitutional system of checks and balances, was establish a government that would allow someone to declare themselves president for life if they felt like it.

The Court writes that presidents cannot be prosecuted for "use" of their official powers, but what it actually means is they cannot be prosecuted for the flagrant abuse of them. That renders the plain disclaimer on which the opinion rests--that the president is not above the law--a lie. More significant, this opinion depends on an implicit belief that the only person who would act so brazenly is Trump, and that because the majority of the justices on the Court support Trump and want him to be president, he must be shielded from prosecution. In this backhanded manner, Trump's justices acknowledge that he poses a unique threat to constitutional government, one they just happen to support because he is their guy. These are not justices; these are Trump cronies. This is not legal reasoning; this is vandalism.

Like many opinions from this Court, this one covers its radicalism with a pretense of moderation--presidents can be prosecuted for "unofficial" acts--that would nonetheless allow a president to escape prosecution for the most heinous abuses of power imaginable. The Court rejects Trump's claim that a former president must be impeached and convicted before being prosecuted for anything, while laying down a standard that makes it impossible for a president who attempts to seize power to be prosecuted for doing so.

"Distinguishing the President's official actions from his unofficial ones can be difficult," Roberts writes. Then he makes it more difficult, writing that "in dividing official from unofficial conduct, courts may not inquire into the President's motives."

That's the idea: By balancing the possibility of any prosecution on this distinction, and by then making that distinction virtually impossible to discern, Roberts eliminates any chance of resolving the underlying legal issues of Trump's current federal prosecution before Trump has a chance to take power again. If Trump wins, he can then--wielding the sword of "absolute immunity" that the Court has provided--dismiss the criminal investigations against him. "The majority's dividing line between 'official' and 'unofficial' conduct narrows the conduct considered 'unofficial' almost to a nullity," Sotomayor writes.

A lifetime appointment means that Supreme Court justices can do whatever they wish when they are in the majority. When the justices wanted to force Colorado to return Trump to its presidential ballot after the state concluded that his attempted seizure of power on January 6 barred him from holding office under the Fourteenth Amendment, they moved as rapidly as possible. When they wanted to assist Trump's strategy of delaying any possible federal trial, they took their time.

Randall D. Eliason: The Supreme Court's January 6 decision is utterly baffling

Such efforts are inconsistent with the idea that the justices are impartial. By now it should be obvious that this is a fiction. The current composition of the Court is the result of decades of work by right-wing activists seeking a permanent conservative political ascendancy, and the behavior of the majority consistently reflects that objective. Like other right-wing institutions, it has become thoroughly corrupted by its obeisance to the Republican Party leader, the principle to which all others are now subordinate. This is not the Republican Party Court; it is the Trump Court.

Trump's claim was absurd on its face: namely, that former presidents are immune to prosecution for any crime committed under color of law unless impeached and convicted. The kernel of logic in that argument, that the powers of the president confer some level of immunity for certain acts, has been expanded beyond recognition to immunize Trump from prosecution.

In an obvious hypothetical frequently raised by critics, this would mean that a president could assassinate a rival in the name of national security, then avoid impeachment by intimidating members of Congress with the threat of murdering them as well, and thus be immune from prosecution forever. This ruling upholds that doomsday scenario, and if by some miracle a president who murdered his political enemies were removed, prosecutors would not only be barred from trying him but would also not be allowed to use his conversations with executive-branch officials as evidence against him.

"When he uses his official powers in any way, under the majority's reasoning, he now will be insulated from criminal prosecution," Sotomayor writes. "Orders the Navy's Seal Team 6 to assassinate a political rival? Immune. Organizes a military coup to hold onto power? Immune. Takes a bribe in exchange for a pardon? Immune. Immune, immune, immune."

The Trump Court's decision is not only cover for his actions following the 2020 election. The ruling must be understood as a permission slip for the despotic power that Trump has vowed to assert if he is reelected. It is not just a grant of immunity for past crimes, but an enthusiastic endorsement of the ones he will commit if given the chance. Trump has said he would be a "dictator on day one" and has vowed "retribution" against his political opponents. Right-wing think tanks are plotting to ensure that the federal government is staffed by loyal cronies who can turn its immense power to protecting and enriching Trump and imposing an extreme agenda without legal constraints.

With this ruling, the Trump Court is saying that Trump is entitled to immunity from prosecution for crimes he has already committed, and for the ones he intends to commit in the future. The entire purpose of the Constitution was to create a government that was not bound to the whims of a king. The Court's self-styled "originalists," in a perverse contortion of history and the Constitution they pretend to cherish, have chosen to put a crown within Trump's reach, in the hopes that he will grasp it in November.
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Donald Trump's Theory of Everything

No matter the question, his answer is "illegal immigrants."

by Gilad Edelman




At Thursday's debate, while Joe Biden struggled to put a sentence together, Donald Trump struggled to utter any sentence that wasn't about illegal immigrants destroying the country.

Harsh rhetoric--and policy--on migrants and the border has long been a pillar of Trump's political identity, but it used to slot into a much wider range of grievances. On the campaign trail in 2016, Trump railed against free trade, vowed to get revenge on China for ripping America off, and accused corporate executives and Wall Street of enriching themselves unfairly. This time around, however, Trump has all but dropped his other preoccupations in favor of a monocausal theory of every problem America faces, and even some problems it doesn't: an apocalyptic onslaught of immigrants, welcomed to the country by Biden, who are "killing our people in New York, in California, in every state in the Union, because we don't have borders anymore."

David A. Graham: Trump's campaign has lost whatever substance it once had

Asked about his role in stoking a violent attack on the Capitol on January 6, Trump declared, "And let me tell you about January 6: On January 6, we had a great border, nobody coming through, very few." How about solving climate change? "What [Biden] is doing is destroying all of our medical programs because the migrants coming in." Any plans for making childcare more affordable? Biden "wants open borders. He wants our country to either be destroyed or he wants to pick up those people as voters." What about preserving the solvency of Social Security? "But Social Security, he's destroying it. Because millions of people are pouring into our country, and they're putting them onto Social Security; they're putting them onto Medicare, Medicaid." Racial inequality? "As sure as you're sitting there, the fact is that his big kill on the Black people is the millions of people that he's allowed to come in through the border."

During a Democratic-primary debate in 2007, a younger, more verbally adroit Biden memorably lampooned Rudy Giuliani, at the time the Republican front-runner, for trying to build an entire political persona around his leadership after the September 11 attack. "Rudy Giuliani--there's only three things he mentions in a sentence: a noun, a verb, and 9/11," Biden quipped. "I mean, there's nothing else!"

If Biden were as sharp as he once was, he might have made Trump's immigrant obsession look foolish and cruel. He might have noted that for all Trump's talk of violence, violent crime--which surged in 2020 and 2021--has plunged over the past two years and is falling even faster this year, including in cities that have recently taken in large numbers of migrants. (As of last week, the city of Boston had experienced only four murders in all of 2024, compared to 18 by this point last year.) He might have observed that border crossings are down by half since December. And he might have mocked the absurdity of Trump's claim that migrant workers are draining Social Security, when in fact, by paying Social Security taxes without receiving benefits, they do the exact opposite.

From the January/February 2024 issue: The specter of family separation

In the event, Biden did not do that. Trump's dark and bizarre portrait of a nation on the verge of civilizational collapse at the hand of migrant hordes went mostly unchallenged. It remains up to the voters to decide what the greatest threat to their way of life really is.
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Democrats Aren't Calling for Biden to Quit--Yet

Even some of his stalwart allies aren't sure he should stay in the race.

by Russell Berman




Congressional Democrats aren't ready to demand that President Joe Biden quit his bid for reelection after a debate performance that was almost universally panned. But for the first time, some of them are taking the possibility seriously.

"The debate was a serious setback," Senator Peter Welch of Vermont told me by phone yesterday. "It's up to President Biden and his campaign to demonstrate that they do, in fact, have the energy for another four years."

Representative Jared Huffman of California, a Democrat serving his sixth House term, told me that Thursday's matchup between Biden and Donald Trump was "probably the worst debate I've ever seen." When we spoke by phone yesterday, I asked Huffman if Biden should stay in the race. "I don't know," he replied. "I think a lot of us are trying to let this sink in and do some processing."

Ronald Brownstein: The Biden-replacement operation

Both Welch and Huffman were alarmed that the performance of the 81-year-old incumbent--his voice quiet and shaky, his answers often digressive and incomprehensible--only intensified voters' concerns about his fitness for office. "The question he's always had to address is the age issue, and that was not mission-accomplished," Welch said.

Neither Welch nor Huffman are known as Biden critics. And their doubts about his viability as a candidate were echoed by other senior Democrats who are usually stalwart allies of Biden. "The president had a really bad night," Senator Jeanne Shaheen of New Hampshire told a local radio station. "There will be assessments going forward of what happens next."

Representative Ro Khanna of California, a frequent Biden surrogate, urged the president and his advisers to make "a clear assessment" on the damage he did to his candidacy and how to fix it. "They need to recognize that they had a bad night and not try to spin that," Khanna told me yesterday, "and then figure out a way to move forward in a winning campaign."

Biden showed more pep during a rally in North Carolina yesterday. Using a teleprompter and speaking with a noticeably stronger voice than during the debate, the president sounded more like he did during his State of the Union address in March--a performance that, for a time, allayed Democratic worries about his candidacy. Biden tried to both acknowledge and set aside his lackluster showing at the debate. "I don't walk as easy as I used to. I don't speak as smoothly as I used to. I don't debate as well as I used to," Biden said, as the crowd cheered. "But I know what I do know: I know how to tell the truth. I know right from wrong. And I know how to do this job."

"And I know, like millions of Americans know," Biden continued, "when you get knocked down, you get back up."

The president received supportive statements from two of his Democratic predecessors in the White House. "Bad debate nights happen. Trust me, I know," Barack Obama sympathized, alluding to his own debate fiasco in 2012. "I'll leave the debate rating to the pundits," Bill Clinton wrote, before praising Biden's record. And Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina, the long-serving Biden ally credited with reviving the president's 2020 candidacy, said that he should "stay the course."

"It was not a good performance," Clyburn told me by phone. "There's a tradition of incumbent presidents not having good performances with their first debate, and we continue that tradition." Clyburn said that Biden needs to find ways to reassure the public, including by immediately holding a series of town-hall-style meetings where he can engage directly with voters.

Mark Leibovich: Time to go, Joe

Although congressional Democrats lambasted Biden's debate performance, they remained reluctant to join the many pundits and columnists encouraging him to withdraw from the race. A major reason is that it's not clear whether any other Democrat could do better. Vice President Kamala Harris fares even worse than Biden against Trump in head-to-head polling, and the slew of Democratic governors frequently mentioned as alternatives--Gavin Newsom of California, Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan, J. B. Pritzker of Illinois--are largely unknown outside their home states. "Absent Michelle Obama," Khanna said, "there's no one else who really comes to mind who would just be able to step in and within four months have a clear ability to inspire the country."

I asked Khanna what it might take for him to call on Biden to step aside. Last year, he was one of the first Democrats to urge then-Senator Dianne Feinstein to resign her seat because, he said at the time, it was "obvious she could no longer fulfill her duties." Khanna brought up the Feinstein example and said that he would hold Biden to a similar standard. Having a bad debate performance, he said, was not the same thing.

But when I asked Khanna whether, based on what he had seen, he believed that Biden would be up to the job for a full second term, he didn't answer directly: "I think he needs to reassure the American people that he can."
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What Left-Wing Democrats Haven't Learned From Defeat

Jamaal Bowman and the infantile style in American politics

by Michael Powell




If those on the left wing of the Democratic Party hope to exercise power and bend the national party to their will, they might try to stifle any self-righteousness and learn different lessons from Representative Jamaal Bowman's defeat. In a primary earlier this week, the soon-to-be-former member of Congress from New York took less than 42 percent of the vote--finishing 17 points behind the winner, Westchester County Executive George Latimer.

Bowman remained curiously unreflective about his varied missteps, particularly his decision to center attacks on Israel in a district with a significant population of liberal Jewish voters whose sympathies for that country run deep. Last November, he addressed a pro-Palestine rally and insisted that there was "no evidence" Hamas attackers had raped Israeli women. That, he said, was an Israeli "lie." It was a stunning moment, not least because the evidence of sexual assaults by Hamas is copious. Many constituents, including quite a few who'd voted for him in previous elections, would describe recoiling at this rhetoric. Only when trailing in polls last week--seven months later--did Bowman finally offer a brief apology for those remarks.

In Yonkers on Election Night, Bowman used his concession speech to rumble about the ostensibly nefarious involvement of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) and affiliated groups, which, according to The New York Times, spent about $15 million opposing him. He never mentioned Latimer by name. "Our opponent may have won this round in this place," he said. "We should be outraged ... when a super PAC of dark money can spend $20 million to brainwash people into believing something that isn't true."

Read: Why Jamaal Bowman lost

The possibility that some voters might have had honest objections to Bowman's views or rhetoric barely registered with him or the left-wing groups supporting his candidacy. After his lopsided loss, a spokesperson for the group Justice Democrats declared: "Jamaal Bowman is a model, not a warning, for what political leadership can look like."

Too many on the left wing of American politics have become inured to the effect of their overheated rhetoric and histrionic displays of fealty to in-group norms. This approach to politics promises more pain than hope for a Democratic Party with so many election-year worries--voters' malaise, high food and housing prices, and a superannuated nominee whose feeble debate performance has sent his partisans into a panic.

Bowman's supporters sought easy explanations for his defeat, including that redistricting had shifted his district northward out of much of the Bronx and into Westchester. But Bowman in fact had fared well in the predominantly Democratic suburban county in his 2020 and 2022 campaigns.

Meanwhile, claims that the massive spending of pro-Israel groups was responsible for Bowman's defeat warrant skepticism. This fits a narrative that pleases both AIPAC and the left. AIPAC can take national credit for knocking off a nettlesome congressman, and the left can take comfort in its claim that laying its man low required the combined repressive power of billionaires, Republicans, and the Israel lobby. But as the writer Alexis Grenell pointed out in The Nation, Bowman's rhetoric was undisciplined and incendiary, while Latimer was a popular local politician whose internal polls showed him leading by double digits before AIPAC spent anything.

For weeks, prominent left-wing organizers on social media slammed Latimer, a centrist liberal, as a reactionary white man backed by billionaires. The New York City chapter of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), which endorsed Bowman, decried Latimer as an AIPAC-picked, MAGA-bought racist.

In most of the country outside of left-wing precincts, the claim that Israel has committed genocide in Gaza--as opposed to aggressively prosecuting a war that Hamas started and has the power to end--is highly contested at best. But using the term genocide has become de rigueur for candidates seeking an endorsement from DSA and Justice Democrats. Bowman obliged, repeatedly.

Bowman also indulged a penchant--again shared broadly on the anti-Israel, anti-Zionist left--for performative and self-righteous politics. In 1964, the American historian Richard Hofstadter wrote a celebrated essay in Harper's Magazine titled "The Paranoid Style in American Politics." A modern left-wing update might be titled "The Infantile Style in American Politics"--as the conspiratorial mixes with obstinacy and braggadocio.

Days before the election, Bowman held a rally in the South Bronx. When Senator Bernie Sanders and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez showed up, press attention was guaranteed. As her turn came to speak, Ocasio-Cortez--typically a shrewd and image-savvy politician--appeared overcaffeinated, bouncing about onstage, waving her arms, and proclaiming herself "ready to fight. I'm so excited!" She was indignant that "our brother Jamaal Bowman" should find himself facing a primary challenge--one driven, she said, by racism, by greed, and by the corruption of American politics. This was an odd assertion of political privilege--Ocasio-Cortez won her own seat by beating a Democratic incumbent in 2018. After Bowman did the same in 2020, the two appeared harbingers of a new day for the left.

At the rally, Bowman, a former college linebacker, hopped onstage, lifted a stool, and shook it at the audience. "We're going to show fucking AIPAC the power of the motherfucking South Bronx," he bellowed. "What am I supposed to do? You coming after me, you coming after me, you coming after my family?" He added, "We are going to show them who the fuck we are!"

Bowman lives in Yonkers and does not represent the South Bronx.

The Bronx rally offered a glimpse, too, of the sectarianism that routinely afflicts the left. Pro-Palestine protesters from Within Our Lifetime showed up and beat drums and chanted throughout the rally, doing their best to disrupt the proceedings. They denounced Bowman, Ocasio-Cortez, and Sanders as "Zionists" who backed "Genocide Joe" for president. The protesters reached an impressively overwrought peak with the chants: "AOC, you can't hide, we charge you with genocide." At rally's end, protesters charged the candidates' bus and defaced its flanks with stickers and handwritten slogans.

Maurice Isserman: The cause that turned idealists into authoritarian zealots

In recent years, the progressive movement has made impressive inroads within the national Democratic Party, which has shifted noticeably leftward. In New York, left-wing politicians backed by DSA and the Working Families Party have scored victories on such issues as rent control, affordable housing, and bail reform.

Yet these victories coexist with a growing shrillness and insistence by many on the left upon political purity. So longtime liberal Democratic politicians find themselves denounced as pro-genocide for supporting Israel and Biden's position on the Gaza conflict. Just two years ago--in an episode all but forgotten during the recent campaign--DSA's political committee debated whether to expel Bowman for the perfidy of voting to fund the Iron Dome, the defensive system that lets Israel shoot down rockets from Hamas, Hezbollah, and Iran before they strike civilian homes.

Read: Too much purity is bad for the left

DSA stopped short of expelling him. Bowman told the media at the time that he had resigned from the group. He has since claimed that he kept paying his DSA dues, and has apologized for his heresy.

Many mainstream Democrats seem less and less patient with the activist left. Hakeem Jeffries, the House minority leader and possible future speaker, would have none of the Bowman camp's talk of martyrdom. He has often tangled with DSA and Justice Democrats, and agreed to record a single robocall for the embattled Bowman. Jeffries took a noticeably removed and dispassionate view of that loss. "The results speak for themselves. The voters have spoken," he said, sounding less than distraught. A senior Jeffries adviser later noted on social media that the minority leader has now supported six candidates challenged by DSA, and his candidates have won all six races.

The question, very much open, is whether this registers among the party's left wing. Late in Bowman's concession speech, he expressed regrets, to a point, for his foul language that day in St. Mary's Park. "I want to make an apology, a public apology, for, you know, sometimes using foul language. I'm sorry," he said.

At that he paused. "But." He paused again. "But ... we should not be well adjusted to a sick society."

We will not adjust to a sick society falls short of being a campaign slogan for the ages. In its performative extravagance, however, it demonstrates what some on the left seem to miss. Politicians and movements are most successful when they try to win people over, and change course when they fail--rather than chiding voters for being brainwashed.
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Calls for Biden's Withdrawal Are a Sign of a Healthy Democratic Party

The party that's rallying around a convicted felon, whatever he may do, is the one to worry about.

by Brian Klaas




The reaction to last night's presidential debate showed that America's two major political parties are not remotely the same.

One has transformed into a cult of personality that continues to intensify its unwavering support for a presumptive nominee who is a convicted felon and habitual liar--a man who incited a violent mob to try to overturn an election, and whom courts have found liable for sexual assault and banned from doing business in New York. The other is in full-blown panic mode, considering whether an incumbent president should drop out of the race after he sounded frail in a debate.

Republican fealty to Donald Trump--no matter his crimes, no matter his moral transgressions--is the hallmark of authoritarian devotion to a man, regardless of policies or ideas. It's the telltale sign of a broken political party--one that long ago abandoned principles and values, falling back instead on an amoral, unwavering allegiance, by which Trump can do no wrong.

By contrast, the Democratic freak-out over Joe Biden is a sign of a healthy political party. Individual leaders--no matter how effective, decent, or well-intentioned--are not sacred cows, to be valued above the national interest. Democrats view Biden the way that normal political parties view their leaders: as a vessel to achieve policy goals that will improve the lives of citizens. Nothing more, nothing less. This is why you don't see Priuses adorned with Biden flags or bumper stickers depicting him riding a giant eagle. It's embarrassing in a rational political party to fuse your identity with a man rather than his message. Republicans long ago jettisoned that shame.

Consider this basic, damning fact: Trump lied constantly throughout the debate and refused to say that he would accept the outcome of the upcoming election. Not a single Republican in Congress condemned his lies, nor did they call on him to drop out of the race. A functioning political party would feature some dissent, with party leaders asking whether making a convicted felon the party's political standard-bearer is really the best idea. But among the Republicans, crickets--because everyone knows that questioning the leader is political suicide. Get on the Trump train and ride it until the very end, or wind up in the political graveyard alongside Adam Kinzinger and Liz Cheney.

Read: Trump should never have had this platform

Republican devotion to Trump reminds me of a dynamic I've encountered while studying authoritarian regimes in sub-Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, and elsewhere. In many of those systems, once a political party has coalesced around a charismatic demagogue, debate ends. Internal dissent is harshly punished. A destructive cycle follows: Leaders never face criticism, so their blunders get compounded. By contrast, in healthy, democratic political parties, dissent offers the possibility of course correction; voters and party leaders grumble or even openly challenge their leader, and either the leader changes or the party changes leaders. This responsiveness is the greatest strength of democratic governance. Republicans under Trump have smothered it--at our peril.

Many Democrats are worried that the debate over Biden's political future will have devastating consequences. The worst-case scenario for Democrats is to have an ugly, public rupture, in which swaths of the party call on Biden to drop out, others defend him, and he ultimately limps toward November after suffering from an intra-party battering. But the best-case scenario--an internal course correction, brought about by healthy questioning of the party's leadership--could be very positive. The White House could be made to understand the urgent need to change its political strategy, or the party could produce an alternative nominee with, perhaps, a better chance of winning in November.

The optics are understandably upsetting for Democrats. One candidate's age-related frailty prompts calls from his party to step aside, whereas nobody in the GOP seems even remotely bothered that a lying authoritarian will lead their ticket into November, even if he must do so from a jail cell. But the urgent question facing Democrats isn't whether the situation is fair or reasonable. It's not.

Between Trump and Biden, Biden is unequivocally the better choice. But some Democrats are also, understandably, asking themselves: Is there a preferable alternative candidate who can, with minimal political damage, replace him on the ticket and protect democracy by defeating Trump? Nobody knows the answer, but questioning party strategy is a rational response to Biden's stumble in a high-stakes moment for the most consequential election in modern history.

Read: It wasn't just the debate

Having that conversation is not a mark of a party in disarray, but rather an indication that the Democrats are currently the sole reflective, responsive political party in America. We can only hope that the discussion happens quickly, that the political fallout is minimal, and that come what may, voters in November recognize what Republicans cannot: that an authoritarian felon should never be president.
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It Wasn't Just the Debate

Every theory of how Joe Biden could win has fallen apart.<span> </span>

by Roge Karma




When is a bad debate performance more than just a bad debate performance? When you're depending on it to save your campaign. Joe Biden's televised meltdown last night punctured the last remaining theory of how he could plausibly defeat Donald Trump.

Heading into the 2024 election cycle, Biden narrowly but consistently trailed Trump in the polls. But his supporters offered several theories of how he would close the gap.

Theory No. 1: Trump amnesia would dissipate. People might be telling pollsters that they would vote for Trump, but that was only because they had forgotten the chaos of his presidency. As the campaign heated up and Trump began dominating the news cycle once again, voters would remember just how much they disliked him and swing back to Biden.

Theory No. 2: The economic mood would improve. Biden's poor polling numbers had a lot to do with voters' frustration over the state of the economy, a discontent overwhelmingly driven by higher prices. But after peaking in mid-2022, inflation had plummeted to near-pre-pandemic levels. Meanwhile, the economy was doing great by almost every other measure. Absolute prices were still much higher than before the pandemic, but in time, people would adjust.

Neither of those predictions came true. Even as Trump began campaigning in earnest and reinjected himself into the news cycle, the polls hardly budged. As for the economy, things did briefly seem to be looking up for Biden. From December to March, consumer sentiment rebounded dramatically, suggesting that the reality of lower inflation was starting to sink in. But Biden's approval numbers didn't move, and the polling gap between him and Trump narrowed only slightly. Then, from April to June, consumer sentiment cratered again. Even among Democrats, ratings of "current economic conditions" experienced their largest three-month drop since inflation peaked in mid-2022. Americans could, in theory, miraculously start feeling great about Biden's handling of the economy sometime between now and November, but it's hard to see what would bring that about.

Out of desperation emerged Theory No. 3: A Trump conviction would kill the former president's support. After all, many voters had told pollsters that they would be unwilling to vote for a convicted felon. Then Trump was in fact convicted of a felony by a New York jury. This does appear to have weakened his support, at least temporarily, but only a little. In the weeks after the verdict, the polling gap narrowed slightly, but Trump retained his lead in the polls, including in the must-win swing states of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania. Perhaps a conviction in one or both of Trump's two federal criminal cases would move the needle more, but the Supreme Court and a Trump-appointed federal judge have likely foreclosed the possibility of those trials starting before the election.

David Frum: Trump should never have had this platform

Over the past few weeks, it became clear that Biden could no longer depend on Trump, the courts, or the economy to do the work for him. Everything began to hinge on a final theory: that Biden could change the narrative himself. If voters didn't believe that Trump was a terrible president, Biden would have to remind them. If they didn't believe that Biden was a good one, he would have to convince them.

The first mini-test of this theory came with Biden's State of the Union address in March. The results were strong. A vigorous Biden easily cleared the low expectations that had been set for him. His poll numbers started to modestly improve. Perhaps with enough opportunities, Biden could tell a story of an America on the mend, remind voters of the chaotic Trump years, and prove himself to be a competent, stable leader.

This was evidently the thinking behind Biden's decision to agree to an early debate with Trump. Appearing onstage opposite Trump, in prime time, would be the ideal way to make his case to the American people. Voters, finally reminded of the differences between the two candidates, would recognize Biden as the superior option.

That theory completely fell apart last night. From the first moments of the debate, Biden seemed lost. His voice, a raspy whisper, was barely audible. He struggled to complete his sentences and adopted an awkward slack-jawed face when Trump was speaking. Trump was eminently vulnerable: He'd encouraged a violent effort to overthrow the previous election, was recently convicted of falsifying records to cover up an affair with a porn star, and spent his portion of the debate spouting absurd, easily debunked lies about his record in office and the state of the nation. But Biden couldn't land a punch. He could hardly throw one.

As of last night, there are no plausible theories left of how Biden could win the election. Last night was the test of whether Biden was up for the job of campaigning, and he failed it. This wasn't just a weak performance, like Ronald Reagan's first debate in 1984 and Barack Obama's in 2012. The man could hardly speak. To believe that things will somehow turn around come September, when the next debate is scheduled, would be delusional.

The alternative to a Biden candidacy is for the president to voluntarily drop out of the race and either handpick his preferred successor or leave it entirely up to Democratic National Convention delegates to select a new candidate in August. Both come with significant risks; neither has a high probability of working. Vice President Kamala Harris, the most natural choice, may be even less popular than Biden, and other options, such as California Governor Gavin Newsom, are totally unproven at the national level. But the notion that a younger, more energetic, more articulate candidate could defeat Trump is at least plausible. Biden turning things around is not.
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They're Both Totally Unfit

America is left without any good option.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




The first presidential debate of this election cycle is over, and what a depressing spectacle it was. I can't remember feeling guilty watching a campaign event before, but seeing the exchanges between Joe Biden and Donald Trump felt like participating in elder abuse. There's nothing winsome about pestering old men with incessant questions as if to deny them the dignity of their dotage.

Biden was particularly ill-served by the proceedings. From the moment he shuffled onstage and muttered his first answer in a hushed and wheezing monotone, it was clear that he is too old for the job he has right now, and certainly too old for another four-year term. The president is in the wintertime of his life. He ought to rest.

Franklin Foer: Someone needs to take Biden's keys

Trump, meanwhile, was much the same as he always has been, if somewhat muted--more mottled now, less coppery, hair thinned out to the soft white blond of a towheaded child. He ignored every question posed to him, repeating bizarre lies (for instance, it does not appear that "hundreds of thousands" of people are being murdered by migrants in New York or anywhere else) until his time ran out. Biden seemed in worse condition, but Trump was by no means sharp.

When pressed gently about his age, Biden said that for a long time, he was the youngest guy in politics, and now he's one of the oldest; the answer then veered into a discussion of "computer chips." Like two geezers in a nursing home, the men squabbled over golf handicaps as though a low-enough score could convince onlookers of their good health. If the debate itself was an assessment of the candidates' acuity, nobody prevailed.

Biden and Trump did engage substantively on some issues. There was a barely followable exchange over abortion during which Trump refused to take up a typical GOP pro-life stance and instead counseled voters, "You gotta follow your heart." They battled over who has catered best to veterans, bickering about Trump's deranged comments on the war dead. They competed to express unremitting support for Israel in its war against Hamas, despite the destruction of Gaza. There was very little policy to argue about, but presidential debates aren't about policy; they're about creating impressions. And the impression was bad.

