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        We Still Don't Know What to Do With the Endless Stream of Trump Lies
        David A. Graham

        Did you hear how Donald Trump didn't know about the most important U.S. defense alliance before he became president? Don't take it from me. Take it from the man himself."I didn't even know what the hell NATO was too much before, but it didn't take me long to figure it out, like about two minutes," he said Tuesday at a rally in Florida. "And the first thing I figured out was they weren't paying. We were paying. We were paying almost fully for NATO. And I said, 'That's unfair.'"It's a good story, a...

      

      
        Yes, <em>Longlegs </em>Is That Scary
        David Sims

        To learn about someone's taste in horror movies, I pose a simple question: Do you seek rules, or vibes? When Freddy Krueger is attacking teenagers in their dreams, are you interested in knowing the specifics of how he's doing that--or do you want to give yourself over to unknowable terror? Italian giallo movies tend to joyfully--and sometimes incoherently--dispense with plot detail, whereas many American slasher films are often laser-focused on the motivations and methods of their deadly protagonist...

      

      
        A Crisis for Democrats
        Kevin Townsend

        Was anyone in America excited for a rematch of Trump versus Biden? Two unpopular and aging figures repeating the bruising 2020 race? Both entered with historic flaws: Donald Trump as the first convicted felon to run for a major party, and Joe Biden as already the oldest president when he first took office.But while the Republican Party has remade itself ever more as the party of Trump, Democrats are now openly discussing whether they should renominate the incumbent president.After his disastrous ...

      

      
        Democrats Turn to Their Deputy Leader
        Ronald Brownstein

        Influential Democrats see an urgent need to bolster Vice President Kamala Harris's position with the public, whether or not President Joe Biden withdraws from the presidential contest. If Biden leaves the race, which appears less likely as he digs in against his Democratic critics, Harris would immediately become the party's most probable nominee. But even if Biden remains on the ticket, the widespread concern among voters about his ability to perform the job for another four years will increase ...

      

      
        I Went to Death Valley to Experience 129 Degrees
        Ross Andersen

        A large digital thermometer sits at the entrance to the gleaming mid-century-modern visitor center in Furnace Creek, California. When I arrived on Sunday afternoon, it was thronged with people with their phones out, taking pictures. A mood of anticipation hummed through the crowd. A few hours east of us, in Las Vegas, temperatures would rise to 120 degrees Fahrenheit, smashing that city's record by three degrees. But news reports suggested that here in the heart of Death Valley National Park, the...

      

      
        The Liminal Life of the Expat
        Rhian Sasseen

        As a field of study, anthropology is still relatively new. Though theories concerning human nature and the structure of our societies date back to at least the Greeks, it wasn't until the mid-19th century--aided and abetted, no doubt, by Charles Darwin's dismantling of all preconceived ideas of our origins--that the "science of humans" as we know it today started to form. Since then, the discipline has changed radically as it has expanded into new sectors (linguistic, medical) and distanced itself ...

      

      
        No, State Laws Haven't Locked Biden Onto the Ballot
        Rose Horowitch

        Democratic insiders don't generally find common ground with MAGA diehards, but such is the state of politics in 2024. In the days since Joe Biden's dismal debate performance, some of his staunchest supporters have suggested that it's too late for the Democratic Party to nominate a new candidate. Joining them in that argument is an unlikely partner: the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank stocked with former Trump-administration officials. Heritage has argued that replacing Biden on the...

      

      
        Why You Should Want to Be Alone
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."A perfect solitude is, perhaps, the greatest punishment we can suffer," the philosopher David Hume wrote in his 1739 book,  A Treatise of Human Nature. "Every pleasure languishes when enjoyed a-part from company, and every pain becomes more cruel and intolerable." Very well, but I was interested in seeking an alternative viewpoint. So in April, I hiked to visit a hermit in the mountains above Dh...

      

      
        Trump and the Napoleonic Rule of War
        John Hendrickson

        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.Copious adjectives have been used to describe Donald Trump's behavior. Restrained was rarely one of them--until recently. Below, I look at how the former president's newfound discipline is actually a mirage. First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Trump is planning for a landslide win.
	Dav...

      

      
        C'mon, Man
        Mark Leibovich

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Never underestimate the destructive power of a stubborn old narcissist with something to prove.Ideally no one gets hurt along the way: Maybe grandpop refuses to give up his license, drives into an oak tree, and only the car gets totaled. But sometimes there are casualties: Maybe a pedestrian gets hit.President Joe Biden, 81, is acting like one of history's most negligent and pigheaded leaders at a crucial mom...

      

      
        Maybe She's Born With It. Maybe It's Neurocosmetics.
        Hannah Seo

        For just $65, the skin-care company Selfmade will sell you a kit that will purportedly help you feel more stable and confident in your relationships--and get better skin all the while. According to the kit's marketing copy, it comes with a serum that enhances "safety and comfort with self," a moisturizer that "promotes awareness that past negative experience and emotional states can carry throughout your life," and the best-selling relationship-psychology book Attached. Together, the "Securely Att...

      

      
        Trump Is Planning for a Landslide Win
        Tim Alberta

        Photographs by Roger KisbySign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The outcome of the presidential campaign, Republicans believed, was a fait accompli. "Donald Trump was well on his way to a 320-electoral-vote win," Chris LaCivita told me this past Sunday as Democrats questioned, ever more frantically, whether President Joe Biden should remain the party's nominee in November. "That's pre-debate."LaCivita paused to repeat himself: "Pre-debate."This could be inter...

      

      
        Stop Soft-Pedaling the GOP's Extreme Positions
        Adam Serwer

        The idea that Donald Trump is forcing the Republican Party to moderate its extreme positions on abortion and LGBTQ rights would make for an interesting story. So interesting, in fact, that the story was all over the mainstream press. The only problem with this very interesting story is that it didn't happen.On Monday, a draft of the GOP platform began circulating ahead of the Republican convention. The coverage of the platform's position on abortion was remarkable in its uniformity. The New York ...

      

      
        Zach Bryan's Message to Men
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Is the cure for male loneliness being in the Roman legion? Is the cure for male loneliness sailing the high seas with your bros? Is the cure for male loneliness a crusade to cleanse the stars?Suggestions like these flew around last summer after The New York Times published an article titled "Is the Cure to Male Loneliness Out on the Pickleball Court?" The headline sounded silly, but the writer Michelle Cottle was tackling a real problem: the decades-long decline in the number of close friendships...

      

      
        Alice Munro Was a Terrible Mother
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        By now, we should be used to this story: A beloved artist is undone by their own bad behavior, knocked off their pedestal, their works removed to a remote shelf. Since the #MeToo movement began, publishing, just like film and music, has seen its share of idols abandoned. But the distress over the Nobel Prize-winning author Alice Munro has a different tenor.The death of Munro, at 92 years old in May, was followed by an outpouring of encomium by her many fans. Her obituary in The New York Times cal...

      

      
        Age Isn't Biden's Only Problem
        Roge Karma

        As Democratic Party insiders, pundits, and your high-school friend group debate whether Joe Biden should drop out of the presidential race, the conversation remains tightly focused on the question of his age and fitness. The Keep Joe camp argues that, with enough strong public appearances, the president can prove that he's still up for the job, and that his disastrous debate performance was an aberration. The Coronate Kamala camp, meanwhile, contends that Biden should step aside and hand the nomi...

      

      
        The Rebellion Against Biden Is Over
        David A. Graham

        The Democratic insurgency against Joe Biden's candidacy has ended--or at least, it's been driven underground.Since the president's disastrous performance in a debate nearly two weeks ago, the race has felt unstable, as though history were about to turn sharply. People who had stood by Biden suddenly got cold feet. Disturbing reports about his private struggles began to emerge. Elected Democrats and even a senior White House official (albeit anonymously) called for him to drop out, and donors said ...

      

      
        China's Self-Imposed Isolation
        Michael Schuman

        In late June, a Chinese man stabbed a woman from Japan and her child at a bus stop for a Japanese school in the eastern city of Suzhou. Two weeks earlier, four foreign teachers from a U.S. college were attacked by a knife-wielding local as they strolled through a park in the northeastern town of Jilin. In a country where violence against foreigners has been practically unheard-of in recent years, the assaults have led to some uncomfortable soul-searching among a shocked Chinese public.Are hard ec...

      

      
        Iran's Supreme Leader Is Worried
        Arash Azizi

        Iran has taken a turn that hardly anyone could have seen coming a few short months ago. For years, Iran's reformist faction has languished in the political wilderness, banished there by hard-liners more aligned with Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and by a disillusioned electorate convinced that its votes did not matter. Few imagined this year that the reformists were about to make a comeback and elect a president for the first time since 2001. Yet on July 5, this is precisely what happened...

      

      
        What Gardens of the Future Should Look Like
        Naomi Huffman

        On a Sunday afternoon in May, the Elizabeth Street Garden, a serene public park wedged between Manhattan's SoHo and Little Italy neighborhoods, was filled with people undeterred by the gray sky and spitting rain. Visitors sat at tables among fuchsia azaleas and yellow irises, and in the shade of loping old trees, talking, eating pizza, and drinking iced coffee. A painter faced an easel at the back of the garden and composed a watercolor.As with most public green spaces in New York City, it is rem...

      

      
        Why NATO Still Exists
        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.America is hosting the NATO summit this week. Russia's bombing of a children's hospital should remind every member that the Atlantic Alliance must do more for Ukraine.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	The problem with coronating Kamala Harris
	The new age of endless parenting
	Good o...

      

      
        Democrats Need to Be More French
        Thomas Chatterton Williams

        For the past month, up until Sunday's parliamentary election, most French voters had been dreading the predicted victory of the far-right National Rally party. But then--in stark contrast to Americans who claim to be alarmed by the return of Donald Trump--they actually did something to prevent it.Emmanuel Macron had called for the snap elections on June 9. It was an impulsive, even hubristic decision by France's centrist president--an attempt to undermine Marine Le Pen's right-wing party, which had ...

      

      
        The Running of the Bulls 2024
        Alan Taylor

        The annual nine-day Fiesta de San Fermin began in Pamplona, Spain, last week. The festival, including the famous running of the bulls, attracts thousands of visitors every year. The fiesta kicks off as massive crowds await the chupinazo in Pamplona's town square, followed by a carnival, fireworks, the running of the bulls, and many bullfights. Gathered here are images from some of the first runs this year.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.

      

      
        The New Age of Endless Parenting
        Faith Hill

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.If you were a college student in America a few decades back, chances are you engaged in a semi-regular ritual: You'd trudge to the nearest campus payphone, drop in some coins, and call your parents. That image kept cropping up as I reported this story. Susan Matt, a Weber State University historian, recalled walking to the student-lounge phone once a week; even if she'd had the pocket money, her parents would...

      

      
        The Worst Argument in Favor of Keeping Joe Biden
        Conor Friedersdorf

        As Democrats debate whether to replace President Joe Biden, an ill-conceived argument for retaining him as the nominee is alarmingly common.Its premise is that Biden has earned voters' loyalty--as if the question that confronts Americans is what we owe an individual politician rather than what's best for the country. No matter how one feels about Biden, that premise is deeply flawed.Vice President Kamala Harris put it this way last week: "President Joe Biden has devoted his life to fighting for th...

      

      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



We Still Don't Know What to Do With the Endless Stream of Trump Lies

It's not just that he's making things up, but that he's distracting us from very real, very consequential problems.

by David A. Graham




Did you hear how Donald Trump didn't know about the most important U.S. defense alliance before he became president? Don't take it from me. Take it from the man himself.

"I didn't even know what the hell NATO was too much before, but it didn't take me long to figure it out, like about two minutes," he said Tuesday at a rally in Florida. "And the first thing I figured out was they weren't paying. We were paying. We were paying almost fully for NATO. And I said, 'That's unfair.'"

It's a good story, and it's totally false. Trump has been complaining that other NATO members aren't paying their rightful share for nearly four decades. "I've always felt that NATO and West Germany--I mean, we have all those troops over there; I feel that they should pay their way," he told CNN's Larry King in 1987. "If you look at the payments that we're making to NATO, they're totally disproportionate with everybody else's." In a series of videos around the 2011 U.S. intervention in Libya, he repeatedly discussed American funding for NATO. In March 2016, he told CNN's Wolf Blitzer, "It's costing us too much money, and frankly, they have to put up more money."

David A. Graham: What Trump did in Osaka was worse than lying

I could go on, but what's the point? As I wrote back in 2019, Trump is a master of what the philosopher Harry Frankfurt called "bullshit." As a technical term, this is speech that might be false, but deception isn't the main point. The bullshitter "does not care whether the things he says describe reality correctly. He just picks them out, or makes them up, to suit his purpose."

The stream of bullshit, in the Frankfurtian sense, remains one of Trump's most potent tools. On the one hand, reporters can't quote Trump's false comments without caveat; on the other hand, the time spent debunking statements that were never designed to be true anyway distracts from important, fact-based conversations about actual problems. The issue with his NATO remarks is not that the anecdote is false; it's that he is undermining America's key alliance at a time when Russia is fighting a brutal war of annexation in Ukraine and threatening other European states, and Trump is, by his own account, happy to tell the Kremlin to go ahead.

Any Trump appearance has more in common with a comedy set than with a typical political speech. As in a comedy routine, listeners don't necessarily expect everything he says to be strictly true. Hasan Minhaj learned that a comic can get into trouble when his fans believe that he is strictly telling the truth and he is not, but Trump's fans are not so fastidious about facts. They are taking him seriously, not literally.

"People were destroyed with the inflation," Trump said at another moment in his Florida rally. "I don't even order bacon anymore. Bacon's gone up like five--I said, 'It's too expensive; I don't want it.' I don't want it. No, it's gone up many times, right?"

Read: Taking Trump seriously, not literally

Well, no. The price of bacon is up about 17 percent since Joe Biden took office. That's actually less than the overall rate of inflation; pork producers are concerned about a glut of pig meat. Maybe Trump just picked a random food item, but in any case, the story serves to illustrate an attack on Biden's handling of the economy. No one outside the pork industry cares a great deal whether the details are right, but the crowds listening to Trump do care about inflation. And those crowds are large. By his account, tens of thousands of people attended. By independent accounts, the number was just in the thousands. Does it matter?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/trump-lies-nato-alliance/678968/?utm_source=feed
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Yes, <em>Longlegs </em>Is That Scary

The freaky new film, centered on a movie monster for the ages, is impressively eerie stuff.

by David Sims




To learn about someone's taste in horror movies, I pose a simple question: Do you seek rules, or vibes? When Freddy Krueger is attacking teenagers in their dreams, are you interested in knowing the specifics of how he's doing that--or do you want to give yourself over to unknowable terror? Italian giallo movies tend to joyfully--and sometimes incoherently--dispense with plot detail, whereas many American slasher films are often laser-focused on the motivations and methods of their deadly protagonists.