David Frum: Trump should never have had this platform

Theoretically, we came to this juncture--this choice between incapacity and malice--through the operation of democracy, meaning that it's a quandary we ourselves chose. But Biden knows this much: The will of the people can be wrong. When asked whether Trump's supporters are voting against democracy, he said the ones who vote for the former president are indeed intent upon reversing democratic methods and norms. In that case, there are people in America whose will is to destroy it. Candidates often accuse their opponents' supporters of voting against their own best interests, but these voters seem set on voting against everyone's best interests.

The candidates said some factual things and some false things, but only one message came across as true: Our nation is shambling along the road to hell, and there doesn't appear to be an off-ramp. "We are living in a rat's nest," Trump said, right for the wrong reasons. "We're like a bunch of stupid people," he went on; "we're a failing nation." Absolutely, but not because of migrants or the Chinese or the Russians: This mess is made in America, and all of us are going to suffer for it.
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The Biden-Replacement Operation

The tricky business of changing presidential candidates without tearing the party apart and losing the election anyway

by Ronald Brownstein




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


When I reached the longtime Democratic strategist James Carville via text near the end of last night's presidential debate, his despair virtually radiated through my phone.

"I tried, man, I tried," Carville wrote to me.

A few minutes later, when the debate was over, we talked by phone. Carville has been one of the loudest and most persistent Democrats arguing that President Joe Biden was too old to run again. Carville, who managed Bill Clinton's 1992 presidential campaign and is still, at 79, an influential political analyst, had tempered that criticism lately--though more out of resignation than conviction. His apprehension about Biden's ability to beat Donald Trump had never really diminished in my previous conversations with him, but he'd seemed to accept as inevitable that the party would not reject a president who wanted to seek a second term.

But last night, Carville, like other Democrats I spoke with, sounded almost shell-shocked, as he searched for words to describe Biden's scattered, disoriented, and disjointed debate performance.

"What is there to fucking say?" Carville told me. "How could somebody not see this coming? I'm just flummoxed."

What do you think will happen next? I asked. "I have become aware of the limits of my own power," Carville responded. He thought that Biden running again "was a terrible idea. I said it publicly. I failed ... I understand that. But how could you not see this coming?"

I had one last question. What do you think should happen next--should Biden step aside? "I don't know," he said, in a leaden tone. "The Democratic Party is at a come-to-Jesus moment. That's where we are."

Read: A disaster for Joe Biden

Carville was far from the only Democrat reconsidering a scenario that had seemingly passed into political fantasy: whether Biden could be persuaded, or pushed, not to run again. Another prominent Democratic strategist, who is considered one of Biden's staunchest defenders in the party and did not want to be named for this report, told me his view last night that "there's a very high likelihood that he's not going to be the candidate." Even so, the strategist added, "I don't know how that happens."

If Biden insists on staying in the race, the odds remain high that Democrats will in fact nominate him at their convention in August; dislodging an incumbent president is a huge task. But more Democrats in the next few days are likely to crack open the party-nomination rules. And those rules actually provide a straightforward road map to replace Biden at the convention if he voluntarily withdraws--and even, if he doesn't, a pathway to challenge him.

Trump was hardly a colossus in the debate. Though less belligerent than in his first 2020 debate with Biden, and far more vigorous than Biden last night, Trump continued to display all of his familiar negative traits: He lied almost obsessively, defended the January 6 rioters, bragged about his role in overturning the constitutional right to abortion, and repeated his discredited claims that the 2020 election was stolen from him.

Nothing in Trump's performance convinced Democrats that he could not be beaten in November. But Trump's evident vulnerabilities will probably compound the concern about Biden, because they showed that Democrats might still stop him if they had a candidate who was not laboring under so many painfully apparent vulnerabilities of his own.

For Democrats fearful that Biden can't win, the president's showing last night was so bad that it might have been good--in the sense that it put the idea of replacing him as the nominee, which the White House had almost completely banished from conversation, back on the table. The pro-Biden strategist last night flatly predicted, "I do think that somebody is going to declare and challenge him."

Read: Dropping out is Biden's most patriotic option

Some top party strategists said last night that they considered the widespread panic over Biden's performance a hysterical overreaction. "Missed opportunity, but the idea that it is a game changer is totally wrong," Geoff Garin, the experienced Democratic pollster, told me.

Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, a co-founder of Way to Win, a liberal group that focuses on electing candidates of color, offered no praise for Biden's performance but also did not view it as an insurmountable obstacle to beating Trump. "This election has always been bigger than these two candidates and their performances," she told me. "The choice and contrast between the two different futures they represent is clear and will become more stark as we get closer to Election Day."

But these voices were very much the exceptions in the communal cry of despair that erupted from prominent Democrats last night. "Unmitigated disaster" was the summary of one, who is a senior strategist for an elected Democrat considered a possible Biden replacement and who asked to remain anonymous. "I think there was a sense of shock at how he came out at the beginning of this debate, how his voice sounded; he seemed a little disoriented," David Axelrod, the chief political strategist for Barack Obama, said on CNN immediately after the debate. "He did get stronger as the debate went on, but by that time, I think the panic had set in."

The key mechanism in the party rules that allows for replacing the nominee resulted from a change approved decades ago after the bitter 1980 primary fight, when Senator Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts challenged a weakened President Jimmy Carter for the nomination. After a convention battle, which Carter won, Democrats agreed to eliminate the so-called robot rule, which required convention delegates to vote on the first ballot, at least, for the candidate they were chosen to support, says Elaine Kamarck, a senior fellow in governance studies at the Brookings Institution, who played a central role in the change.

Instead, she told me last night, the rules now say that delegates to the convention "shall 'in all good conscience' vote for the person they were elected to represent." This means, she added, that "there is a presumption you will vote for Biden, but the 'all good conscience' could cover a lot of things."

If Biden voluntarily withdrew, the party would employ a process to replace him that harks back to the era when presidential nominees were selected mainly not through primaries but by party leaders at the convention itself. "If he does it himself, there are many, many ways to replace him," Kamarck told me. "About 4,000 people have already been elected to the convention. If Biden stepped aside tomorrow, several people would get into the race, no doubt, and the race would consist of calling these people and trying to convince them.

"It would be an old-fashioned convention," she went on. "All 4,000 delegates pledged to Biden would suddenly be uncommitted, and you'd have a miniature campaign." Under changes approved after the Hillary Clinton-Bernie Sanders 2016 race, the so-called superdelegates--about 750 elected officials and other party insiders--would become eligible to vote only if no candidate won a majority on the first ballot and the race went to a second round at the convention.

If Biden remains in the race, another candidate could still make a case to the convention delegates for replacing him. Even after last night's performance, though, Kamarck doubts that a serious party leader would try this. "I don't think anybody will challenge him, frankly," she told me. "I think the depth of feeling for him in the party is very strong."

But the staunchly pro-Biden strategist who expects a challenge thinks the operation could play out in a way similar to the two-step process that helped persuade Lyndon B. Johnson, the previous Democratic president not to seek reelection, to step aside in 1968. Johnson that year initially faced an anti-Vietnam War challenge from Senator Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota. After McCarthy--a relatively peripheral figure in the party--showed Johnson's weakness in the New Hampshire primary vote, Senator Robert F. Kennedy of New York, a much more formidable opponent, jumped in. Fifteen days later, Johnson announced his withdrawal from the race.

If a challenge to Biden develops before the August convention, the strategist predicted, it would unfold in a similar way. First out of the box will be a secondary figure unlikely to win the nomination, the strategist said. But if that person demonstrated a sufficient groundswell of desire for an alternative candidate, more heavyweight contenders--such as Governors Gretchen Whitmer of Michigan and Gavin Newsom of California--might quickly follow, the strategist predicted.

Talk of replacing Biden may conceivably dissipate once the initial shock of last night's debate fades. Most Democrats who want to replace Biden also remain extremely dubious that his incumbent running mate, Kamala Harris, could beat Trump--but if she sought the nomination, then denying that prize to the first woman of color who has served as vice president could tear apart the party. The fear that such a fight could practically ensure defeat in November is one reason Democrats who are uneasy about renominating Biden have held their tongue for so long.

Read: Time to go, Joe

Still, the prospect of the party simply marching forward with Biden as if nothing happened last night seems difficult to imagine. Even before his disastrous performance, Democratic anxiety was rising with the release of a flurry of unsettling polls for Biden in the 48 hours before the CNN debate. National Quinnipiac University and New York Times/Siena College polls released Wednesday each gave Trump a four-percentage-point lead over the president, the challenger's best showing in weeks. Yesterday, Gallup released a withering national poll that showed the share of Americans with a favorable view of Trump rising, while Biden's number was falling--with more respondents saying that Trump, rather than Biden, had the personal and leadership qualities a president should have.

Tellingly, three-quarters of those whom Gallup polled said they were concerned that Biden "is too old to be president," exactly double the share that registered the same concern about Trump. Like the Times/Siena and Quinnipiac polls, Gallup also found that Biden's job-approval rating remained marooned below 40 percent--a level that, as Gallup pointedly noted, is much closer to the historical results at this point in the race for the recent incumbents who lost their reelection bids (Carter in 1980, George H. W. Bush in 1992, and Trump in 2020) than those who won a second term.

Not all the polling on the debate's eve was as glum for Biden. But the overall picture suggested that whatever polling boost Biden had received from Trump's criminal conviction in the New York hush-money case a month ago has evaporated. Instead, polls are showing that the former president has regained a narrow but persistent advantage, both nationally and in the decisive battleground states.

All the usual caveats to ironclad conclusions from last night's set piece apply, even if it was a debacle for Biden. Presidential races are marathons, with unpredictable twists. Many Democrats still believe that Biden is a decent man who has been an effective president. The resistance to Trump remains deep and durable among large swaths of the American electorate.

But the viability of Biden as the candidate who can overcome Trump's lead looked much more doubtful within moments of the president taking the stage last night. Biden's performance justified every fear of the cadre of longtime party strategists, such as Carville and Axelrod, who have openly voiced the concerns about renominating him that plenty of others have shared only privately.

Carville, though, was feeling no "told you so" joy last night. His parting words to me: "I hate being right."
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Biden's Loved Ones Owe Him the Truth

Those who have cared for Biden the longest cannot allow him to continue.

by Peter Wehner




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


The only good thing for Democrats to come out of last night's catastrophic debate was its crystal clarity: Joe Biden, for the sake of his party and for the sake of his country, needs to step aside.

The odds are still against that, but they became dramatically higher just minutes into the debate, when all of the worst concerns about Biden were confirmed. The president appeared frail, confused, and disoriented; at times he was utterly lost. His answers trailed off mid-sentence. Sometimes he interrupted himself; other times he appeared slack-jawed.

Biden looked every one of his 81 years.

It was painful to watch, a decent but now ancient man humiliated onstage in front of a national audience, with nowhere to hide. Out of sheer human decency, at times, I simply had to look away. I sensed that even Donald Trump, the cruelest of men, sometimes felt sorry for Biden.

This bell cannot be unrung.

Joe Biden cannot defeat Donald Trump. Democrats now know this. Those who tell you otherwise are lying. The question is what they will do about it.

Read: A debate disaster for Joe Biden

Because Biden is the nominee--he won almost 99 percent of the delegates in the primary--and the rules make it virtually impossible to depose a nominee without his consent, the only realistic way for Democrats to win in November is for the president to step aside. Democrats are fortunate that this first debate was so early, and that the Democratic National Convention remains more than seven weeks away. There's still time for the party to change horses. The Chicago convention would be a free-for-all, rambunctious and chaotic, but that beats a walk to the political gallows.

Biden is a strange combination, at once insecure and arrogant. He finally won the presidency, after decades of trying and failing, and now there might not be anything in the world that would persuade him to pull out of the contest. But Democrats, panicked and terrified, need to try.

There are a few key figures who might be able to make that happen. Barack Obama, who elevated a late-career Biden to national prominence when he chose him to be vice president, is one. James Clyburn, who saved Biden's candidacy in 2020 by endorsing him before the South Carolina primary, is another. Delaware's Senator Chris Coons, a close friend of Biden's, could weigh in; large donors could make their views known, too.

But the ones who matter most are those who are personally closest to Biden--his longtime, trusted advisers Ron Klain, Mike Donilon, and Ted Kaufman; Biden's sister, Valerie; and his wife, Jill. If all of them, or most of them, were direct and honest with the president, telling him that he's served his country well but that his time is up, Biden might listen to them. In fact, it's hard to imagine that he could ignore them.

A conversation asking a president who is the nominee of his party to step aside because he's no longer up to the job would be extremely emotional and very difficult. But those who have cared for Biden the longest, and who have loved him the most, cannot allow him to continue. Not knowing what we all know, not having seen what we all saw.

What happened last night to a man they cherish was mortifying. To allow him to go through such a spectacle again would be heartless and inhumane. It is Joe Biden's worst enemies, including Donald Trump, who want him to stay in the race. No one who has his best interest at heart can tell him to continue as the nominee.

There is, finally, the good of the country. Donald Trump is a dagger pointed at the heart of America. He needs to be defeated. Joe Biden did it once, and for that alone he deserves a special place in the American story. But he isn't capable of doing it again. Those who are closest to the president owe it to him, and they owe it to us, to tell him so.
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Someone Needs to Take Biden's Keys

The alternative is too horrible to contemplate.

by Franklin Foer




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


My grandfather was a mortal threat behind the wheel of his Oldsmobile. In imperfect anticipation of yellow lights, he would stop unexpectedly at intersections. He drove 30 miles an hour on the freeway. One day his vision occluded, and he couldn't see clearly into the distance. Yet he would still occasionally grab the keys, put my grandmother and her clutch of coupons in the passenger seat, and head to the grocery store. We failed to take the keys away at the opportune moment, and then struggled when the risks he posed were unquestionably worse. That's the nature of families confronting the mortality of a loved one.

The group around President Joe Biden is familial to the core. The newbies in his inner circle have worked for him for 20 years; the veterans have been around since the early '80s. To his closest advisers, Joe Biden is a figure frozen in time, still the domineering patriarch who dispenses love and throws tantrums. They crave his affection, they navigate his anger, they calibrate their arguments to appeal to his predilections. In the structure that Biden has erected around himself in the White House, he is his own top adviser.

Watching a parent age is inherently difficult. Nobody wants to believe that the most important figure in their life is approaching the end. It's even harder for staffers whose entire identity is wrapped up in their association with the career of one political figure. To admit his end is to provoke a crisis in their own professional life. If I'm not whispering in Biden's ear, then what am I? 

Read: Time to go, Joe

Aging is nonlinear, which makes it difficult to track. Biden, as anyone who watches cable news knows, has good days and bad days. At moments, he resembles his old self, bristling with feisty energy. Those are the wishful data points that become the basis for comforting stories about how he always pulls through in the end.

And aging accelerates in reaction to events. Campaigns, even one lightly prosecuted, are famously hell on the body. The stress of managing multiple wars turns even youthful aides into sad middle-aged specimens. A child of the Cold War, Joe Biden is consumed with worry about possible nuclear war, not a relaxing thought to have constantly coursing through one's brain. Biden is a different human being than he was a year ago, because the presidency is the opposite of a hyperbaric chamber.

That makes the failure of the Democratic establishment to take the age question more seriously harder to understand, because the notion of having an 86-year-old president has always defied understanding.

When I talk with aides on the inside, they never question Biden's governing capacity. Perhaps this is their own wishful thinking. Perhaps they are better able to see how the benefits of experience overwhelm his inability to recall a name. But it's also the product of a delusion among the Democratic elite about what constitutes effective leadership. Governing competently is different from campaigning competently. The ability to think strategically about China, or to negotiate a complicated piece of bipartisan legislation, is not the limit of politics. It's not enough to deliver technocratic accomplishments or to prudently manage a chaotic global scene--a politician must also connect with the voters, and convince them that they're in good hands. And the Biden presidency has always required explaining away the fact that the public wasn't buying what he was selling, even when the goods seemed particularly attractive.

Read: A disaster for Joe Biden

So here we are, at a very late hour, when changing the nominee would be hard for Democrats, but remains a plausible option. But if there are problems with the Democratic establishment, at least it's still an establishment, with the capacity to impose its will. And based on every despairing text that I received last night, even from senior members of the administration, many of whom self-medicated their way through the debate with booze, that will is now abundant. (Take it away, Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, Hakeem Jeffries, Chuck Schumer.)

A courageous politician can seize the first-mover advantage and make the argument that was plain to all viewers last night. Biden aides have always disparaged Kamala Harris sotto voce, undermining the very notion of her potential candidacy. But if she's not the right candidate to step forward, then it's imperative that another prominent Democrat immediately fill the void. The alternative is too horrible to contemplate.
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Fore More Years

Two presidential candidates argue about who's better at hitting a ball. Nobody wins.

by Charlie Warzel




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


Last night, a nation turned its watchful eyes toward its television screens and witnessed a type of ritual usually only held behind closed doors. Eager voters finally got a glimpse into the smoke-filled rooms that line the halls of power--the places where world affairs are settled and where great men may speak freely. At last, the electorate saw something real: two old, powerful men petulantly blustering about their golf games.

The moment came at the very end of an interminable presidential debate that was, as my colleague David Graham notes, "at times almost physically uncomfortable." Trump rambled and spewed false claims, while Biden looked stunned at times, raspily peppering viewers with a buckshot approach to his talking points. Each candidate gave off the impression of quietly hating the other, yet their exchanges lacked any true vigor, even when they discussed matters of the economy, national security, and war. It wasn't until the mention of Trump's average distance off the tee that America got a glimpse of two men fighting like they had something to prove.

Read: A disaster for Joe Biden

I had to check a transcript to remember the sequence of events because, upon hearing these two presidential candidates comparing their handicaps, I briefly ascended to the astral plane. But I'm told it went something like this: Trump, in response to a question about his age and fitness for office, cited his golf prowess, claiming he'd won two country-club golf championships. "To do that, you have to be quite smart and hit the ball a long way," Trump said. He then claimed that Biden challenged him to a golf match but couldn't hit the ball 50 yards. In response, the president implied that Trump routinely lies about his height and weight, claimed to have a six handicap (which would be good at any age, let alone at 75 years old, as Biden was when he last recorded a golf score), and expressed his desire to have a driving contest with his opponent. "I'm happy to play golf if you carry your own bag," Biden quipped.

The pair then bickered over Biden's handicap in the following exchange, which I've included in full and regret to inform you is real:

Trump: That's the biggest lie, that he's a six handicap.
 Biden: I was an eight handicap.
 Trump: I've seen your swing. I know your swing. Let's not act like children.
 CNN Moderator Dana Bash: Mr. Trump, let's go back to a specific concern that voters have about you. Will you pledge tonight that once all legal challenges have been exhausted, that you will accept the results of this election?


It's easy (and, in many ways, correct) to dismiss this incredibly petty, low-stakes argument as a distraction from the issues that really matter. This is, after all, an election that carries an existential vibe--less battle of ideas, more battle for the soul of the country. And yet the moment is also a near-perfect encapsulation of the fever dream that is American electoral politics in 2024.

The question that kicked off this country-club debate wasn't about the candidates' hobbies or how they'd spend their ideal Sunday afternoon. It was a question about presidential fitness for two men who would end their second term in their 80s. What we witnessed was two unpopular elderly men bickering over their basic competence to be physically fit enough to do the most important job in the land and suggesting that a longest-drive contest ought to settle the score. This isn't just dumb--it is sublimely dumb, the kind of dumb that ought to ring out across the plains like a tornado siren. Wake up and seek shelter in the basement!

Read: Time to go, Joe

That these men settled on their golf handicaps is also perfect. There is no better fodder for the broken format of presidential debating in a post-truth world than a metric like a handicap, which is based on golfers self-reporting their unofficial scores using nothing more than an honor system. Golf handicaps are easily searchable using the USGA's official app; I looked up both Trump (2.5, last updated in 2021) and Biden's (6.7, last updated in 2018). But you have to understand that these numbers are, for our purposes, old and only as credible as the men who recorded their scores.

That's because golfers can cheat or fudge their scores to be lower (known as a vanity handicap), or they can inflate them--a process known as sandbagging or, in non-golf parlance, hustling. Having a higher handicap means you can get an advantage in matches, as better players are required to spot you strokes; it's not uncommon for weekend hackers to grouse about losing money to a player they believe wasn't being truthful about their handicap. If you love golf, as I do, or spend enough time around golfers, you'll find that any given handicap is a perfect subject for debate.

Read: Trump should never have had this platform

It's worth noting that Trump's golf game has long been an area of dispute. The author Rick Reilly wrote an entire book documenting Trump's prolific cheating on the course, alleging that his club-championship claims are dubious at best and complete fiction at their worst. (Trump claimed to win his senior club championship in 2023, despite not playing the first round of the tournament.)

Presidential debates are always a fact-checking minefield, though usually about matters of greater consequence. Candidates redirect questions they don't like, obfuscate, stretch the truth, blatantly lie, or cite vague figures that aren't easily disproved. Media organizations have devoted entire teams to real-time debunking, but the sad truth is that usually, by the time the facts arrive, the falsehood has already wormed its way into the discourse. More often than not, the pundit class ends up talking about the incendiary claims, instead of the pertinent questions that were dodged. This case, for all its ridiculousness, is no different.

Trump and Biden will likely never meet on the course to see who can hit the longest drive, but it would be fitting, in a way, if they did. It's not what the American people deserve, and yet it seems only right for an election that feels like a slow and steady march toward dysfunction and disappointment--between two men who cannot seem to step aside--to end in a measuring contest.
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Dropping Out Is Biden's Most Patriotic Option

If he believes that Trump is a unique threat, the choice is clear.

by Jerusalem Demsas




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


Joe Biden says he ran for president in 2020 because of Charlottesville. He says he ran because he saw the threat Donald Trump posed to the country and the threat he posed to democracy. If Biden truly believes that, he needs to end his reelection campaign. Indeed, dropping out could be the most patriotic gesture of his long career in public service, and every senior Democratic official and leader in the country should be pressuring him to act immediately.

Read: A disaster for Joe Biden

Throughout last night's debate, Trump lied; obfuscated; and made bizarre, unsupported arguments about the economy, foreign policy, abortion, and the January 6 riot. A halfway competent opponent would have capitalized on these many, many errors. But Biden could barely speak coherently. The catastrophe of the incumbent's performance is almost impossible to capture in words; you have to watch.

According to reporting by The New York Times, the campaign believed that the debate would "provide an opportunity to go on the offensive on issues like immigration and abortion access." When asked about the latter--Biden's best issue--he rambled about his worst issue, immigrant crime. You can read for yourself:

There's many young women who've been--including the young woman who was just murdered and he went to the funeral--the idea that she was murdered by an immigrant coming in, they talk about that but here's the deal, there's a lot of young women being raped by their in-laws, by their spouses, brothers and sisters, it's just ridiculous and they can do nothing about, they try to arrest them when they cross state lines.


Before the debate, the president spent a week with a full slate of advisers at Camp David: former Chief of Staff Ron Klain, current Chief of Staff Jeff Zients, White House senior adviser Anita Dunn, and campaign chair Jen O'Malley Dillon. This performance was rehearsed.

It should be the last straw. The president went into this debate as a historically unpopular candidate. At this point in his presidency, a lower percentage of Americans support him than have supported any other president since at least Harry Truman. He's running behind Democratic candidates for Senate in Arizona, Nevada, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.

When the Times' Ezra Klein argued in February that Biden should step down, he was shot down by countless White House staff and Democratic leaders who claimed that Biden was up to the challenge of campaigning. And when Biden outperformed expectations at the State of the Union, speculation about his capacity to effectively campaign became more subdued.

But not anymore. Last night, Biden's advisers were clearly underwhelmed with his performance; during the debate, they began leaking that he had a cold. After the event, when pressed repeatedly by Anderson Cooper on CNN, even Vice President Kamala Harris was forced to concede that the president's showing had been lackluster. "He's losing," one prominent Democratic Party operative, who asked not to be named because of the sensitivity of the issue, told me by direct message. "The campaign said this debate would help him and it did not. Now he has no credible argument for how he's going to turn the race around by November, especially since the convention is going to be a shit show."

The problem facing the country is twofold. First, because the primaries are over, Biden would have to voluntarily step aside; there's no other way for his party to nominate someone else. And second, there's a first-mover disadvantage at play. No one wants to stick out their neck and end up as the laughingstock of the party--as Representative Dean Phillips of Minnesota did when he briefly challenged Biden for this year's Democratic nomination. And for those closest to Biden--Jill Biden, Val Biden, Mike Donilon, Ted Kaufman, and all those who joined him at Camp David this week--the question will be whether they can put the needs of their country above their loyalty to the current president.

In their recent book, The Hollow Parties, the political scientists Daniel Schlozman and Sam Rosenfeld discuss the weakening of the Democratic and Republican establishments. In another age, no party apparatus would have allowed an aging, frail Joe Biden to get to this point. I recently asked Schlozman why the Democratic Party hasn't simply replaced Biden--why Democratic National Committee Chair Jaime Harrison hasn't called Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, or any number of other Democrats and tried to whip up support for them as potential replacements for Biden.

As a political scientist, Schlozman hates questions like this, so he answered me somewhat facetiously: He cited "the old joke of 'Why is Profiles in Courage such a short book?' 'Because we don't see these kinds of behaviors very much.'"

But what's needed right now is exactly that kind of bravery: uncommon fortitude in the face of atrophied party institutions that have lost the power to prevent the rise of candidates such as Trump, and, more to the point, Biden's continued presence in the race.

What exactly happens if Biden drops out? Well, there are two options. Either he drops out and endorses another candidate, or he allows the party to decide at the convention. Ideally, he would do the latter, to allow a competitive process to determine his successor as the Democratic nominee.

Either way, I have no illusions that any of this would be orderly. Speeding through a nominating process in a month and a half because the incumbent has decided he's incapable of victory is going to be chaotic, and the Democrats could end up with a candidate with serious vulnerabilities.

But as Biden showed last night, the party most certainly has a flawed candidate now. The Democrats need to be able to find a nominee who's actually able to mount a vigorous challenge to Trump and the singular threat he poses to American democracy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/06/biden-has-drop-out/678821/?utm_source=feed
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In Iran, the Big Winner Is None of the Above

A second round between an extremist and a reformist will put the logic of boycott to the test.

by Arash Azizi


Saeed Jalili, an ultraconservative former nuclear negotiator and Iran's presidential candidate, holds a rally in Tehran on June 24, 2024. (Alireza / Middle East Images / Redux)



Since the death in May of President Ebrahim Raisi, Iran has been in the throes of a surprise electoral contest. Not for the first time, one of the loudest campaigns has belonged not to any of the candidates, but to opponents of the regime who advocate boycotting the vote. Among those who refused to vote on June 28 were the Nobel Peace Prize laureates Shirin Ebadi and Narges Mohammadi, the labor leader Esmayil Bakhshi, former Prime Minister Mirhossein Mousavi (under house arrest since 2011 for leading the Green Movement protests), and Mostafa Tajzadeh, a prominent reformist turned critic who is in prison.

Now the first-round results are in, and they suggest a grand victory for the boycotters. On election day, so few Iranians came out to vote by 6 p.m., when the polls were due to close, that the regime extended voting hours all the way to midnight (the legal maximum). And yet, even if the interior ministry's numbers are to be believed, turnout climbed no higher than 39.9 percent, by far the lowest in the history of the Islamic Republic.

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

The previous presidential election, in 2021, was much less competitive--effectively a coronation for Raisi--and turnout was 49.9 percent. This time around, not even the inclusion of a reformist candidate, Masud Pezeshkian, who had the full support of once-popular former Presidents Mohammad Khatami and Hassan Rouhani, brought voters to the polls. Nor did the tireless campaigning of former Foreign Minister Javad Zarif. The Iranian regime urges its supporters to vote as an act of fealty to the Islamic Republic, so refusing to vote is traditionally understood as an expression of dissent against the regime and its policies. And the message this year is clear: In the first presidential election since the Women, Life, Freedom protests of 2022-23, the majority of Iranians are making clear with their voting behavior, just as they did in the streets, that they reject the Islamic Republic.

And so one might expect that the reformist candidate, who would have been the likeliest choice for those who stayed home, would have been the biggest loser. It has long been held axiomatic in Iran that low voter turnout will deliver a victory to the hard-liners. But Pezeshkian surprised many by topping the poll on Friday with 42.5 percent of the vote, which sends him to a runoff, to be held on July 5, against Saeed Jalili, a fundamentalist hard-liner who came away with 38.6 percent. To many critics of the regime, even some of those who voted for Pezeshkian, the outcome was ideal: an expression of mass dissatisfaction that still managed to put a reformist in the lead.


Masoud Pezeshkian, Iranian presidential candidate and former reformist member of the Iranian Parliament, in Tehran on June 23, 2024 (Sepehr / Middle East Images / Redux)



The biggest loser on Friday was in fact Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, the wily speaker of Parliament and a former commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), a militia that wields great economic and military power in Iran. Running on a technocratic agenda, the conservative Qalibaf had started the race as the presumed front-runner, hoping to appeal to both hard-line voters and those more critical of the regime. Ultimately, he pleased neither quarter, lost both, and received just 13.8 percent of the vote. The result is an embarrassment not only for Qalibaf but also for the IRGC. The militia's media outlets supported Qalibaf, but much of its rank-and-file clearly preferred the out-and-out extremist, Jalili. Qalibaf has dutifully endorsed Jalili, even though his campaign attacked Jalili for weeks, and his agenda is in many ways closer to Pezeshkian's.

Opponents of the regime can celebrate Friday's low turnout as proof that most Iranians share their disgust with the entire system and do not wish to legitimize it with their vote. But now they face a dilemma. Should they boycott the second round on July 5 and allow Jalili to cruise into the presidency? Or should they cast a lesser-evil vote for the reformist Pezeshkian?

Jalili's extremism can't be overstated. Many conservatives concede that Iran needs to engage in talks with the West to lessen the pressure of sanctions. But Jalili leads a hard-core faction that believes Iran should mostly give up on the West. His grand foreign-policy idea during the presidential debates was selling vegetables to Russia. When he led Iran's nuclear negotiations from 2007 to 2013, his obdurate refusal to observe the most basic norms of diplomatic talks led to stalemate. A European diplomat recently recalled to me that Jalili once spent an important meeting delivering an interminable lecture about the subject of his Ph.D. dissertation, the Prophet Mohammad's diplomatic engagements in the seventh century. Iran is on a blacklist, held by the Paris-based Financial Action Task Force, that severely limits its international trade not just with Western countries but also with China; Jalili, even according to IRGC media outlets, has used his considerable influence behind the scenes to prevent Iran from taking the transparency measures that would allow it to come off that list, where its only remaining company consists of North Korea and Myanmar.





Top: Supporters of Saeed Jalili attend a rally in Tehran on June 24, 2024. Bottom: Posters of Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf in Tehran on June 26, 2024. (Alireza / Middle East Images / Getty)



Jalili's domestic agenda also reeks of fundamentalism. Amirhossein Sabeti, a rising young member of Parliament and a close Jalili-campaign adviser, recently said that the security forces should attack women who refuse to abide by the compulsory veiling rules "like a war on drugs, harshly and without exception." Sabeti has also asked for further restrictions on the internet and a crackdown on VPN technology that allows Iranians to circumvent the ban on popular apps such as WhatsApp and Instagram. Another Jalili supporter has advocated capital punishment for those selling VPN software.

Read: Even the Iranian election is about Trump

Pezeshkian's campaign and others who oppose Jalili have begun sounding alarms. On Sunday, a centrist outlet predicted that a Jalili presidency would be "politically like North Korea and culturally like the Taliban's Afghanistan." Pezeshkian supporters, such as former Communications Minister Javad Azari-Jahromi, have used similar rhetoric. But a negative campaign won't be enough to overcome the deep skepticism the reformists face. Pezeshkian doesn't have firm positions of his own to point to on issues such as the mandatory hijab. And many Iranians feel that Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, together with unelected bodies, controls all political outcomes to a degree that makes voting for Pezeshkian fruitless, especially when doing so means increasing the turnout.

Amirhossein Mosalla, a reformist activist, told me he would boycott the second round just as he did the first.

"I won't vote," he said on Sunday, "because Jalili's thinking is already being implemented and Pezeshkian has offered no strategy to counter unelected institutions such as the Guardian Council or the hard-liner-dominated Parliament."

Some critics of the regime go further: Embracing a version of accelerationism, they argue that a Jalili presidency is ultimately better for the opposition, because the regime will grow ever more isolated and thus more prone to being overthrown.

For those of us with a longer historical memory, the July 5 election is eerily reminiscent of another contest held 19 years ago.

In 2005, a young hard-line mayor of Tehran, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, surprised many by getting more votes than the main conservative candidate, Qalibaf, and making it to the runoff. There he faced Ayatollah Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a centrist regime stalwart. Many reformists, and others in Iran's civil society, urged their constituents to vote for Rafsanjani in order to vanquish Ahmadinejad, calling it an attempt to "defeat fascism." They likened the contest to the 2002 elections in France, where the left supported the center-right Jacques Chirac to defeat the far-right candidate in the second round. I remember Hossein Masoumi Hamedani, an intellectual and a literature professor, pleading with me to vote for Rafsanjani, when I was a 17-year-old leftist who would have none of it. (The voting age in Iran was 15 at the time.) Why vote for Rafsanjani, I responded, who would help prolong the regime, when Ahmadinejad could help "heighten the contradictions"?

Many young people followed this logic. And Ahmadinejad did win that year, and he did make Iran ever more isolated, sanctioned, and crisis-ridden. But this didn't lead to democratization or regime collapse. Rather, the political repression and economic malaise got worse and worse; Rafsanjani's political defeat gave more power to Khamenei and the hard-liners, not to the democratic movement.

Perhaps I've mellowed with age, but I now wish we had supported Rafsanjani back in 2005. At 76, Hamedani is calling for a vote for Pezeshkian, and he now makes more sense to me. The thought of a President Jalili holding any power at this crucial juncture in Iranian history scares me--especially when we remember that he could shape the outcome of the succession crisis that is sure to break when the 85-year-old Khamenei finally dies.
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            Over the past five days, the annual Glastonbury Festival of Contemporary Performing Arts took place at Worthy Farm, near Somerset, England. More than 200,000 music fans gathered to hear performances by Coldplay, Dua Lipa, Cyndi Lauper, Idles, Janelle Monae, and many more artists. The festival wrapped up last night, and today workers and volunteer cleanup crews are tidying the trampled farm grounds. Gathered below are images from this year's Glastonbury Festival.
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                [image: Confetti flies above a crowd listening to Coldplay perform at an outdoor stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Confetti flies above a crowd listening to Coldplay perform during day four of Glastonbury Festival at Worthy Farm, Pilton, on June 29, 2024, in Glastonbury, England.
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                [image: Two people wearing costumes completely covered in small mirrors dance with attendees at a festival.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers in mirrorball costumes dance with festivalgoers during day two of Glastonbury 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of many tents set up across several farm fields]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view captures the scale of Glastonbury Festival as people settle in on the first evening, June 26, 2024.
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                [image: People walk among several rows of tepees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers walk through the Tipi Village on the opening day of Glastonbury 2024.
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                [image: Three performers in gull costumes playfully harass a festival attendee.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers in gull costumes entertain attendees in the Theatre field during day two of Glastonbury 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people dances in a small arena, in front of an ornate DJ booth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers dance in the Temple arena during day two of Glastonbury, June 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two performers play guitars onstage together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The guitarist Firda "Marsya" Kurnia (left) and the bassist Widi Rahmawati of the Indonesian heavy-metal band Voice of Baceprot perform onstage on day three.
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                [image: A crowd dances around a giant illuminated dragonfly-shaped art installation that acts as a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Arcadia's new Dragonfly Stage installation, seen in the early hours of Glastonbury day four
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                [image: Two performers wearing costumes made partly from bones and antlers stand on a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The band Heilung performs on the West Holts Stage on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A musician plays guitar while lying on his back, being passed around over the heads of a large crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lee Kiernan of the band Idles jumps into the crowd during their performance on the Other Stage on the third day of Glastonbury 2024.
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                [image: A woman in a long dress sits on a large stone among many concertgoers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman sits on a stone in the stone circle as the sun sets at the end of day one.
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                [image: Fireworks light up the sky behind a colorful tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks light up the sky behind the Ribbon Tower, in the Park area, on June 26, 2024, at Glastonbury.
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                [image: A singer performs onstage, seated on a prop bed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anne-Marie performs during day three.
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                [image: A crowd of concertgoers, with one woman sitting on someone's shoulders]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers enjoy a performance on the fifth day of Glastonbury on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A half dozen fans among a larger crowd pose while wearing lobster costumes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Costumed fans of Lekiddo, Lord of the Lobsters, wait for him to perform on day two.
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                [image: A close view of a drummer, onstage, wearing a full-head reptile mask]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sam Draper, also known as "Nom" of the psychedelic group Henge, performs on the Glade Stage on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: Several festivalgoers blow bubbles and smile for the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers blow bubbles as they wait for Olivia Dean to perform on the Pyramid Stage on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A masked performer plays a handmade percussion instrument using wrenches as mallets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Congolese band Fulu Miziki plays an instrument using wrenches during a performance on the Greenpeace Stage on day two of Glastonbury.
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                [image: Cyndi Lauper sings on a stage in front of a backdrop that spells out her name.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cyndi Lauper performs on the Pyramid Stage on June 29, 2024.
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                [image: A singer and a dozen backup dancers pose during a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dua Lipa performs on day three, June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A performer sings while wearing a hat and mask made of plaid fabric.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lynks performs on the Park Stage on June 28, 2024, at Glastonbury.
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                [image: Carnival performers in feathery costumes dance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Notting Hill Carnival performers dance with the public at the Carhenge area on day four.
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                [image: A singer performs on stage, in front of a video screen showing a large head in profile.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Little Simz performs on June 29, 2024.
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                [image: A rainbow-colored, chair-shaped sculpture looks over festival grounds in a rural area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Rainbow Deckchair sculpture at Worthy Farm on June 29, 2024.
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                [image: A performer makes a face while onstage, holding a microphone and a long-stemmed drinking glass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Janelle Monae performs on the Pyramid Stage during day five of Glastonbury.
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                [image: A crowd enjoys a concert, seen in part in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers watch the Saturday-night headline set on the main stage by Coldplay.
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                [image: A singer performs onstage, as audience members cheer and sing along.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Chris Martin of the band Coldplay sings on June 29, 2024, at Glastonbury.
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                [image: A camping chair sits discarded among other debris and a trampled field in front of an empty stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A camping chair sits discarded near the Pyramid Stage at the end of Glastonbury Festival at Worthy Farm on July 1, 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 field of blooming flowers in Italy, a "space-capsule camp" in China, flooded rivers in the American Midwest, Olympic track-and-field trials in Oregon, a haute couture fashion show in Paris, a camel traffic light in a Chinese desert, and much more
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                [image: A figure of a bull is burned atop a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wooden statue of a bull, the symbol of the city of Turin, burns atop a bonfire during the San Giovanni ("Saint John") festival in Turin, Italy, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A jet of colored water is sprayed toward a scattering group of protesters, hitting one of them in the back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kenyan police officers use a water cannon to spray colored water at demonstrators during a protest against tax hikes in the planned Finance Bill 2024, in Nairobi, Kenya, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: Soldiers and various armed security officers stand and kneel along a sidewalk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kenyan police officers and security personnel take positions outside the Kenyan Parliament as protesters try to storm the building during a nationwide strike to protest against tax hikes and Finance Bill 2024 in downtown Nairobi, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: A green traffic light, depicting a camel in profile, stands in front of a long line of tourists riding camels in a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists, riding on camels, pass a camel traffic light, set up to alleviate congestion at the popular Mingsha Mountain and Yueya Spring scenic area in Dunhuang, Gansu province, China.
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                [image: A puppeteer holds a life-size gazelle puppet on a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the creative team holds a gazelle puppet outside the Wimbledon College of Arts, southwest London, England, on June 27, 2024, to launch "The Herds," a new art project from The Walk Productions, which will showcase large groups of life-size wild puppet animals fleeing climate disaster.
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                [image: A model wears a full-head mask shaped like a large rabbit's head with fangs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation by Charles de Vilmorin during the Haute-Couture Fall/Winter 2024 show, as part of Paris Fashion Week, in Paris, France, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: A model wears a garment with very high, sharp-angled, and wide shoulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation by Viktor & Rolf during the Haute-Couture Fall/Winter 2024 show in Paris on June 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person with an umbrella stands beneath a yellow sculpture of a giant baby bent over.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An unusual and artistic bus-stop shelter, photographed in Chongqing, China, on June 22, 2024
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                [image: A rock climber swings from a hold during a competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Janja Garnbret of Slovenia competes during the women's boulder qualification of the IFSC World Cup Innsbruck 2024 on June 26, 2024, in Innsbruck, Austria.
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                [image: A wrestler leaps high off the ropes toward his opponent outside the ring.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jacob Fatu flies through the air as he goes off the top rope toward Cody Rhodes on the announcer table during WWE SmackDown at Allstate Arena in Rosemont, Illinois, on June 21, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses while wearing a mask and costume, looking like the character Animal from the Muppets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor wears an Animal costume on the first day of Comic Con Yorkshire at the Yorkshire Events Center, in Harrogate, England, on June 22, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Ian Forsyth / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person wears a costume covered densely in flowers, leaves, and fronds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer in a Green Man costume entertains festival-goers during day two of the Glastonbury Festival 2024 at Worthy Farm in Glastonbury, England, on June 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person swims in rippled greenish water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a person swimming along Arpoador Beach in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on June 21, 2024
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                [image: A ground-level view of a flooding river washing over a partially collapsed railroad bridge]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debris from flooding is caught in a collapsed railroad bridge over the Big Sioux River on June 24, 2024, near North Sioux City, South Dakota.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooding river that has scoured out a path around the side of a dam, eroding a large section of riverbank]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Heavy rains caused high water levels at the Rapidan Dam near Mankato, Minnesota, on June 24, 2024. Officials said the dam was threatened with "imminent failure." Days of heavy rains caused flooding in parts of the midwestern U.S., forcing hundreds of people to evacuate or be rescued from rising waters.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Mark Vancleave / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A lightning bolt strikes a tower atop a tall skyscraper in New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A lightning bolt strikes One World Trade Center during a thunderstorm in New York City on June 22, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: A night view of dozens of flares falling through the sky, after being dropped from a military aircraft]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A C-130 Hercules aircraft of the Polish Air Force fires off chaff during the Antidotum Airshow in Leszno, Poland, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: Embers and patches of fire cover several hillsides at night during a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Embers glow at night as the Basin Fire burns in the Sierra National Forest, in Fresno County, California, on June 26, 2024.
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                [image: A distant view of many houses stacked close together on a steep hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Rocinha favela at sunrise, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: Many rows of solar panels sit in an arid field, with tall buttes in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of part of the Kayenta Solar Plant, seen on June 23, 2024, in Kayenta, Arizona
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                [image: Winding roads and many colorful small houses in a neighborhood close to a larger city, in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows houses and Yurts in a neighborhood of Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks behind several cows along a winding, semi-flooded path on a plain beside very steep hills and rock formations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People and cattle walk on a "water highway" formed by flooding along a rural road in Chongzuo city, in China's Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A BMX cyclist mid-jump, with a tall building in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rim Nakamura of Japan competes during the men's BMX freestyle park qualification on June 21, 2024, in Budapest, Hungary.
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                [image: A person with a prosthetic leg dives into a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruslana Danilkina, who works at the rehabilitation Superhumans Center, learns to swim with a prosthesis in Lviv, Ukraine, on June 21, 2024.
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                [image: Children play in shallow waves, riding boogie boards.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children catch some waves on their boogie boards at Good Harbor Beach, in Gloucester, Massachusetts, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: A very tall basketball player reaches for the bal during a game, surrounded by much smaller players.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Zhang Ziyu, China's 7-foot-3 center, reaches for the ball during the FIBA Under-18 Women's Asia Cup 2024 basketball match between China and Japan on June 26, 2024, in Shenzhen, China.
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                [image: A line of seven athletes run on a track, casting similar long shadows on the track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors run in the women's 5,000-meter final on day four of the 2024 U.S. Olympic Team Track & Field Trials at Hayward Field on June 24, 2024, in Eugene, Oregon.
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                [image: People ride on a rollercoaster against a backdrop of distant clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride on the Mamba roller coaster at the Worlds of Fun theme park as storm clouds build in the distance on the first full day of summer, June 21, 2024, in Kansas City, Missouri.
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                [image: A rocket launches against a backdrop of steep forested hills.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Long March 2-C rocket carrying a satellite jointly developed by China and France, dubbed the Space Variable Objects Monitor (SVOM), lifts off from a space base in Xichang, in China's Sichuan province, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: A person wears a green costume and headgear, carrying a green parasol, during a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in costume march during the 42nd annual Mermaid Parade at Coney Island in the Brooklyn borough of New York, on June 22, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Kena Betancur / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several dozen egrets perch and preen among many branches in a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flocks of egrets breed and forage among branches in Jinhu County, Jiangsu province, China, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of half a dozen futuristic-looking housing pods on a hill among fields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit a "space-capsule camp" in Ganjing village, Guyuan city, in China's Ningxia Hui autonomous region, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A woman stands holding a child, surrounded by the rubble of destroyed buildings in Gaza.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman stands holding a child, surrounded by the rubble of buildings destroyed during Israeli bombardment, in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands taking photos in a field of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes pictures of lentil fields and poppies blooming near Castelluccio, a small village in central Italy's Umbria region, on June 27, 2024.
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                [image: In a crowd, a bearded man in a devil costume, holding a pitchfork that reads "Le Tour de France," makes a face toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Didi Senft, a cycling enthusiast better known as "El Diablo," reacts in a crowd of spectators during the team presentation for the 111th edition of the Tour de France, in Florence, Italy, on June 27, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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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 Ecuadoran embassy in London, where he claimed asylum--not over the Swedish case, but over potential U.S. charges.

He remained in the Ecuadoran 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 a 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 years-long 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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        Do Navigation Apps Think We're Stupid?
        Ian Bogost
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Do Navigation Apps Think We're Stupid?

Why Apple and Google can't stop map-splaining to their users

by Ian Bogost




As a hamburger enthusiast, I often need directions to some burger joint I've never tried. Recently, my phone's instructions sent me toward the on-ramp for the interstate. Then the app urged me, in 500 feet, to merge onto the freeway. By that time, though, what else could I have done? Did the app imagine that I might get confused, and turn around instead?

Mapping software is incredible. Having instant access to every storefront, building, park, and transit stop on every street, almost anywhere in the world, has changed my life as much as any other single innovation of the cellphone age. But also, mapping software is a little weird. Seemingly random places show up as landmarks in my neighborhood: a Bitcoin ATM, a nearby hotel I'll never stay at. And when I need directions, my app likes to tell me things that no one ever needs to know, such as when to merge onto the freeway from an on-ramp. Why is it so obtuse? Or perhaps the better question is: What makes the software think that I'm obtuse?

Simply put, the maps don't see the world the way the people who use them do. In the data that underlie a digital map, a road network is represented as a bunch of lines. Those lines have a beginning and an end. Seth Spielman, a geographer who worked for a time as a data scientist on Apple Maps, explained to me that a driver often gets instructions from the app at transition points between those segments. When I turn onto the ramp, then merge onto the freeway, I've driven through a pair of segments--and from the map's perspective, I am thus in need of extra guidance. But I don't feel that need at all. From my perspective, just a single phrase--Get on the freeway--would suffice.

Read: The existentialism of GPS

That mismatch of advice is a problem that digital maps have created for themselves. If you started driving before the age of GPS-enabled, app-driven smartphones, you may remember what a traditional road map looked like: lines crossing other lines. A freeway ramp or cloverleaf might be shown in abstract. You'd see how roads connected, and then you'd navigate them on your own.

Maps are always simplifications. But now they simplify a lot less than they used to. "The way the real world is digitally represented creates all of these trivial intersections," Spielman said. That explains why a digital map might instruct you to "continue" down a straight road: If the street name changes, then, from the map's perspective, you've just exited one road and entered another. Don't do anything, your onboard flight computer says. Stay on track by going forward.

The odds of your getting these unhelpful tips goes up in concert with the maps' precision. Apple and Google have surveyed the world in more granular detail than has ever been produced in human history. Camera-topped cars--and sometimes bikes or pedestrians--have captured views of countless streets. Individual buildings, road lanes, and turn signals, along with bike lanes, park paths, and transit lines, are included in the data sets. Apple Maps displays detailed facades of landmarks like Radio City Music Hall. It shows the actual sizes and location of trees in some cities.

All those data points make the mapping apps delightful, even when you aren't using them for navigation. But their sheer exhaustiveness has a downside: It leads to what might be called map-splaining. Spielman showed me a satellite image of the intersection of Arapahoe Avenue and 28th Street, in Boulder, Colorado. It's just a normal intersection of two thoroughfares. In the old days, a map would have depicted it as two lines intersecting; a driver who arrived there would surely not have been confused. But Apple and Google have collected enough data to represent this junction in all of its constituent parts.

The maps know that one road is five lanes wide and the other six; both have medians. They understand that right turns between the streets can be accomplished via dedicated merge lanes that skip the red light. They appreciate that two lanes allow left turns between each of these streets, facilitated by a left-turn-arrow traffic signal. Having all this information helps the maps give their step-by-step instructions: Take the first turn lane from northbound 28th Street, then a quick right into the parking lot for Flatiron Coffee. That level of precision may be convenient for some drivers, but it comes at the price of breaking down the built environment into lots of extra segments and transitions that may trigger the display of useless routing information. Perhaps the software should just be telling you to "go past the light and make a left."

Read: How Google builds its maps

Apple Maps has tried to make its guidance feel more natural, in part by using common, human-sounding phrases. For example: "Go past the light and make a left." This language is intended to replace now-familiar and robotic phrasings such as In 300 yards, turn left. Google Maps is also trying not to be so tortuous or wordy. The software breaks down each route into multiple maneuvers, David Cronin, a senior director on the Google Maps design team, told me. Then it decides which and how many maneuvers a driver or pedestrian needs, how to describe those maneuvers, and what sort of visual and auditory information would best illustrate them. The goal, Cronin said, is to "provide clear and unambiguous instructions without being too verbose."

To achieve that goal, map designers must sometimes intervene and tell the software to ignore portions of its data set. "We recently made a change that stops giving people directions when they need to proceed straight through a traffic circle," Cronin said. In general, though, map-direction algorithms are made to be as broadly applicable as possible. Apple handles route instructions differently for urban versus rural roads, and for highways versus local streets, but its overall approach is broadly similar across its 30 countries and regions. Google does a bit of place-by-place fine-tuning, Cronin said; "there are always tensions to respond to." In India and Southeast Asia, for example, Google Maps provides different routes for two-wheeled vehicles, given their ability to traverse narrower streets than cars.

The data that allow the mapping apps to be so powerful, if also sometimes wonky, are constantly in flux. Google makes 50 million edits to its map per day, according to Cronin, adjusting details such as how roads are classified, where they join, which are closed due to construction, and so forth. All those changes may affect the quality of the apps' instructions, and their propensity to map-splain, in ways that the designers cannot necessarily predict.

They also shape which points of interest will appear on maps. Both Apple and Google will try to show you businesses that are relevant to your current location. These may, at times, seem pretty random: a Lululemon, for example, or a barbeque place. The apps rely on popularity in deciding what to surface--they keep track of all the spots users tap on or route to most often. Spielman told me that, at one point, this criterion caused Apple Maps to show an excess of pizzerias and Chinese takeout restaurants by default, because so many people were tapping on them to order food.

Google, which knows where you live if you give it a home address, might show different points of interest--hotels, perhaps--if you're looking at the map of someplace far away. Apple avoids this use of people's data, making its results more private but also more uniform. Both companies make use of information about how people (or at least their smartphones) traverse space to inform their guidance. These data might be used to evaluate current traffic conditions, for example. Spielman suggested that if a jogger ran across a given street, Apple Maps might be nudged to suggest that crossing at that intersection is more efficient than doing so in other places. Likewise, if someone tapped absentmindedly on a bunch of different bars while waiting for an Uber, those bars might start popping up for other people, on the theory that they're popular.

Popularity also has a way of building on itself. Spielman told me that tech companies sometimes buy or scrape data to get business locations. Data for chains, such as big-box stores and fast-food restaurants, tend to be easier to find and more standardized than information for smaller businesses, giving the chains a boost on maps. Cronin disputed this account. "Our aim is to create a digital representation of the real world, and that real world includes a range of businesses and places," he said, adding that local proprietors and other people can add places to the map. Apple also allows businesses to submit their information to its map. But once a destination has become a point of interest, people may be more inclined to get directions to it, reinforcing its position. Google also puts sponsored points of interest on maps. Cronin explained that those are marked differently--with a rounded square instead of a round pin--but I hadn't noticed that distinction until he pointed it out.

Read: Would you drive an extra five minutes to save the planet?

The growth and spread of mapping data may have some other, occult effects. Cronin said that Google Maps improves people's confidence in moving about the world. But Sara Fabrikant, a geographer at the University of Zurich, told me that this very confidence may be undermining humans' ability to self-orient. When the system fails--say, if your phone dies or you otherwise can't get a signal--the effects of getting "lost" are graver than they were before: It leads to confusion and delay, she told me, and eventually the loss of confidence in one's capacity to navigate.

The technology companies hope that any social or cognitive downsides of mapping apps could be remedied by better features in the apps themselves. Cronin acknowledged that the maps may inhibit people from exploring, and in that way learning more about the world around them. But he said that new technologies, such as an augmented-reality street view with superimposed walking directions, could encourage pedestrians to way-find in the actual world, looking at their phone for guidance only when they need to. Google is also testing the idea of showing detailed previews of the end of a route, so drivers can work out ahead of time where they might look for parking, for example. Cronin suggested that this approach might support the skill of spatial planning. Apple, meanwhile, hopes that calling out waypoints, showing a user which way to go, and teaching them how to do it counts as its own form of geographical education.

But new features may just as well encourage more complacency. "I think most people are just conditioned by the apps and accept how they work and thus don't complain," Spielman said. Because, on the whole, what is there to complain about? Mapping apps and the turn-by-turn instructions they provide are fantastic, and their quirks are easily forgotten. After spending so many years being told to merge onto a freeway when, as a driver, I could do literally nothing else, I'd eventually stopped hearing it. Map-splaining is just another part of driving, hiding in the background. Now I'm at the stoplight for the freeway on-ramp; now I'm turning left; now I'm getting on the freeway; now I'm on the freeway. Me and my map app, there's nowhere we can't go.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/07/google-maps-apple-glitches/678904/?utm_source=feed
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We Need to Control AI Agents Now

Automated bots are about to be everywhere, with potentially devastating consequences.

by Jonathan Zittrain




In 2010--well before the rise of ChatGPT and Claude and all the other sprightly, conversational AI models--an army of bots briefly wiped out $1 trillion of value across the NASDAQ and other stock exchanges. Lengthy investigations were undertaken to figure out what had happened and why--and how to prevent it from happening again. The Securities and Exchange Commission's report on the matter blamed high-frequency-trading algorithms unexpectedly engaging in a mindless "hot potato" buying and selling of contracts back and forth to one another.



A "flash crash," as the incident was called, may seem quaint relative to what lies ahead. That's because, even amid all the AI hype, a looming part of the AI revolution is under-examined: "agents." Agents are AIs that act independently on behalf of humans. As the 2010 flash crash showed, automated bots have been in use for years. But large language models can now translate plain-language goals, expressed by anyone, into concrete instructions that are interpretable and executable by a computer--not just in a narrow, specialized realm such as securities trading, but across the digital and physical worlds at large. Such agents are hard to understand, evaluate, or counter, and once set loose, they could operate indefinitely.



For all of today's concern about AI safety, including potentially existential risks, there's been no particular general alarm or corresponding regulation around these emerging AI agents. There have been thought experiments about an AI given (or setting for itself) an arbitrary and seemingly harmless goal, such as to manufacture as many paper clips as possible, only to cause disaster when it diverts all of humanity's resources toward that goal. But well short of having to confront a speculative monomaniacal superintelligence, we must attend to more pressing if prosaic problems, caused by decidedly nonspeculative contemporary agents. These can mess up, either through the malice of those who get them going, or accidentally, monkey's-paw style, when commissioned with a few ill-chosen words. For example, Air Canada recently experienced the latter when it set up a chatbot for customer assistance with a prompt to be helpful, along with access to the Air Canada website for use in answering customer questions. The bot helpfully explained a policy on bereavement fares in a way far more generous than the airline's actual policy. Air Canada tried to repudiate the bot's promises, and failed: A tribunal held that the customer was owed compensation.

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

Today's agents add up to more than a typical chatbot, with three distinct qualities. First, they can be given a high-level, even vague goal and independently take steps to bring it about, through research or work of their own. The idea is simple but powerful. For example, a year ago, an enterprising techie developed an AI that could order a pizza for him. He relied on software tools developed by companies such as OpenAI to create a "top-level AI" that could charter and command other AIs. That top-level AI was provided a goal--order a pepperoni pizza by voice from a given phone number--and then it went on to create its own task list and develop different versions of itself to perform those tasks, including prioritizing different steps in the list and producing a version of itself that was able to use a text-to-voice converter to make the phone call. Thus the AI was able to find and call a local pizzeria and place the order.



That demonstrates a second quality of agents beyond planning to meet a goal: They can interact with the world at large, using different software tools at will, as you might when opening Excel or placing a DoorDash order while also browsing the web. With the invitation and blessing of companies such as OpenAI, generative-AI models can take in information from the outside world and, in turn, affect it. As OpenAI says, you can "connect GPTs to databases, plug them into emails, or make them your shopping assistant. For example, you could integrate a travel listings database, connect a user's email inbox, or facilitate e-commerce orders." Agents could also accept and spend money.



This routinization of AI that doesn't simply talk with us, but also acts out in the world, is a crossing of the blood-brain barrier between digital and analog, bits and atoms. That should give us pause.