I'm painting with a broad brush here, but I was especially struck by the rules-versus-vibes dichotomy when watching Longlegs, a freaky new piece of horror from the director Osgood Perkins. Perkins, a son of the legendary actor Anthony Perkins (best known for playing Norman Bates in Psycho), has made a chain of interesting small-budget efforts over the past decade, including the boarding-school thriller The Blackcoat's Daughter and the fantasy film Gretel & Hansel. But Longlegs is being positioned as a breakthrough by its distributor, Neon, which has rolled out a slick marketing campaign centered on the film's abstract, frightening imagery--an approach that helped past arthouse-horror hits like The Babadook and The Witch.

Though Longlegs has plenty of atmospheric scares, it never descends into total surreality, instead charting a path right between vibes and rules. It's The Silence of the Lambs meets Hereditary, a tale of a serial killer who is being tracked by the FBI that weaves in some satanic panic and inexplicable psychic power. Its lead character, Agent Lee Harker (played by Maika Monroe), is a steely and sensible young fed, formed in the Clarice Starling mold. Yet what intrigues the bureau most about Lee is not her competency, but the fact that she seems to inherently know where to look for terrible things.

The film opens with a tense set piece demonstrating Lee's strange aptitude, which pushes the FBI to assign her to Agent Carter (Blair Underwood). Carter is on the trail of a serial killer known only as "Longlegs," a mysterious figure who, without ever being present at the crime scenes, seems to influence families into committing ghastly murder-suicides, instead leaving behind cryptic notes in Zodiac-style code. Much of the film is set in this reliably unsettling world: feds in suits grimly analyzing evidence, detachedly flipping through gory murder photos, and ignoring their home lives as they try to get inside the killer's mind.

But from minute one, Perkins hints that there's more to Lee's psychic abilities, and that she might have a connection to Longlegs going all the way back to her childhood. Perkins isolates her in the frame as often as possible, driving home what a lonely and curious creature she is, while emphasizing the sense of risk encroaching on all sides. Lee lives by herself in the woods in a cabin where it's easy to imagine intruders; outside the bureau, her only other human contact is with her mother, Ruth (Alicia Witt), who speaks in cloying non sequiturs and repeatedly asks if Lee's been saying her prayers.

All of this is impressively scary stuff. Perkins builds out the atmosphere and aesthetics perfectly, pushing the viewer into Lee's nervy mindset and making her work feel oppressive. As Perkins dials up the paranoia, though, he also pushes the actual investigation forward--and the more "facts" that come into view, the more audiences might lose their grasp on Longlegs. The details of how these nasty things are happening is harder to wrap one's head around, but most important, Perkins eventually has to deliver on the anticipation for Longlegs himself, played by Nicolas Cage.

Read: What Nicholas Cage understands about being a movie star

Though Cage's name is all over the film's advertising, his image is not; Perkins and Neon have wisely created a real air of suspense around what exactly the Oscar winner is up to as the title character. If you know anything about Cage, the answer might not surprise you: He is doing a whole lot. I won't go into too much detail, but the character is broad, theatrical, and visually striking, a swing at creating a memorable modern movie monster that depends entirely on how you feel about Cage cranking the hysterics up one hundred percent.

What I appreciated about the third-act twists, as Lee digs into her affiliation with Longlegs and his modus operandi grows clearer, is how goofy they are: a burst of vaudevillian glitter thrown onto an otherwise moody, arty work of terrifying tonal control. The sharpness of that swerve may not work for everyone, nor will the shift from pure ambience into a bizarre effort to explain everything. But rather than dumping a bunch of inexplicably spooky stuff into the audience's lap, Perkins presents a perspective that strikes me as deeply personal; without spoiling things, there is a meaningful explanation for everything that's going on. Less is left to the imagination, but it becomes obvious this is horror storytelling that has concrete, emotional inspirations, and is worthy of all the hype.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/07/longlegs-review/678966/?utm_source=feed
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A Crisis for Democrats

Can the party replace Joe Biden? Should it?

by Kevin Townsend




Was anyone in America excited for a rematch of Trump versus Biden? Two unpopular and aging figures repeating the bruising 2020 race? Both entered with historic flaws: Donald Trump as the first convicted felon to run for a major party, and Joe Biden as already the oldest president when he first took office.

But while the Republican Party has remade itself ever more as the party of Trump, Democrats are now openly discussing whether they should renominate the incumbent president.

After his disastrous debate performance in June, Biden faced calls from Democratic lawmakers and power brokers to step aside. But with the president firmly committed to staying in the contest, what recourse does the party have? How would the Democratic Party replace the presumptive nominee? Would such an extreme step be possible? And would it ultimately help against Trump?

On this week's episode of Radio Atlantic, contributing writer and guest host Adam Harris is joined by staff writers Mark Leibovich and Elaine Godfrey to discuss. The political reporters examine the bind that the party is in and what options, if any, it might have.

Listen to their conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Hey. This is Hanna Rosin, and I'm here in the studio today with Adam Harris. Hi, Adam.

Adam Harris: Hey. How are you?

Rosin: Good. Adam is a contributing writer at The Atlantic, and the last time you were in this studio was when we were talking about the Supreme Court and affirmative action.

Harris: Yes. Race-conscious admissions.

Rosin: Yes. It was such a long time ago, and yet that is our new reality.

Harris: It really is. So much has changed in the last year.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, I feel like so many things have become our new reality. That's the state of the world. It's like, it's like, Oh, abortion. That's our new reality. Race-conscious admissions: gone. That's our new reality. It's just like we keep ratcheting them up one at a time.

Harris: Absolutely. There's always something new.

Rosin: Yeah. Anyway, so, Adam, you write about a lot of different things, primarily education. You're writing a book.

Harris: I am.

Rosin: But this month, you're doing me a favor: You're going to guest host this show, which I'm very excited about.

Harris: Yes. I'll be guest hosting the next couple of episodes off and on, and I'm really excited.

Rosin: Good. Good.

Harris: We should tell people why you're gonna be stepping away for a bit.

Rosin: Yes. That's a good idea. I am spending the next few weeks working on a big project for The Atlantic. It's an audio project. It'll come out in September.

Harris: I can't wait to hear that.

Rosin: Thanks. So Adam, I'm turning it over to you. So what's your first episode? What do you got for us?

Harris: So this week we're going to be talking about politics, the debate performance from President Biden, the state of the race, and where we go from here with Mark Leibovich and Elaine Godfrey.

Rosin: Excellent. There is nothing else to talk about pretty much.

[Music]

Harris: This race between Trump and Biden is one between two historically flawed candidates. One is a convicted felon, facing multiple prosecutions, some about his attempts to steal the prior election. The other candidate is already the oldest president in history, and after a disastrous debate performance, calls for him to step aside have grown within the Democratic Party.

I'm Adam Harris. This is Radio Atlantic, and with me to help us understand the state of the race are staff writers Mark Leibovich and Elaine Godfrey.

Hi, Mark.

Mark Leibovich: Hi, Adam.

Harris: Hi, Elaine.

Elaine Godfrey: Hi, Adam.

Harris: We won't exclusively talk about Biden, but his age is on everyone's mind now. It's been no secret that he is 81 years old. So, Mark, what do you make of the crisis Democrats are going through right now?

Leibovich: Yeah, I mean, if it was a secret that he was 81 years old, you know, I think the debate kind of put that to rest. He is certainly 81 years old and, I think worse: He kind of seems to be acting like someone who has lost some of his capabilities and is not as sharp as he once was.

Look, I think age has been the biggest issue for Biden, the most vulnerable part of his campaign from the start. This puts it all up to 11, and I don't think in the last couple of weeks much doubt has been eased around how Biden has proceeded, what he has said, and so forth. Also the president's handling of it, frankly, which has basically been to continue to be bunkered, has only exacerbated it.

So I think it's an extremely deep hole. Clearly the Democrats are divided. I think the fact that Donald Trump has managed to somehow remain disciplined and stay out of the news and not interrupt the Democrats' train wreck indicates how ecstatic they are about this whole thing. And however this is resolved, I think Democrats are going to be in a major hole if Joe Biden remains their nominee.

Harris: I guess we've known that he was going to be 81 for like this whole race, right? It was the sort of thing that was sitting in the background. Why did it take the debate for these conversations to come to the forefront?

Leibovich: Well, I mean, the conversations have been going on. They've just been going on quietly. And basically the answer that people close to the White House have been giving has been: Just get on board. Relax. Calm down. We got this. And he's going to be there like he was in 2020. He will deliver.

I think what the debate exposed was how bad he's actually been. And when you start from a position of really bunkering a president and really, you know, not giving many interviews at all, having very few opportunities to see him in an unscripted setting, something like that hits even harder.

Harris: And, Elaine, now that this is sort of out in the open, what do we know about the calls to replace the president? How real are those paths to actually replacing him?

Godfrey: Well, like Mark said, it's extremely mixed. You know, you have Kamala Harris. She came out right after the debate to emphasize support for Biden. Most top Democrats have stuck to this line that he had a tough night, but you can't judge him on just one night.

However, as the days and weeks have gone on now, we have a few House Democrats, in particular, who are speaking out and saying, Actually, maybe we do need a different nominee.

I think on the Senate side, it's been a little more tight-lipped. Senator Mark Warner of Virginia had reportedly scheduled this meeting to air his concerns, but that meeting was, I guess, canceled because they were worried about leaks.

He issued a statement recently that he changed his tune and said, you know, We've gotten this far. Let's back Biden, basically. So it's definitely mixed. But under the surface, there are all these rumblings that feel like the dam is about to burst, but it's felt that way for two weeks, I would say.

Harris: Yeah, and we've seen people, like Senator Patty Murray, who have said, you know, He has to show us that he still has what it takes to be the candidate on the ticket.

What would showing the American people actually look like for those people who were sort of on the fence about him continuing his candidacy?

Godfrey: Yeah, I think the president tried to show us by calling into Morning Joe earlier this week, which was a very Trumpian move, actually, to call into a show and talk to the hosts and sort of rant about it. But the thing about what Biden is doing right now is he is not making the case for Democrats, and for his platform to the American people, really talking about Trump much at all. He's sort of making an entirely defensive case about his own age and his own fitness and, I know I can do this. I want this.

It's very I, I, I, and I think that has turned off a lot of people, at least a lot of people that I talked to. They've said, Okay, but what about Trump? What about us? You know, in this interview he gave on ABC with George Stephanopoulos, George asked him, How will you feel if, at the end of all this, you lose? And Biden said, Well, I'll know that I gave it my all. I did my best. And when you're a candidate who's saying that democracy hinges on this election, that cannot be your answer, and I think that voters are really disappointed about that.

Harris: And, Mark, you mentioned that he's been sort of bunkered down and kind of does these scripted events. If you're going out, and you're doing the big rallies, and you're doing calls into Morning Joe, has he really been that bunkered down?

Leibovich: Yeah, I mean, I think if in, say, the four or five days after the debate, if he had basically just gone out and done a kind of free-flowing give-and-take with the media in his own White House briefing room, a few times a week, half hour each day, done a bunch of interviews--I mean, the Morning Joe thing should be a bare minimum. But that's like almost two weeks in they say, Hey, look. I just did a rally. But I mean, guys like Joe Biden can do a rally and read from a teleprompter pretty much in his sleep.

And, it looks like his strategy has just been to run out the clock. It's like, Okay, I'm going to give you the Stephanopoulos interview a week from the debate. That'll reassure everyone. It'll reassure no one. And then we're going to have this NATO press conference. And so that's another week.

So, you know, it looks like they are just kind of playing with their food and hope that, you know, in the next few days--and it could come to pass--Donald Trump reclaimed center stage with his running mate, with a Republican convention, and this argument will recede into a level of resignation that is just more sleepwalking into what looks like a very likely disaster for Democrats, Joe Biden, and the country.

Harris: What are the actual chances that he steps aside?

Leibovich: I mean, that's been kind of the big question. I mean, I think in some ways, if you put it to a vote of Democrats in Congress, Democrats in the Senate, Democrats in general, he'd have a tough time winning that vote. If you put it to a vote of all voting Americans, he'd be swamped.

The fact is that Biden has all the power here. I mean, it's basically his decision. And he controls not only the decision but also the clock. And every day that passes where he is not saying, Okay, that's enough, you know, I would say it's a monumentally selfish and reckless and irresponsible decision, but Democrats are stuck with him.

Harris: This seemed like a race that we sort of knew what the script was, we knew who the candidates were. We've known that for a long time. And this, actually, feels like a legitimate monkey wrench in the campaign. Trump, of course, was a bit ahead of Biden in the polls before the debate. What does that sort of look like now?

Godfrey: Yeah. So Trump was already ahead of Biden. Democrats were already really nervous, freaking out. That is the reason that the debate has sent everyone into overdrive.

I think what we can say about the polls two weeks after the debate is that they're not fundamentally different. But Trump has gained a couple of points basically everywhere we look--nationally and in swing states. But so far, we're still seeing Biden with a bit of a lead in Wisconsin and Michigan. But the other swing states are either toss ups or Trump is winning them by a significant amount.

Pennsylvania, for example: Trump, I think, is up by six or seven points, according to several polls. But again, these are polls. It's hard to say. It's a snapshot in time. And Joe Biden doesn't have to win that many swing states to win this election. He needs to win the blue-wall states: Michigan, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania. So I wouldn't say that things have changed significantly.

What has changed is, as Mark was saying, many, many more voters are uncomfortable with Biden as the nominee. They think he's too old. They think he's unfit. However the question is phrased, something like 75 percent of voters, according to most polls, do not think this should be the Democratic nominee.

And I think that in the coming days, I mean, if I was Biden and Biden's team, I'd be looking at the head-to-head polls that show Kamala Harris tying Trump in a head-to-head or beating him. I'd be thinking about that, I think, if I was Team Biden.

Harris: Mark, you mentioned earlier that this has been sort of unlike anything that you've covered. You've covered several elections. So what has been going through your mind over the past couple of weeks as you've reported on this?

Leibovich: I think it's been pretty depressing, actually.

I mean, I guess I have a horse in this, in that, you know, I've written the story for a while that I think Biden's too old. But I also think it would be just unbelievably healthy for the country, the party, but also for the cause of winning to get on with the future. I mean, I think the idea, whether it's Kamala Harris or Newsom or Whitmer or whoever, of just some kind of change that just takes the exhaustion of this gerontocracy off the table--the question of Biden's age, just the exhaustion factor around Biden--is itself just kind of psychically invigorating. I mean, Harris obviously has some baggage going in. She's not terribly popular, hasn't been. But if you look at polls, she's actually kind of outperforming Biden a little bit.

I mean, basically what these two weeks and the historic nature of this comes down to is something pretty basic, which is the known versus the unknown. The unknown is, obviously, potentially very exciting but also very scary. The known is Joe Biden, and it looks very likely to be a recipe for defeat and, possibly, a really bad defeat, and then everything that would follow on that.