A non-AI example jumps to mind as a nefarious road map for what may lie ahead. Last year, a man left a bag conspicuously containing wires and a lockbox outside Harvard Yard. Harvard police then received a call with a disguised voice warning that it was one of three bombs on campus, and that they'd all go off soon unless the university transferred money to a hard-to-trace cryptocurrency address. The bag was determined to be harmless. The threat was a hoax.



When police identified and arrested the man who left the bag, it turned out that he had answered a Craigslist ad offering money for him to assemble and bring those items to campus. The person behind that ad--and the threatening calls to Harvard--was never found. The man who placed the wires pleaded guilty only to hiding out and deleting some potentially incriminating text messages and was sentenced to probation, after the authorities credited that he was not the originator of the plot. He didn't know that he'd joined a conspiracy to commit extortion.

Read: Welcome to a world without endings

This particular event may not have involved AI, but it's easy to imagine that an AI agent could soon be used to goad a person into following each of the steps in the Harvard extortion case, with a minimum of prompting and guidance. More worrying, such threats can easily scale far beyond what a single malicious person could manage alone; imagine whoever was behind the Harvard plot being able to enact it in hundreds or thousands of towns, all at once. The act doesn't have to be as dramatic as a bomb threat. It could just be something like keeping an eye out for a particular person joining social media or job sites and to immediately and tirelessly post replies and reviews disparaging them.



This lays bare the third quality of AI agents: They can operate indefinitely, allowing human operators to "set it and forget it." Agents might be hand-coded, or powered by companies who offer services the way that cemeteries offer perpetual care for graves, or that banks offer to steward someone's money for decades at a time. Or the agents might even run on anonymous computing resources distributed among thousands of computers whose owners are, by design, ignorant of what's running--while being paid for their computing power.



The problem here is that the AI may continue to operate well beyond any initial usefulness. There's simply no way to know what moldering agents might stick around as circumstances change. With no framework for how to identify what they are, who set them up, and how and under what authority to turn them off, agents may end up like space junk: satellites lobbed into orbit and then forgotten. There is the potential for not only one-off collisions with active satellites, but also a chain reaction of collisions: The fragments of one collision create further collisions, and so on, creating a possibly impassable gauntlet of shrapnel blocking future spacecraft launches.

Read: The big AI risk not enough people are seeing

If agents take off, they may end up operating in a world quite different from the one that first wound them up--after all, it'll be a world with a lot of agents in it. They could start to interact with one another in unanticipated ways, just as they did in the 2010 flash crash. In that case, the bots had been created by humans but simply acted in strange ways during unanticipated circumstances. Here, agents set to translate vague goals might also choose the wrong means to achieve them: A student who asks a bot to "help me cope with this boring class" might unwittingly generate a phoned-in bomb threat as the AI attempts to spice things up. This is an example of a larger phenomenon known as reward hacking, where AI models and systems can respond to certain incentives or optimize for certain goals while lacking crucial context, capturing the letter but not the spirit of the goal.



Even without collisions, imagine a fleet of pro-Vladimir Putin agents playing a long game by joining hobbyist forums, earnestly discussing those hobbies, and then waiting for a seemingly organic, opportune moment to work in favored political talking points. Or an agent might be commissioned to set up, advertise, and deliver on an offered bounty for someone's private information, whenever and wherever it might appear. An agent can deliver years later on an impulsive grudge--revenge is said to be a dish best served cold, and here it could be cryogenically frozen.



Much of this account remains speculative. Agents have not experienced a public boom yet, and by their very nature it's hard to know how they'll be used, or what protections the companies that help offer them will implement. Agentics, like much of the rest of modern technology, may have two phases: too early to tell, and too late to do anything about it.



In these circumstances, we should look for low-cost interventions that are comparatively easy to agree on and that won't be burdensome. Yale Law School's Ian Ayres and Jack Balkin are among the legal scholars beginning to wrestle with how we might best categorize AI agents and consider their behavior. That would have been helpful in the Air Canada case around a bot's inaccurate advice to a customer, where the tribunal hearing the claim was skeptical of what it took to be the airline's argument that "the chatbot is a separate legal entity that is responsible for its own actions." And it's particularly important to evaluate agent-driven acts whose character depends on assessing the actor's intentions. Suppose the agent waiting to pounce on a victim's social-media posts doesn't just disparage the person, but threatens them. Ayres and Balkin point out that the Supreme Court recently held that criminalizing true threats requires that the person making the threats subjectively understand that they're inspiring fear. Some different legal approach will be required to respond up and down the AI supply chain when unthinking agents are making threats.



Technical interventions can help with whatever legal distinctions emerge. Last year, OpenAI researchers published a thoughtful paper chronicling some agentic hazards. There they broached the possibility that servers running AI bots should have to be identified, and others have made efforts to describe how that might work.

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

But we might also look to refining existing internet standards to help manage this situation. Data are already distributed online through "packets," which are labeled with network addresses of senders and receivers. These labels can typically be read by anyone along the packets' route, even if the information itself is encrypted. There ought to be a new, special blank on a packet's digital form to indicate that a packet has been generated by a bot or an agent, and perhaps a place to indicate something about when it was created and by whom--just like a license plate can be used to track down a car's owner without revealing their identity to bystanders.



To allow such labels within Internet Protocol would give software designers and users a chance to choose to use them, and it would allow the companies behind, say, the DoorDash and Domino's apps to decide whether they want to treat an order for 20 pizzas from a human differently from one placed by a bot. Although any such system could be circumvented, regulators could help encourage adoption. For example, designers and providers of agents could be offered a cap on damages for the harm their agents cause if they decide to label their agents' online activities.



Internet routing offers a further lesson. There is no master map of the internet because it was designed for anyone to join it, not by going through a central switchboard, but by connecting to anyone already online. The resulting network is one that relies on routers--way stations--that can communicate with one another about what they see as near and what they see as far. Thus can a packet be passed along, router to router, until it reaches its destination. That does, however, leave open the prospect that a packet could end up in its own form of eternal orbit, being passed among routers forever, through mistake or bad intention. That's why most packets have a "time to live," a number that helps show how many times they've hopped from one router to another. The counter might start at, say, 64, and then go down by one for each router the packet passes. It dies at zero, even if it hasn't reached its destination.

Read: What to do about the junkification of the internet

Agents, too, could and should have a standardized way of winding down: so many actions, or so much time, or so much impact, as befits their original purpose. Perhaps agents designed to last forever or have a big impact could be given more scrutiny and review--or be required to have a license plate--while more modest ones don't, the way bicycles and scooters don't need license plates even as cars do, and tractor trailers need even more paperwork. These interventions focus less on what AI models are innately capable of in the lab, and more on what makes agentic AI different: They act in the real world, even as their behavior is represented on the network.



It is too easy for the blinding pace of modern tech to make us think that we must choose between free markets and heavy-handed regulation--innovation versus stagnation. That's not true. The right kind of standard-setting and regulatory touch can make new tech safe enough for general adoption--including by allowing market players to be more discerning about how they interact with one another and with their customers.



"Too early to tell" is, in this context, a good time to take stock, and to maintain our agency in a deep sense. We need to stay in the driver's seat rather than be escorted by an invisible chauffeur acting on its own inscrutable and evolving motivations, or on those of a human distant in time and space.



This essay is adapted from Jonathan Zittrain's forthcoming book on humanity both gaining power and losing control.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/07/ai-agents-safety-risks/678864/?utm_source=feed
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A Fancy Card Is Becoming the Only Way to Get a Restaurant Reservation

The game is rigged.

by Saahil Desai




The cocktail is $21, and it is absolutely worth it. Or at least that is what I've heard about a certain gussied-up old-fashioned that keeps making the rounds on my Instagram. Rum is infused with rose petals, ginger, and a smattering of other Indian spices and then mixed with orange juice and whole milk. The dairy curdles and is strained out drip-by-drip until the final clarified liquid is as clear as glass--a recipe that took two months to develop and requires 36 hours of preparation. After all that, it's served on top of an ice cube stamped with the name of the restaurant that sells it: Bungalow.



For weeks I've been trying and failing to get a reservation at the buzzy Lower Manhattan Indian restaurant. The problem is Resy. The reservation app never seems to have any open slots. New tables supposedly open up every day at 11 a.m. Eastern. Most days they are all taken within three minutes.



Such is the nature of restaurant reservations these days: It has never been easier to book a table, and it's never been harder to actually find one. You can fire up apps such as Resy, Tock, SevenRooms, Yelp, and OpenTable and find plenty of openings at perfectly good, even great, restaurants. But getting a seat at the most sought-after spots, especially in major cities, has become hellish. In the days of phone reservations, tables might have been booked up weeks or months in advance at the most exclusive restaurants--but now the phenomenon plays out beyond just the Michelin-starred spots. Batches of new openings can disappear before you have the time to click and confirm--perhaps snatched up by bots or scalpers. One student at Brown has reportedly made $70,000 by hawking reservations between classes.



But with the right credit card, you have a better shot. Resy, which is owned by American Express, keeps certain tables open for the Platinum crowd, and leapfrogs such cardholders to the front of waiting lists. Apparently one reservation app wasn't enough. Last month, American Express announced that it was shelling out $400 million for Tock, a Resy competitor used by some 7,000 restaurants, bars, and wineries worldwide. The goal is to connect "even more premium customers with the most exciting restaurants," Howard Grosfield, an American Express executive, said in the company's press release. In all likelihood, a fancy credit card is about to matter even more in the reservation wars. For an entire set of in-demand spots, a card isn't just for paying the bill: It's something like an entry ticket in its own right.



Reservations, once free, have been financialized. If you want to eat at the best spots, you'll fork over $695 annually for Amex Platinum, buying access to exclusive reservations--roughly equivalent to how you largely need a fancy card to get into an airport lounge. Every day, Bungalow's Resy page sees about 1,500 people vying for a spot, Jimmy Rizvi, a co-owner of the restaurant, told me. American Express withholds a few tables for its elite customers, and in return comps Bungalow the nearly $500 monthly fee to use Resy. "And it benefits us that we get a clientele of big spenders," Rizvi said.

Read: The one place in airports people actually want to be

Amex is not the lone credit-card giant to figure out that there is money to be made off reservations: JPMorgan Chase owns the restaurant-review site The Infatuation, through which it offers exclusive reservations and hosts ultra-luxe food events just for its Sapphire Reserve members. And Capital One has its own reservation platform, offering spots at hundreds of restaurants.



When it works, parlaying a card into a reservation can feel great, like a cheat code. Or like you're a celebrity who can get a table anywhere, any night. But eventually, the reservation wars will make losers of us all. If you've been to an airport lounge of late, did you struggle to find a free outlet to charge your phone? Was the buffet line long enough that you skipped out on complementary yogurt parfait and breakfast potatoes? The metal credit cards with eye-watering annual fees have become so popular that the lounges are no longer a respite from the crowds in Terminal 2. Something similar is already happening with restaurants. The exclusive privileges are no longer, well, exclusive. So many people want in on reservations that even the proud owners of an Amex Black card, with its $10,000 initial charge and $5,000 annual fee, don't have a great shot. In 2022, when Resy hosted the Copenhagen restaurant Noma for a five-night pop-up in Brooklyn, only certain American Express card owners had even the opportunity to buy tickets for $700 a pop. They still sold out instantly and generated a waitlist of 20,000 people.



The same process plays out again and again. Reservations to the cool spots quickly disappear on the apps, which makes them more desirable, which makes the next batch of slots disappear even quicker. As Amanda Mull wrote in The Atlantic, "Resy has effectively become a one-stop shop for securing the kind of restaurant experience that people want to brag about to their friends ... It is a digital velvet rope, showing diners in no uncertain terms which places are hopelessly mobbed."



Things are the same on Tock. Although the platform is smaller than Resy, it has some of the most in-demand spots. That includes Alinea, the Chicago fine-dining mecca with a tasting menu that has included edible green-apple balloons and a dessert course in which chefs paint on your table with Jackson Pollock-like strokes. (The restaurant's co-founder Nick Kokonas also started Tock.) You'll also find reservations for both Atomix and SingleThread--the only two restaurants in the U.S. currently ranked among the world's 50 best. As The New York Times once put it, "OpenTable is economy. Resy is premium economy. Tock is business class."

Read: Nothing is cooler than going out to dinner

Sure, trying and failing to nab a reservation is literally a champagne problem--pity the poor soul who can't splurge on dinner and a bottle of Dom Perignon Brut. But consider the bigger picture: Must every aspect of life be subject to some form of digital arbitrage? Dating apps are full of schemes to make you pay up. Airbnb is basically just as expensive and corporatized as actual hotels. An Amazon search result will pull up reams of stealthy sponsored listings. Now even restaurant reservations are a commodity--vacuumed up by bots and scalpers looking to sell. As a last attempt to find my way to Bungalow and its $21 cocktail, I closed out Resy and opened up another site: Appointment Trader. Someone had managed to land a table for two for Tuesday evening, and it could be mine for the low price of $175. "Bots are the biggest problem we have," Rizvi said, snatching up about 8 percent of all reservations at Bungalow. When they aren't sold, the table might sit empty. One New York steakhouse with an especially bad bot problem reportedly has lost $10,000 in one night from cancellations and no-shows.



I had to ask Rizvi: Any tips on getting a table? All of the reservations, all of the fancy cards, all of the people clogging up the waiting list--"it's a good problem to have," he said. "But we are getting bad reviews as well from people who are not able to make the reservation." So right at opening time, Bungalow saves a few tables for the lone style of dining impervious to this madness: walk-ins.
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Amazon Decides Speed Isn't Everything

Americans like two-day delivery. But they like cheap stuff even more.

by Louise Matsakis




Amazon has spent the past two decades putting one thing above all else: speed. How did the e-commerce giant steal business away from bookstores, hardware stores, clothing boutiques, and so many other kinds of retailers? By selling cheap stuff, but more specifically, by selling cheap stuff that arrived quickly. It built the most expansive and brutally optimized logistics empire the United States has ever seen, capable of delivering almost any product imaginable to consumers within two days. As of March, roughly 180 million Americans were Amazon Prime subscribers, an all-time high. Even at a moment when many people report feeling squeezed financially, most of them still think it's worth spending $139 a year to ensure that stuff arrives at their doorstep swiftly, sometimes in as little as a few hours.



But recently, Amazon has faced a new threat to that model. Tens of millions of Americans have started shopping on Shein and Temu, two Chinese-owned e-commerce platforms that send products directly from China with no middleman. The shipping takes longer, but the prices are lower. Shein specializes in women's clothing and accessories, such as $6 crop tops and $12 sundresses. Temu's core strengths are household items, decorations, and electronics; you can buy a $52 Android tablet and a $3 box of latex-free gloves.



Now Amazon, for once, is slowing down. Earlier this week, The Information first reported that Amazon plans to follow the Shein and Temu playbook and open a new online store for low-cost products shipped directly from China. It will focus on unbranded clothing and household items priced under $20 and weighing less than a pound; orders will arrive in nine to 11 days--a relative eternity compared with how long most of its customers are used to waiting. A spokesperson for Amazon didn't refute any of these details, saying only that the company is "always exploring new ways to work with our selling partners." When given the choice, Amazon seems to have realized, lots of people will choose stuff that is really cheap over stuff that arrives really quickly.



In certain ways, Amazon is already a lot like Shein and Temu. All three platforms rely on some of the same factories and merchants in China to manufacture products. When Temu launched, in the fall of 2022, I reported that it was selling electronics from at least a handful of the same Chinese suppliers that Amazon used. As of this past December, there was a roughly 10 percent overlap between Temu sellers and Amazon sellers, according to the technology-investment consulting firm Tech Buzz China. When I did quick searches on Shein and Amazon earlier this week, I found that the same Chinese merchants were offering a number of identical products on both sites, including dog toys shaped like Stanley cups and pink memory-foam slippers. But on Shein, they were a few bucks cheaper. If the products are the same, why are Amazon's prices higher?



The most fundamental explanation is that when customers buy things on Amazon, part of what they are paying for is the quick delivery. That speed is possible because Amazon has poured billions into building warehouses and other logistics infrastructure in the United States. Fast shipping is a convenience that comes at a cost. In other contexts, consumers understand and accept the trade-off they're making for convenience, however begrudgingly. Most of us get that part of why buying a sandwich at the airport is expensive is because it's faster and easier than packing one at home before a flight.



On Amazon, the trade-offs are less clear: The items tend to be cheaper than at your local store, after all. But what Amazon didn't anticipate is that consumers would eventually be given appealing options that come directly from the source.



Earlier this month, Jason Wong, the CEO of a packaging company, caused a minor stir on social media when he claimed that he'd bought a couch for $700 that a luxury-furniture retailer was selling for $4,000. He said he did it by finding the company's supplier in China and placing an order with them directly. In March, two tech entrepreneurs launched a service called Dupe.com, which is ostensibly dedicated to helping people buy furniture knockoffs in a similar fashion. Temu and Shein do much the same thing, giving customers direct access to warehouses in China where they can get similar or identical items as those offered on Amazon, without the convenience markup.



But as this kind of ultracheap shopping takes over, there are downsides beyond just slower shipping times. Retail markups are what allow brands to pay for expenses such as advertising and marketing, which may sound unnecessary but play a big role in helping consumers identify the things to buy in the first place. (Wong said that he originally saw the couch in an ad.) Then there's the cost of managing inventory, operating physical stores, handling customer-service issues, and designing new products to sell. Although corporations moved manufacturing to China decades ago, millions of workers in the United States are still employed to provide these services, including at Amazon.



In the logic of this new economy, store clerks, marketing executives, furniture designers, importers, even Amazon-warehouse employees--everyone but factory and logistics workers in China--are seen as gatekeepers and middlemen standing in the way of people's ability to keep buying more, cheaper stuff. The fact that it arrives a little slower is only a minor annoyance, one last thing for Shein and Temu to take over and optimize.
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America Is Still Stuck on Prius vs. Pickup

Everything about the climate is changing--except the politics.

by Gregory Barber




Mike Murphy, a longtime Republican political consultant, has spent much of the past year reminding members of his party just how much they should like electric cars. It's nice to save money on gas and repairs, he told me, and a widening lineup makes these cars practical for all sorts of lifestyles. Plus, many of them are made in America. So take the wheel and let a few thousand pounds of torque finish the pitch. What's not to love?



A lot, apparently. Donald Trump has referred to a "ridiculous all-electric-car hoax" and recently declared the rise of electric vehicles a "bloodbath" for American workers. Senate Republicans are attempting to roll back EV subsidies and, in one report, tied the cars to a "radical green agenda." According to a Pew Research Center poll published yesterday, only 13 percent of Republicans consider themselves "somewhat" or "very" likely to go electric the next time they buy a car. EVs are not perfect, of course, but "the tribal position is that Biden's EVs are a bad idea," Murphy, who runs an advocacy group called the EV Politics Project, told me. (The group has received some funding pledges from automakers.)



The choice between a Prius and a pickup, as the political scientists Marc Hetherington and Jonathan Weiler famously put it, has always been political--a matter of declaring both who you are and where you stand. (Just this month, the National Republican Senate Committee blasted Senator Jon Tester of Montana, a Democrat in a tight reelection race, for driving a Prius.) But it's not just cars. Climate change remains as stubbornly polarized as ever in the United States: Democrats largely stand for climate action, and Republicans largely stand against it. During last night's debate, Trump refused to name a single action he'd take to prevent climate change. (He instead focused on his perennial love of "immaculately clean" water and air.)



Trump and Biden met in Atlanta one day after the city hit 100 degrees for the first time in nearly five years. Summer has barely started, and America has already faced devastating floods and record-breaking heat--some of the many ways that the effects of climate change have become impossible to ignore. At this point, the only thing that doesn't seem to be budging about the climate is the politics surrounding it.



Things weren't always this way. Roughly 40 years ago, when pollsters first started asking about global warming, Americans largely agreed that it was a problem, if not an especially pressing one. There is a long history of bipartisanship on tackling problems such as species protection and air pollution; George H. W. Bush famously championed legislation that turned the tide against acid rain. But then Republican concern for the climate cratered, thanks to a host of factors, including doubts about climate science sowed by fossil-fuel companies and suspicion of the remedies.



It's been nearly a decade since Senator James Inhofe of Oklahoma held up a snowball on the Senate floor as proof that global warming wasn't a crisis, but anti-climate political rhetoric has continued to thrive on the right. In one Republican primary debate last year, the eight candidates on stage were asked whether they believed that climate change was a human-caused phenomenon. Only Nikki Haley said that climate change is "real." Republicans such as Representative John Curtis, who started the House Conservative Climate Caucus in 2021, have continued to warn their party that it needs a platform that is more pro-climate. Instead, Trump has reportedly attempted to solicit $1 billion from oil executives in exchange for climate deregulation.



The Inflation Reduction Act, the huge climate bill that passed in 2022 with zero Republican votes, was supposed to give environmental action a broader appeal. The IRA is essentially a giant cart of carrots for jobs and investment with a "beat China" subtext. On some levels that's worked. A recent Bloomberg analysis found that 80 percent of more than $200 billion in clean-tech manufacturing investments are going to congressional districts represented by Republicans who opposed the law. Talk to officials in Georgia, where EV and battery factories are reshaping rural towns, or officials in Utah who are getting help procuring batteries and wind power, and they'll praise aspects of the law, or at the very least what it aims to get done.



But it hasn't blunted the GOP's desire to roll it back. The Heritage Foundation's plan for a second Trump presidency features a "whole-of-government unwinding" of the Biden administration's "climate fanaticism." Of course, there are plausible reasons for the party of small government to oppose EV subsidies and the IRA. Nick Loris, the vice president of public policy at the Conservative Coalition for Climate Solutions, considers himself an EV fan (he'd have bought one recently, he told me, if his apartment building had public chargers). He also happens to agree that the subsidies should be axed--in part, because he believes they're inefficient, with the benefits largely going to wealthy, coastal Democrats who would buy EVs anyway.



That's not the message around EVs that Loris is hearing the most on the right, however--"not at all whatsoever," he said. The message he's hearing is that the Democrats want to take away your gas car. It's a familiar playbook that reframes climate action from a set of practical decisions--Do I want a better ride? A cheaper utility bill?--into coercion. As political leaders on the right attack everything from electric stoves to offshore wind farms to corporate climate pledges, support among Republican voters for expanding wind and solar power has fallen by about 20 points since 2020, according to Pew. "There are very few climate policies that haven't been sucked into ... the black hole of partisan polarization," Keith Smith, who studies the sociopolitics of climate change at ETH Zurich in Switzerland, told me.



I was surprised when Megan Mullin, a political scientist at UCLA who studies partisan opinion on climate issues, told me she saw glimmers of hope in the survey data--"about Democrats," she clarified. Until recently, the left evinced concern about climate change but ranked it low in terms of priorities for their elected leaders. Now it's behind only education and health care. (For Republicans, it has consistently ranked dead last.)



To Mullin, the question is this: If Trump wins and undoes the IRA, how much does climate action keep hurtling forward? Possibly a lot. She hopes that bureaucrats implementing the law are writing up rules that can't easily be unknotted by a new administration, and racing to get money out the door. That way, the benefits might stick. She points to Texas, which is the leader in wind and solar energy even after state leaders enacted policies aimed to hold those back. At some point, politics gives way to business logic, a perpetual green machine.



But the business case only works if people are willing to buy what's being offered. When I spoke with Murphy, he was about to catch a flight to the Midwest to spread his pro-EV message. Instead of "sermons about the environment," he said, he'd focus on the cars themselves--the cost savings, the 0-60 speeds, all the options. That was the way to convince people of what he believes: You should like this, actually.
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Hot AI Jesus Is Huge on Facebook

Synthetic images showing curiously handsome versions of Jesus Christ are flooding the internet.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Jesus is punching the devil on Facebook.



The two are in a boxing ring. Jesus is wearing a pair of white boxing shorts with his name embroidered on the waistband. He is ripped beyond belief; not only does he have six-pack abs, but every muscle on his body is bulging. Jesus is hitting the devil directly on the chin, a knockout blow. "Nunca te arrepentiras de darle me gusta a esta foto"--"You will never regret liking this photo"--the caption reads in part, followed by a bunch of spam hashtags. The post has more than 600,000 likes.



In another image, Jesus has icy-blue eyes. A bloody cross adorns his forehead. He looks like the actor Jared Leto. This one has more than 240,000 likes. It is just one of hundreds of variations posted by a single page; in another, he wears a large Coachella-esque flower crown.



Hot AI Jesus hath risen. The son of God, as rendered by modern artificial intelligence, is chiseled and has startlingly good hair. (He is not to be confused with Shrimp Jesus, another AI-generated variant.) These depictions of Christ are at times extremely popular on Facebook and Instagram. Jesus, hot or not, is a significant motif in this era of online AI junk; he is to AI Facebook spam as water lilies are to Monet, and dancers to Degas. Spend enough time scrolling the AI wastelands of social media, and you will likely encounter him, in all his glory. He raises a number of questions about social media, religion, and art, the most basic one being: Why on earth does AI present the son of God as such a smoke show?

Read: Generative art is stupid

That one's actually the easiest to answer. As I've written before, AI image tools tend to create good-looking people by default. "Ask [AI to generate] anybody," Hany Farid, a professor at the UC Berkeley School of Information, told me. "Ask for a professor, an engineer, a plumber, an electrician, a firefighter, a police officer, a nurse, anything." The resulting images are usually gorgeous. That's likely because the data sets these tools are trained on are biased toward hotness: Photographs of celebrities are widely available and are thus overrepresented in digital-image libraries. To the extent that generative AI may be trained on social-media posts, well: People tend to post flattering photographs of themselves online. But Farid doesn't think that these are the only explanations. He told me that there may be an algorithmic feedback loop at play, that individual users of generative-AI tools tend to select the most visually appealing outputs, reinforcing these options as "correct." Or maybe tech companies have intentionally designed image-generating products that make hot people, because people tend to like photos of hot people. In any case, the bias is real: Adobe previously told me that it had noticed in its model this drift toward hotness (and works to de-bias it accordingly); OpenAI has similarly acknowledged that its DALL-E tool has this issue.



(Jesus isn't the only religious figure who is showing up on Instagram looking like an influencer: One account dedicated to "creating unique visuals of Catholic saints" serves up images of what looks like the cast of some yet-to-be-announced Game of Thrones spin-off featuring only really, really ridiculously good-looking people. Like most AI religious creations I encountered, the saints are almost all white, despite long-running debates about the whitewashing of such figures.)



Hot Jesus appears to be catnip for users on Facebook, where he is routinely posted to generate engagement. Many of these posts are accompanied by a demanding caption. "Why don't pictures like this ever trend?" they ask over and over, almost threateningly. The faithful are challenged to comment "Amen." And many accounts do. But not all of these comments are necessarily left by real people. Jason Koebler, a journalist at and co-founder of the technology-news site 404 Media (and one of the world's foremost chroniclers of bizarre Facebook AI art), tried an experiment: He messaged about 300 accounts who'd commented on AI-generated-art posts, and netted only four replies, suggesting that at least some of this engagement may be from bots. Typically, the more an image is engaged with on social media, the more likely a platform's algorithm is to show it to more people; popularity begets popularity. Koebler suspects that the photos are propelled by bots, which are programmed to react to the images; the engagement makes the images more likely to be shown to more Facebook users, presumably including some substantial number of actual humans. The mysterious people running these AI-junk Facebook pages must have some financial incentive to create this spam, though it's unclear precisely how they're profiting from them. Josh Goldstein, a fellow at Georgetown who co-wrote a research paper about these types of pages, told me that he and his co-author suspect that these spammers build big audiences and then leverage those eyeballs to generate revenue, perhaps by posting links to ad-laden junk websites.

Read: Jesus of the small screen

When I reached out to Meta to ask whether Hot Jesus violates their content policies--or whether the company has any insight into how much of the engagement with the images is real--it did not respond. The company allows but does not require users to disclose when images are made with AI; however, images may automatically be labeled as such if the company's systems detect that they were AI-generated. Meta, more broadly, isn't anti-AI art, it's building AI art tools within Instagram and its Meta AI chatbot. (Meta's AI, however, refuses to generate Jesus images: "I can't generate images of religious figures," it explained to my editor this morning.) "I just don't know how [Hot Jesus] would violate" the company's policies, Brian Fishman, a former policy director at Meta who has since co-founded a trust-and-safety platform called Cinder, told me. He explained that "these kind of allegorical images aren't exactly misinformation, even if folks find them distasteful."



Is Hot AI Jesus distasteful? The images build on a history of American evangelical tradition, David Morgan, a professor of religious studies at Duke and the author of The Forge of Vision: A Visual History of Modern Christianity, told me. Billy Sunday, a famous athlete turned preacher in the early 1900s, would shadowbox the devil onstage--presaging the AI-generated image of Jesus knocking Satan out. As far back as the '60s, Jesus has been depicted as aggressively muscular; hypermasculine representations also emerged in the '90s and 2000s. I asked Morgan whether he saw Hot Jesus as offensive, and he told me he'd given up judging when Mel Gibson's The Passion of the Christ came out. He would ask evangelicals how they felt about the brutality of that film, which some critics likened to pornography. "They see it through a very thick set of theological glasses," he explained, "that transform the violence--transform the machismo--into a kind of triumphal declaration of American manhood."