So, it's depressing, I guess, as someone who has always kind of been depressed by the kind of lemming-like mentality around politics in general. Whether it's Republicans falling into line behind Donald Trump and now Democrats, you know, maybe falling into line behind someone that they clearly know is not fit to be president, or most of them know isn't fit to be president beyond January 20, 2025, is itself dispiriting.

But I think what's fascinating about the story is just that you see the dynamic forces playing out, and actually kind of creeping out in a debate happening about the future that has, frankly, been overdue for a number of years and kind of put on hold because of the unique threat of Donald Trump.

But, you know, to some degree, I think, it was cast in very sharp relief after the debate. The Democrats actually had some time. That was June. We're now well into July. And there's a very good possibility that nothing will change, which itself is depressing.

Harris: Yeah.

Godfrey: Yeah, technically, the Democratic delegates are not legally bound to vote for Biden. They're sort of morally bound at the convention. They made a commitment to their party. They were elected to do this thing.

But they could, in theory, vote for Kamala Harris. That is extremely unlikely though, getting all of these, you know, 4,000 people together to get on the same page here. I mean, I don't know any other sort of scenario that would replace Biden unless he just steps down.

Now, if Biden were to be chosen, be nominated at the convention, and then either step down or, God forbid, die before the election in November, there's actually a process in place where the DNC, the national committee, could choose his replacement. So Jaime Harrison would suddenly become very powerful.

Leibovich: Oh, that's interesting. So basically the Democratic National Convention is not the end game here.

Godfrey: It is not the end game. So if he were to be nominated and then step down, the natural pick, I think, would again be Kamala Harris. I think that would sort of have to be the case.

Leibovich: So I guess that mechanism does exist out there.

Godfrey: Yes, it exists. Has it ever happened before? No. There's not really a road map.

Leibovich: And then there's also ballots. Because presumably there'll be a "Biden-Harris" on the ballot by that point. It's a mess no matter how you look at it.

Harris: So yeah, it would effectively put us in uncharted waters.

Godfrey: Yeah, it doesn't really feel like there's time to make a different choice now. Like, it feels like there is only one option and that option is: Democrats go with this nominee, and all of these concerns just sort of have to be bottled back up, you know.

And I've talked to voters about this, or I should say delegates. I was interviewing DNC delegates about this prospect, and they talked a lot about the known versus the unknown, and most of them were saying, I'd prefer the unknown. Like, let's do something new and different and get excited about something.

On the other hand, I guess the known is: You know how Republicans and Trump will come for Biden if he's the nominee. You know the baggage. You know going in. But is that the best we can do in our politics?

Leibovich: Beyond the frustration with Biden and clearly the alarm that the debate set off, I think there's a lot--an increasing amount--of anger at him. I mean, I think he's acting in a very reckless, hubristic, and kind of pigheaded way.

And as Elaine noted earlier, that response to Stephanopoulos about, As long as I give it the old college try--Adam Schiff actually mocked that on Meet the Press on Sunday--to me, that was one of the most appalling answers he could have possibly given. And it's the essence of putting oneself ahead of the country. And that was essentially what Democrats were running against in the worst possible way.

Harris: All right, well, we aren't just going to talk about Joe Biden. After all, Donald Trump is a deeply concerning candidate as well, albeit for very different reasons. So, after the break, we will talk about Trump, the coming Republican National Convention, and what the Supreme Court win would mean for a second Trump term. We'll be back in a moment.

[Music]

Harris: All right. So, Mark, everyone focused on Biden after the debate. What did you make of what Trump did in the debate and how his campaign is sort of shaped up?

Leibovich: Yeah, I mean, I think what's perhaps also chilling about this whole period since the debate has been that Donald Trump has largely stayed out of the way, which is not usually his instinct on this. It seems like he's probably delayed announcing his running mate just to sort of maximize Biden and Democrats being the story.

I mean, essentially for the last several months, one of the articles of faith around this race is if the focus is on Donald Trump, that's great for Biden; if the focus is on Joe Biden and his age and inflation or whatever, that's great for Donald Trump. Donald Trump has either wised up to this or has people around him to guide him in this way. But clearly, I mean, every day that this story goes on is a huge win for Donald Trump, and it's sort of Politics 101 that you don't want to interrupt the other side when they're in the middle of their car crash.

Harris: As you mentioned, it's been a really good stretch of weeks for Trump's campaign. Last week, the Supreme Court ruled that Trump has some immunity from prosecution. What does that ruling mean for the cases against him right now and for what he might be able to do in the second term?

Leibovich: I mean, unclear, but very scary. I'm not a Supreme Court or legal expert by any means, but it does seem like, first of all, a lot of people, when this question came down several months ago, thought it was a no-brainer: They were just going to dismiss this quickly. Maybe the delay in Trump's legal team sort of going to the Supreme Court will help him put off the Jack Smith cases until after the election.

But now, I mean, I think the court has gone even further and not only, almost certainly, ensured that there's going to be no other court cases going on between now and the election for Donald Trump but also that he could actually enjoy an even greater level of immunity, unaccountability to do basically what he pleases.

I mean, that's a level of indulgence he enjoys already in the Republican Party, certainly. He won't be bound by needing to seek a second term. He won't be bound by a House and Senate that has grown-ups in it, a White House that has grown-ups in it. I mean, none of those quasi-safeguards that were in place during his first term would exist now.

So yeah, it just added to the level of potential catastrophe that could be in store and why it's so important that Democrats get their act together.

Harris: Elaine, next week, the Republican National Convention starts in Milwaukee. We've talked about the Democrats replacing Biden but, especially after January 6, Trump was the candidate people didn't really expect to be nominated again.

What do you make of the journey that the Republicans have been on over the last four years that we've arrived back at this point where the former president is now the Republican candidate for the presidency?

Godfrey: Yeah, I think the journey since January 6 has been a slow--and then suddenly very fast--entire party embracing Trump and Trumpism.

I think after January 6, maybe there were a couple of months, maybe weeks, where we thought, Okay, that's kind of it for Trump. And that clearly is not the case and was not the case. And since then, I mean, it's really been Trump's party, despite the fact that Trump's candidates in 2022 lost broadly. He has not had a super-great track record as an endorser of candidates.

Since then, Lara Trump was chosen by Trump to lead the RNC with Michael Whatley, the former North Carolina GOP chair. It's actually a bigger deal than people maybe think. Someone leading the Republican National Committee is a member of the Trump family, not just an ally of Trump's. Trump is also not even the incumbent president, and he got to choose that person, right? So that shows you how much of a leader in the party he is right now.

I mean, there is virtually no room in the party now--no room in the party's organizational apparatus, fundraising apparatus--to oppose Donald Trump. That just isn't a thing anymore. It's not really a possibility.

Trump nominated Mike Pence to be his VP in 2016. That was a real move to help appease the evangelicals who were suspicious of Trump. Now here's Trump out there saying, you know, Let's leave abortion laws to the states. Evangelicals haven't left him. They're mad, but they're still voting for him in the primary. They're still going to be defending him.

The RNC's new, proposed platform says virtually nothing about abortion. It says, you know, We oppose late-term abortion, however they define that. But it says nothing that they removed any mention of federal abortion laws--supporting federal abortion laws--a human-life amendment added to the Constitution. Those things had long been in the Republican platform. At Trump's urging, they changed that. It's just such a good example of the power that he has over this party now.

Harris: What are the big moments that could change the race over these next couple of months?

Leibovich: I think the Republican convention itself is important in that if Republicans go out and are overconfident and are talking in a kind of unhinged way, thinking that they can basically say whatever they want and they're still going to cruise to victory, it could have a serious backlash effect that hurts them.

I remember in 1992--yes, I am a little older--George Herbert Walker Bush was a fairly struggling incumbent president, yet they were still pretty confident of reelection because incumbents almost always win. And Pat Buchanan comes out. He had primaried Bush, and he gave this really, really right-wing, rabble-rousing speech. It was really out there, and it really wound up hurting Republicans. So I think, in this moment, in their confidence, they could perhaps overreach a little bit in Milwaukee.

Then you have the Democratic convention. Can Democrats, if Biden sticks around, rally around him in a way that's somewhat convincing and even persuade people who have real doubts about him, which will be a lot of people? Obviously, his acceptance speech is going to do that.

You know, there's a lot of uncertainty about what could happen. I mean, Trump is always going to make news. The question is: Is some of the news going to be even more toxic to the swing voters that he already has a hard time reaching? Obviously then the next debate: That's, I think, the biggie. Expectations will be low for Biden. You know, he just can't have a repeat of what happened a few weeks ago, and I think that's pretty much it.

Godfrey: Glomming on to that, I think Trump does have a problem, which is that a lot of his base doesn't often turn out in a general election. That's something that they had been worried about before the debate. They're sounding a lot less worried now but, like Mark said, you don't want to be overconfident in a race like this. They have a turnout problem too. A lot of Trump voters are low-propensity voters.

Leibovich: I would point out one thing though, which is that: Yes, Republicans have had a turnout problem. Certainly it was in special elections. But when Trump is actually on the ballot, and it's only been twice, his voters have turned out. I mean, he won in 2016, and he really overachieved in 2020.

And that election was not supposed to be as close. I mean, Biden was up five, six points in a lot of the late polls. He wound up winning by considerably less. We know how close it all was. And also, they overperformed the House and also the Senate a little bit because they had those voters coming out. So yes, they wound up losing that election, but that was in some ways a beating-expectations election for Republicans.

And, obviously, Trump will be on the ballot in November for Republicans.

Harris: So as we move towards the election, what should people be looking out for over the next couple of months?

Godfrey: If I'm Biden, I'm approaching November with, like, this renewed sense of focus. Like, I need to do as many events as possible that are unscripted. I think that's going to be really hard for him to do. I think he's not good at unscripted events, but: That's what I'm doing. I'm scheduling press conferences, meet and greets. I'm doing as much of that as possible.

And it'll be really interesting to see if we end up having another debate. After the June debate, pundits were like, Well, there goes the second debate. Definitely not doing that. I don't know if Biden can not do that if he's the nominee. I don't know if he can say, Never mind. I did so bad last time. I'm not doing it now. Like, I just think that would be a bad look.

I'll also be watching, like--you know, we have Trump's VP pick coming up. I don't think it's going to make a huge difference politically at all. But I guess it could, and it'll just be an interesting new sort of addition to the race, I guess. If anything, it will give reporters something new to write about.

Leibovich: Seeing how, obviously, Biden gets out of this mess because he's a weak candidate, and I think the question is: Can he transform himself? Which seems quite unlikely at this stage. But maybe he can surprise people by actually pulling off a series of unscripted give-and-take, impressive events--and again, not scripted, not telepromptered, not the set-piece, receiving-line kinds of things that Joe Biden has been doing since he was basically in kindergarten. So I would say that.

But Democrats have a very weak hand with him. It's like: Okay, he might not be fit, but the other guy is worse. And I think there's a fundamental fact here, which is that the anti-Trump coalition in this country is far bigger than the pro-Biden coalition.

And if Democrats are unable, and Biden is unable to see that a person carrying the mantle for a very unpopular incumbent--getting more so--is a good idea, I mean, I think that's kind of their own fault. And they're kind of walking the rest of us into this.

But, you know, look: You could not have a more winnable race and a more beatable opponent in this day and age than Donald Trump, and yet he could win anyway. He looks likely to win anyway, and it might not even be close.

So again, I hope I'm wrong. I don't think I am, but I really hope I'm wrong.

Harris: Well, Mark, Elaine, a lot of uncertainty now for a race that has felt like it has had few surprises. So thank you so much for talking with me today.

Leibovich: Thanks, Adam.

Godfrey: Thanks, Adam.

[Music]

Leibovich: And we're all gonna die. (Laughs.)

Godfrey: Mark's a real downer in that conversation. (Laughs.)

Harris: All morbid today.

Leibovich: David Downer over here.

[Music]

Harris: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Sara Krolewski. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. Hanna Rosin is the host of Radio Atlantic, and she'll be back in a matter of weeks. In the meantime, I'm Adam Harris and thank you for listening.
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Democrats Turn to Their Deputy Leader

Even if Kamala Harris remains Joe Biden's running mate and does not become the nominee, Democrats are realizing they need to improve her image.

by Ronald Brownstein




Influential Democrats see an urgent need to bolster Vice President Kamala Harris's position with the public, whether or not President Joe Biden withdraws from the presidential contest. If Biden leaves the race, which appears less likely as he digs in against his Democratic critics, Harris would immediately become the party's most probable nominee. But even if Biden remains on the ticket, the widespread concern among voters about his ability to perform the job for another four years will increase scrutiny of Harris's own fitness for the presidency.

Amid those concerns, the liberal advocacy group Way to Win is formulating what it calls a comprehensive "surround-sound" effort to boost Harris's profile with voters, according to plans shared exclusively with The Atlantic. Way to Win, which focuses on electing candidates of color, is planning an extensive campaign on social media and through paid advertising to enhance her public image.

"The reality is Kamala was tapped by Biden as his partner on the ticket and a new standard-bearer for the party, and her role as the VP on the current ticket is more critical than ever, so investing in her is a no-brainer," the group writes in a new strategy memo.

Way to Win has channeled more than $300 million to liberal groups and candidates since its founding in 2018, and has also emerged as an important source of ideas for Democrats (for instance, encouraging the party to center its 2022 campaign on Republican threats to Americans' freedoms). The group's plan reflects a wider belief among Democrats that Harris will loom large in the race whatever Biden decides. As the party tries to dig out of the hole that Biden deepened with his dire debate performance, they are belatedly growing more aware of the need to buttress the vice president's public standing.

Research by several different Democratic groups has found that even after three and a half years in office, Harris largely remains a blank slate for voters. Mike Lux, an independent Democratic media consultant, is leading a major study of the party's decline in blue-collar factory towns across the Rust Belt. "In the counties that we study, she is more of a cipher," he told me. "People don't know her. They don't know what she stands for." He's found that people vaguely know she's from California but have forgotten she was the state's attorney general. "They don't know what her big issues are," he said, "other than abortion rights."

"Message and messenger are inextricably linked," Dan Pfeiffer, the White House communications director for Barack Obama, told me. "She will have to rapidly define herself before the Republicans define her."

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

Partly as a result of Harris's ill-defined profile, popular attitudes toward her closely track those of Biden. In a recent national CNN poll, voters with an unfavorable view of Harris outnumbered those who viewed her positively by 20 percentage points--about the same dismal result as Biden's own 24-point deficit. "They are very merged in their image," one Democratic pollster told me glumly. "People don't think he's got anything done; people don't think she's got anything done." (Like most of the dozen senior party strategists I spoke with for this article, this Democrat asked to remain anonymous in order to talk candidly.)

Research conducted earlier this year by EMILY's List, a group dedicated to electing Democratic women, and post-debate polling released Tuesday by Way to Win both found that the best way to improve Harris's image would be to emphasize her role in defending abortion rights.

Since the six GOP-appointed Supreme Court justices overturned the constitutional right to abortion in the 2022 Dobbs decision, Harris has led the administration's condemnation of that ruling and the restrictions it triggered in a succession of red states. That turn of events provided Harris with a more clearly defined role in the White House after an unsteady first two years that included a shaky spell as the administration's "border czar."