From the December 1923 issue: Adventures in Christianity



Like Morgan, Kristin Kobes Du Mez, a historian and the author of Jesus and John Wayne, points to 20th-century fears that Jesus had gotten too soft and feminine; Warner Sallman's Head of Christ, in which Jesus looks especially gentle, fanned these anxieties. People started saying, "We need a more rugged, masculine Jesus," Du Mez told me. "And that's when you had the turn toward the more kind of warrior motif." Hot AI Jesus almost feels like an amalgamation of both traditions: warrior Jesus and beautiful Jesus. Perhaps these AI tools are picking up on both themes within their data sets, and supercharging them.



Jesus, in some ways, is always a reflection of the culture of the day. So it's only natural that current depictions of him would adopt the heavy-handed, airbrushed style of AI image generators. The only remaining question is how long he'll stick around for: Koebler, the reporter, told me he's already seen some AI-art trends come and go. "Once that type of content falls out of favor, it seems like these fan pages stop making it," he said. "The one thing that has persisted for months and months is Jesus." That Hot Jesus has so far demonstrated his staying power in the bowels of zombie-AI Facebook proves, Koebler said, that he is a popular guy, and that there is still money to be made off of him doing virtual battle with the devil. Amen.
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Fore More Years

Two presidential candidates argue about who's better at hitting a ball. Nobody wins.

by Charlie Warzel




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


Last night, a nation turned its watchful eyes toward its television screens and witnessed a type of ritual usually only held behind closed doors. Eager voters finally got a glimpse into the smoke-filled rooms that line the halls of power--the places where world affairs are settled and where great men may speak freely. At last, the electorate saw something real: two old, powerful men petulantly blustering about their golf games.

The moment came at the very end of an interminable presidential debate that was, as my colleague David Graham notes, "at times almost physically uncomfortable." Trump rambled and spewed false claims, while Biden looked stunned at times, raspily peppering viewers with a buckshot approach to his talking points. Each candidate gave off the impression of quietly hating the other, yet their exchanges lacked any true vigor, even when they discussed matters of the economy, national security, and war. It wasn't until the mention of Trump's average distance off the tee that America got a glimpse of two men fighting like they had something to prove.

Read: A disaster for Joe Biden

I had to check a transcript to remember the sequence of events because, upon hearing these two presidential candidates comparing their handicaps, I briefly ascended to the astral plane. But I'm told it went something like this: Trump, in response to a question about his age and fitness for office, cited his golf prowess, claiming he'd won two country-club golf championships. "To do that, you have to be quite smart and hit the ball a long way," Trump said. He then claimed that Biden challenged him to a golf match but couldn't hit the ball 50 yards. In response, the president implied that Trump routinely lies about his height and weight, claimed to have a six handicap (which would be good at any age, let alone at 75 years old, as Biden was when he last recorded a golf score), and expressed his desire to have a driving contest with his opponent. "I'm happy to play golf if you carry your own bag," Biden quipped.

The pair then bickered over Biden's handicap in the following exchange, which I've included in full and regret to inform you is real:

Trump: That's the biggest lie, that he's a six handicap.
 Biden: I was an eight handicap.
 Trump: I've seen your swing. I know your swing. Let's not act like children.
 CNN Moderator Dana Bash: Mr. Trump, let's go back to a specific concern that voters have about you. Will you pledge tonight that once all legal challenges have been exhausted, that you will accept the results of this election?


It's easy (and, in many ways, correct) to dismiss this incredibly petty, low-stakes argument as a distraction from the issues that really matter. This is, after all, an election that carries an existential vibe--less battle of ideas, more battle for the soul of the country. And yet the moment is also a near-perfect encapsulation of the fever dream that is American electoral politics in 2024.

The question that kicked off this country-club debate wasn't about the candidates' hobbies or how they'd spend their ideal Sunday afternoon. It was a question about presidential fitness for two men who would end their second term in their 80s. What we witnessed was two unpopular elderly men bickering over their basic competence to be physically fit enough to do the most important job in the land and suggesting that a longest-drive contest ought to settle the score. This isn't just dumb--it is sublimely dumb, the kind of dumb that ought to ring out across the plains like a tornado siren. Wake up and seek shelter in the basement!

Read: Time to go, Joe

That these men settled on their golf handicaps is also perfect. There is no better fodder for the broken format of presidential debating in a post-truth world than a metric like a handicap, which is based on golfers self-reporting their unofficial scores using nothing more than an honor system. Golf handicaps are easily searchable using the USGA's official app; I looked up both Trump (2.5, last updated in 2021) and Biden's (6.7, last updated in 2018). But you have to understand that these numbers are, for our purposes, old and only as credible as the men who recorded their scores.

That's because golfers can cheat or fudge their scores to be lower (known as a vanity handicap), or they can inflate them--a process known as sandbagging or, in non-golf parlance, hustling. Having a higher handicap means you can get an advantage in matches, as better players are required to spot you strokes; it's not uncommon for weekend hackers to grouse about losing money to a player they believe wasn't being truthful about their handicap. If you love golf, as I do, or spend enough time around golfers, you'll find that any given handicap is a perfect subject for debate.

Read: Trump should never have had this platform

It's worth noting that Trump's golf game has long been an area of dispute. The author Rick Reilly wrote an entire book documenting Trump's prolific cheating on the course, alleging that his club-championship claims are dubious at best and complete fiction at their worst. (Trump claimed to win his senior club championship in 2023, despite not playing the first round of the tournament.)

Presidential debates are always a fact-checking minefield, though usually about matters of greater consequence. Candidates redirect questions they don't like, obfuscate, stretch the truth, blatantly lie, or cite vague figures that aren't easily disproved. Media organizations have devoted entire teams to real-time debunking, but the sad truth is that usually, by the time the facts arrive, the falsehood has already wormed its way into the discourse. More often than not, the pundit class ends up talking about the incendiary claims, instead of the pertinent questions that were dodged. This case, for all its ridiculousness, is no different.

Trump and Biden will likely never meet on the course to see who can hit the longest drive, but it would be fitting, in a way, if they did. It's not what the American people deserve, and yet it seems only right for an election that feels like a slow and steady march toward dysfunction and disappointment--between two men who cannot seem to step aside--to end in a measuring contest.
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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 magazine.



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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More Questions Than Answers in the Aftermath of the Debate

"Not a healthy situation for democracy."

by The Editors




Going into the first 2024 presidential debate, the Biden campaign's goal was to draw a stark contrast between the president and Donald Trump. But, amid the fallout over Biden's performance in the event, Democrats are faced with what once seemed like a forbidden question: Will Biden leave the race?

In the aftermath of the debate, Democrats across the country are voicing resounding concern with Biden's age and ability to hold office for another four years. The debate unleashed a "funereal environment" among the president's supporters, Mark Leibovich said on Washington Week With The Atlantic last night. And for some Democrats, a twofold rhetoric has emerged over whether Biden should step aside: "In private they all basically agree; in public they are going to ... vouch for Biden and say he's never been sharper," Leibovich said.

Even as discussion of Biden's suitability has been center of mind among Democrats, many still feel that Biden came across as more substantive than Trump during the debate, especially on policy issues. "While Trump, in their view, may have beaten the president with respect to style, they still feel that the president succeeded in terms of making some policy arguments," Nikole Killion said.

Meanwhile, focus on Biden has, in part, overshadowed discussion of Trump's debate--particularly the barrage of lies that the former president let loose on topics such as January 6 and abortion. "In any other debate, we'd be talking about the velocity of lies" Trump expressed during the debate, Jeffrey Goldberg said on last night's show. Trump made "extraordinary claims," and "yet we're talking about Joe Biden's ability--literal ability--to serve. Not a healthy situation for democracy."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more were Leigh Ann Caldwell, the anchor of Washington Post Live; Eugene Daniels, a White House correspondent for Politico; Nikole Killion, a congressional correspondent for CBS News; and Mark Leibovich, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Joe Biden's 'Cognitive Fluctuations'

Which version of the president will show up next?

by Yasmin Tayag




Last Thursday was not a good day for Joe Biden. During the president's shaky and at times incoherent debate performance, he appeared weaker and frailer in real time than the American public had ever seen. Friday appears to have been a much better day. At a campaign rally in North Carolina, clips of which his campaign distributed online, the president seemed like an entirely different man. Lively and invigorated, he spoke with a ferocity that had eluded him on the debate stage.



Both his supporters and detractors have turned this yo-yoing into a talking point that has come up frequently in the days since the debate: The president has good days and bad days. Biden himself has said that he "didn't have my best debate night," and his press secretary spun the performance as the result of a cold rather than "an episode." Indeed, earlier this year, at the State of the Union, Biden appeared much more lucid.



Many people have pointed to Biden's inconsistencies as indicative of something more serious, and the challenge--perhaps the insurmountable challenge for the White House--is that it is unclear which version of Biden will show up next. The president is slated to appear in an interview with ABC's George Stephanopoulos on Friday, and as The New York Times reported earlier today, Biden understands that another bad performance may doom his candidacy. There are many reasons a person could swing between good days and bad days. Some of them are benign. Some of them are threatening a presidency.



At 81, some cognitive unevenness is to be expected. It's also to be expected for Donald Trump, who is 78. The brain slows down as a person gets older, Steven P. Woods, a psychology professor at the University of Houston, told me. Learning and remembering don't come as easily as they used to. Flubbing a word here or there is one thing. But executive functioning--higher-order processes that enable planning and cognitive flexibility--tends to decline too. As a result, cognition becomes less consistent. The notion of good versus bad days falls under a scientific category encompassing spontaneous changes in attention and consciousness: cognitive fluctuations. As people get older, they may experience more frequent and more significant fluctuations than before. Parts of the brain involved in learning and complex functions can shrink, and communication among certain neurons can break down.



The big question, Woods said, is "what happens when fluctuations become abnormal?" What constitutes unusual cognitive variability depends entirely on the person's overall health. A brief decline in energy or focus isn't, on its own, a cause for concern, Woods said. Needing the occasional nap would not by itself render someone unfit for the nation's highest office. But it could be a problem if accompanied by consistent cognitive shifts, significant medical changes, or impairments to daily life. "If you have a fluctuation where you're no longer able to manage your day-to-day, even for a period of time, that would be abnormal to me," Jeremy Pruzin, a cognitive-behavioral neurologist at Banner Alzheimer's Institute, told me.



Not all fluctuations caused by aging are that severe. But age is a risk factor for conditions that can worsen fluctuations, such as dementia and neurodegenerative diseases. Brain trauma, certain infectious diseases, and mood disorders are also associated with those changes. Fluctuation can take place within days, not just between them: Sundowning, largely associated with Alzheimer's disease, refers to cognitive issues that arise in the late afternoon and early evening.



A bad day can be part of a constellation of symptoms. In people with Parkinson's disease, for example, cognitive fluctuations can accompany a soft voice, a shuffling gait, an inability to move fluidly, and a decrease in facial expression, Pruzin said. Cognitive fluctuations are also the cardinal feature of Lewy body disease, a type of dementia. According to Pruzin, people with this illness can "seem rather out of it for periods of time, then seemingly back to or close to normal within the course of hours or a day."



Biden has not reported having any of these ailments. After an annual physical in February, the president's doctor said he was "fit for duty," though Biden was not administered a cognitive test. But after last week, it's entirely understandable that many Americans are asking whether something more serious is wrong with the president.

Biden's cognitive variability isn't necessarily a sign of illness, or even old age. "We all experience good days and bad days," regardless of age, Alexandra Fiocco, a psychology professor at Toronto Metropolitan University, told me. People misplace their coffee cups, forget the names of their colleagues, stare blankly at laptops. Nobody can be "on" all the time. Fluctuations are just part of "normal human cognition," Woods said.



External factors, such as lack of sleep, low physical activity, high stress, and certain prescription medications, can play a role. The effects of a spoiled tuna sandwich or a bad breakup can easily derail cognition. Some people naturally experience more fluctuations than others--psychologists call this "intra-individual variability"--owing to many variables, including differences in biology and brain pathology.



Unfortunately for voters, there are more questions than answers about what caused Biden's bad night. You can't gauge cognitive variability based on a few media appearances, or even a prolonged debate. Usually, doing so requires a battery of tests and long-term observation. There is a tendency to assume that older adults have dementia when less dire factors, such as lack of sleep and dehydration, may be at play, Fiocco told me. It takes the whole picture "to determine whether somebody's just having a bad day, or if this dramatic bad day is part of a broader syndrome related to a disease," Pruzin noted.



The public's skepticism about Biden's health is understandable. U.S. presidents have a record of keeping Americans in the dark about their health woes. See also: Grover Cleveland, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Certainly, it's possible that Biden didn't get enough sleep, was especially stressed, or was impaired by a cold, as his team said last Thursday. But that possibility can coexist with another: He is just old.
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Swap Your Meat for Cheese

A better meat replacement is hiding in your fridge.

by Yasmin Tayag




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


Times are tough for omnivores. By now, you've heard all the reasons to eat less meat: your health, the planet, the animals. All that might be true, but for many meat-eaters, vegetables aren't always delicious on their own. Pitiful are the collards without the ham hock, the peppers without the sausage, the snap peas without the shrimp.



In my family's universe, meat is the sun around which vegetables, beans, and grains revolve. Take it away, and dinner descends into chaos. As the cook of the family, I'm constantly trying to find ways to reduce our meat consumption. But the mouths I feed, mine included, still crave the taste of meat.



Eating less meat and more vegetables can be really difficult--in part because the current meat replacements are so lacking. Do you really crave tempeh? Or a black-bean burger? Yet a solution might already await in your refrigerator--an ingredient that's easily as savory and satisfying as meat. Toothsome and funky, rich with umami, it makes up for meat's absence, and then some. If there's one thing that can turn meat-eaters into plant-lovers, it's cheese.



Adding cheese to vegetables is kitchen sorcery. A dusting of Parmesan transforms humble pasta with beans into a filling Italian dinner; slices of grilled Halloumi turn a plate of greens into lunch. In one viral recipe, a slab of feta is baked with tomatoes and garlic to create a luscious pasta sauce. The natural order of a meal: restored. For generations, cooks have used cheese to entice people to eat their vegetables. In other words, cheese is a meat replacement, even though an Italian nonna may not call it that.



Cheese can help address the issues posed by meat and its imitators. Although plant-based meat is an improvement on some of these fronts, drawbacks related to taste, cost, and nutrition remain. As declining demand suggests, it's far from perfect. Lab-grown meat that is theoretically identical to meat is still a long way off. Tofu is, well, tofu--healthy and minimally harmful for the planet, but most appetizing when slathered in oily, salty sauce. In these regards, cheese isn't perfect, either. But it's better than meat.



Yes, even in terms of health. The long-held belief that cheese is bad for you has been complicated by research--it turns out to depend on what you'd eat instead. Cheese has a bad rap because of its high saturated-fat content. Dietary guidelines warn that saturated fat causes weight gain, which in turn raises the risk of heart disease, diabetes, and other health conditions. All of that is true. Yet perplexingly, large studies show no relationship between cheese consumption and weight gain. In some studies, for reasons that have yet to be explained, eating cheese is even linked to lower weight.



Meat isn't uniformly bad for you; red and processed types seem to be the worst offenders. And cheese comes out looking even better when it's specifically eaten as an alternative. The effect of substituting just 1.8 ounces of red or processed meat a day with an ounce of cheese could decrease the incidence of diabetes by 8.8 percent, according to one modeling study. "If you consume a lot of meat, then replacing some of it with cheese is likely better for your health," Daniel Ibsen, a nutrition professor at Aarhus University, in Denmark, who led that study, told me. Part of the explanation is that some beneficial elements of cheese, such as good fatty acids and probiotic bacteria, may compensate for its unhealthy qualities. But the main reason is likely that red and processed meats are just so bad for you that replacing them with virtually any other protein source is probably better.



Then there is the climate concern. Cheese--especially hard varieties, which require more milk to produce--is unquestionably tough on the planet. The fact that it comes from cows is not great. It has the fourth-highest emissions among major protein sources, after beef, lamb, and farmed crustaceans. Producing 1.7 ounces of cheese emits the same amount of carbon dioxide as charging 356 smartphones using conventional power sources. But here's the catch: Cheese is typically consumed in far smaller serving sizes than meat. Most of us don't regularly down a steak-size hunk of Gouda for dinner or substitute a wheel of Camembert for a burger patty. Americans ate nearly 42 pounds of cheese per capita in 2022, a record-breaking amount--yet meat consumption has hovered around 250 pounds annually for the past two decades. A little cheese goes a long way.



Cheese is not a one-to-one meat replacement but rather a way to make plant-based dishes more exciting without missing the meat. This principle has shaped dinner at my house. When plant-based dishes seem too plain, too spartan, too veggie, I think about how to incorporate a bit of cheese. Humdrum asparagus? Lay it down on a bed of labneh. Cheerless lentils? Invigorate them with goat cheese. The dish that might single-handedly turn my family into vegetarians is a northern-Indian dish called saag paneer, in which spiced pureed spinach envelops cubes of squishy, salty, chewy paneer cheese. It's essentially a meat stew, only the meat is cheese.



Switching from a meat-centered diet to one based on cheese should not be the end goal. Whether cheese is "healthy" depends on who's eating it: A person concerned about diabetes might benefit from using it in lieu of red meat, but not someone worried about cardiovascular risk, Ibsen said. Cheese doesn't come cheap--and if you are lactose intolerant, this isn't for you.



Cheese isn't the new meat--rather, it's the bridge to a meatless future, one where calls to enjoy vegetables on their own aren't annoying, because omnivores are all a little more creative about what a satisfying meal can be. Cauliflower can be seared like steak, mushrooms shredded like chicken, crushed walnuts sauteed like ground chuck. But discovering the joys of meatless cooking takes time. For now, a sprinkling of cheese won't hurt.
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The Science of Pet Ownership Needs a Reality Check

Animal companions don't always produce health benefits for their humans.

by Michael Schulson




This article was originally published by Undark Magazine. 

For more than a decade, in blog posts and scientific papers and public talks, the psychologist Hal Herzog has questioned whether owning pets makes people happier and healthier.

It is a lonely quest, convincing people that puppies and kittens may not actually be terrific for their physical and mental health. "When I talk to people about this," Herzog told me, "nobody believes me." A prominent professor at a major public university once described him as "a super curmudgeon" who is, in effect, "trying to prove that apple pie causes cancer."

As a teenager in New Jersey in the 1960s, Herzog kept dogs and cats, as well as an iguana, a duck, and a boa constrictor. Now a professor emeritus at Western Carolina University, he insists that he's not out to smear anyone's furry friends. In a 2012 blog post questioning the so-called pet effect, Herzog included a photo of his cat, Tilly. "She makes my life better," he wrote. "Please Don't Blame The Messenger!"

Plenty of people believe that there's something salubrious about caring for a pet, similar to eating veggies or exercising regularly. But, Herzog argues, the scientific evidence that pets can consistently make people healthier is, at best, inconclusive--and, at worst, has been used to mislead the American public.

Few experts say that Herzog is exactly wrong--at least about the science. Over the past 30 or so years, researchers have published many studies exploring a link between pet ownership and a range of hypothesized benefits, including improved heart health, longer life spans, and lower rates of anxiety and depression.

The results have been mixed. Studies sometimes fail to find any robust link between pets and well-being, and some even find evidence of harm. In many cases, the studies simply can't determine whether pets cause the observed effect or are simply correlated with it.

Where Herzog and some other experts have concerns is with the way those mixed results have been packaged and sold to the public. Tied up in that critique are pointed questions about the role of industry money on the development of the field--a trend that happens across scientific endeavors, particularly those that don't garner much attention from federal agencies, philanthropies, and other funding sources.

The pet-care industry has invested millions of dollars in human-animal-interaction research, mostly since the late 2000s. Feel-good findings have been trumpeted by industry press releases and, in turn, have dominated news coverage.

At times, industry figures have even framed pet ownership as a kind of public-health intervention. "Everybody should quit smoking. Everybody should go to the gym. Everybody should eat more fruits and vegetables. And everyone should own a pet," Steven Feldman, the president of the industry-funded Human Animal Bond Research Institute (HABRI), said in a 2015 podcast interview.

The problem with that kind of argument, Herzog and other experts say, is that it gets ahead of the evidence (also, not every person is equipped to care for a pet). "Most studies," Herzog says, "do not show the pattern of results that the pet-products industry claims."

It seems safe to say that most people don't get a dog in order to marginally lower their odds of developing heart disease. Research on the health benefits of pets falls into a strange family of science that measures the practical health outcomes of things people typically do for decidedly nonpractical reasons, such as get married and have children.

Read: Pets really can be like human family

At the same time, there's evidence--much of it anecdotal--that at least some people are cognizant of the potential health benefits when choosing to get a pet. And the idea makes intuitive sense to many people, who say that their animals are good for their well-being. Concurrently, hospitals and nonprofits have rolled out programs that aim to use therapy dogs and support animals to improve people's mental health.

James Serpell began studying the pet effect in the early 1980s, as a young animal-behavior researcher. At the time, spending on pets was rising in the United States. But there was little research on people's relationships with their animals. "Why are we doing this?" Serpell wondered. "What's it all about?"

In an influential 1991 paper comparing non-pet owners with people who had recently adopted an animal, he supplied crucial data suggesting that new pet owners experienced a measurable reduction in minor health problems. New dog owners also pursued more physical activity, compared with people who had cats or no pets at all.

In the decades since, researchers have published many studies comparing pet owners and non-pet owners. The results are mixed, sometimes pointing toward health benefits, and sometimes not.

Some of that data may reflect the realities of human-animal relationships--which, like any kind of relationship, can vary for all sorts of reasons. "It doesn't mean that my lived experience or anyone else's lived experience is wrong," says Megan Mueller, a human-animal-interaction expert at Tufts University. "What it means is that it's different for different people."

For some people, she says, having a pet can bring stressors. The caretaking responsibilities may be too taxing; the pet may exacerbate family tensions or trigger allergies; the owner may be unable to afford pet food or veterinary care.

The results, some experts say, are also muddied by issues with research methods. The problem is that there are differences between the people who choose to own pets and the people who don't.

"What happens is, we try to compare people with pets to people without pets, and then we say, 'People with pets have X, Y, and Z differences.' It actually is a really invalid way of approaching the research question," says Kerri Rodriguez, who directs the Human-Animal Bond Lab at the University of Arizona. A study finding that pet owners are more likely to be depressed, for example, may be picking up on a real connection. But it could just be that people already experiencing depression are likelier to get pets.

Read: Cats are not medicine

Today, Rodriguez mostly studies service animals, especially for veterans at risk for PTSD. In this context, it's possible to conduct randomized trials--for example, randomly choosing who will get a support animal now, and who will go on a waitlist to get a companion animal later. Some research on service dogs--including a recent controlled, but not randomized, trial that Rodriguez was involved with--has shown clear benefits.

How much those benefits apply to typical pet owners, experts say, is unclear. And it's hampered by researchers' inability to conduct randomized trials. ("You can't randomize people to pet ownership," Rodriguez says.)

Rodriguez says she's interested in studies that track the association between human-pet relationships and health over time, checking in with people again and again and collecting larger amounts of data. One such study, for example, found a slower rate of decline in cognitive function among older pet owners.

Serpell, after his 1991 study, largely moved on to other research questions. "I basically concluded that this type of research was too difficult," he says. "And even if you did it, the results you would get would always be questionable."

These doubts have not deterred interest in the field from the companies that lead the pet industry, which is today valued globally at more than $300 billion.

Almost from the start, the quest to understand the health effects of pets has been entangled with industry money. Serpell's earliest work was funded by what is now known as the Waltham Petcare Science Institute, a division of Mars, which owns a portfolio of pet-food and veterinary-care brands in addition to its famous candy business. "There was no other source of funding, really," recalls Serpell, who's now an emeritus professor at the University of Pennsylvania. "Nobody else was willing to put money into this field."

In 2008, Mars entered a partnership with the National Institutes of Health in order to spur more research into the relationship between human-animal interactions. In the first year, the pet-product provider ponied up $250,000, while the federal government supplied $1.75 million. (The NIH partnership ended in 2022, although Mars continues to underwrite research on pets and human health.)

In 2010, a group of pet-industry heavyweights launched HABRI. Key funders have included Petco, Nestle Purina PetCare, and Zoetis, a veterinary-pharmaceuticals firm. "Pets and animals make the world a better place, and we're going to use science to prove it," Feldman, HABRI's president, said in a 2014 talk at a conference for pet bloggers.

The nonprofit has spent more than $3 million funding research on human-animal interactions. Companies also directly fund university research: One prominent research group at the University of Arizona--separate from Rodriguez's lab--includes a sponsor page on its website featuring the logos of Nestle Purina, Waltham, the veterinary drugmaker Elanco, and other pet-product companies.

"Funding from the pet industry has transformed the field, and without it, we would not have the science that we have," Mueller says. (Like Serpell and Rodriguez, Mueller has received industry funding for some of her research.)

Did that funding shape the field's findings? "I think it has largely been done in a really ethical way," Mueller says. She and Rodriguez both say they have never felt pressure to produce a particular result. Waltham, when it entered the partnership with NIH, gave up the right to select who would get the funding. Industry-funded studies have found--and published--results that suggest little benefit from pets.

"I really think that the field has done a good job of publishing a lot of findings that are maybe not what people would expect," Mueller says.

Herzog says he has seen little evidence that industry money has changed the science. Mostly, he says, "they've funded pretty good studies." But there are ways that industry funding can change the field. "It's always been a source of great ambivalence, I think, for everybody involved," Serpell says. "You try and work around it, by getting whoever funds the work to stay off your back and let you do the work, and if they don't like the results, that probably means the next time you apply to them for funding, you won't get it."

Funding can shape the questions that a field asks--or avoids. "Industry-funded studies tend to produce results that favor the sponsor's interest," says Marion Nestle, an emeritus professor at New York University who has spent decades studying corporate influence on science. Sponsors influence what gets studied, Nestle says, and they select for studies that they think will produce positive results. And, she says, research suggests that sponsorship can shape the way results are interpreted--often without researchers being aware of the influence at all.

Controlling the focus of the research can also steer scientists away from certain topics entirely. "For obvious reasons, these companies don't wish to draw attention to the darker side of the human-pet relationship," Serpell says, referring to research areas such as dog bites. In a recent Zoom interview, Feldman told me that funders "can tell us what kind of things they're hoping to see," and the organization will try to accommodate those requests: "But then, once the process of funding a project begins, there's absolutely no influence there whatsoever."

Read: Too many people own dogs

HABRI embraces negative results, or those that don't show a clear effect from pet ownership, and not just positive findings, Feldman said. But, he acknowledged, they may choose to emphasize positive results. "We try and be very true to the science, but if we take a slightly more optimistic view as to the body of work than researchers who take a different perspective, I think that helps generate a lot of positive behavior in the real world."

Herzog, Feldman suggested, was making a name for himself with naysaying--in ways that, perhaps, sometimes defy common sense. A 2021 HABRI survey found that nearly nine in 10 pet owners report that their pets benefit their mental health. "I kind of think pet owners might be onto something," Feldman said.

Herzog agrees that having a pet can have real benefits. At the end of a recent conversation, he reflected on his cat, Tilly, who died in 2022. She used to watch TV with him in the evenings, and she would curl up on a rocking chair in his basement office while he worked. The benefits of their relationship, Herzog said, were real but perhaps hard to measure--among the intangible qualities that are difficult to capture on research surveys.

"If you'd asked me, 'Did Tilly improve the quality of your life?,' I'd say 'Absolutely,'" he said. "My health? Nah."
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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 more quickly 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 squirrelly 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 got 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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Hurricane Beryl Is a Terrifying Omen

This season's first major storm broke records. How bad will the rest be?

by Marina Koren




Hurricane Beryl is an unprecedented storm. It's been at least 173 years since certain parts of the Caribbean have experienced a storm this brutal. Over just a few days, Beryl has ripped through the region, leaving devastation on the islands in its path. The doors and roofs have been torn off homes. Trees have been snapped in half and branches thrown into the street. Cows have been killed in the fields where they grazed. At least six people have died in the storm, and officials expect the number to rise. According to the prime minister of Grenada, the Category 4 hurricane "flattened" the island of Carriacou, where it made landfall yesterday, in just half an hour. And that was all before Beryl leveled up to Category 5 last night, reaching wind speeds of 165 miles an hour.

Beryl transformed from a tropical depression to a Category 4 hurricane in two days, faster than any hurricane has ever done before the month of September, Brian McNoldy, a senior research scientist at the University of Miami, told me. It is the easternmost hurricane to emerge in the tropical Atlantic Ocean in the month of June. It's the first storm to strengthen to Category 4 in the Atlantic in June, and now the earliest on record to hit Category 5. Hurricane Beryl "is not normal, in any way, shape, or form," Ryan Truchelut, a meteorologist in Tallahassee, Florida, who runs the consulting firm WeatherTiger, told me.

We're only a month into the Atlantic hurricane season, and already, the boundaries that normally govern it are breaking. The cause is abnormally hot ocean waters--warmed by El Nino last year, but also by centuries of burning fossil fuels. Climate change "does not make a storm like Hurricane Beryl exist, but it certainly helped," McNoldy said. Monster hurricanes like Beryl shouldn't happen this early. They shouldn't arise in this particular part of the Atlantic basin. And they shouldn't be intensifying at such astonishing rates, before the season has even gotten into full swing. But they are, and will probably continue to do so as long as our oceans continue to simmer.