"Prior to Dobbs," Jamal Simmons, who was Harris's communications director in that period, told me, "our office struggled to narrow down the number of issues we focused on. After Dobbs, there was no question about what the issue priority was."

From the first days after the decision, Harris linked abortion access to other civil-liberties rollbacks in red states, including on LGBTQ rights, book bans, and voting rights (another issue she had taken up for the administration). As Republican lawmakers passed new restrictions, Harris became the White House's first responder, who rushed to those states to advocate against the rollbacks.

The result is that Harris has now spent two years honing what may be the most important argument Democrats can make in 2024. Polls invariably show that significantly more Americans trust Donald Trump than Biden, or Democrats generally, to handle the economy and inflation. Although Democrats can hope to narrow that daunting gap, it's simply too large to eliminate by Election Day.

To win, therefore, the party's presidential ticket will need to persuade millions of voters who believe that Trump is better for their bottom line to vote against him anyway. Democrats' best chance of achieving that is to portray Trump and the GOP as a threat not only to democracy but also to Americans' civil rights and liberties. The party saw how potent that argument could be in the 2022 midterm election.

Biden has been full-throated in his denunciations of Trump as a threat to democracy. But as a Catholic from a heavily blue-collar state, the president has always seemed hesitant about pressing the case for abortion rights. He is also an institutionalist, who has spent more than half a century in Washington, and this tends to inhibit his criticism of the Supreme Court--as last week showed when he focused far more on Trump than on the Court in condemning its ruling on presidential immunity. Many Democrats believed that Harris framed the issues with much greater energy and clarity in a widely circulated video clip.

"Whatever happens on the ticket, she is a very effective communicator about what's at stake in terms of our freedoms, particularly the right to an abortion," Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, the chief strategy officer of Way to Win, told me. "And that is going to be a critical part of how we win, in part because it is how we are going to engage younger voters and voters of color who we know care a lot about that."

Simmons, the former communications director, says that the vice president's experience as a tough interrogator--both as a district attorney and as a senator during Supreme Court confirmation hearings--point toward her most valuable role in 2024. Voters notice Harris "when she is pushing and pressing and interrogating," Simmons told me, "and that's exactly what we need to do in this election against someone who is a 34-time convicted felon."

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

An open question, of course, is whether Harris delivers those arguments as the nominee or in her supporting role as vice president. If Biden's critics can persuade or pressure him to drop out, Democratic professionals believe that Harris is, by far, the most likely replacement. Although several leading Democrats--notably, the longtime strategist James Carville--have called for an open contest if Biden steps down, whether such a race would develop is far from clear.

Were Biden to withdraw without endorsing Harris, some of those I spoke with think that at least some credible alternatives would contest the nomination. A strategist working in one of the swing states told me that their advice to any Democrat with presidential ambitions would be to run now, rather than wait until 2028. "It's not going to be easy for somebody else," this person said, "but I think that the opportunity of going head-to-head with Kamala for delegates in some ways may be easier than going toe-to-toe with 10 people four years later."

But that was a minority view. Most strategists I spoke with this week are dubious that a top-tier alternative would challenge Harris, should Biden bow out. One reason is that, in such a circumstance, the Democratic nominee would be chosen at the national convention by delegates who currently are almost all pledged to Biden; that would give Harris, as his vice president, an intrinsic advantage (especially if he endorsed her).

More important, anyone seeking to deny the nomination to the first woman of color to serve as vice president could risk damaging their long-term position with women's groups and Black voters. Although several Black Democratic congressional leaders--prominent among them, Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina--have urged Biden to stay in the race, they have also indicated that they would back Harris if the president dropped out.

"It would be pretty difficult to explain to Black women, whom we always extol to be the backbone of our party, what the empirical evidence is for basically throwing her aside," another Democratic strategist told me. "Anybody who steps into the arena against her has to face that argument, and I think it's a pretty difficult case to make."

Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, considered by many the party's strongest potential replacement for Biden, has already declared that she will not run even if Biden withdraws. California Governor Gavin Newsom, the other most discussed alternative, is also highly unlikely to run, the people I spoke with believe--and Newsom himself said yesterday that he would not run against Harris were Biden to withdraw. Harris would be strongly favored against any remaining possible rival if Biden left the race.

Elaina Plott Calabro: The White House's Kamala Harris blunder

The Democrats still hoping that Biden drops out are clear-eyed about the risks in potentially replacing him with Harris. Some note that it would be naive to dismiss the inherent resistance that would confront a Black female presidential nominee. Memories of Harris's performance during her ineffectual bid for the 2020 nomination still haunt those uneasy about her leading the ticket now.

Some Democrats are especially fearful that she cannot hold enough working-class white voters to win the three former blue-wall states of the Rust Belt that now appear to be the party's only plausible path to 270 electoral votes: Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. Even if Harris recaptures some of the Black voters and young voters who have soured on Biden, "I don't think that makes up for the potential losses in the white working-class voter in Michigan," Adrian Hemond, a consultant advising Democrats in the state, told me.

Still, many Democrats who express such concerns nonetheless believe that shifting to Harris at least offers the opportunity to shuffle the deck, whereas sticking with Biden looks more and more like playing out a losing hand. At a comparatively young 59, she could focus attention on Trump's own age-related decline. In turn, she would have the opportunity to make a yet-younger vice-presidential pick, which could appeal to some voters turned off by the present choice.

Although it would be a gamble, some Democrats believe that Harris as nominee could galvanize the party by picking Whitmer and creating an all-female ticket, one that would also have roots in the must-win Rust Belt states. Simmons told me that this possible combination animated people he's spoken with more than any other option for a potential Harris-led ticket. The challenge Democrats face this year "isn't really about giving people a safe harbor as much as it is about exciting them to act," he said, and pairing Whitmer with Harris offers a better chance of that than "any other of them in the thinking."

None of these factors would erase Harris's real vulnerabilities or establish her as a favorite over Trump. Democrats widely expect Republicans at next week's national convention to echo the argument that Nikki Haley made during the GOP primaries: that a vote for Biden amounts to a vote to make Harris the president sometime before 2028. "Vote Joe Biden today; get Kamala Harris tomorrow," declared a Trump campaign ad that aired after last month's debate. Trump himself escalated his attacks on Harris at a Tuesday rally in Florida. More is sure to come.

Republicans believe that Harris's roots in San Francisco politics gives them the chance to define her as an extremist "woke" liberal. After her role as border czar, they are also eager to tie her to public discontent with the Biden administration's immigration record.

But to Democrats hoping to nudge out Biden, Harris's problems look more manageable at this point than his. In these internal party discussions, she is benefiting from the same concept that Biden likes to invoke: Compare me to the alternative, not to the Almighty. One progressive leader summed up the view of many I spoke with about the relative merits of Biden and Harris when he told me: "I think she's a less-bad bet."

Bill McInturff, a longtime Republican pollster, agreed. "If Biden is the nominee, the Democrats are going to face enthusiasm and turnout issues that will impact every Democrat on the ballot," he told me. "It is not that Harris is a strong candidate, but she at least is a different candidate with an unpredictable effect. This is the rare case where 'unpredictable' should be the preferred outcome for the Democratic Party."

Every Democrat I spoke with agreed that Harris now delivers the party's key messages on rights and values more cogently and crisply than Biden. Even if Harris simply remains his running mate, however, next week's Republican convention will create a severe test of her credibility with the Trump campaign's fresh focus on her as Biden's potential successor during a second term. And almost all of those Democrats agreed that Harris's greater fluency won't count for much if Republicans succeed in convincing voters that she is a San Francisco liberal who failed on the border.
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I Went to Death Valley to Experience 129 Degrees

Sweating through one of the hottest days in history

by Ross Andersen


The sun sets over California Highway 190 winding across Death Valley National Park on July 7, 2024. (ETIENNE LAURENT / AFP / Getty)



A large digital thermometer sits at the entrance to the gleaming mid-century-modern visitor center in Furnace Creek, California. When I arrived on Sunday afternoon, it was thronged with people with their phones out, taking pictures. A mood of anticipation hummed through the crowd. A few hours east of us, in Las Vegas, temperatures would rise to 120 degrees Fahrenheit, smashing that city's record by three degrees. But news reports suggested that here in the heart of Death Valley National Park, the high could reach 130, matching the hottest-ever day reliably measured on Earth. At 1 p.m., the big thermometer was already flipping back and forth between 126 and 127.

A ranger told us not to get excited, as the thermometer runs a degree or two hot. Our hopes were undimmed: There were still several hours to go before the day reached peak heat. In the meantime, a circus atmosphere was taking hold. I saw a man kneeling close to the ground, surrounded by a camera crew. I edged closer, thinking that he might have caught a scorpion or tarantula, and saw he had a frying pan instead. He was trying to cook a raw egg in the sun. When the clear and runny part turned white, he brayed at his doubters in triumph.

People stood together in clusters, wearing floppy hats and neckerchiefs. I heard lots of French and German, and a bit of Dutch. Over the years, I've run into many Europeans in the big western parks. Europe has no great desert, and as a consequence, its people have become great pilgrims of arid expanses: seekers of heat, space, and light. A trio of Germans took pictures of themselves pointing to the temperature. I, too, was a tourist, and I, too, had retained a childish enthusiasm for superlatives. I wanted to experience world-record heat, not as a number in a headline, but with my body. I'd heard that Death Valley's summers were becoming hotter, as they have been in many other places. I imagined my physical person as a kind of tuning fork for planetary change.

At 3:18 p.m., the slightly overactive thermometer ticked up to 130; I later saw that, according to the National Weather Service, the temperature was only 129. I was no stranger to the scorching feel of a desert in high summer. My dad lived amid the red rock of Southern Utah for more than a decade, and I visited him in all seasons. I was just there a few weeks ago when temperatures reached 113. But 129 hits different. When you emerge into that kind of heat from an air-conditioned space, you feel its intensity before the door even closes behind you. It sets upon you from above. It is as though a clingy gargoyle made of flame has landed atop your head and neck. This gargoyle is a creature of pure desire. It wants only one thing, to bring you into thermal equilibrium with the desert. It goes for your soft spots first, reaching into the corners of your eyes, singeing your nostrils. After a few minutes pass, it tries to pull moisture straight through your skin. You feel its pinches and prickles on your forearms and calves. The breeze only makes things worse, by blasting apart the thin and fragile atmosphere of cooled air that millions of your pores produce by sweating. Your heart hammers faster and faster. Your cognition starts to blur. Only eight minutes in, I looked down at my phone. It had shut down entirely. I chose to view that as an act of solidarity.

The next morning, I went for a ride with Nichole Andler, the park's chief of interpretation. She helps visitors understand what they're looking at, so they do more than gawk at the park's spectacular geology. She'd sent me an email a few days earlier, "to set expectations." We could be outside her vehicle only for 10 minutes at a time, it said. I'd rolled my eyes--I confessed this to her later--thinking that her caution was excessive, but my encounter with the heat the day before we met changed my mind. We drove along the eastern side of the valley in a white Jeep Grand Cherokee. A walkie-talkie in the center console occasionally piped up with bursts of static or number-coded reports called in by other rangers. She pointed to a hill covered in black volcanic rock. She said that in the 1970s, Carl Sagan had used its terrain to test-drive a prototype of a rover that later landed on Mars. Death Valley has also stood in for fictional planets. The Tatooine scenes in Star Wars were shot in the park because it was the kind of landscape that could have plausibly been scorched by two suns.

We soon arrived at Badwater Basin, a playa wedged between two mountain ranges that shoot up straight from the valley floor. These mountains aren't thickly forested like the Appalachians. They're the stark, charcoal-and-brown peaks of the basin and range. The highest among them is 11,000 feet. A deep Ice Age lake once covered the valley, but after the planet warmed, it evaporated, leaving only trace minerals behind, mostly salt crystals. They lend the playa its distinctive white shimmer. At 282 feet below sea level, Badwater Basin is the lowest point in North America. There wasn't a single cloud in the sky, not even a cirrus wisp or fading contrail. (The next day I did see a small cloud hovering over the valley's edge, but it looked so out of place that I briefly wondered if it was a child's lost balloon.) There isn't much atmospheric cover, and July sunlight slams down into the valley, unimpeded, for 14 hours a day. The thick air near the bottom absorbs its heat, and rises, but not high enough to clear the mountains. Instead, the still-warm air settles back down to lower elevations and accumulates, an effect that Andler compared to that produced by a convection oven.

On certain days, she said, the heat feels like it has drilled through her skin and muscle and into her bones. After a brief spell outside in 120-degree heat, rangers are advised to take anywhere from 15 to 45 minutes to cool down. They do everything they can to shorten these cool-down periods, in case they're needed for a rescue or other urgent business. But they have to be careful: "Sometimes I get back into a hot Death Valley vehicle, turn the air-conditioning on, and start to feel refreshed, only to realize that my back is a completely different temperature than my front," Andler said. (I pictured the gargoyle smirking at her in the rear-view mirror.) Death Valley allows its rangers to leave their parked cars running, so they are ready to serve as cooling chambers.

The day before I arrived in Death Valley, the rangers had received a distress call from Badwater Basin. A group of six people had ridden motorcycles into the park and were showing signs of heat illness. "They were in the front country, and we knew their location, so rangers responded immediately," Andler said. One of them was declared dead at the scene, not far from where Andler and I stood on the valley floor. Three others were brought to the visitor center for emergency medical attention, including one who was evacuated to a hospital in Vegas. The evacuation took extra time, because the air was too hot to send a helicopter into the park. "It's tough when you're on a motorcycle, because you're exposed to the elements and you're wearing heavy gear," Andler said. "The only thing that I can assume is that they didn't take enough time to cool down." A sad silence passed between us.

Read: A new danger at America's national parks

That night, I went to Zabriskie Point to watch the setting sun turn the valley's wrinkled rock formations gold and pink. A crowd of extreme-heat tourists had assembled, but Andler's story about the bikers made me feel less festive. After the sun went down, I drove back to Furnace Creek. Desert mice flitted across the road in my headlights. They were the only nonhuman mammals I'd seen apart from a coyote that padded through some sand dunes I visited at sunrise. It took two hours for Death Valley to darken. When the moon is full, the park's salt flats take on an eerie glow, but that night the moon was just a thin crescent. It soon became so dark that I couldn't see my own outstretched hand. One of the Milky Way's starry arms arced from one horizon to another. I wanted to stargaze deep into the night, but could manage only half an hour: At 10:30 p.m., it was still 119 degrees on the valley floor.

On my way out of the park early the next morning, I turned onto a private road. I passed a no trespassing sign and made my way onto Timbisha Shoshone land. At a small administrative office, I met with Mandi Campbell, a 50-year-old woman who serves as the tribe's historic-preservation officer. We had just sat down to talk when an extreme-heat alert lit up both of our phones. I asked Campbell what the tribe made of all the people who come to the park just for the thrill of experiencing near-130-degree weather in person. "We think that they're crazy," she said. "We don't understand why they do it. I have a police scanner at home, and it keeps going off. I keep hearing, 'dehydration, dehydration, dehydration.'"