Read: The oceans we knew are already gone

Experts have been warning of unusual events like Beryl for weeks now. Global sea-surface temperatures have been historically high for more than a year, and warm water provides plenty of moist air that fuels storms as they move along. In May, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration predicted an extraordinary season of eight to 13 hurricanes, compared with the usual seven. Between four and seven of those could count as major, between Category 3 and 5. A typical season sees only three.

Beryl's dramatic arrival echoes some of the nastiest moments in Atlantic hurricane history. The previous record for easternmost tropical Atlantic hurricane was set in 1933, which saw six major hurricanes. The season in which a Category 5 storm took shape earliest was 2005, the year of Katrina, Rita, and Wilma. "Those two years are not years you want to be breaking records of," McNoldy said. "Those are the two most scary, active hurricane seasons that have ever been observed." According to the Colorado State University meteorologist Phil Klotzbach, as of this afternoon, Beryl has generated more energy than 1983's entire, quiet season.

All of this is particularly startling when you consider that Beryl is only the first hurricane of the season, which usually peaks in mid-September. Right now, the Caribbean Sea is as hot as it typically is in late August and September--how much warmer will it be in two months? Plus, forecasters' dire predictions for this hurricane season are heavily influenced by La Nina, El Nino's cooler opposite, which also allows hurricanes to become stronger than they otherwise would. But La Nina isn't even here yet. It's expected to arrive later this summer. "I don't see any reason why we shouldn't expect more high-end events to happen this year," McNoldy said. The strongest, most destructive storms are still yet to come.

Read: 'La Nina really can't come soon enough'

Experts had anticipated a storm as extreme as Beryl, but they're still awed when faced with the real thing. "Everybody in tropical meteorology is just shocked by this," Truchelut said. And if ocean warming continues apace, more people may soon find themselves similarly shocked. Beryl is a horrifying reminder that, in a warmer world, more people live in the path of potentially catastrophic storms.

Beryl is now traveling across open water toward the central Caribbean. It's predicted to weaken today while bringing still-dangerous winds and storm surge to Jamaica, the Cayman Islands, and southwestern Haiti. Then it will likely make landfall again along Mexico's Yucatan Peninsula later this week. By the time it is forecast to reach Texas's Gulf Coast over the weekend, it should be a rainy tropical storm--a relatively minor threat for a region that is used to major hurricanes, if not ones that come so early.

In this hurricane season, and those to come, even people who live in regions that experience storms every year will need to recalibrate their approach. A grizzled Texan or Floridian might say they haven't had to evacuate in decades. But hurricanes are fundamentally changing. Americans seem to have escaped this nightmare storm, but "we might not be so lucky next time," Truchelut said. "The next one might be pointed at the southeastern United States."
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Beech Trees Are Masters of Coordination

Spread across hundreds of miles, they all drop their fruit at the same time.

by Meghan Willcoxon




This article was originally published by Quanta Magazine.

Each summer, like clockwork, millions of beech trees throughout Europe sync up, tuning their reproductive physiology to one another. Within a matter of days, the trees produce all the seeds they'll make for the year, then release their fruit onto the forest floor to create a new generation and feed the surrounding ecosystem.

It's a reproductive spectacle known as masting that's common to many tree species, but European beeches are unique in their ability to synchronize this behavior on a continental scale. From England to Sweden to Italy--across multiple time zones and climates--somehow these trees "know" when to reproduce. But how?

A group of ecologists has now identified the distinctive cue--what they call the "celestial starting gun"--that, along with balmy weather, triggers the phenomenon. Their analysis of more than 60 years' worth of seeding data suggests that European beech trees time their masting to the summer solstice and peak daylight.

It's the first time scientists have linked masting to day length, though they still don't know how the trees do it. "It is striking to find such a sharp change one day after the solstice. It doesn't look random," says Giorgio Vacchiano, a forest ecologist at the University of Milan who was not involved in the research.

If further research can show exactly how trees sense daylight at the molecular level, "that would be truly spectacular," says Walt Koenig, a research zoologist emeritus from UC Berkeley, who wasn't involved with the study. The discovery of the genetic mechanism that governs this solstice-monitoring behavior could bring researchers closer to understanding many other mysteries of tree physiology.

Read: The mysteries of plant 'intelligence'

Ecologists have floated various theories to explain the mysteries of masting. One idea is that, for wind-pollinated plants like beech trees, synchronized flower production improves pollination efficiency--the high, spreading plumes of pollen created during masting produce more offspring. It may also be beneficial because masting trees go through periods of boom and bust, with high-masting, fruitful summers followed by low-masting, barren ones. (Researchers mostly agree that trees use low-masting years to store up resources for high-masting years.) Because of that variation, synchronized masting likely has value as a defense mechanism: Lean seed production in low-masting years can starve predators, and prolific production in high-masting years can overwhelm them.

So it's easy to see why masting trees synchronize their seed production. Understanding how they do it, however, is more complicated. Plants usually synchronize their reproduction by timing it to the same weather signals. And warming temperatures and heavy rainfall correlate well with coordinated masting, suggesting that the trees synchronize to weather cues.

But three years ago, the ecologist Michal Bogdziewicz and his team at Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan, Poland, found that European beeches coordinate their reproduction across some 900 miles--virtually the largest synchronization response of any tree species in Europe. By their calculations, the synchronization area is larger than that of Norway spruce, which mast over only about 600 miles and are less tightly correlated in time.

The strength of the synchronization among the beeches seemed to challenge the standard explanation: If weather alone prompted masting, a stint of rainy days in England and a stretch of extreme heat in Italy should knock the masting out of sync. Yet European beeches reliably mast together despite huge differences in regional weather.

"It was kind of surprising and spectacular," Bogdziewicz told me. "But at the time, we just finished the paper saying ... this is amazing, but we don't know how [it works]."

Then the team stumbled across a clue by accident. One summer evening, Bogdziewicz was sitting on his balcony reading a study that found that the timing of leaf senescence--the natural aging process leaves go through each autumn--depends on when the local weather warms relative to the summer solstice. Inspired by this finding, he sent the paper to his research group and called a brainstorming session.

Valentin Journe, an ecologist and postdoc in Bogdziewicz's laboratory, went home later that day to dig into the data. The idea that masting could be linked to the summer solstice was "so stimulating" that Journe had high hopes that it could explain the remarkable synchrony. Within hours, Journe had organized the massive beech data set, analyzing daily seed production dating back to 1952. He correlated the data with temperature and found a precise uptick in masting just after the June solstice and lasting through mid-July.

Journe's analysis suggested that European beech trees do mast in response to summer temperatures. But the twist is that they do not drop their seeds until they have sensed the longest day of the year. That combination of signals organizes the masting of the wide-flung beech trees into a compact period.

It's the first time that researchers have identified day length as a cue for masting. While Koenig cautions that the result is only correlational, he adds that "there's very little out there speculating on how the trees are doing what they're doing."

Read: The secret of plant 'sight'

Bogdziewicz's team took a novel approach by analyzing daily data: It's rare for ecologists to track behavior at such a granular level, Vacchiano says. By recording incremental changes in response to daylight, the team showed that trees react to subtle external cues within an unexpectedly narrow window.

It's not surprising that trees synchronize their innate biological clocks with changes in light; most organisms do in some way. Species have evolved sensitivity to how much light is available in a 24-hour window, and that cue--the photoperiod--has been shown to influence a range of behaviors, from plant growth to hibernation, to migration, and to reproduction.

The European beech is also not the first organism that was identified as keeping track of day length and the solstices. For example, long-distance migratory songbirds set their internal clocks to the photoperiod and use the summer solstice to time their nesting and migration, says Saeedeh Bani Assadi, a biologist at the University of Manitoba. Many corals use day length to initiate spawning, but they prefer to reproduce under cover of darkness when the days are shortest, around the winter solstice.

Bogdziewicz's team is currently collaborating with molecular biologists to find the mechanisms that enable trees to sense the summer solstice. In particular, they're looking at the gene CONSTANS, found in all flowering-plant genomes, which activates in response to seasonal changes and helps regulate the circadian clock. Some plants use peak CONSTANS expression, combined with the expression of other genes, to time their flowering to lengthening days. CONSTANS may be involved in sensing the photoperiod around the solstice--but to be sure, researchers need to sequence beech genomes to see if the maximum gene expression occurs just after the longest day of the year.

If the solstice is shown to activate a genetic mechanism, it would be a major breakthrough for the field. Currently, there's little data to explain how trees behave as they do. No one even knows whether trees naturally grow old and die, Vacchiano says. Ecologists struggle just to study trees: From branches to root systems, the parts of a tree say very little about the physiology of the tree as a whole. What experts do know is that discovering how trees sense their environment will help them answer questions that have been stumping them for decades.
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American Environmentalism Just Got Shoved Into Legal Purgatory

The Supreme Court's decision to overrule the long-standing <em>Chevron</em> doctrine could be used to undo environmental progress.

by Zoe Schlanger




In a 6-3 ruling today, the Supreme Court essentially threw a stick of dynamite at a giant, 40-year-old legal levee. The decision overruled what is known as the Chevron doctrine, a precedent that governed how American laws were administered. In doing so, it likely unleashed a river of litigation, much of which could erode away the country's climate and environmental ambitions.

The Chevron doctrine held that when Congress passed ambiguously worded statutes, courts would defer to agencies' interpretations of how to implement them. This was based on a general recognition of the fact that agencies, staffed with subject-matter experts and the ground-level awareness of what was possible to implement and enforce, were the best suited to do that.

But agency expertise has now gone out the window. In his written opinion, Chief Justice John Roberts mocked the very concept of it: "Perhaps most fundamentally, Chevron's presumption is misguided because agencies have no special competence in resolving statutory ambiguities. Courts do." The cases before the Court, which were backed by conservative legal organizations dedicated to weakening the federal government's role in regulating business, had challenged a rule from the National Marine Fisheries Service that requires the herring industry to pay to have observers on their boats, as part of an effort to prevent overfishing. Lower courts had previously found the rule to be a reasonable interpretation of federal law, but the Supreme Court struck it down. Under the same logic, judges, rather than agency scientists, would have the greater authority to interpret the application of regulatory law. (Relatedly, Justice Neil Gorsuch recently mixed up nitrogen dioxide--a pollutant--with nitrous oxide, the laughing gas, in a Supreme Court opinion.)

Until now, deference to the Chevron doctrine has shaped how every area of how law gets carried out. "Congress has relied on it. Agencies have relied on it. Courts have relied on it, and they'll dare say, indirectly, the American people have relied on it. This is what we've governed under for decades, and the Court is throwing it out entirely," Lisa Heinzerling, a professor at Georgetown University Law Center and an expert in administrative law, told me.

Plenty of lawsuits are likely to be filed thanks to the ruling, though it could be years before the full impact of this decision on environmental protections is clear. President Joe Biden's landmark climate legislation, the Inflation Reduction Act, was ready for this. Michael Gerrard, the founder and director of the Sabin Center for Climate Change Law at Columbia University, told me it was written with the kind of specificity that would not be as vulnerable to this ruling. Yet a host of other crucial agency actions are more vulnerable, particularly in cases where the EPA is extending or interpreting older statutes to address modern environmental problems.

For example, the EPA uses the Clean Air Act--a broadly written law from the 1970s--to implement all kinds of climate- and health-related measures. The court's ruling gives more legal running room to challenge those measures, and limits to greenhouse-gas emissions are likely to be one target. The EPA uses several parts of the Clean Air Act to curb emissions, and some are less specific than others, and so more vulnerable to the fall of the Chevron doctrine. Some of the routes the EPA has recently used to regulate the forever-chemicals PFAS may be on shakier ground now too, because they rely on an interpretation of  the 1976 Toxic Substances Control Act, rather than on a specific law requiring PFAS to be regulated.

Many legal watchers have anticipated Chevron's fall, and the EPA has been preparing for it well before today. The agency "has been crafting its legal explanations, as far as I can tell, to try to live in a world without Chevron," Heinzerling said. Still, American environmentalism is entering what is likely to be a long stay in legal purgatory, where rules that held yesterday may not tomorrow, and many arguments about arcane details of regulatory law lie ahead.

Read: The Supreme Court won't stop dismantling the government's power

Technically, the Chevron doctrine worked in both directions; deference to agencies doesn't always mean more progressive environmental rulings. And Chevron's fall could open up avenues for environmentalists to push their vision of environmental law in court, by challenging agencies that aren't acting aggressively enough, as the original Chevron case did.

But based on the overall flavor of the Court's other decisions of late, the fruits of this reversal seem unlikely to be handed out evenly. "The court is on a kind of demolition project against the government," Heinzerling said. "It's restructuring it, it's rejecting long-standing principles of statutory interpretation, it's tightening down the hatches on agencies' explanations. It is in a very aggressive mood when it comes to government." Both Heinzerling and Gerrard expect today's decision to overrule Chevron to be chiefly used to undo or stymie environmental progress.

Congress could subvert the problems that this ruling poses by writing more specific laws, leaving less room for agency interpretation. In 1984, the Democratically controlled House under President Ronald Reagan wrote a meticulously detailed amendment to a law about the treatment of hazardous waste because, in Gerrard's telling, it didn't trust Reagan's EPA to handle the matter sufficiently. But the hope is dim for something like that working out now. And if Donald Trump is reelected, the country can expect no ambitious environmental laws until at least 2029, and some of the ones already in place to be weakened or repealed.

"Robust environmental rule-making would have to wait," Gerrard said. As climate change accelerates at a dangerous pace, neither the Earth nor anyone living here has time for that.
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California Is 150 Years Overdue for a Massive Earthquake

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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What Color Is a Hot Dog?

Red, brown, or something else entirely?

by Ellen Cushing




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.


Two years ago, I had a conversation that I have thought about almost every day since. Some pals and I were playing a board game, and--don't worry, I will not try to explain the rules of a board game to you here. But suffice it to say, it involved naming colors. And suffice it to say that, in the course of the game, my friend Estelle, an otherwise-bright young lady with a promising future ahead of her, revealed that in her mind's eye, "hot dog" was a color somewhere between a late-summer tomato and a new brick.

It was one of those moments that reminds you how fundamentally unknowable other people really are, and that even our basic material reality is, at the end of the day, a fiction. Since then, I have been a little haunted by it, and in turn have haunted other people. I've asked strangers and friends alike what they think; no one has agreed, and everyone has been at best slightly dumbstruck and at worst actively disturbed by the question. Sometimes it seems like modern life, especially life on the internet, is just one inconsequential food argument after another until you die, but this felt different--more unsettled, and also somehow darker. The hot dog is the most American food. What does it mean if we can't agree on something as basic and low-stakes as what color it is?

ChatGPT told me that hot dogs are "brownish." Claude, Anthropic's AI assistant, said "pinkish-brown." My colleagues described them, when asked, as, variously, red, brown, dark pink, "pink with a spray tan," and, sorry, flesh. A 2022 Tasting Table article takes for granted their "prominent pink" hue, but Nathan's Famous instructs home cooks to be looking for "that perfect brownish-red color." The hot dogs that race for glory at my local minor-league-baseball stadium are definitely brown, but online, you can buy a hot-dog mascot costume the exact color of a maraschino cherry. Using Photoshop's Eyedropper tool and a color database, my colleague Alan Taylor, a senior photo editor, discovered that a photo of hot dogs he'd found online was a mostly red color called "Ecstasy"(!). But according to Pantone's color-swatching phone app, the mass-market franks at my corner grocery store are the closest match with "Brass Knuckles," a sort of coppery color that is defined by the Encycolorpedia as being, if you can believe this, a member of the orange family.

It gets worse. Even the people who have devoted their intellectual lives to tube meat and/or what color things are couldn't point me any closer to consensus. Jamie Loftus, the author of Raw Dog: The Naked Truth About Hot Dogs, told me hot dogs were brown. Maureen Ogle, the author of In Meat We Trust: An Unexpected History of Carnivore America, strongly believes that they are pink. Eric Mittenthal, the president of the National Hot Dog and Sausage Council, described them as red, and then caveated that he wasn't a color expert. Donna Frasca, an actual color expert, asked if I was "serious with this question," told me it was "complicated," and then hung up on me.

In a sense, Frasca was the most correct. It is complicated. All color perception is subjective, affected by biology, language, and culture--try asking what color a tennis ball is at your next social gathering and let me know how it goes. And hot dogs aren't a fixed entity, as much as we may think of them that way: Unlike most other packaged foods, they are not a single product made by a single company with a single recipe, but rather a whole category with plenty of variation. (For example, the dogs many Americans, particularly those in North Carolina and Maine, chow down on today will be genuinely, incontrovertibly Estelle-style red, made by beloved regional companies using food coloring, as was common nationwide until the 1970s. My friend Kaitlyn, meanwhile, grew up eating white hot dogs in Western New York.) Their color can be affected by a whole host of factors: additives, curing agents, the type of casing they're in, how long they've been exposed to oxygen, how long they are cooked.

I suspect those curing agents are largely to blame for some of the confusion here, and also for why this question makes people so disoriented. Many hot dogs are treated using nitrites, which very helpfully inhibit bacterial growth but also happen to change how the protein myoglobin, found in some animal muscles, functions. In uncured red meat, oxygen binds to myoglobin, which turns it bright red. But over time, as the meat is continually exposed to air, the oxygen molecules break free, and iron oxidation turns the meat brownish-gray. Nitrites also bond to myoglobin and turn it red, but they bond much more stably than oxygen. As a result, hot dogs stay redder longer--and defy our most basic understanding of how meat is supposed to look. They disrupt what my colleague Ian Bogost calls "the raw/cooked dyad": "In our hearts, I believe we want cooked meat to be 'brown,'" he told me in an email, after confessing that he had lost sleep the night I asked the hot-dog question. (His final answer: "Hot dogs are hot dog in color.") "But we also know hot dogs are red (or red-pink at least). So the hot-dog color issue is particularly charged."

I would never disrespect hot dogs, but I think we can all agree that they are pretty weird. They are a color quite literally not allowed by nature. Their texture--pliant, uniform, snappy, springy, soft but also kind of ... hard ...?--is unlike just about anything else on Earth, and certainly at the grocery store. They are the subject of some of the most pointless arguments and fiercest opinions in human history--Loftus told me someone once threatened to kill her over her hot-dog order. They are a singular icon, both in the semiotic sense and in the more literal sense: They're the only food I can think of that is also a famous car, or that we commonly pay people to dress up as at baseball games. They are a metaphor, and they are lunch. They are, Loftus told me, an "innocuous thing that comes with all this loaded meaning--it's tied to your relationship to your childhood and your family, and your relationship to how you feel about living in America, to meat, to masculinity. I firmly believe that you can start on hot dogs and end anywhere, because it's such a potent, bizarro symbol." One that is, for the record, brown.

Related:

	An all-American hot-dog controversy
 	How the chili dog transcended America's divisions




Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Declare Your Independence--From Misery

By Arthur C. Brooks

On this day, Americans celebrate one of the most famous statements on happiness ever made: the Declaration of Independence's assertion that there is an "unalienable right" to the "pursuit of happiness." The Founders talked a lot about happiness, in fact, and much of their thinking reaches us today through their personal correspondence and other writings.
 As a happiness specialist, I have always been puzzled by something about this early-American happiness advice.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


New York Times Co. / Hulton Archive / Getty



Watch. These 30 films flout convention and are unlike anything you've seen before, David Sims writes.

Read. "So--," a poem by Daniel Halpern:

"You were that person / With / I shared those moments / With / That at the time / Had meaning only of the moment"

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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America Can't Stop Dieting

The pressure to lose weight has been unavoidable for more than a century.

by Yasmin Tayag




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.


America is a nation of food cultures so wide-ranging that it's hard to pin down what it means to eat like an American. Is it consuming hot dogs? Burgers? Pizza? Cheese? But maybe nothing is more uniquely American than our relationship with food: We simultaneously obsess over it and strive to eat less.

By 1907, one of the first times diet culture was alluded to in The Atlantic, this paradox was already ripe for satire. In an essay titled "On Growing Fat," an unnamed writer recalls the dreariness of dieting, reveling in her rejection of it:

I collapse on to the couch this time; there is a box of chocolates near by, and as I nibble I ponder on the dietary rigors I used to undergo, the bran biscuits I munched and the puddings I refused, the entrees I denounced, and the cabbage I consumed, the gallons of cold water I drank and the cocoa that was to me an accursed thing. I cast a look at myself in the mirror opposite; I intend it to be withering and reproachful; but I cannot help seeing that the flesh puckers good-humoredly around the eyes, and that the mouth retains a contented curve.


Yet one of the most pernicious characteristics of diet culture is its cyclical nature. Diets start and stop and start anew. Even this writer's triumphant attitude can't break the pattern: "There is an hour before dinner, when we are to have sweetbread patties and marmalade pudding; I shall eat both, for I do not begin to diet until day after tomorrow."

Escaping diet culture was impossible; it was a part of American life. By the 1920s, being trim had become widely associated with health and wealth, fatness with illness and laziness. As a result, the pressure to lose weight was unavoidable, even in your own home. In 1951, the writer Alfred Toombs lamented in The Atlantic that his wife kept urging him to shed some pounds: "I am willing to shrug this matter off, but she is not. 'There's a diet starting in the paper today,' she says. 'You should try it. You'd lose that ten pounds in a couple of weeks.'"

One reason diets generally don't result in lasting weight loss is that they are usually based on a fundamental misunderstanding about nutrition. Apparent in past references to diet culture is the inaccurate belief that delicious foods, such as chocolate and pudding, should be avoided outright, and that joyless foods, such as bran and cabbage, should be eaten exclusively. Had Toombs known that all foods could be enjoyed in moderation, he might not have complained that his wife seemed to cook rich, fattening food every time he went on a new diet. "Instead of the lowcalorie roast chicken which normally appears on Sunday, we have fried chicken or chicken and dumplings," he wrote. Certainly, some foods are richer than others. But cutting any food out entirely, or eating huge quantities of another, has never been an effective long-term weight-loss approach.

Before Atkins and keto, carnivore and paleo, there was the "banana diet" (low protein), the "boiled eggs and grapefruit diet" (high protein, low calorie), and the Pennington diet (high protein, high fat). These are just a few of the fad diets that were around in 1955, when the eminent Harvard nutritionist Jean Mayer let out an exasperated sigh in The Atlantic: "The very multiplicity of diets, while proving that hope is eternal, is all too clear a proof of the eventual failure of dietary treatment. Yet each of them is presented as a 'good' reducing diet presumably for all forms of obesity."

As Mayer wrote, nutritionists by then already had a solid sense of what constitutes a healthy approach to eating: Crash diets were dangerous. Exercise helped keep excess weight off. Fruits and vegetables were healthy, as were reasonable amounts of grain and protein. People, especially children, should not be blamed for obesity. Weight was a medical concern. Fad diets were just ridiculous.

Mayer was particularly appalled by the extreme diets pushed onto student athletes. "The coach may ... put his boys on some whimsical diet which he has earnestly devised, or which has been confided to him by some garrulous warlock," he wrote in The Atlantic in 1961. Some of these diets involved avoiding all fluids, eating a lot of royal jelly, or consuming foods high in saturated fat. The idea that excessively large quantities of protein and meat were necessary for athletes was another erroneously popular instruction that had been "refuted again and again throughout the last hundred years," Mayer wrote. Still, he noted, some coaches called for "unneeded protein for their charges as vigorously as did their Greek predecessors almost two and a half millenniums ago."

One notable standout from Mayer's list of diet myths is the section on diet pills and drugs. "Most nutritionists agree that [diet pills] represent a gigantic fraud on the American public. Not that appropriate drugs ... cannot eventually be found, but merely that they have not yet been found," he wrote. With the advent of Ozempic and related obesity drugs, some might say the search is finally over. These medications have made it easier than ever for Americans to lose weight, and eventually may even make dieting obsolete. But as long as thinness is idealized, diet culture will remain.
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Is the Biden Bubble Bursting?

Some establishment Democrats are starting to face reality.

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.


Can the Democratic Party break out of the bubble it has created and sustained for so long? Or will it double down on the denial?

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Time to roll the dice
 	John Dean: Richard Nixon would have loved the Court's immunity decision.
 	Adam Serwer: Biden must resign.
 	In Ukraine, we saw a glimpse of the future of war.




Warnings Ignored

Even casual observers of American politics have long known that Trump-supporting conservatives are trapped in an information silo of their own making. But last week, it became clear that the Democrats are also in desperate need of a reality check.

In the Democrats' epistemic bubble, wish-casting prevailed, the evidence in front of their own eyes was ignored, and critics were shut down. Although the Joe Biden bubble comes nowhere near the cultist post-truth bubble that surrounds Donald Trump, the parallels are still troubling: As in the MAGA bubble, truth and facts came second to a longer-term strategic goal. As Mark Leibovich wrote in The Atlantic last night, it turns out that "Republicans are not the only party whose putative leaders have a toxic lemming mindset and are willing to lead American democracy off a cliff."

Again and again, establishment Democrats brushed off warnings of a problem. Polls consistently found that huge majorities of the electorate were worried about Biden's age. Even inside the White House, Politico reports, Biden's "growing limitations were becoming apparent long before his meltdown in last week's debate." One apparent sign of worry in Biden's camp, according to some analysts: He skipped the traditional Super Bowl interview and seemed reluctant to sit down with reporters. He has held the fewest press conferences of any president in the past three decades. There was also the nagging visual evidence--clips of him in public appearances that seemed to show a president in decline.

Journalists and strategists such as Leibovich, Ezra Klein, David Axelrod, and James Carville warned repeatedly that Biden's age was an issue. In June 2022, Leibovich wrote in The Atlantic that "the age issue will only get worse if Biden runs again. The 'whispers' are becoming shouts. It has become thoroughly exhausting--for Biden and his party and, to some extent, the country itself." In retrospect, these warnings feel like notes smuggled out from behind the barbed-wired wall of denial that Team Biden and its allies built.

Were the Democrats being duped? It's possible that some establishment Democrats and even members of Biden's staff were shielded from the president's condition--the Politico report suggests that Biden surrounds himself with a small circle of aides and advisers, although the White House has rejected the characterization of the president as isolated. Still, this offers at best a partial explanation for the Biden bubble, because lots of people both in and out of politics and the media knew or suspected that the president was showing signs of cognitive impairment. For the most part, though, they chose not to talk about what they were seeing, and the pressure not to break with the groupthink was intense. "There was a collective-action problem," Klein explained last week. "Any individual politician or Joe Biden staffer or adviser or confidant who stepped out of line and said privately or publicly that Joe Biden shouldn't run faced real career risk. Whereas saying nothing did not pose a risk."

Another factor is what Ruy Teixeira calls the "Fox News Fallacy," the idea that if a right-leaning outlet such as Fox News "criticizes the Democrats for X then there must be absolutely nothing to X and the job of Democrats is to assert that loudly and often." The louder and more vicious the right's attack on Biden's age, the deeper Democrats dug in. There was furious pushback to news reports about Biden's alleged frailty, and critiques of "cheap fake" videos that tried to make him look senile. Some of those reports and misleading edits were, indeed, dishonest. But in reacting to them, Democrats and journalists with glaring blind spots drew the circle even tighter around their denialism.

Of course, some of the Democratic defense of Biden can also be understood as simple realpolitik, because (as we are told daily) there is simply no reasonable alternative to Biden, no plan B that would be more likely to succeed. The threat of Donald Trump's restoration was so urgent that questions about Biden's capacity needed to be suppressed. Biden himself is notoriously stubborn, and his circle is fiercely loyal and protective.

Then came last Thursday night. Millions of Democrats were genuinely shocked: They were confronted with the massive disconnect between what they had been telling themselves and what they saw with their own eyes. And the public's response is hard to ignore: A new New York Times/Siena poll found that Trump is leading Biden by six points among likely voters--Trump's largest lead in this poll since 2015. Seventy-four percent of voters view Biden as too old for the job. The question now is: Can the party break out of the bubble it has created and sustained for so long? Or will it double down on the denial?

Things are moving quickly, but as of this writing, the indicators are mixed. Biden's inner circle is reportedly hardening its resolve to stay in the race, lashing out at "bedwetters," pundits, and "self-important podcasters" who are sounding the alarm. Biden-friendly social-media influencers are exhorting the public not to air inconvenient truths if those truths undermine the party or the president.

But cracks are starting to show in the Democrats' long-established narrative. The mainstream media are flooded, in a way that they haven't yet been during Biden's presidency, with stories about his worrisome lapses and pointed questions about his cognitive health. And, as his poll numbers sink, there is growing pressure on Biden from major donors and elected Democrats to step aside.

On Friday, Biden will sit down with ABC's George Stephanopoulos for his first extended interview since the debate. He is holding a crisis meeting with Democratic governors and making campaign stops in key swing states. The New York Times reported today that, according to a "key ally," Biden is aware that these next few events need to go well.