Campbell is one of 25 tribe members who live in the Timbisha Shoshone's ancestral homeland on the valley floor. Most have been here since birth. "This heat is nothing new to us," she told me. "We know how to hunker down inside of our homes and try to stay cool." Now that tribe members have air-conditioning, they live here year-round, but Campbell's ancestors had the good sense to decamp to  higher elevations during the hot months. They built a camp of summer homes on the shoulders of one of the park's peaks centuries ago. "It's 80 degrees up there right now," Campbell said. "It's nice."

The Timbisha Shoshone had been in Death Valley for more than 1,000 years when white settlers arrived during the Gold Rush. The environment proved difficult for the extractive industries. Less than a century later, the major mining company in the area pivoted to tourism. One of its executives lobbied Herbert Hoover to make Death Valley a national monument in 1933. Its first superintendent spoke openly about his desire to remove the Timbisha Shoshone. In 1957, after tribe members had left the valley floor for the summer, the park staff called in fire trucks, and ordered them to turn their hoses on the tribe's adobe buildings. Many of their walls were reduced to mud. Only six remain, including three that house tribe members to this day.

Despite this history, Campbell told me that she personally has a good relationship with the park, now that some of the tribe's land has been returned. "We have to work together to protect this place," she said. But she remains irked by the name Death Valley. "They called it that because they didn't care for this place," she said. "Their settlers weren't making it here. But there is nothing dead about this valley. It is alive. There is plenty of food. My ancestors hunted bighorn sheep here. They hunted rabbits. They collected mesquite beans and ground them into flour to make bread. They knew where all the springs were. They had their trails, their ways. That's how they were able to survive."

Campbell's aunt, Pauline Esteves, was the driving force behind the tribe's effort to reclaim its land from the U.S. government. She served as both chief activist and negotiator. I asked Campbell about her. I must have slipped into that subtle tone you use when you assume that someone is dead. "She is still alive," Campbell said, almost in retort. "She will be 100 in December." Esteves lives only a few houses away from the tribal office, as do two of the tribe's other eldest elders. "They're tougher than us," Campbell said, and then she started to laugh. "When the electricity goes out in the summer, we are screaming to leave, but not the elders. All they want is a wet sheet to be put over them. They don't want to go nowhere."
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The Liminal Life of the Expat

Aysegul Savas's novel captures the experiences of a new class of people: those who are stateless by choice.

by Rhian Sasseen




As a field of study, anthropology is still relatively new. Though theories concerning human nature and the structure of our societies date back to at least the Greeks, it wasn't until the mid-19th century--aided and abetted, no doubt, by Charles Darwin's dismantling of all preconceived ideas of our origins--that the "science of humans" as we know it today started to form. Since then, the discipline has changed radically as it has expanded into new sectors (linguistic, medical) and distanced itself from its initial uneasy coziness with Western colonialism. But one early artifact of anthropological study--a definition of culture proposed by Edward Burnett Tylor--still has a ring of truth to it: "that complex whole that includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits by man as a member of society."

It is the idea of a "complex whole" that characterizes the Turkish writer Aysegul Savas's latest novel, appropriately titled The Anthropologists. The book follows a young married couple, Asya and Manu, as they drift through an unnamed city, mingle with their fellow expatriates, attend apartment showings, and otherwise indulge in dreams about the arc of their futures. It is a novel that takes as its subject the texture, routines, and rituals of a particular lifestyle--itinerant and youthful, or at least untethered by children--and serves as sort of a field guide to its participants: those who live "without a shared native tongue, without religion, without the web of family and its obligations to keep us in place." As such, Savas has written a book that reads like a fictional ethnography. It has the qualities of an empirical study, the only difference being that the subjects of this study are made-up characters.

The type of person Savas trains her eye on is a wholly contemporary phenomenon, similar on a surface level to the expatriates found in a Henry James novel and yet more hyperconnected and widespread, thanks to the addition of technology--the phones that allow for instant conversation with someone back home or the reliable Wi-Fi connection that makes remote work possible. You see them scattered around the world, congregating in certain cities--Lisbon, Berlin, Mexico City--looking slightly out of place, their lingua franca a vaguely off-kilter English no matter the language spoken in their adopted country. They are a new class of people made possible by globalization: those who are stateless by choice.

Read: The Brooklyn sequel asks the most American of questions about immigration

Like those of their compatriots, Asya's and Manu's lives are defined by transience and a shared sense of rootlessness. Each comes from a different culture and country, speaks a different language with their parents, and went to school in a place that was not their native land. They have an air of loneliness, as though standing forlorn on the other side of a window, furtively peering in. Watching others is, in fact, the reason they're in this city: Asya, a filmmaker, has received a grant to create a documentary, and she spends her days in a local park, filming the passersby and occasionally stopping to ask them questions.

One of the book's strengths lies in Savas's ability to capture the experience of life as an outsider in a new place while simultaneously revealing absolutely no details that would more firmly situate Asya and Manu in a particular location or even year. The city in which they find themselves could be New York, Paris, or somewhere else entirely--and any geographical clues are scrubbed of identifying details. The park where Asya films is "north of where we lived," with a "different atmosphere to the rest of the city--more relaxed, perhaps, more welcoming." Her one "native friend," as Asya refers to her, is a young woman who works as a server in a cafe, has family located in a town just outside the city's limits, and who possesses a name that betrays very little by way of origin: Lena.

Occasionally, Asya, Manu, and another expatriate friend, a man named Ravi, spy a famous documentary filmmaker, "a patron saint of dreamers and sidekicks" known to the reader only as the Great Dame, eating breakfast at a cafe in their neighborhood, but although one of her movies sounds as though it might resemble the work of Agnes Varda, the biographical details given (three marriages and three divorces) don't add up. At one point, Asya watches a film that follows a young woman "trying to figure out what to do with her life," mumbling to herself and "doing little dances"--could this be Frances Ha? These instances accumulate, but they never amount to anything concrete. The result is pleasantly discombobulating, a deliberate anonymity that feels at once strikingly accurate to the experience of loneliness in a foreign city and yet also slippery, like a memory that escapes as soon as it is approached.

This feeling of ambiguity brings to mind another concept found in cultural anthropology: that of the liminal. Liminality, as defined by anthropologists such as Victor Turner, is the experience of the in-between and the undefined, the transitional stage that accompanies a rite of passage. A similar sense of liminality is for Asya a source of anxiety: She worries about her and Manu's insubstantial interactions with the city's inhabitants, living as the couple do "behind [their] curtain, at a remove from the world." In their day-to-day, they lack "many routines and [don't] mind the disruption of order." (Manu's background and job at a nonprofit "on the other side of the city" are occasionally mentioned, but the novel mostly takes Asya's perspective.) Their entire lives feel suspended in a moment of transition--though which stage of life they're leaving, and which they will be entering next, remains unclear to Asya for most of the novel.

The experience of the expatriate, Savas suggests, may indeed be one of constant liminality. Untethered from the demands and traditions of her home country, Asya begins to feel that her and Manu's life is "unreal." Often, she pictures an "imaginary anthropologist" observing her so as to "make it seem otherwise" and legitimize her fluid schedule. For Asya, nothing in her daily existence feels particularly concrete, and so reality and fiction easily blur together into one daydream.

It is this blurring that gives Savas's novel its particular flavor of academic inquiry. An ethnography isn't so fundamentally different from a novel, after all. Both use real-life observations to draw a conclusion about human nature or society. The French anthropologist and novelist Marc Auge pointed this out in his 2011 book, No Fixed Abode, translated by Chris Turner. His work, Auge writes in the preface, is "neither academic study nor a novel," but a blending of the two: an "ethnofiction" that accurately portrays reality by following a character invented by the author out of details observed from everyday life.

Read: Obsessed with the life that could have been

The characters of No Fixed Abode are also transient, members of the French working poor who spend their days lingering in cafes and walking the streets of Paris without a place to sleep at night. They exist on the margins of their city in a different way from the middle-class expatriates of The Anthropologists, but their world is also defined by its liminality, or, as Auge terms it in another work of his, the "non-place." The train station, the airport, and the hotel are all examples of non-places, the semi-anonymous spaces that we exist in for short periods of time, and that otherwise tend to slide right past our notice. For the characters of The Anthropologists, their unnamed city is a non-place, somewhere temporary for them to wait without even realizing it. "All this time," Asya thinks in a moment of revelation, "we were waiting. For the news of some momentous change; that we were being summoned to serve in real life; that the time for playing games was over." But that waiting is, in fact, life itself.

Savas approaches her novel with a keen awareness of the reality through which it crafts and filters its make-believe. In literature, such trends as autofiction have made a convincing case for constructing fiction out of the factual and the true. But The Anthropologists suggests that the inverse might be possible too.
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No, State Laws Haven't Locked Biden Onto the Ballot

In a few weeks, however, his party's own rules just might.

by Rose Horowitch




Democratic insiders don't generally find common ground with MAGA diehards, but such is the state of politics in 2024. In the days since Joe Biden's dismal debate performance, some of his staunchest supporters have suggested that it's too late for the Democratic Party to nominate a new candidate. Joining them in that argument is an unlikely partner: the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank stocked with former Trump-administration officials. Heritage has argued that replacing Biden on the ballot might violate the election laws of several states. The idea, which has been picked up by news outlets, political scientists, and Democratic megadonors, is not true. State laws haven't locked Biden onto any ballots. In a few weeks, however, the Democratic Party's own rules just might.

On June 21, Heritage's Oversight Project posted an "EMERGENCY DRAFT MEMO" to X outlining how it might block any attempt to put a new candidate on top of the Democratic ticket if Biden were to drop out. A few states, the memo argued, including Wisconsin, don't allow presidential candidates to withdraw from the race other than in cases of death or incapacitation. "Arguing for strict application" of such statutes "would likely bear some fruit," it concluded. In an interview, Mike Howell, the Oversight Project's executive director, told me that, because Biden has publicly described himself as the nominee, courts might hold that the laws apply to him.

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

When I ran Howell's theory by election-law experts, they could not have dismissed it more emphatically. Biden isn't the nominee until the Democratic National Committee officially nominates him, regardless of what he says, Rick Hasen, a law professor at UCLA, told me. Derek Muller, an election-law professor at the University of Notre Dame, said that a lawsuit based on Howell's theory "would not go to discovery. It would get dismissed, and it might subject the lawyers to sanctions. I mean, that's how frivolous I think a lawsuit would be." Other election-law professors I spoke with called Heritage's claims "an issue that doesn't exist" and "nonsensical and completely inaccurate." All agreed that there is no legal barrier to replacing Biden if he drops out of the race before the DNC officially nominates him.

But that window could shut sooner than most people realize. Typically, each party officially nominates its candidate at the end of its national convention, which in the Democrats' case will run from August 19 to 22. This year, however, the DNC plans to nominate Biden via a virtual roll call before the convention. It made that decision in response to an Ohio law that would have prevented Biden from appearing on the ballot if his nomination came later than August 7. Ohio has since pushed back its deadline until after the conventions, but the DNC has said that it's sticking with its plan to nominate Biden before August 7, and possibly as early as July 21--ostensibly because the Ohio legislature could still reverse its reversal. The DNC will settle on an exact date on July 19.

Of course, if Biden were to drop out before then, the party would be forced to adjust its plans. But if he stays in the race for the next few weeks and gets the early nomination, making any changes could get seriously difficult. Once the party communicates its formal nomination to the states, laws governing the replacement of candidates will kick in--including those laws, like Wisconsin's, that appear to prohibit candidates from dropping out for strategic reasons.

Roge Karma: Age isn't Biden's only problem

According to Edward B. Foley, the director of the election-law program at Ohio State University, the Democratic Party could still swap in a new nominee up until each state's ballot-access deadline, many of which are in late August or early September. But each state's procedures are different, and any change would likely go to court, raising the possibility, however remote, that Biden will be on the ballot despite the party attempting to nominate someone else.

So although Democrats aren't yet stuck with Biden, under the DNC's current rules, the window for him to smoothly step aside is less than a month and could, in theory, be as short as 10 days. Biden's biggest supporters--and biggest critics--are hoping he can hang on past that point.
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Why You Should Want to Be Alone

Used well, a dose of solitude can do you a world of good.

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.

"A perfect solitude is, perhaps, the greatest punishment we can suffer," the philosopher David Hume wrote in his 1739 book,  A Treatise of Human Nature. "Every pleasure languishes when enjoyed a-part from company, and every pain becomes more cruel and intolerable." Very well, but I was interested in seeking an alternative viewpoint. So in April, I hiked to visit a hermit in the mountains above Dharamsala, India.

Geshe Lobsang Tsephel is a Tibetan Buddhist monk who has lived alone for the past 25 years, rarely seeing another person (he was generously making an exception for me). Was his perfect solitude a punishment?, I wanted to know.

High in the forest, I found Geshe Lobsang Tsephel's home: a small, one-room, unheated hut with a meditation mat that also functions as his bed, as well as bookshelves filled with volumes of Buddhist philosophy. He has a rustic stove outside on which to prepare his food. The scene is reminiscent of Henry David Thoreau's Walden (except rather more authentic: Thoreau's cabin was next to a busy train track right outside town, and his mother, who lived close by, brought him food and did his laundry).

Geshe Lobsang Tsephel wakes up at 6 a.m. and meditates five hours daily, until lunchtime. After a simple midday meal, he spends the afternoon studying ancient Tibetan texts. After a light supper, he practices physical and spiritual tantric exercises until it is time to sleep. Most days, he sees no humans at all. The nearest thing he has to company would be the monkeys that live all around and occasionally swipe his food.

Arthur C. Brooks: To get out of your head, get out of your house

Now in his mid-50s, Geshe Lobsang Tsephel was a young adult when he chose this way of life, in order to have more time to focus on meditation than he would get living in a community. "No distractions," he told me matter-of-factly. The underlying purpose was to raise his level of compassion toward others and improve his equanimity in the face of all things, positive and negative.

I asked Geshe Lobsang Tsephel whether he ever regrets choosing this life. "Never," he answered. "When I became a hermit, I was so happy." Indeed, he recommends some form of solitude for all of us. Spending a quarter century in a mountain hut might not work for you, but he advocated going on a retreat at least. "If you spend two or three months in isolation," he promised, "it will change your life." And if you can't manage that, he said, even two or three days on your own "will wake you up."

I suspect that part of the divergence between Geshe Lobsang Tsephel and Hume comes down to the difference between solitude and isolation. Whereas the former concept is usually voluntary and has positive connotations, the latter is associated with separateness from others for negative reasons. And that is true regardless of whether the isolation occurs voluntarily (disliking people) or by compulsion (being shunned); either way, it is considered destructive.

Read: Whatever happened to all those care robots?