Biden's press secretary said today that the president is "absolutely not" considering dropping out of the race--a statement his team is all but required to make until he actually decides to step down, of course. But, as Biden seems to understand, his margin for error is now vanishingly small. Meanwhile, the stakes grow higher: On Monday, the Supreme Court ruled that U.S. presidents have immunity for all official acts, a decision that makes the prospect of a Trump 2.0 presidency more dangerous than ever before.

Democrats claim to understand that a second Trump presidency would be an existential threat to democracy. We'll soon find out whether they are willing to risk it all by sticking with a candidate who three-quarters of Americans think is too old for the job.

Related:

	Biden's delegates are flirting with a breakup.
 	Democrats begin their shift from anxiety to action.




Today's News

 	British voters will elect a new prime minister and Parliament tomorrow. Current Prime Minister Rishi Sunak is forecast to lose to Labour Party leader Keir Starmer.
 	The militant group Hezbollah said that an Israeli strike killed one of its senior commanders in Lebanon. Hezbollah launched a flurry of rockets at Israel in response.
 	In an interview yesterday, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. did not directly deny Vanity Fair's report that he had sexually assaulted a 23-year-old nanny in 1998, though he called the report "a lot of garbage." He explicitly rejected a suggestion that he had once eaten a barbecued dog.
 




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: James W. Rosenthal / Library of Congress; Samuel Corum / Anadolu Agency / Getty



Farewell to Academe

By Eliot A. Cohen

After 42 years of academic life--not counting five years spent getting a Ph.D.--I am hanging it up. A while back, I concluded that the conversation that I would most dread overhearing would be an alumna saying to a current student, "I know, I know, but you should have seen the old man in his prime." I believe I dodged that one ...
 And yet I leave elite academe with doubts and foreboding that I would not have anticipated when I completed my formal education in 1982.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	What Biden's stutter doesn't explain
 	Hubris of biblical proportions
 	Democrats begin their shift from anxiety to action.
 	Biden's delegates are flirting with a breakup.
 	Why Trump's conviction barely registered in polls




Culture Break


Saima Khalid / WTTV Limited / Peacock / C4



Watch. The second season of We Are Lady Parts (streaming on Peacock) tells the story of an all-female Muslim punk band.

Read. "Eustasy," a poem by Nikky Finney:

"At 90 most of her is thinning, / her mind a sheet of paper / with perforations."

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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When Assessing Presidential Fitness, Consider Racism

An excavation of Trump's "Black jobs" claim

by Jill Lawrence




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 "Black jobs" comment is a reminder of his long history of racism.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: Apocalypse not
 	Stuart Stevens: The absurdity of the dump-Biden uprising
 	In Iran, the big winner is none of the above.
 	Trump suggests planes can't fly when it's not sunny.




A History of Racism

It will take years, and probably some history books, to fully deconstruct CNN's Debate From Hell and its consequences. People are (understandably) focused on President Joe Biden's alarming performance, but that preoccupation has gotten in the way of crucial analysis of the debate's substance. So let's excavate a short phrase that's disturbingly illuminating: "Black jobs."

"The fact is that [Biden's] big kill on the Black people is the millions of people that he's allowed to come in through the border," Donald Trump said in response to a question first posed to Biden about Black Americans who are dissatisfied with him. "They're taking Black jobs now. And it could be 18, it could be 19 and even 20 million people. They're taking Black jobs, and they're taking Hispanic jobs. And you haven't seen it yet, but you're going to see something that's going to be the worst in our history."

What exactly is a "Black job," you may wonder? Trump did not say. But the archaic implication that there are some jobs that are just for Black people, or just for Hispanic people, certainly stood out to many Americans who were listening. ("It is the most racist statement that he's made in the last three days," Al Sharpton said in an interview after the debate.)

Even Trump's claims about Black unemployment and immigration statistics are wrong. In fact, unemployment has reached historic lows among Black people during the Biden administration, and wage growth for Black workers and Hispanic workers has grown tremendously in that same period. Also, there are about 11 million undocumented immigrants in America, and no modern president has successfully addressed the complexities at the border.

Trump's racism over the years has been well documented, and it did not slow down during his presidency. He attacked Black politicians and athletes as unintelligent and "low-IQ"; he expressed a preference for immigrants from Norway as opposed to Haiti and African nations, which he branded "shithole countries." Later, as an ex-president, he used terms such as "racist" and "animal" to describe the Black prosecutors building criminal and civil cases against him and his business.

Since he left office, his bigotry, overt and implied, has only gotten worse. Just in the past month, Trump has claimed that his Black and Hispanic support "skyrocketed" as a result of his "amazing" mug shot, "the No. 1 mug shot of all time"--implying that Black people related to his status as an accused criminal. (That wasn't the first time he bragged that his indictments had attracted Black voters.)

He has called Milwaukee, a majority-Black and Hispanic city that's hosting the Republican National Convention this month, a "horrible" city. His spokesperson later said that he was responding to a question about "increased crime" (although crime rates in Milwaukee are down this year) and "election fraud" (though investigators deemed all of Trump's voting-fraud claims unfounded). But this is part of a larger pattern. He has also asserted without evidence that voter malfeasance is rampant in Philadelphia, where at least half of the population is Black or Hispanic.

The Trump effect is visible in his wider orbit too: His onetime lawyer Rudy Giuliani recently called Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis "Fani the ho" at a far-right Christian-nationalist event, eliciting whooping applause. And Trump has created an environment in which nearly 200 House Republicans felt comfortable voting to restore to Arlington National Cemetery a Confederate monument that included bronze figures of what the cemetery calls "an enslaved woman depicted as a 'Mammy,' holding the infant child of a white officer, and an enslaved man following his owner to war." (The vote failed, and the monument will remain in storage.)

There was also the TV producer Bill Pruitt's May 30 account in Slate of his time on the first season of The Apprentice, which aired in 2004. He described Trump calling a contestant the N-word in a conversation that Pruitt says was recorded. The group was discussing the merits of two finalists when someone said that one of them, Kwame Jackson, had overcome more obstacles than the other.

"Yeah," [Trump] says to no one in particular, "but, I mean, would America buy a n-- winning?"


Trump's campaign has denied that this ever happened. But as The Atlantic's Megan Garber recently wrote, Americans already know Trump's racist record: "Trump has treated racism as a campaign message and a marketing ploy. He keeps finding new ways to insist that some Americans are more American than others. Epithets, for him, are a way of life. What could words convey that his actions haven't? What, precisely, remains to be proved?"

And so, against this pattern of the past few weeks and decades, all the way back to a 1973 federal lawsuit charging Trump, his father, and their company with discriminating against prospective Black apartment renters (they settled the case and did not admit guilt), comes "Black jobs."

A flustered Senator Marco Rubio, one of four men of color being floated as possible Trump running mates, tried on CBS to talk around those two words; he eventually said that Trump was referring to "working-class jobs." Ben Carson, a retired neurosurgeon, Trump's onetime Housing secretary, and another short-lister for the vice presidency, was more blunt. Trump was talking about "people at the lower end of the economic scale" doing "unskilled jobs," he told CNN, adding that Trump "probably" could have phrased it better.

No kidding. One striking response to Trump's casual stereotyping showed three smiling men in uniforms. "A physician. An astronaut. And a fighter pilot," the caption of the X post read. "Reporting live from our #blackjobs." Many of us have noticed that Barack Obama's "Black job" was the presidency. And, as of 2021, the vice presidency is also a "Black job."

As Trump tries to make inroads with Black voters, has his "Black jobs" comment hurt him? Perhaps: A postdebate CBS News/YouGov poll found that although registered voters overall gave the win to Trump--56 percent to Biden's 16 percent--Black registered voters said, 39 percent to 25 percent, that Biden outperformed Trump. In another postdebate poll, by Data for Progress, which asked likely voters whom they would choose if the election were held tomorrow, Biden beat Trump 67 percent to 23 percent among Black voters, with 10 percent undecided. Still, that would be the highest share of Black-voter support for a Republican in more than 60 years, as Stephanie McCrummen reported in The Atlantic.

At a moment when Americans are preoccupied with questions of presidential fitness, it would serve all of us well to remember what the Trump presidency looked and sounded like--and whom it excluded.

This is the white noise of the 2024 campaign and, sometimes, the blaring Klaxon. Trump's goals are to win the White House, kill the federal cases against him, and stay out of prison. He may pick a vice president of color if he thinks it will help him. But that won't mean that Trump and his MAGA movement have grown, changed, or made sudden peace with American pluralism and inclusion. It would be a political calculation by a desperate man, and I hope--just as desperately--that by now, most voters are past fooling.

Related:

	Trump's smoking gun is a dream that will never die.
 	Trump should have never had this platform.




Today's News

	The judge in Donald Trump's New York hush-money case delayed his criminal-sentencing hearing until September in light of the Supreme Court's recent decision on presidential immunity.
 	Rudy Giuliani, the former New York City mayor and an ex-lawyer for Trump, was officially disbarred for participating in Trump's efforts to overturn the 2020 election.
 	Texas Representative Lloyd Doggett became the first sitting Democratic politician to openly call for Biden to withdraw from the presidential election after his debate performance.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Hurricane Beryl, the season's first major storm, broke records, Marina Koren writes. How bad will the rest be?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Hickey



My Life Depends on Playing Chess 40 Times a Day

By Cory Leadbeater

For the past half decade, I have found myself playing nearly 40 games of chess every day. I still work a full-time job, write fiction, raise a child, but these responsibilities are not prohibitive. My daughter goes down and I play late into the night, I sleep a bit, then I wake very early to play more. I play during off-hours at work, on lunch breaks, during writing time when I can't work out a scene, and on Saturday mornings, after feeding my cats and brewing the coffee and giving Alma her egg. Addiction in my life has this quality: Something I was previously not doing at all--drinking, smoking cigarettes, collecting coffee cans, pulling hairs out of my face one at a time with tweezers--becomes all-consuming.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Good on Paper: The coming labor shortage is not good news.
 	We need to control AI agents now.




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Source: A24.



Watch (or skip). MaXXXine (out Friday in theaters) pays tribute to yesteryear's slasher flicks, David Sims writes. Is that enough?

Read. Paige McClanahan's debut book, The New Tourist, argues that rather than giving up on tourism, we should just do it better, Chelsea Leu writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/07/when-assessing-presidential-fitness-consider-racism/678881/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Risky Reaction to the Immunity Decision

Three <em>Atlantic</em> writers on the Supreme Court ruling and what it means for the presidency

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.

Today, three Atlantic writers explain the Supreme Court's ruling on presidential immunity and what it means for the future of the American presidency.

First, here are four new stories:

	The world is realigning.
 	Biden has a bigger problem than the debate.
 	Donald Trump's theory of everything
 	Rural Republicans are fighting to save their public schools.




Spiking the Football

The Supreme Court released a decision today that grants presidents partial immunity from criminal prosecution. In a 6-3 vote along ideological lines, the justices ruled that a president's exercise of "core" constitutional powers are protected with "absolute" immunity, their remaining official actions are presumed immune, and unofficial acts are not protected at all. The Court has kicked the case back to the lower courts to decide which parts of Donald Trump's federal election-interference indictment fall under each category, all but confirming that Special Counsel Jack Smith's January 6 case will not go to trial before Election Day. Below, three Atlantic writers help you make sense of the ruling and what it means for the future of presidential power in America.

***

Stephanie Bai: Trump's team sees the Supreme Court decision as a win, even though the justices rejected his claim to absolute presidential immunity. How do you think Trump and his allies will use this ruling in his campaign and in their rhetoric on the election-interference case?

David A. Graham, staff writer: I was fascinated to see Trump's campaign immediately label the decision "total immunity." Maybe that says more about his love of winning than it does about his team's strategy. I expect we'll continue to see more of this: He'll claim that the Supreme Court fully vindicated him, ignoring that the trial court still has much to work out here, and he'll say this proves the cases against him are just political persecution. We saw a little of this in the debate last week, where he refused to disavow the January 6 insurrection and quickly pivoted to accusing Joe Biden of the "weaponization" of the Justice Department.

I wonder if this is a good idea, though. Polls show that strong majorities of Americans--understandably!--don't think the president should be fully immune from prosecution (nor do they trust the Supreme Court). In spiking the football, Trump risks reminding voters about the things they like least about him.

***

Stephanie Bai: Will this ruling have any bearing on the other criminal cases pending against Trump?

Quinta Jurecic, contributing writer: The majority's ruling is so complex and tangled--and the rules that it purports to establish are so opaque--that it's difficult to say how precisely it will be interpreted by lower courts. I spent an hour reading through the federal January 6 indictment trying to make sense of how the standards set by today's decision would apply to the various allegations set out by the special counsel, and concluded that I simply had no idea how to apply these rules.

The case that will most obviously suffer from the Court's ruling is the Georgia-state case against Trump about his effort to overturn the 2020 election, which addresses substantially the same conduct as the election-interference charges he faces in federal court. The Georgia case, though, has already been held up over litigation concerning conduct by Fulton County District Attorney Fani Willis, and it won't get moving again anytime soon.

What about the New York case, in which Trump was convicted on 34 felony counts of falsifying business records? The majority of the conduct at issue happened before Trump took office, but today's ruling holds that prosecutors can't even introduce evidence of official presidential acts into the record to prove the criminality of an unofficial act--so Trump could point to stray pieces of evidence here and there from his time in office in an effort to get the verdict thrown out. (That doesn't mean this litigation will be successful, of course.)

***

Stephanie Bai: You wrote today that one of the most basic principles of American constitutional government is that the president is not above the law. Why, in your view, did some Supreme Court justices challenge that principle today? And what does that mean for the future power of the presidency?

Adam Serwer, staff writer: The Supreme Court ruling gives presidents "absolute immunity" for certain official acts but then uses legalese to blur the difference between official and unofficial in such a way that the distinction between the two is virtually impossible to make. The end result is that whatever lip service was paid to the rule of law in the opinion is obliterated; a president can act with the most corrupt purpose imaginable and be immune from prosecution, no matter the motive or the consequences. In this context, it renders a president who refuses to leave office immune to prosecution for the actions he takes in doing so, as long as he uses his "official" powers in the attempt.

Make no mistake, the ruling is intended to shield Trump and Trump alone, or possibly some future aspiring despot who happens to be a Republican. A Democrat in similar circumstances would almost certainly find himself subject to the kind of pieties about small government and the rule of law the right-wing justices invoke when they want to say the government can't regulate pollution or financial fraud.

Related:

	Trump secures his get-out-of-jail-free card.
 	The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law.




Today's News

	The Supreme Court declined to rule on the constitutionality of two laws in Florida and Texas that would limit social-media companies' ability to moderate content on their platforms.
 	Steve Bannon, a former Trump adviser who was found guilty of contempt of Congress, reported for the first day of his four-month prison sentence.
 	A judge declared a mistrial due to a deadlocked jury in the high-profile trial of Karen Read, who was accused of killing her police-officer boyfriend in Massachusetts. Prosecutors say they intend to retry her case.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiled stories about late bloomers and their secrets for achieving late-in-life success.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



A Fancy Card Is Becoming the Only Way to Get a Restaurant Reservation

By Saahil Desai

Such is the nature of restaurant reservations these days: It has never been easier to book a table, and it's never been harder to actually find one. You can fire up apps such as Resy, Tock, SevenRooms, Yelp, and OpenTable and find plenty of openings at perfectly good, even great, restaurants. But getting a seat at the most sought-after spots, especially in major cities, has become hellish ...
 But with the right credit card, you have a better shot.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The big winners of this Supreme Court term
 	Democrats aren't calling for Biden to quit--yet.
 	How Congress could protect free speech on campus
 	Amazon decides speed isn't everything.




Culture Break


Oli Scarff / AFP / Getty



Feel the music. Check out these photos of Glastonbury Festival, where fans gathered to hear performances by Coldplay, Dua Lipa, Cyndi Lauper, and many more artists.

Read. Practice, a new novel by Rosalind Brown, praises the value of procrastination in a rebuke to the cult of self-discipline.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/07/trumps-risky-reaction-to-the-immunity-decision/678867/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Self-Aware Teen Soap

Culture and entertainment musts from Isabel Fattal

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 very special guest is Isabel Fattal, the senior editor of the newsletters team. When she isn't working with Tom Nichols and Lora Kelley on The Daily, she writes The Atlantic's Wonder Reader newsletter.

Isabel's watch-list recommendations include the film noirs and screwball comedies of the 1940s and '50s, and the teen-drama series The O.C., which helped launch Seth Cohen as a new type of heartthrob. During her downtime, she enjoys listening to Van Morrison throwbacks, the singer-songwriter Miya Folick's soulful melodies, and the lively commentary of the Every Single Album podcast.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The Biden-replacement operation
 	The real story of the crisis at The Washington Post
 	You might be a late bloomer.




The Culture Survey: Isabel Fattal

The upcoming arts event I'm most looking forward to: The final installment of Griff's three-part album, Vertigo. The English singer-songwriter is making some of the smartest pop music out there right now, pairing confident vocals and clean production with a singular lyrical style. "19th Hour" and "Pillow in My Arms" are excellent tracks to dance to. For something slower, spend time with "Earl Grey Tea"--in the song's bridge, Griff manages to sound assured yet broken at the same time.

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love: I recently stumbled upon a blank Word document titled "OC Narrative Theory," which I'd started as a teenager when I wanted to write a dissertation on the cultural impact of the teen drama The O.C. (I was really cool in high school.) I'll spare you the details, but I will recommend this self-aware, heartwarming show. Seth Cohen, played by Adam Brody, helped create a new archetype of the heartthrob: He was neurotic, curly-haired, nerdy, Jewish, and undeniably charming. And in a rare feat for teen shows, the parents had well-developed and realistic--well, most of the time--storylines. Add in the fantastic indie artists that the show catapulted to fame, and you get something much richer than your typical frothy teen show.

My favorite blockbuster and my favorite art film: I'm going to take this opportunity to argue that the popular film noirs and screwball comedies of the 1940s and '50s are just as much fun as today's splashy blockbusters. Many of my fellow Millennials think of black-and-white movies as inherently stuffy or dense, but lots of them are salacious, hilarious, and easy to watch. If you're a skeptic, start with Double Indemnity, a crackling crime thriller in which an insurance salesman and a scheming wife plot a murder. Then, if you want to shift to Old Hollywood and theater drama, try Sunset Boulevard and All About Eve.

An art film that enraptured me is Terrence Malick's Days of Heaven. I normally focus on dialogue in movies, but this one doesn't have much to offer in that regard: It's a quiet story, told mostly through the landscapes of the Texas panhandle. I watched it during the early pandemic and loved it; the panoramic shots seemed to fill some need for vastness and open space that I had at the time.

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: The slow and soulful "Thingamajig," by the classically trained vocalist turned singer-songwriter Miya Folick, is--according to her--meant to be an apology. The song resonates with me most as a self-directed apology--and a plea to have faith in yourself. "Only you know what to do," the song's closing line goes. On a weeknight in 2019, I went to hear Folick play at Songbyrd, a small D.C. venue. I stood alone at the side door with my heavy work backpack in tow, jamming out to her dancier songs. When she started to play "Thingamajig," the crowd went silent.

For a loud song, Van Morrison's "Wavelength" is nearly six minutes of pure fun. I grew up listening to a lot of Morrison with my mother, and she played me "Wavelength" for the first time when we were driving from New York to D.C. a few years back. I fully lost track of my navigational duties as the song layered over itself again and again.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: Last month, my mother and I went to Poland and Western Ukraine to see where my grandparents lived before the Holocaust, and where so many of our relatives were killed. While I was there, I thought a lot about the decision of memory: whom we choose to remember, whom we choose to forget, and how history is created as a result.

After Eastern Europe, we went to visit family and friends in Israel, and saw a remarkable exhibit at the Israel Museum called "The Dawn of Darkness: Elegy in Contemporary Art." The show, which opened in March, uses art from the museum's existing collections to comment on the trauma of the October 7 Hamas attacks, and on loss more broadly. One of the installments, by the Berlin-based Scottish artist Douglas Gordon, features black text on a white wall, in a style that evokes a memorial site. The text lays out different categories of loss: "Those I would like to know"; "Those I do not know"; "Those I will never know"; "Those I have forgotten but will remember." The exhibit was another reminder that memory is messy, and that it's active--it doesn't just happen to people or societies, but must be fought for and cultivated.

The entertainment product my friends are talking about most right now: We're talking about an entertainment product about entertainment products: The Ringer's Every Single Album podcast, in which Nora Princiotti and Nathan Hubbard chronicle "Pop Girl Spring" (now entering summer). The two discuss new albums from Taylor Swift, Billie Eilish, Charli XCX, and others, and put them in the context of current trends in music consumption, social media, and modern celebrity. Most important, their enthusiasm about the music they love is completely infectious. (Bonus points to Princiotti for sharing my obsession with Taylor Swift's "The Black Dog.") [Related: The "Espresso" theory of gender relations]

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: I was recently introduced to High Maintenance, the web series turned HBO comedy about a bike-riding weed dealer in Brooklyn. Each episode focuses on a different customer--there are wealthy older couples, yuppie activists, construction workers, even a fictional This American Life staffer (and also a cameo from the real Ira Glass). Through this structure, the show serves as both a tender love letter to New York City and a sharp skewering of every part of urban life. The last five minutes of the episode "Fagin" had me on the floor. [Related: High Maintenance is TV's most compassionate cult comedy.]

Something I recently revisited: I reread Virginia Woolf's To the Lighthouse every few years. The prose is a revelation each time, and Lily's sputtering growth as a painter has helped me through the ebbs and flows of trying to live a creative life. [Related: Searching for Virginia Woolf on the Isle of Skye]

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: Caitlin Flanagan's 2017 feature "Death at a Penn State Fraternity" will never leave me. She tells a terrifying tale with masterful restraint and pacing that builds brick by brick until the reader is completely shaken.

Forgive me for cheating and recommending one more article: Sarah Zhang's surprisingly hopeful story about the people who, through DNA testing, stumbled upon incest in their own families. Zhang delves into the pain of these discoveries, but she also finds that community can form out of the most horrible and unexpected events.

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: I go back to W. H. Auden's "As I Walked Out One Evening" when I need a little jolt of perspective:

'In headaches and in worry
    Vaguely life leaks away,
 And Time will have his fancy
    To-morrow or to-day.'




The Week Ahead

	MaXXXine, the third installment in the X horror-movie series, starring Mia Goth as an adult-film star who gets her big break while a killer targets Hollywood celebrities (in theaters Friday)
 	The Great American Bar Scene, a new album from the country singer Zach Bryan (out Thursday)
 	Empire's Son, Empire's Orphan, a nonfiction book by Nile Green about Ikbal and Idries Shah, a father and a son who spread beguiling tales about a mystical Middle East (out Tuesday)




Essay


FX



It's Easy to Get Lost in The Bear

By Shirley Li

This story contains light spoilers for Season 3 of The Bear.
 When The Bear's latest season begins, Carmen "Carmy" Berzatto (played by Jeremy Allen White) is considering how to move forward by thinking about his past. The FX dramedy's protagonist had, at great risk, transformed his family's beloved Italian-beef-sandwich shop into an upscale Chicago restaurant ...
 This season, we meet Carmy on a rainy morning; he's running a finger over a burn scar on his palm. Montages of his years spent training in award-winning establishments fill his mind ... In one, he's listening attentively to Daniel Boulud, the real-life renowned chef and restaurateur. "You want music," Boulud advises the young Carmy as they work on a dish, urging him to observe the way it sizzles. "Do you hear the music here?" Carmy nods and smiles.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The biggest gamble of Kevin Costner's career
 	Social media broke slang. Now we all speak Phone.
 	There's nothing on TV like We Are Lady Parts.
 	Five books for people who really love books
 	In search of a nonexistent cure
 	What the success of Inside Out 2 means for Hollywood
 	The lies Los Angeles was built upon
 	The improbable, unstoppable rise of Goose




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	David Frum: Trump should never have had this platform.
 	Why Jamaal Bowman lost
 	Graeme Wood: Israel is ready for another war.




Photo Album


A lightning bolt strikes One World Trade Center during a thunderstorm in New York City. Gary Hershorn / Getty



Take a look at these images from the past week that show a lightning bolt striking One World Trade Center, Olympic track-and-field trials in Oregon, and mass protests in Kenya.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Secrets of Those Who Succeed Late in Life

You may not be early, but you got there all the same.

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.


"Today we live in a society structured to promote early bloomers," David Brooks wrote in The Atlantic this week. "Many of our most prominent models of success made it big while young--Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, Elon Musk, Taylor Swift, Michael Jordan. But for many people, the talents that bloom later in life are more consequential than the ones that bloom early."

Brooks offers both hard data and historical examples as he makes the case for the late bloomer, but most of us need look no further than the people in our own lives who remind us about the possibilities for late-in-life success: middle-school nerds who went on to do amazing things; relatives who showed tremendous personal growth after decades of stasis. Today's newsletter is an ode to not being early, but getting there all the same.



On Late Blooming

You Might Be a Late Bloomer

By David Brooks

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

Read the article.

The Curious Personality Changes of Older Age

By Faith Hill

When people lose the ability to control their circumstances, their selves sometimes evolve instead.

Read the article.

How to Be Happy Growing Older

By Arthur C. Brooks

Your future will probably be better than your past.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How middle-school failures lead to medical-school successes: Parents who insulate their children from disappointment may rob them of the chance to develop self-esteem--and a good bedside manner, Jessica and Tim Lahey wrote in 2013.
 	Why is middle school so hard for so many people? It doesn't have to be this way, Alia Wong wrote in 2019.




Other Diversions

	Five books for people who really love books
 	Hot AI Jesus is huge on Facebook.
 	The Tchaikovsky cure for worry




P.S.


Courtesy of Belinda J. Kein



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Belinda J. Kein, 72, from San Diego, wrote last month: "Each spring, this otherwise dormant, prickly, not particularly attractive cactus bursts into bloom and sparks awe with an explosive profusion of flouncy white flowers that put me in mind of nothing so much as fancy party dresses."

I'll continue to feature 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 End of the Biden Era

I didn't think it would come to this.

by Tom Nichols




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


Joe Biden didn't just have a bad night. American democracy is now more in danger than ever.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Biden-replacement operation
 	The Supreme Court's January 6 decision is utterly baffling.
 	David Frum: Trump should never have had this platform.
 	The biggest gamble of Kevin Costner's career




About Last Night

I have been harshly critical of calls for President Joe Biden to step down. I have argued with people across the political spectrum about this, including friends and colleagues. I think Biden has had a successful first term and that his age has been no barrier to his effectiveness as a leader. I still believe that. And if the choice this fall is between Biden and a man who I believe is a mentally unstable menace to American democracy, I won't think twice about my vote.

But Donald Trump must be defeated, and after last night's debate, I am no longer sure that Biden is electable. Politics can be a miserable business that too often turns on perceptions, and for the president, the debate was a full-blown, Hindenburg-level disaster. Biden's performance was unnervingly bad, and it has led to a chorus of calls, including in this magazine, for Biden to step down.

I have promised to always be honest with The Daily's readers, and although part of me stubbornly wants to argue that Democrats and the prodemocracy coalition they lead should stay the course with Biden--a good man and a good president--the political realist in me recognizes the danger of such obstinacy.

I know that, for Biden loyalists, the gathering consensus around last night's debate must feel like a betrayal: Friends and coalition partners now seem to be lining up with knives behind the back of the man who saved America from Trump in 2020. Political loyalty, although often useful and sometimes admirable, should not override practicality. Blind support of one man, after all, is the hallmark of Trump's cult; the prodemocracy coalition is larger, and should be more resilient, than any single person in it.

Before we think about next steps, it's important not to wave away what happened last night, and it's especially important not to engage in random blame-storming. Biden had one job--don't look old and befuddled--and he failed. Biden supporters are raging away on social media about how the CNN moderators should have intervened with more fact-checking (read: debating Trump themselves and saving Biden), but Jake Tapper and Dana Bash did a reasonable job of keeping the debate moving and giving Biden multiple chances to unload any number of haymakers on Trump had he wanted to do so.

Biden, however, was simply not present. Opportunity after opportunity to call out Trump passed him by as he garbled a basket of statistics and talking points. The president's staff clearly overprepared their candidate, stuffing his head with factoids about Pell Grants and climate targets and tax rates and other things that are completely irrelevant in a debate with a deranged bully. If this was the work of the White House prep team, then they are guilty of egregious political malpractice--but in the end, the candidate is always responsible for what happens in the campaign.

I now accept that the Biden we saw last night is as good as we'll get in the election, and that Americans--unfortunately--are likely to decide that an entertaining autocrat is less of a risk than a decent old man. If Biden should step down, how does that happen, and who replaces him?

This is where I freeze. Every option, whether Biden stays or goes, seems to lead to electoral disaster and a Trump victory. But it's time to think about the unthinkable.

Replacing Biden is going to be almost literally impossible unless he willingly steps down. Biden controls nearly all of the pledged Democratic delegates; to reopen the nomination process, he would have to end his candidacy and then release them. But release them to whom? And here, we run into the Kamala Harris problem.