For example, scholars studying isolation--that is, the condition of having no companions or confidants--among senior citizens have found that the condition drives down well-being; this finding holds across the social spectrum, independent of demographic factors. Isolation is also implicated in negative health outcomes such as increased stress and inflammation, as well as reduced sleep and immune function.

Whether your separation from others is solitude or isolation depends largely on your circumstances, of course. But whether you experience being separated as solitude or isolation can also depend on your attitude (even when the separation is involuntary). In a 2023 study of senior citizens, scholars reported that some old people found their time alone to be positive and restorative; others said that they preferred to be alone because they thought social interactions were generally negative and uncomfortable. Not surprisingly, the first group rated their life satisfaction higher than the second group did, by 40 percent.

Matching almost perfectly what Geshe Lobsang Tsephel told me, the main benefits of solitude noted in the study include contemplation (time to think, ponder, or reflect); enjoyable solo activities such as reading; mental repose; autonomy; contentment in peace and quiet; and the ability to focus. Another study, from 2017, showed that solitude lowers high levels of emotional affect--turbulent moods, in ordinary parlance--and can lead to relaxation and lower stress. In other words, being by yourself is a great way to calm down when you feel overstimulated.

Read: How much alone time for kids need?

Most of us probably know this intuitively. But the researchers also found that the effect is true for both positive and negative arousal--whether you're in a very good mood or a really bad one--but with an important difference: The positive affect (good mood) can be maintained as you calm down in solitude if you make active use of positive thinking.

Being alone for its benefits, however, can contain a trap: "solitude inertia," in which your good solitude inadvertently turns into bad isolation. In 2020, researchers studying people with depression found that those who sought solitude for its useful effects can "get stuck," leading to isolation that exacerbates depressive symptoms. This suggests the importance for most of us of finding the sweet spot between being alone and being with others. As scholars have pointed out, no one guaranteed formula exists for this.

So bear this in mind: You might be more of a Hume or more of a Geshe Lobsang Tsephel; the key is to experiment with being "a-part" and pay attention to your well-being.

On balance, I see good reasons to incorporate some solitude into your life. Here are three principles that you might want to keep in mind as you do.

1. Seek the positive
 Remember that a big difference exists between being alone because of its benefits and being alone to avoid the costs of others' company. Set up specific short periods of solitude with tangible benefits in mind.

For example, schedule an afternoon alone to think deeply about a specific philosophical issue that you're wrestling with or a decision that you're working toward. Or dedicate the time to doing something you like doing by yourself, such as reading a great book. If your regular days are crazy or noisy, be conscious of basking in the peace and quiet. And if you're an excitable type (like me), plan a way to get a few hours, or even a few meaningful minutes, of solitude when you need to calm down.

Read: How solitude feeds the brain

2. Go away by yourself
 If you can, schedule a two- or three-day silent getaway, as Geshe Lobsang Tsephel suggests. I try to do a slightly longer silent retreat every year, and I find it extremely valuable. Although I am with other people during parts of each day of the retreat, the complete silence we all observe has the same beneficial effect as pure solitude.

Similarly, I have twice walked the Camino de Santiago, a long pilgrimage across northern Spain. Although I did the trek with my wife, many hours of the day were spent in silent contemplation and prayer. The benefits to me have been enormous.

3. Become an E-hermit
 A big isolation problem for many people today is that although they spend a huge amount of time online, they are lonely in real life. Scholars have found that people who use social media to maintain their relationships may actually feel lonelier than those who use the platforms for other reasons. You can reverse this finding by staying engaged in person and going completely offline for defined periods. You could, for instance, use your summer vacation to ditch the internet, or you could at least aim for web-free weekends.

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

Near the end of our time together, I asked Geshe Lobsang Tsephel how he has changed as a person during his 25-year retreat. Eventually, he said, he felt free of attachment and resentment, free of liking and disliking, free of agreement and disagreement. This has completely changed his attitude toward other people; he is capable of seeing all human beings as equally worthy of love and compassion.

In fact, his compassion might extend beyond humans. As we were talking, a particularly brazen monkey approached us, hoping to find a piece of fruit to steal from the humble hermit. Calling his attention to the would-be thief, I asked Geshe Lobsang Tsephel how he maintained equanimity in such situations.

"Years ago," he said, "I would have wanted to shoot him with a slingshot." But today? "I remember that the monkey must be hungry like me."
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Trump and the Napoleonic Rule of War

The former president won't simply stand by and watch the Biden campaign implode.

by John Hendrickson




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.


Copious adjectives have been used to describe Donald Trump's behavior. Restrained was rarely one of them--until recently. Below, I look at how the former president's newfound discipline is actually a mirage. First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is planning for a landslide win.
 	David A. Graham: The rebellion against Biden is over--for now.
 	Iran's Supreme Leader is worried.




A Fire That Needs Oxygen

When Joe Biden's team proposed a June general-election debate--the earliest in modern presidential history--their theory was clear: Trump's vitriol would make viewers recoil, while Biden would come across stately and presidential. Instead, Biden suffered arguably the worst night of his five-decade career, leaving 50 million viewers aghast. Not only is his 2024 candidacy now in jeopardy, but some people, including my colleague Adam Serwer, have made the compelling case that Biden should resign the presidency immediately.

Biden's team spent months arguing that this election would be "about Donald Trump." At the debate, Biden sought to remind voters of Trump's woeful character (including his recent criminal conviction). But, as ever with Trump, many voters seem ready and willing to look past his litany of misdeeds--which means that the Biden campaign's grand strategy is failing. "Donald Trump is on track, I think, to win this election. And maybe win it by a landslide and take with him the Senate and the House," Democratic Senator Michael Bennet of Colorado said on CNN last night. "I think we could lose the whole thing, and it's staggering to me." My colleague Tim Alberta, who spent months digging into Trump's reelection campaign, reported today that Republican strategists have arrived at the same conclusion.

Ever since the debate, Biden's party has been engaged in a war within itself--part private, part public--over how to avert disaster. Some elected officials, including Representatives Adam Smith of Washington and Pat Ryan of New York, have called on Biden to withdraw (as has the actor and Democratic fundraiser George Clooney). But most people with true power and influence over the president have yet to plant a flag. Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina has both offered his support for Biden and spoken forcefully about who should take his place if he drops out (Vice President Kamala Harris). Today, House Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi dodged the question of whether she personally believes that Biden should remain the Democratic nominee, then offered a follow-up statement that was still vague.

Against all this mess and dysfunction, Trump's standing among voters has only improved.

The Electoral College math is on Trump's side. Biden cannot win the presidency without retaining his "blue wall" of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania. Currently, according to the RealClearPolitics polling average, Trump is ahead in all three states--he leads Biden by about two points in Wisconsin and a whopping five in Pennsylvania. (Trump's lead in Michigan is narrower at approximately 0.6 points.) This time four years ago, Biden was ahead in all three--and ahead, in general. All Trump has to do, it would seem, is not screw everything up.

Trump was supposed to be center stage this week. After being found guilty on 34 counts of falsifying business records in New York, the former president was originally scheduled to be sentenced tomorrow, July 11, but his sentencing was delayed to September 18--assuming the courts do not decide that the recent Supreme Court ruling on presidential immunity renders such a sentencing moot. Instead of waltzing into the Republican National Convention as a freshly sentenced "political prisoner," Trump is navigating a moment when Biden is dominating headlines.

Last night, I asked one of Trump's longtime allies, the veteran GOP operative Roger Stone, how he thought Trump was approaching this particularly charged phase of the campaign. He replied with a quote often attributed to Napoleon: "Never interrupt your enemy while he's in the process of destroying himself." This idea--that Trump is shrewdly sitting back and avoiding attention while Biden flounders--has been parroted by many members of the media. But if you look a little closer, you'll see that Trump is still being Trump.

Just listen to some of what the former president said at his rally in Doral, Florida, last night. Trump admitted he didn't really know what NATO was before he was president, praised Hannibal Lecter again ("he was a lovely man"), lamented that Americans are falling out of love with bacon, and fearmongered that D.C. tourists get "shot, mugged, raped" when visiting the Jefferson Memorial. (He also revisited the most cringeworthy moment from the debate in the form of challenging Biden to an 18-hole golf match.)

But this wasn't just one night of sloppy reversion. This past weekend, Trump made the ludicrous claim on Truth Social that "every one of the lawsuits" he is involved in, including the civil suits, "were started by Crooked Joe Biden and his fascist government for purposes of election interference." This is a serious allegation, even for Trump. As ever, if these things were said by anyone except the former president, they would mark such a person as unfit for office and mentally unwell. But, as Dave Weigel and Benjy Sarlin of Semafor have noted, because Trump now exclusively uses his own niche social network instead of X, many of his strangest outbursts slip by unnoticed. Trump's bombast simply doesn't drive news cycles the way it did four or eight years ago.

Trump wants to wrest the spotlight back from Biden, even if that desire may end up hurting him. In order to win the election, Trump needs to keep peeling moderate and swing-state voters away from Biden. But he can't help himself from being ... himself. On Truth Social today, Trump called on House Republicans to subpoena "Deranged Jack Smith" and "look into his ILLEGAL INVESTIGATION of me immediately." And although he had reportedly pushed to remove a national abortion ban from the 2024 Republican Party platform, today, Trump dialed into Brian Kilmeade's Fox News radio show and boasted that "getting rid of Roe v. Wade" was "an incredible thing."

Some have argued that, over the past two weeks, the media has "piled" on Biden. But the truth is that what's plaguing Biden and the Democratic Party right now is an essential story worthy of rigorous coverage: Allies of the sitting president of the United States cannot agree on whether he is fit to serve another term, and the president, at the moment, is ignoring their concerns out of hubris.

Right now, the world feels like a fun-house mirror of the Trump era. Many Democratic leaders are saying one thing about their leader in public and the opposite in private. Trump, meanwhile, merely has to stand back and watch the fire burn, but he can't even do that. Trump himself is still a bigger fire, and all fires need oxygen.

Related:

	The rebellion against Biden is over--for now.
 	Democrats need to be more French.




Today's News

	American-made F-16 jet fighters are now being transferred to Ukraine, and NATO allies pledged to send Kyiv dozens of air-defense systems.
 	A federal judge seemed likely to dismiss Rudy Giuliani's bankruptcy case, citing "transparency" issues; he said he expected to make a final ruling by Friday.
 	Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez filed articles of impeachment against Supreme Court Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, accusing them of failing to recuse themselves from certain cases and not disclosing gifts they've received while on the bench. The effort is likely to fail in the Republican-controlled House.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: In our era of extreme weather, we'll watch the world change through push alerts, Zoe Schlanger writes.
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Alice Munro Was a Terrible Mother

By Xochitl Gonzalez

By now, we should be used to this story: A beloved artist is undone by their own bad behavior, knocked off their pedestal, their works removed to a remote shelf. Since the #MeToo movement began, publishing, just like film and music, has seen its share of idols abandoned. But the distress over the Nobel Prize-winning author Alice Munro has a different tenor.


Read the full article.
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	Adam Serwer: Stop soft-pedaling the GOP's extreme positions.
 	Roge Karma: Age isn't Biden's only problem.
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Listen. The country singer Zach Bryan is sending an important message about male loneliness and masculinity, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. The Garden Against Time, by Olivia Laing, presents gardens as land that can enrich people's lives.

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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C'mon, Man

Does Joe Biden really understand the stakes?

by Mark Leibovich




Never underestimate the destructive power of a stubborn old narcissist with something to prove.

Ideally no one gets hurt along the way: Maybe grandpop refuses to give up his license, drives into an oak tree, and only the car gets totaled. But sometimes there are casualties: Maybe a pedestrian gets hit.

President Joe Biden, 81, is acting like one of history's most negligent and pigheaded leaders at a crucial moment, and right now, we are all pedestrians.

Since his debate debacle nearly two weeks ago, much of America has been locked into the classic "Will he or won't he?" cliffhanger. Will Biden step aside and not run for reelection, as massive majorities of voters have for years said they want him to do? Or will he persist in pursuing one of the most ill-fated and ill-advised presidential campaigns ever carried out?

The spectacle has been endlessly depressing, unless you're Donald Trump or want him back in the White House--in which case you're relishing this slowly unfolding, self-owning, party-destroying wreck. Next week's Republican National Convention is shaping up to be a week-long Mardi Gras of MAGA in Milwaukee.

Tim Alberta: Trump is planning for a landslide win

"The radical-left Democrat Party is divided, in chaos, and having a full-scale breakdown," Trump said during a rally in Miami last night, sounding downright giddy. This was a rare declaration from Trump that checks out as 100 percent true. "They can't decide which of their candidates is more unfit to be president," Trump continued. "Sleepy Joe Biden or Laughing Kamala." He taunted Biden by challenging him to another debate, followed by an "18-hole golf match."

All of this has been thoroughly dispiriting to the majority of Americans who are eager to vote for someone besides Trump. It could easily get worse, too: Imagine what the September debate could look like for Biden if it bears any resemblance to the Accident in Atlanta. Imagine Election Night, or whatever unfolds after, while Biden licks his wounds and ice-cream cones back in Rehoboth Beach and staggers into his forced and disgraced retirement. His legacy-scorers will not be kind. Historians will be brutal. And Biden will deserve his own special place in the pantheon of Great Leaders Who Refused to Go Gracefully, to Tragic Effect.

Ruth Bader Ginsburg, hold my prune juice.

It is now obvious that Biden has in no way internalized the disaster toward which he is defiantly ambling--or, more to the point, toward which he is leading his party and his country (and, for that matter, NATO, Ukraine, thousands of as-yet-not-deported immigrants, and unprosecuted Trump "enemies"). He seems fully indifferent to any consideration beyond his own withered pride and raging ego.

"I'll feel as long as I gave it my all and did the good as job as I know I could do," Biden said in what was probably the most quoted line--and not favorably--from his Friday-night interview with ABC's George Stephanopoulos. "That's what it's all about" is how Biden ended that thought, which seemed to unleash a furious internal cry from so many viewers: No, that's not what this is all about. 

C'mon, man.

"That is the answer that most concerned me," Representative Adam Schiff, Democrat of California, said Sunday morning on NBC's Meet the Press. "This is not just about whether he gave it the best college try." Wasn't this, supposedly, about the fate of democracy? Existential threats and all the big words and phrases that Biden and his campaign have been tossing out for months? You have to wonder, in retrospect, if they were sincere about how must-win this election really was, given how cavalier Biden sounds.

As of now, it looks as if Biden is committed to "riding this out" and "staying the course," no matter how unfit he might be for the ugly course ahead. This is, maddeningly, the only consideration that now matters, because Biden is the ultimate decision maker. Democrats have no practical way to force him out of the race, except hoping that he comes around and is willing to place the country's best interests ahead of his own. Corny idea, right? But he controls this story, which since the debate has only made him look more and more foolish, selfish, and, yes, likely to lose.