Harris has been an unexceptional vice president, but I do not intend to debate her record, because in the general election her record wouldn't matter. She, even more than Biden, has serious electability problems. Her approval numbers are lower than Biden's and among the lowest of recent vice presidents'. You can cavil that this is all the product of bias and racism and misogyny, but none of that matters on Election Day: If she can't win, she can't win. Worse, Biden abdicating in favor of Harris would convince many people--not all of them Trump supporters--that this was the plan all along, a way of giving the Democratic nomination, and perhaps the White House, to a woman (seen by some as a radical leftist) who ran a poor campaign in 2020 and could never have been nominated in her own right.

But it is also impossible to imagine Biden quitting without anointing Harris with his endorsement, unless he--supported by the party's elders--declares that the Democrats are truly the party of democracy, and that the convention in Chicago should be open to all comers. Harris, for her part, would have to welcome such a challenge and vow to support the nominee no matter who takes the prize in August. Party elders, led by Barack Obama and assisted by others such as Nancy Pelosi and Jim Clyburn, could then convene a war council and talk to almost every interested candidate. (Almost. Maybe, for once, Bernie Sanders--who is older than Biden--could sit this one out.) The Democrats are not known to be cigar lovers, but this time, they need a smoke-filled room.

I am deep into wishcasting here, a coping mechanism that I have warned about repeatedly, and I continue to doubt Democrats' ability to replace Biden with any kind of orderly or sensible process; they're not that kind of party. As my colleague Ronald Brownstein wrote today:

Most Democrats who want to replace Biden also remain extremely dubious that his incumbent running mate, Kamala Harris, could beat Trump--but if she sought the nomination, then denying that prize to the first woman of color who has served as vice president could tear apart the party. The fear that such a fight could practically ensure defeat in November is one reason Democrats who are uneasy about renominating Biden have held their tongue for so long.


That's a hell of a dilemma. Nevertheless, I agree with Ron that "the prospect of the party simply marching forward with Biden as if nothing happened last night seems difficult to imagine."

Shaken as I am by Biden's debate performance, I have few doubts that he can still handle the presidency; no commander in chief does the job alone. But even Biden's supporters are botching the very simple argument that Biden would continue to be a competent president. Congressman Ro Khanna, a Biden campaign surrogate, said today: "We have a great team of people that will help govern. That is what I'm going to continue to make the case for."

That is not a great case. In fact, it's Trump's 2016 argument about how he'd be inexperienced but bring "the best people" with him. And after the president's stumbles and lapses last night, such arguments are like running on a Weekend at Bernie's platform, as one of my friends put it, in which voters should somehow be reassured by the presence of good staff and the ultimate backstop of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment.

Today, in North Carolina, Biden was full of energy, self-deprecating humor, and fury. I suspect that this is Biden in a kind of late-Ronald Reagan phase, in which he is able to give a barn burner of a speech but not capable of heavier lifting; even during the North Carolina event, he looked vacant and slack-jawed while he watched others speak. He was animated at the podium--but that's likely not going to be enough to win an election in which so many undecided voters think Biden is too old to be president.

Time is running out. The operatives out there trying to soothe nerves by invoking Reagan's first disastrous debate in 1984 forget that Reagan was ahead in the polls at the time, with plenty of electoral cushion under him. Biden has no such margin. My friend Greg Sargent at The New Republic has argued that Joe and Jill Biden need to assure America that last night was the exception, not the rule. But I suspect that Biden has, at most, about a week to either make up his mind not to run or reassure America that he can take on Donald Trump and win. At this point, it's very hard to imagine that such reassurance is possible.

I hope that I am wrong, but a Rose Garden strategy of running out the clock to August and then sprinting to November no longer seems like a realistic option.

Related:

	Mark Leibovich: Time to go, Joe.
 	Brian Klaas: Calls for Biden's withdrawal are a sign of a healthy Democratic party.




Today's News

	In a series of decisions released today, the Supreme Court allowed cities to ban homeless people from sleeping outside, ruled that a January 6 defendant was improperly charged with obstruction, and struck down the Chevron doctrine, which states that courts should defer to federal agencies' interpretation of the laws they administer.
 	In a speech, Biden conceded that he performed poorly in yesterday's debate but said that he will continue to "defend" democracy.
 	The Supreme Court rejected the request of Steve Bannon, Trump's ex-adviser, to stay out of prison while he appeals his case. He will have to report to federal prison on July 1 for a four-month sentence.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: You can't write your way out of grief, but other people's words may help, Emma Sarappo writes.
 	The Weekly Planet: Everything about the climate is changing--except the politics, Gregory Barber writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Risking Everything to Lose Money

By Keith O'Brien

Professional athletes are now playing sports in a gamblers' world, and it isn't going well for them. In April, the NBA banned Jontay Porter, a 24-year-old role player for the Toronto Raptors and a younger brother of the Denver Nuggets star Michael Porter Jr., for allegedly wagering on NBA games, including his team's, and throwing his own performances to influence prop bets ... In June, Major League Baseball suspended four players for betting on games and banned a fifth, Tucupita Marcano, for life. Marcano's alleged sin: betting on hundreds of games, including 25 of his own team's.
 What were these guys thinking? How could they throw away their childhood dream--and the chance at a long, lucrative career--by doing something so reckless?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	It wasn't just the debate.
 	The Supreme Court won't stop dismantling the government's power.
 	Elizabeth Bruenig: They're both totally unfit.
 	Peter Wehner: Biden's loved ones owe him the truth.
 	Mark Leibovich: Time to go, Joe.
 	The government needs to act fast to protect the election.




Culture Break


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Heritage Art / Getty; Olha Danylenko / Getty.



Scroll. Synthetic images showing curiously handsome versions of Jesus Christ are flooding the internet, Caroline Mimbs Nyce writes.

Listen. Meet Goose, the jam band that just might persuade you to love a jam band, Charlie Warzel writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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

Generative AI is very bad at telling users where it got its information.

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.


Technology companies have been eager to sell a vision of generative AI as the future of, well, everything. For instance: "We're building these systems that are going to be everywhere--in your home, in your educational environment, in your work environment, and maybe, you know, when you're having fun," Mira Murati, OpenAI's chief technology officer, told The Wall Street Journal late last year.

"These systems" are ultimately defined by how they present information. The magic of ChatGPT is that it speaks in humanlike language, owing to its ability to match and build upon patterns in the huge quantities of writing it's been trained on. But don't be fooled by the appearance of cogency: When asked to find specific bits of information or cite their sources, generative-AI programs struggle mightily.

In an investigation published in The Atlantic this week, my colleague Matteo Wong tried a range of searches with various AI tools to see how well they performed at providing citations. None of them was perfect. OpenAI's GPT-4o was especially concerning, given that publishers have signed deals with the company that will allow their content to be used as training data for future iterations of the machine: "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." (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI. The editorial division of The Atlantic operates independently from the business division.)

Experts told Matteo that these problems might never be 100 percent fixed, despite promises that improvements are on the way. As generative AI spreads "everywhere," we may find that it has done so at the expense of our ability to easily find good information on the web.




Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Sources: csa-archive; kolotuschenko / Getty.



Generative AI Can't Cite Its Sources

By Matteo Wong

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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	This is what it looks like when AI eats the world: "The web itself is being shoved into a great unknown," Charlie Warzel writes.
 	Welcome to the big blur: "Thanks to AI, every written word now comes with a question," Stephen Marche writes.
 	AI is exposing who really has power in Silicon Valley: "Your data helped build ChatGPT," Wendy Liu writes. "Where's your payout?"




P.S.

If you, like me, find yourself occasionally unmoored from reality as the stranger questions about AI worm into your brain (or perhaps as you watch two presidential candidates sassing each other about their golf game), I highly recommend coming back down to Earth with my colleague Alan Taylor's roundup of the photos of the week.

-- Damon
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You Can't Write Your Way Out of Grief

The feeling can't be cured--but sometimes, the words of others can help.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.

The writer Cody Delistraty's mother died when he was in his early 20s, and the loss stranded him in an interminable fog of grief. Over the next decade, he embarked on a winding journey to alleviate this feeling: laughter therapy, a prescription reading list, Zen meditation. He details this futile search for a remedy in his new book, The Grief Cure. But his investigation was misguided all along, Linda Kinstler writes in her review. "To be a person is to inhabit a permanent condition of mourning for everyone and everything that has been irrevocably lost," she explains, "and to try to live on--and live well--all the same."

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Five books for people who really love books
 	"T at 42," a poem by Annie Liontas
 	The magic of old-growth forests


I found myself moved by Kinstler's argument: that loss, which is inevitable, makes you into something like a "lifetime member of the world's population of mourners." Delistraty attempts to reject that designation by examining, quantifying, and researching grief. But ironically, this only makes him more similar to others who have dealt with it: Writers have tried to navigate the feeling through words probably for as long as we've been able to write. These efforts usually fail to show them--or their readers--a way out of mourning. Still, some authors (Kinstler mentions Marcel Proust and Joan Didion, for instance) have managed to address death in a way that feels both beautiful and true.

Because The Atlantic is broadly interested in the human experience, we have published a fair amount of memorable work about grief and death. I'm still thinking about my colleague Ross Andersen's eulogy for his father, and Colin Campbell's account of losing his two teenage children in a car crash. I cherish the articles that helped me make sense of a particularly heavy time, the spring of 2020, when people were dying of COVID, loved ones were very far away, and the world felt like it was coming apart. That was grief, Amitha Kalaichandran wrote. And, of course, the most powerful story about mourning I've read here is Jennifer Senior's Pulitzer Prize-winning article about Bobby McIlvaine, a young man who died on 9/11, and the people he left behind (which was later published as a book entitled, simply, On Grief). Each of us is "born bereft, birthed into a cascade of past and future losses," Kinstler writes, and each of us must individually figure out how to bear that weight. Sometimes, though, the words of others can help.




In Search of a Nonexistent Cure

By Linda Kinstler

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

Read the full article.





What to Read

The Confidence Game, by Maria Konnikova

"The true con artist doesn't force us to do anything; he makes us complicit in our own undoing," Konnikova writes in The Confidence Game. "He doesn't steal. We give. He doesn't have to threaten us. We supply the story ourselves. We believe because we want to, not because anyone made us." Her nonfiction book delves into the psychological underpinnings that make people so vulnerable to cons. Each chapter takes the reader step-by-step through a confidence scheme, covering what makes someone likely to become a grifter of this type, how they identify their marks, what methods they use to ultimately fleece targets (and why those methods work), and, in most cases, how shame keeps victims from telling others they were scammed. Konnikova delves into scientific studies that show why methods adopted by scammers are so effective, and peppers those findings with examples of con artists whose skills exploit these human foibles and the marks who fall for them. The Confidence Game is a thorough, insightful investigation into why these scams exist--and why they'll always be around, in one form or another. -- Vanessa Armstrong

From our list: What to read to understand how people get tricked





Out Next Week

? Empire's Son, Empire's Orphan, by Nile Green

? Pink Slime, by Fernanda Trias, translated by Heather Cleary


? The Body Alone, by Nina Lohman







Your Weekend 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

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.

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 Unadorned Truth About Donald Trump

We must treat him like any other candidate for high office who is emotionally and mentally unstable.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




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.


Earlier this year, Atlantic staff writer McKay Coppins suggested that voters, in the interest of civic hygiene and personal illumination, attend a Trump rally. This would be the way to understand the candidate, his thoughts, and his supporters, Coppins argued. He himself has attended more than 100 such gatherings since 2016, and he noted, correctly, that "nothing quite captures the Trump ethos like his campaign rallies."

I myself have attended only a few of these rallies (though among them was Trump's January 6, 2021, rally on the Ellipse, which should count double). But what one derives from the experience is, in the words of our colleague Tom Nichols, the visceral sense that Trump is deeply unwell.

Attendance at Trump rallies can be metaphysically taxing--and some seem to go longer than a Taylor Swift concert. So watching them from beginning to end online is occasionally a welcome substitute.

A couple of weeks ago, on C-SPAN, I watched my first Trump rally in quite some time, a gathering under a heat dome in Las Vegas. I watched not because I expected to learn something new about the candidate, but because I had been alerted by concerned friends and colleagues that Trump had attacked me by name. This hadn't happened in quite some time, and self-interest dictated watching.

Trump is upset with me, and with The Atlantic, for a story I wrote in September of 2020, in which I reported, among other things, that he referred to American soldiers killed in action as "suckers" and "losers." (For more on the particulars, please read this story by Adrienne LaFrance.) Trump is also upset by a profile I wrote late last year of retired General Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, in which Milley, a decorated combat veteran, is portrayed as someone who defended the Constitution against Trump's depredations. In response to this article, Trump suggested that Milley be executed.

At his Las Vegas rally, Trump described me as a "horrible, radical-left lunatic named Goldberg" (he hit the word Goldberg with what I perhaps, or perhaps not, overinterpreted as special feeling). He articulated, at great length, why he would never disparage American service members. (Dear reader: He disparages the military constantly.)

All of this was to be expected. What I found surprising, as I watched his entire presentation, was the ratio of gibberish to normal sentences. Which is to say, there was even more gibberish than I remembered in the typical Trump speech. The apotheosis of gibberish was his extended soliloquy on sharks and battery-powered boats. No summary could do it justice, so here is an extended cut:

"By the way, a lot of shark attacks lately. Do you notice that? A lot of sharks. I watched some guys justifying it today. 'Well, they weren't really that angry. They bit off the young lady's leg because of the fact that they were not hungry, but they misunderstood who she was.' These people are crazy. He said, 'There's no problem with sharks. They just didn't really understand a young woman swimming,' now, who really got decimated and other people too, a lot of shark attacks. So I said, 'So there's a shark 10 yards away from the boat, 10 yards or here. Do I get electrocuted if the boat is sinking, and water goes over the battery--the boat is sinking; do I stay on top of the boat and get electrocuted, or do I jump over by the shark and not get electrocuted?' Because I will tell you he didn't know the answer. He said, 'Nobody's ever asked me that question.' I said, 'I think it's a good question. I think there's a lot of electric current coming through that water.' But you know what I'd do if there was a shark or you get electrocuted, I'll take electrocution every single time. I'm not getting near the shark. So we going to end that. We're going to end it for boats. We're going to end it for trucks."


Please watch the whole thing, and as you do, imagine Trump's words coming from the mouth of President Biden, and then imagine the Democratic Party allowing Biden to continue to run for president.

Trump overwhelms us with nonsense. This is the "banality of crazy," as the Atlantic contributor Brian Klaas calls it. By "us," I mean, of course, the voting public, but I especially mean the editors and headline-writers of my industry, who sometimes succumb to one of the most pernicious biases in journalism, the bias toward coherence. We feel, understandably, that it is our job to make things make sense. But what if the actual story is that politics today makes no sense?

It works like this: Trump sounds nuts, but he can't be nuts, because he's the presumptive nominee for president of a major party, and no major party would nominate someone who is nuts. Therefore, it is our responsibility to sand down his rhetoric, to identify any kernel of meaning, to make light of his bizarro statements, to rationalize. Which is why, after the electric-shark speech, much of the coverage revolved around the high temperatures in Las Vegas, and other extraneities. The Associated Press headline on a story about the event read this way: "Trump Complains About His Teleprompters at a Scorching Las Vegas Rally." The New York Times headlined its story thus: "In Las Vegas, Trump Appeals to Local Workers and Avoids Talk of Conviction." CNN's headline: "Trump Proposes Eliminating Taxes on Tips at Las Vegas Campaign Rally."

In my house, the headline from the Las Vegas rally was the disconcerting and surprising news that I'm a "radical-left lunatic." Outside my house, though, the public should have been informed, above everything else, that a former and possibly future president went on a ludicrous, illiterate rant about sharks and batteries, a rant that calls into question not only his fitness for office but his basic cognitive abilities.

Watching the Las Vegas rally reinforced my view that, at our magazine, we can best serve our readers by highlighting aspects of Trump's rhetoric and behavior that we would highlight about any other politician, including Joe Biden. I've never wanted this magazine to become part of the "resistance." (You just have to read our coverage of Biden to understand that we are not.) I simply believe that we should tell the unadorned truth about Trump, and treat him like any other candidate for high office who is emotionally and mentally unstable. A bias toward coherence is understandable. But reality is what we must live with long after the debates and rallies are over.

Related:

	Let's talk about Trump's gibberish.
 	What kind of "psycho" calls dead Americans "losers" and "suckers"?
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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 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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        Scenes From Glastonbury 2024 (28 photos)
        Over the past five days, the annual Glastonbury Festival of Contemporary Performing Arts took place at Worthy Farm, near Somerset, England. More than 200,000 music fans gathered to hear performances by Coldplay, Dua Lipa, Cyndi Lauper, Idles, Janelle Monae, and many more artists. The festival wrapped up last night, and today workers and volunteer cleanup crews are tidying the trampled farm grounds. Gathered below are images from this year's Glastonbury Festival.
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        A field of blooming flowers in Italy, a "space-capsule camp" in China, flooded rivers in the American Midwest, Olympic track-and-field trials in Oregon, a haute couture fashion show in Paris, a camel traffic light in a Chinese desert, and much more
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        Scenes From Glastonbury 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor
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            	28 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Over the past five days, the annual Glastonbury Festival of Contemporary Performing Arts took place at Worthy Farm, near Somerset, England. More than 200,000 music fans gathered to hear performances by Coldplay, Dua Lipa, Cyndi Lauper, Idles, Janelle Monae, and many more artists. The festival wrapped up last night, and today workers and volunteer cleanup crews are tidying the trampled farm grounds. Gathered below are images from this year's Glastonbury Festival.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Confetti flies above a crowd listening to Coldplay perform at an outdoor stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Confetti flies above a crowd listening to Coldplay perform during day four of Glastonbury Festival at Worthy Farm, Pilton, on June 29, 2024, in Glastonbury, England.
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                [image: Two people wearing costumes completely covered in small mirrors dance with attendees at a festival.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancers in mirrorball costumes dance with festivalgoers during day two of Glastonbury 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of many tents set up across several farm fields]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view captures the scale of Glastonbury Festival as people settle in on the first evening, June 26, 2024.
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                [image: People walk among several rows of tepees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers walk through the Tipi Village on the opening day of Glastonbury 2024.
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                [image: Three performers in gull costumes playfully harass a festival attendee.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers in gull costumes entertain attendees in the Theatre field during day two of Glastonbury 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people dances in a small arena, in front of an ornate DJ booth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers dance in the Temple arena during day two of Glastonbury, June 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two performers play guitars onstage together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The guitarist Firda "Marsya" Kurnia (left) and the bassist Widi Rahmawati of the Indonesian heavy-metal band Voice of Baceprot perform onstage on day three.
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                [image: A crowd dances around a giant illuminated dragonfly-shaped art installation that acts as a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Arcadia's new Dragonfly Stage installation, seen in the early hours of Glastonbury day four
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                [image: Two performers wearing costumes made partly from bones and antlers stand on a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The band Heilung performs on the West Holts Stage on June 28, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Oli Scarff / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A musician plays guitar while lying on his back, being passed around over the heads of a large crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lee Kiernan of the band Idles jumps into the crowd during their performance on the Other Stage on the third day of Glastonbury 2024.
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                [image: A woman in a long dress sits on a large stone among many concertgoers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman sits on a stone in the stone circle as the sun sets at the end of day one.
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                [image: Fireworks light up the sky behind a colorful tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireworks light up the sky behind the Ribbon Tower, in the Park area, on June 26, 2024, at Glastonbury.
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                [image: A singer performs onstage, seated on a prop bed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Anne-Marie performs during day three.
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                [image: A crowd of concertgoers, with one woman sitting on someone's shoulders]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers enjoy a performance on the fifth day of Glastonbury on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A half dozen fans among a larger crowd pose while wearing lobster costumes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Costumed fans of Lekiddo, Lord of the Lobsters, wait for him to perform on day two.
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                [image: A close view of a drummer, onstage, wearing a full-head reptile mask]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sam Draper, also known as "Nom" of the psychedelic group Henge, performs on the Glade Stage on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: Several festivalgoers blow bubbles and smile for the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers blow bubbles as they wait for Olivia Dean to perform on the Pyramid Stage on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A masked performer plays a handmade percussion instrument using wrenches as mallets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Congolese band Fulu Miziki plays an instrument using wrenches during a performance on the Greenpeace Stage on day two of Glastonbury.
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                [image: Cyndi Lauper sings on a stage in front of a backdrop that spells out her name.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cyndi Lauper performs on the Pyramid Stage on June 29, 2024.
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                [image: A singer and a dozen backup dancers pose during a performance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dua Lipa performs on day three, June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A performer sings while wearing a hat and mask made of plaid fabric.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lynks performs on the Park Stage on June 28, 2024, at Glastonbury.
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                [image: Carnival performers in feathery costumes dance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Notting Hill Carnival performers dance with the public at the Carhenge area on day four.
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                [image: A singer performs on stage, in front of a video screen showing a large head in profile.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Little Simz performs on June 29, 2024.
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                [image: A rainbow-colored, chair-shaped sculpture looks over festival grounds in a rural area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Rainbow Deckchair sculpture at Worthy Farm on June 29, 2024.
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                [image: A performer makes a face while onstage, holding a microphone and a long-stemmed drinking glass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Janelle Monae performs on the Pyramid Stage during day five of Glastonbury.
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                [image: A crowd enjoys a concert, seen in part in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers watch the Saturday-night headline set on the main stage by Coldplay.
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                [image: A singer performs onstage, as audience members cheer and sing along.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Chris Martin of the band Coldplay sings on June 29, 2024, at Glastonbury.
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                [image: A camping chair sits discarded among other debris and a trampled field in front of an empty stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A camping chair sits discarded near the Pyramid Stage at the end of Glastonbury Festival at Worthy Farm on July 1, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Mermaid Parade, Beach Day, Gazelle Puppet
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            A field of blooming flowers in Italy, a "space-capsule camp" in China, flooded rivers in the American Midwest, Olympic track-and-field trials in Oregon, a haute couture fashion show in Paris, a camel traffic light in a Chinese desert, and much more
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                [image: A figure of a bull is burned atop a bonfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wooden statue of a bull, the symbol of the city of Turin, burns atop a bonfire during the San Giovanni ("Saint John") festival in Turin, Italy, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A jet of colored water is sprayed toward a scattering group of protesters, hitting one of them in the back.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kenyan police officers use a water cannon to spray colored water at demonstrators during a protest against tax hikes in the planned Finance Bill 2024, in Nairobi, Kenya, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: Soldiers and various armed security officers stand and kneel along a sidewalk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kenyan police officers and security personnel take positions outside the Kenyan Parliament as protesters try to storm the building during a nationwide strike to protest against tax hikes and Finance Bill 2024 in downtown Nairobi, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: A green traffic light, depicting a camel in profile, stands in front of a long line of tourists riding camels in a desert.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists, riding on camels, pass a camel traffic light, set up to alleviate congestion at the popular Mingsha Mountain and Yueya Spring scenic area in Dunhuang, Gansu province, China.
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                [image: A puppeteer holds a life-size gazelle puppet on a grassy field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the creative team holds a gazelle puppet outside the Wimbledon College of Arts, southwest London, England, on June 27, 2024, to launch "The Herds," a new art project from The Walk Productions, which will showcase large groups of life-size wild puppet animals fleeing climate disaster.
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                [image: A model wears a full-head mask shaped like a large rabbit's head with fangs.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation by Charles de Vilmorin during the Haute-Couture Fall/Winter 2024 show, as part of Paris Fashion Week, in Paris, France, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: A model wears a garment with very high, sharp-angled, and wide shoulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A model presents a creation by Viktor & Rolf during the Haute-Couture Fall/Winter 2024 show in Paris on June 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person with an umbrella stands beneath a yellow sculpture of a giant baby bent over.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An unusual and artistic bus-stop shelter, photographed in Chongqing, China, on June 22, 2024
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                [image: A rock climber swings from a hold during a competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Janja Garnbret of Slovenia competes during the women's boulder qualification of the IFSC World Cup Innsbruck 2024 on June 26, 2024, in Innsbruck, Austria.
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                [image: A wrestler leaps high off the ropes toward his opponent outside the ring.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jacob Fatu flies through the air as he goes off the top rope toward Cody Rhodes on the announcer table during WWE SmackDown at Allstate Arena in Rosemont, Illinois, on June 21, 2024.
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                [image: A person poses while wearing a mask and costume, looking like the character Animal from the Muppets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor wears an Animal costume on the first day of Comic Con Yorkshire at the Yorkshire Events Center, in Harrogate, England, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: A person wears a costume covered densely in flowers, leaves, and fronds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A performer in a Green Man costume entertains festival-goers during day two of the Glastonbury Festival 2024 at Worthy Farm in Glastonbury, England, on June 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person swims in rippled greenish water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of a person swimming along Arpoador Beach in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on June 21, 2024
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                [image: A ground-level view of a flooding river washing over a partially collapsed railroad bridge]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Debris from flooding is caught in a collapsed railroad bridge over the Big Sioux River on June 24, 2024, near North Sioux City, South Dakota.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flooding river that has scoured out a path around the side of a dam, eroding a large section of riverbank]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Heavy rains caused high water levels at the Rapidan Dam near Mankato, Minnesota, on June 24, 2024. Officials said the dam was threatened with "imminent failure." Days of heavy rains caused flooding in parts of the midwestern U.S., forcing hundreds of people to evacuate or be rescued from rising waters.
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                [image: A lightning bolt strikes a tower atop a tall skyscraper in New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A lightning bolt strikes One World Trade Center during a thunderstorm in New York City on June 22, 2024, as seen from Jersey City, New Jersey.
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                [image: A night view of dozens of flares falling through the sky, after being dropped from a military aircraft]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A C-130 Hercules aircraft of the Polish Air Force fires off chaff during the Antidotum Airshow in Leszno, Poland, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: Embers and patches of fire cover several hillsides at night during a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Embers glow at night as the Basin Fire burns in the Sierra National Forest, in Fresno County, California, on June 26, 2024.
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                [image: A distant view of many houses stacked close together on a steep hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Rocinha favela at sunrise, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: Many rows of solar panels sit in an arid field, with tall buttes in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of part of the Kayenta Solar Plant, seen on June 23, 2024, in Kayenta, Arizona
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                [image: Winding roads and many colorful small houses in a neighborhood close to a larger city, in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows houses and Yurts in a neighborhood of Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, on June 25, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks behind several cows along a winding, semi-flooded path on a plain beside very steep hills and rock formations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People and cattle walk on a "water highway" formed by flooding along a rural road in Chongzuo city, in China's Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A BMX cyclist mid-jump, with a tall building in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rim Nakamura of Japan competes during the men's BMX freestyle park qualification on June 21, 2024, in Budapest, Hungary.
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                [image: A person with a prosthetic leg dives into a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruslana Danilkina, who works at the rehabilitation Superhumans Center, learns to swim with a prosthesis in Lviv, Ukraine, on June 21, 2024.
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                [image: Children play in shallow waves, riding boogie boards.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children catch some waves on their boogie boards at Good Harbor Beach, in Gloucester, Massachusetts, on June 25, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Joseph Prezioso / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A very tall basketball player reaches for the bal during a game, surrounded by much smaller players.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Zhang Ziyu, China's 7-foot-3 center, reaches for the ball during the FIBA Under-18 Women's Asia Cup 2024 basketball match between China and Japan on June 26, 2024, in Shenzhen, China.
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                [image: A line of seven athletes run on a track, casting similar long shadows on the track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors run in the women's 5,000-meter final on day four of the 2024 U.S. Olympic Team Track & Field Trials at Hayward Field on June 24, 2024, in Eugene, Oregon.
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                [image: People ride on a rollercoaster against a backdrop of distant clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride on the Mamba roller coaster at the Worlds of Fun theme park as storm clouds build in the distance on the first full day of summer, June 21, 2024, in Kansas City, Missouri.
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                [image: A rocket launches against a backdrop of steep forested hills.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Long March 2-C rocket carrying a satellite jointly developed by China and France, dubbed the Space Variable Objects Monitor (SVOM), lifts off from a space base in Xichang, in China's Sichuan province, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: A person wears a green costume and headgear, carrying a green parasol, during a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People in costume march during the 42nd annual Mermaid Parade at Coney Island in the Brooklyn borough of New York, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: Several dozen egrets perch and preen among many branches in a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Flocks of egrets breed and forage among branches in Jinhu County, Jiangsu province, China, on June 22, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of half a dozen futuristic-looking housing pods on a hill among fields.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit a "space-capsule camp" in Ganjing village, Guyuan city, in China's Ningxia Hui autonomous region, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A woman stands holding a child, surrounded by the rubble of destroyed buildings in Gaza.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman stands holding a child, surrounded by the rubble of buildings destroyed during Israeli bombardment, in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on June 23, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands taking photos in a field of flowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes pictures of lentil fields and poppies blooming near Castelluccio, a small village in central Italy's Umbria region, on June 27, 2024.
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                [image: In a crowd, a bearded man in a devil costume, holding a pitchfork that reads "Le Tour de France," makes a face toward the camera.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Didi Senft, a cycling enthusiast better known as "El Diablo," reacts in a crowd of spectators during the team presentation for the 111th edition of the Tour de France, in Florence, Italy, on June 27, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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