In the shell-shocked aftermath of Atlanta, many pointed out that at least there was time to do something. It was only June. Biden could reconsider whether it was wise to keep going. No shortage of Biden allies from the Democratic consultant and donor classes, elected office, and the media called--almost immediately--for him to end his campaign. "The next few days will be critical," they said--for Biden to come around; for Democrats to assess their situation and figure out a Plan B (Kamala Harris?), Plan C (A mini-primary?), or Plan Something Else.

Democrats have now been saying "the next few days will be critical" for nearly two weeks. Roughly half of them seem more than eager for Biden to get over himself so they can get on with the business of saving themselves. But Biden controls the clock, which is ticking, and which he seems determined to run out.

"Biden is treating us the way Trump has treated Republicans for a decade," the columnist Josh Barro wrote yesterday on Substack. "He's pointing a gun at the head of the Democratic Party and threatening to shoot if he doesn't get his way."

Clearly the White House has no serious answer for people's widespread and legitimate doubts about the president's capacity to serve, let alone for another four-year term. "Watch me" has been Biden's glib rejoinder to this question since he came into office--disingenuous at best, given how rare his press conferences, interviews, and unscripted appearances have been. When voters do have the chance to watch Biden--as 50 million debate-viewers did--the results can be grim.

The other go-to response to nervous Democrats from Biden loyalists has been, simply, "Calm down." "The polls are wrong." "Joe's got this." "Don't be a bed wetter!" ("I'm not sure incontinence is the metaphor you want to go with," Jon Stewart pointed out Monday on The Daily Show.)

Roge Karma: Age isn't Biden's only problem

Few elected Democrats have called for Biden to step aside. Instead, they keep insisting that they support him as their nominee--albeit, in many cases, as if they're saying so with the aforementioned gun to their head. Trump is on track "to win this election and maybe win it by a landslide and take with him the Senate and the House," Senator Michael Bennet of Colorado told CNN's Kaitlin Collins last night. "The White House has done nothing since the debate to demonstrate they have a plan to win this election." But he, too, stopped short of asking Biden to withdraw.

It seems obvious that the White House has no plan, except to continue to keep Biden mostly out of view and limit him to set-piece and teleprompter appearances. One rare exception to this will occur tomorrow, when Biden will preside over a much-anticipated press conference with other leaders at a NATO summit, a spectacle that will almost certainly be dominated by questions about his age and fitness. It says something about the bleak state of affairs that more than one prominent Democrat I've spoken with in recent days said they secretly hope Biden face-plants again. "This is a terrible thing to say," one White House official told me. "But that might be the only thing that could force him out at this point, while there's still time to rewrite the ending."
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Maybe She's Born With It. Maybe It's Neurocosmetics.

Skin care is coming for your brain.

by Hannah Seo




For just $65, the skin-care company Selfmade will sell you a kit that will purportedly help you feel more stable and confident in your relationships--and get better skin all the while. According to the kit's marketing copy, it comes with a serum that enhances "safety and comfort with self," a moisturizer that "promotes awareness that past negative experience and emotional states can carry throughout your life," and the best-selling relationship-psychology book Attached. Together, the "Securely Attached Kit" is a "ritual" that promises to reframe your attitudes to both your skin and self. It's cheaper and arguably less involved than therapy.

The Securely Attached Kit is part of a new generation of "neurocosmetics" that blur the rhetoric of beauty, brain science, and mental health. "It's the era of the 'neuro,'" says Amina Mire, a sociologist at Carleton University who studies cultural messaging surrounding women's aging and wellness. Americans have long equated skin care with self-care, but the rise of neurocosmetics marks a new escalation in the industry's messaging: Slather our product on your skin, and it will change your brain chemistry for the better. Or, as a recent blog post by the founder of Murad declared, "Skincare = brain care."

Such messaging draws from the established principle that the well-being of the skin and brain are interlinked. Certain aspects of so-called psychodermatology are well supported by research. For example, some skin conditions have psychiatric components and vice versa, says Mohammad Jafferany, a psychiatry professor at Central Michigan University. Acne and psoriasis can flare with stress--and they can in turn exacerbate poor mental health by lowering self-esteem. Psychological treatments such as cognitive behavioral therapy may improve certain skin conditions, including atopic dermatitis and psoriasis.

But acknowledging the link between mental and dermatological health is an entirely different prospect from claiming (or implying) that the active ingredients in some skin-care products can act directly on the nervous system. A "serotoner" by CAP Beauty, for example, touts its inclusion of griffonia, a plant whose seeds contain the molecule 5-HTP, a chemical precursor to serotonin, to encourage "happier, healthier and more joyful looking skin." Balms by NEUR|AE, a brand under the Sisley group that professes to be "elevated by neuroscience," combine "neuro-ingredients, neuro-fragrances and neuro-textures" to glaze users with feelings like harmony and serenity. A brand called Justhuman says its ingredients are formulated to control inflammation in the skin by stimulating the production of neuropeptides, chemical messengers that neurons use to signal one another.

Read: How skin care became an at-home science experiment

Both Justhuman and Selfmade say their ingredients stimulate beta-endorphins, a type of neuropeptide, to counteract the stress hormone cortisol and relax or rebalance the skin. Beta-endorphins are natural painkillers, mood enhancers, and mood stabilizers. There's some early evidence that ingesting certain plant extracts or smelling some essential oils stimulates the body to produce beta-endorphins, Angela Lamb, an associate dermatology professor at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told me. Similarly, 5-HTP supplements taken orally can boost serotonin production. But to Lamb's knowledge, no double-blind placebo studies have shown that any substance applied topically will boost beta-endorphin or serotonin production, either locally in people's skin or throughout the nervous system broadly.

Instead, much of the research on these ingredients has been performed on animals or cell cultures. In an emailed statement, NEUR|AE's director of research, Jose Ginestar, wrote that the company's plant extracts are tested for efficacy on cell cultures to see how they modulate excess cortisol or boost endorphins. A representative for Selfmade said in a statement that the company drew on existing cell-culture studies when formulating its products, and has conducted studies via a third party on how its products affect users. (CAP declined to provide any information about its products.) Kelly Dobos, a cosmetic chemist, told me that broad conclusions drawn from cell-culture studies can be misleading. For one thing, applying a substance directly to a cell is different from applying it to the skin, an organ that has evolved, in part, to resist penetration. Plus, Dobos said, researchers typically apply high concentrations of a single ingredient to cell cultures instead of testing a product in its complete formulation, or at realistic levels.

None of this is to say that skin-care products can't affect the mental health of people who use them. But they're almost certainly acting less directly than their labels might imply. If, say, the embarrassment of cystic acne weighs on your self-esteem, clearing your skin might have wonderful mood-boosting effects. Tara Well, a psychologist at Barnard College and the author of Mirror Meditation: The Power of Neuroscience and Self-Reflection to Overcome Self-Criticism, Gain Confidence, and See Yourself With Compassion, told me that applying products to your skin can also simply feel good. Some evidence suggests that soothing self-touch can lower physiological signs of stress. By repeating a morning or evening skin-care routine, enjoying the sensations and smells of various creams and getting your "me time," you might also teach yourself to associate that routine and those products with an elevated mood, Well said.

Read: The real reason eye cream is so expensive

Psychologists even recommend lotion as a short-term coping mechanism for teens seeking mental-health treatment, Janet Lydecker, a psychiatrist at Yale School of Medicine, told me. Certain smells, such as lavender and rosemary, can have a calming effect, and self-soothing by feeling the texture of the lotion can also be grounding, Lydecker said. "If patients are in their head, preoccupied, ruminating on something that's causing distress, it's such a tangible way to cope," she told me. But such effects have little to do with the chemical makeup of the lotion, and are definitely not meant to act as stand-alone, long-term interventions for poor mental health.

Stephanie Lee, the CEO and founder of Selfmade, insisted in an interview that her products' formulas are boons to mental health. She acknowledged that a moisturizer alone won't result in big, lasting psychological changes, but she nevertheless argued that the company's products could have a role in helping young buyers cope with issues of anxiety and low self-worth, especially in the midst of America's teen-mental-health crisis. The mission of Selfmade, Lee told me, is to teach young folks how to "use skin as data for what might be happening in our minds"--in other words, to look to their skin as a sign of, and potential solution to, inner turmoil.

Some experts argue that conflating skin care and mental health will only further stigmatize wrinkles, pimples, and other perceived flaws. "Any time that we entangle appearance with morality, then people who don't look as good are judged for that in ways that are fundamentally unfair and problematic," Kjerstin Gruys, a sociologist at the University of San Francisco, told me. If having good skin and good mental health is a matter of buying a $65 skin-care kit, then not having both, or either, must be your own fault.

Read: The best skin-care trick is being rich

Several decades ago, when wellness movements began to enter the mainstream and serious academics were debunking ill-advised health fads, the beauty industry embraced the practice of marketing products as "cosmeceuticals," a blend of cosmetics and pharmaceuticals, to imply medicinal properties. Similar terms such as nutraceuticals and phytoceuticals followed. It's all too fitting that "neuro" cosmetics have taken over at a time when having a therapist, setting boundaries, and being fluent in therapy-speak have become markers of good health and character. The beauty industry has always named its products to evoke aspirations that go beyond the cosmetic, Lee told me. And so far, it's worked. After all, Lee said, "self-actualization sells."
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Trump Is Planning for a Landslide Win

And his campaign is all but praying Joe Biden doesn't drop out.

by Tim Alberta


People wait to hear former President Donald Trump speak at a Turning Point-sponsored event in Phoenix on June 6.



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


The outcome of the presidential campaign, Republicans believed, was a fait accompli. "Donald Trump was well on his way to a 320-electoral-vote win," Chris LaCivita told me this past Sunday as Democrats questioned, ever more frantically, whether President Joe Biden should remain the party's nominee in November. "That's pre-debate."

LaCivita paused to repeat himself: "Pre-debate."

This could be interpreted as trash talk coming from a cocky campaign: If you thought Biden was in trouble before he bombed at the June 27 debate, imagine the trouble he's in now. But I heard something different in LaCivita's voice.

One of the two principals tasked with returning Trump to the White House, LaCivita had long conceived of the 2024 race as a contest that would be "extraordinarily visual"--namely, a contrast of strength versus weakness. Trump, whatever his countless liabilities as a candidate, would be cast as the dauntless and forceful alpha, while Biden would be painted as the pitiable old heel, less a bad guy than the butt of a very bad joke, America's lovable but lethargic uncle who needed, at long last, to be put to bed.

As the likelihood of a Trump-versus-Biden rematch set in, the public responded to the two candidates precisely as LaCivita and his campaign co-manager, Susie Wiles, had hoped. The percentage of voters who felt that Biden, at 81, was too old for another term rose throughout 2023, even as the electorate's concerns about Trump's age, 78, remained relatively static. By the end of the primaries, the public's attitude toward the two nominees had begun to harden: One was a liar, a scoundrel, and a crook--but the other one, the old one, was unfit to be president.

In the months that followed, Trump and his campaign would seize on Biden's every stumble, his every blank stare to reinforce that observation, seeking to portray the incumbent as "stuttering, stammering, walking around, feeling his way like a blind man," as LaCivita put it to me. That was the plan. And it worked. Watching Biden's slide in the polls, and sitting on hundreds of millions of dollars for an advertising blitz that would punctuate the president's visible decrepitude, Trump's team entered the summer believing that a landslide awaited in the fall.

Only one thing could disrupt that plan: a change of candidates atop the Democratic ticket.

There was always a certain danger inherent to this assault on Biden's faculties. If Wiles and LaCivita were too successful--if too many Democrats decided, too quickly, that Biden was no longer capable of defeating Trump, much less serving another four years thereafter--then they risked losing an ideal opponent against whom their every tactical maneuver had already been deliberated, poll-tested, and prepared. Campaigns are usually on guard against peaking too soon; in this case, the risk for Trump's team was Biden bottoming out too early.

In my conversations with LaCivita and Wiles over the past six months, they assured me multiple times that the campaign was planning for all contingencies, that they took quite seriously the possibility of a substitution and would be ready if Biden forfeited the nomination.

By mid-June, however, not long before the debate, their tone had changed. Trump was speaking at a Turning Point USA rally in Detroit and the three of us stood backstage, leaning against the wall of a dimly lit cargo bay, a pair of Secret Service vehicles idling nearby. When I asked about the prospect of Trump facing a different Democratic opponent in the fall, LaCivita and Wiles shook their heads. They told me it was too late; the most influential players in Democratic politics had become too invested in the narrative that Biden was fully competent and capable of serving another four years.

"We're talking about an admission that the Democratic Party establishment would have to make," LaCivita said. "We're talking about pulling the plug--"

"On the president of the United States," Wiles interrupted.

LaCivita nodded. "Who they've been saying up to this point in time is perfectly fine."

No, Wiles and LaCivita agreed, the general-election matchup was set--and they were just fine with that.

"Joe Biden," Wiles told me, allowing the slightest of smiles, "is a gift."

But now, as we talked after the debate, it was apparent that they might have miscalculated. Elected Democrats were calling for Biden's removal from the ticket. When I asked who Trump's opponent was going to be come November, his two deputies sounded flummoxed.

"I don't know. I don't know," Wiles said.

"Based off of the available public data," LaCivita added, "he doesn't look like he's going anywhere."

Ronald Brownstein: The Biden-replacement operation

Biden quitting the race would necessitate a dramatic reset--not just for the Democratic Party, but for Trump's campaign. Wiles and LaCivita told me that any Democratic replacement would inherit the president's deficiencies; that whether it's Vice President Kamala Harris or California Governor Gavin Newsom or anyone else, Trump's blueprint for victory would remain essentially unchanged. But they know that's not true. They know their campaign has been engineered in every way--from the voters they target to the viral memes they create--to defeat Biden. And privately, they are all but praying that he remains their opponent.

I was struck by the irony. The two people who had done so much to eliminate the havoc and guesswork that defined Trump's previous two campaigns for the presidency could now do little but hope that their opponent got his act together.


A crowd of Trump supporters in Phoenix (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Wiles and LaCivita are two of America's most feared political operatives. She is the person most responsible for Florida--not long ago the nation's premier electoral prize--falling off the battleground map, having spearheaded campaigns that so dramatically improved the Republican Party's performance among nonwhite voters that Democrats are now surrendering the state. He is the strategist and ad maker best known for destroying John Kerry's presidential hopes in 2004, masterminding the "Swift Boat" attacks that sank the Democratic nominee. Together, as the architects of Trump's campaign, they represent a threat unlike anything Democrats encountered during the 2016 or 2020 elections.

On the evening of March 5--Super Tuesday--I sat down with them in the tea room at Mar-a-Lago, an opulent space where intricate winged cherubs are carved into 10-foot marble archways. As the sun set behind the lagoon that borders the western edge of Trump's property, the lights were also going out on his primary challengers. Soon the polls would close and the former president would romp across more than a dozen states, winning 94 percent of the available delegates and effectively clinching the GOP nomination. Trump had just one target remaining.

For an hour and 15 minutes, Wiles and LaCivita presented their vision for retaking the White House. They detailed a new approach to targeting and turning out voters, one that departs dramatically from recent Republican presidential campaigns, suggesting that suburban women might be less a priority than young men of color. They justified their plans for a smaller, nimbler organization than Biden's reelection behemoth by pointing to a shrunken electoral map of just seven swing states that, by June, they had narrowed to four. And they alleged that the Republican National Committee--which, in the days that followed our interview, would come entirely under Trump's control--had lost their candidate the last election by relying on faulty data and botching its field program.

In political circles, it's considered a marvel that Trump won the presidency once, and came within 42,918 votes of winning it a second time, without ever assembling a sophisticated operation. Trump's loyalists in particular have spent the past few years haunted by a counterfactual: Had the president run a reelection campaign that was even slightly more effective--a campaign that didn't go broke that fall; a campaign that didn't employ unskilled interlopers in crucial positions; a campaign that didn't discourage his supporters from casting votes by mail--wouldn't he have won a second term comfortably?

Wiles and LaCivita believe the answer is yes. Both have imported their own loyalists, making the campaign a Brady Bunch configuration led by the oddest of couples. Wiles, who runs the day-to-day operation, is small and self-possessed, a gray-haired grandmother known never to utter a profane word; LaCivita, a Marine combat veteran who charts the macro strategy, is a big and brash presence, famous for profane outbursts that leave Wiles rolling her eyes. They disagree often--staffers joke about feeling like the children of quarreling parents--but Wiles, who hired LaCivita, pulls rank. What unites them, with each other and Trump, is an obsession with winning. To that end, Wiles and LaCivita have never been focused on beating Biden at the margins; rather, their plan has been to bully him, to humiliate him, optimizing Trump's campaign to unleash such a debilitating assault on the president's age and faculties that he would be ruined before a single vote is cast this fall.

At one point that March evening, the three of us sat discussing the era of hyperpolarization that Trump ushered in. Given the trench-warfare realities--a vanishing center of the electorate, consecutive presidential races decided by fractions of percentage points, incessant governing impasses between the two parties--I suggested that Electoral College blowouts were a thing of the past.

They exchanged glances.

"You know, I could make a case--" Wiles began.

"I could too," LaCivita said. He was grinning.

In the scenario they were imagining, not only would Trump take back the White House in an electoral wipeout--a Republican carrying the popular vote for just the second time in nine tries--but he would obliterate entire downballot garrisons of the Democratic Party, forcing the American left to fundamentally recalibrate its approach to immigration, economics, policing, and the many cultural positions that have antagonized the working class. Wiles and LaCivita wouldn't simply be credited with electing a president; they would be remembered for running a campaign that altered the nation's political DNA.

It's a scenario that Democrats might have scoffed at a few months ago. Not anymore. "The numbers were daunting before the debate, and now there's a real danger that they're going to get worse," David Axelrod, the chief strategist for Barack Obama's two winning campaigns, told me in the first week of July. "If that's the case--if we get to the point of fighting to hold on to Virginia and New Hampshire and Minnesota, meaning the main six or seven battlegrounds are gone--then yeah, we're talking about a landslide, both in the Electoral College and in the popular vote."

Axelrod added, "The magnitude of that defeat, I think, would be devastating to the party. Those margins at the top of the ticket would sweep Democrats out of office everywhere--House, Senate, governor, you name it. Considering the unthinkable latitude the Supreme Court has just given Trump, we could end up with a situation where he has dominant majorities in Congress and, really, unfettered control of the country. That's not far-fetched."

In the course of many hours of conversations with the people inside Trump's campaign, I was struck by the arrogance that animated their approach to an election that most pundits long expected would be a third consecutive cliff-hanger. Yet I also detected a certain conflict, the sort of disquiet that accompanies abetting a man who is both a convicted felon claiming that the state is persecuting him and an aspiring strongman pledging to use the state against his own enemies. People close to Trump spoke regularly of his victimhood but also his own calls for retribution; they expressed solidarity with their boss while also questioning, in private moments, what working for him--what electing him--might portend.

At the center of the campaign, I would come to realize, is a comedy too dark even for Shakespeare: a mad king who shows flashes of reason, a pair of cunning viziers who cling to the hope that these flashes portend something more, and a terrible truth about what might ultimately be lost by winning.

From the January/February 2024 issue: 24 Atlantic contributors on what would happen if Trump wins


Chris LaCivita, who manages Trump's 2024 presidential campaign with Susie Wiles (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Long before Wiles took charge of Trump's 2024 campaign, she appeared to be caught in a political love triangle. Having helped Ron DeSantis eke out victory in the Florida governor's race of 2018--no small feat given the "blue wave" that crushed Republicans nationwide--Wiles was presumed to be charting his course as a presidential contender even as she kept ties with Trump, whose Florida campaign she ran in 2016.

But soon after DeSantis's win, Wiles was suddenly and unceremoniously banished from the new governor's inner circle. She swears she doesn't know why. Maybe DeSantis couldn't stand her getting the credit for his victory. Or perhaps he felt she was ultimately more loyal to Trump. Whatever the case, Wiles told me, working for DeSantis was the "biggest mistake" of her career--and she became determined to make him feel the same way about discarding her.

Her friends had been shocked when she'd agreed to work for Trump the first time around, and relieved when she joined DeSantis a couple of years later. Now, in late 2019, she was adrift--blackballed by the state's political establishment, recently divorced, and fretting to friends about financial difficulties. (Wiles denied that part, saying, "I was able to pick myself up and get work without too much of a delay.") She decided to rejoin Trump for the short term, agreeing to run his Florida operations in 2020, but what lay beyond was murky. All she knew, Wiles recalls thinking, is that she couldn't be "nearly as trusting" going forward.

After Trump lost the 2020 election, Wiles faced a defining professional decision. Trump's holdover political organization, a PAC called Save America, was fractured by infighting and needed new management. Wiles needed the work. But she knew the former president's operation was a graveyard for political consultants. The only way she would say yes to Trump, she made it known, was if she took total control--answering to him and him alone. Trump agreed to that condition. Within days, the decree reached all corners of the Republican empire: There was a new underboss at Mar-a-Lago. Wiles, LaCivita told me, had established herself as "the real power behind the throne."

They didn't know each other back then; LaCivita had been affiliated with a pro-Trump outside group, but not with the candidate himself. He and Wiles had a mutual friend, though, in Trump's pollster Tony Fabrizio. When Fabrizio arranged a dinner for the three of them in March 2022 at Casa D'Angelo, an Italian restaurant in Fort Lauderdale, LaCivita figured he was being buttered up to join Save America. But during that conversation, and over another dinner soon after, he realized Wiles wasn't just looking for help with the PAC; Trump was planning to run again in 2024, and she needed a partner to help her guide his campaign. LaCivita was noncommittal. "You need to come meet the boss," Wiles told him.

Sitting down with Trump for the first time, on the patio of Mar-a-Lago a few weeks later, LaCivita was overwhelmed. The music was blaring; Trump controlled the playlist from his iPad, sometimes ignoring the conversation at the table as he shuffled from Pavarotti to Axl Rose. Guests approached the table to greet the former president, repeatedly interrupting them. At times Trump seemed less interested in LaCivita's qualifications than in his thoughts about a competitor, the Republican consultant Jeff Roe, who had sat in "that very chair" LaCivita occupied and shared his own theories about the 2024 election.

LaCivita would later tell me, on several occasions, that he'd had no misgivings about going to work for Trump. But according to several people close to him, that's not true. These individuals, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to preserve their relationships with LaCivita, told me he'd been torn--appreciating the once-in-a-career opportunity before him while also recognizing that Trump was still every bit the erratic, combustible man who'd renounced his own vice president the moment he ceased to be completely servile. Wiles could sense LaCivita's reluctance. When Trump decided later that year that he wanted to hire LaCivita, and requested his presence at his Bedminster club in New Jersey, she resorted to deception. "I knew if I said, 'Chris, you're going to come up here and the president's going to put the hard sell on you and you're going to get hired,' he might not come," Wiles told me. "So we tricked him."

LaCivita went to Bedminster believing that Trump wanted to brainstorm ideas for television ads. Instead, two minutes into the conversation, Trump asked LaCivita: "When can you start?" LaCivita froze; he recalls nodding in the affirmative while struggling to articulate any words. "Susie, make a deal with him," Trump said. "Let's get this thing going."

Almost immediately after he came on board in the fall of 2022, LaCivita's new boss began to self-destruct. In late November, Trump hosted Ye (the rapper formerly known as Kanye West) and Nick Fuentes, a known anti-Semite and white supremacist, for dinner at Mar-a-Lago. Then, in early December, Trump proclaimed on social media that the supposedly fraudulent nature of Biden's 2020 victory "allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution." Adding insult to self-inflicted injury, Trump blamed anti-abortion activists for the GOP's poor performance in the midterm elections, infuriating an essential bloc of his political base.

"It was rough. Rough," LaCivita told me.

In those early days, I wondered, did he regret saying yes to Trump?

"You know, I won't go--" he stopped himself. "Look, on this level, a campaign is never without its personal and its professional struggles. That's just the way it is."

LaCivita wasn't the only one struggling. When I started to ask Wiles to identify the low point of Trump's campaign, she cut me off before the question was finished.

"Christmas. He was quiet over Christmas," she said, alluding to the drubbing he took for the Ye-Fuentes dinner and his post about terminating the Constitution. That week, she told me, Trump asked Wiles a question: "Do you think I would win Florida?'"

He could feel his grip on the party loosening. Trump's losing streak had coincided with DeSantis winning reelection by a million and a half votes in the fall of 2022. Already some major donors, operatives, and activists had defected to the Florida governor as he built a presidential campaign aimed at toppling Trump in the 2024 GOP primary.

"I said, 'Yes, of course,'" Wiles recalled, biting her lip. "But I wasn't sure."


A representative from Blexit, a campaign to encourage Black Americans to leave the Democratic Party. For several years, polling has shown Black and Hispanic men drifting further right. (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Wiles and LaCivita knew that DeSantis would stake his entire campaign on the Iowa caucuses. In 2016, Ted Cruz had defeated Trump there by building a sprawling ground game of volunteers and paid staffers who coordinated down to the precinct level. DeSantis was copying that blueprint, hiring Cruz's senior advisers from that race while raising loads of money to construct an even bigger organization.

Trump had never gotten over being outmaneuvered by Cruz in Iowa. In fact, long before he declared America's federal elections illegitimate, Trump had claimed that the 2016 caucuses were rigged. So when Wiles and LaCivita sat him down to discuss strategy in the state--warning him of what DeSantis had planned--Trump told them, matter-of-factly, "That can never happen again."

Over the next year, two things became apparent. First, thanks to the constant suck of Trump's legal fees on his political coffers--campaign insiders say that courtroom costs have accounted for at least 25 cents of every dollar raised by the campaign and affiliated PACs, an estimate that tracks with reporting elsewhere--Trump was not going to be able to spend money like DeSantis could in Iowa. Second, he might not need to.

In Florida, Wiles claims, she had discovered that there were roughly a million Trump supporters who had no history of engagement with the state party apparatus. And yet these people, when contacted by the GOP in 2016 and 2020, would sometimes become Trump's most devoted volunteers. Wiles believed the same thing was possible in Iowa. So did LaCivita. This didn't exactly represent a bet-the-house risk; Trump was always going to be favored against a big, fractured field, in Iowa and beyond. Still, Wiles and LaCivita saw in the opening act of the 2024 primary a chance to pressure-test a theory that could prove crucial later in the year.

Scouring precinct-level statistics from the four previous times Trump had competed in Iowa--the primary and general elections in 2016 and 2020--they isolated the most MAGA-friendly pockets of the state. Then, comparing data they'd collected from those areas against the state's voter file, LaCivita and Wiles found what they were looking for: Some 8,000 of those Iowans they identified as pro-Trump--people who, over the previous seven or eight years, had engaged with Trump's campaign either physically, digitally, or through the mail--were not even registered to vote. Thousands more who were registered to vote had never participated in a caucus. These were the people who, if converted from sympathizers to supporters, could power Trump's organization.

Political consultants often consider eligible voters on a one-to-five scale: Ones being the people who never miss an election and hand out campaign literature in their spare time, fives being the reclusive types who can't be canvassed, have never cast a vote, and probably never will. Most campaigns, especially in Iowa, focus their resources on the ones and twos. "There was this other bucket that we identified: low-propensity Trump supporters," Wiles said. "We sort of took a gamble, but we were really sure that those tier-three people would be participating, that they would be our voters."

Several times in the summer and fall of 2023, I heard from DeSantis allies who were bewildered by what Trump's team was (and wasn't) doing on the ground. "Our opponents were spending tens of millions of dollars paying for voter contacts for people to knock on doors," LaCivita said. "And we were spending tens of thousands printing training brochures and pretty hats with golden embroidery on them."

The gold-embroidered hats were reserved for "captains," the volunteers responsible for organizing Trump supporters in their precincts. Notably, Wiles said, most of these captains came from the third tier of Iowa's electorate--they were identified, recruited, and then trained in one of the hundreds of caucus-education sessions Trump's team held around the state. At that point, the captains were given a list of 10 targets in their community who fit a similar profile, and told to turn them out for the caucuses. It was called the "10 for Trump" program. The best way to find and mobilize more low-propensity Trump supporters, the thinking went, was to deputize people just like them.

It appeared to work. On caucus night, as the wind chill plunged to 40 degrees below zero in parts of Iowa--and voter turnout plunged too--Trump won 51 percent of the vote, breaking an Iowa record, and clobbered DeSantis despite being heavily outspent. According to LaCivita, the precincts where the campaign invested heavily in the "10 for Trump" program saw a significant jump in turnout compared with the rest of the state.

That's the story Wiles and LaCivita are telling about Iowa, anyway. Not everyone believes it. Trump enjoyed a sizable lead in the Iowa polls from the start, thanks in part to his allies blanketing the state with TV ads before his opponents were even out of the gate. Several people who worked on competing campaigns in Iowa said it was Trump's first indictment, in March 2023--not his campaign's ground game or anything else--that made him unbeatable. "When the Democrats started using the law to go after Trump, it hardened all of his very conservative supporters, some of whom had softened after 2022," Sam Cooper, who served as political director for DeSantis, told me. "It was a race the Trump campaign locked up well before caucus day."

The consensus of the political class post-2020 held that Trump's base was maxed out; that any MAGA sympathizers who'd gone undiscovered in 2016 had, by the time of his reelection bid, been identified and incorporated into the GOP turnout machine. Wiles and LaCivita disagreed. They built a primary campaign on the premise that an untapped market for Trumpism still existed. But they knew that the true test of their theory was never going to come in Iowa.
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Six miles inland from Mar-a-Lago, tucked inside a contemporary 15-floor office building that overlooks a Home Depot parking lot, is a presidential-campaign headquarters so small and austere that nobody seems to realize it's there. When I told the security guard at the front desk that I'd come to visit "the Trump offices," she gave me a quizzical look; only later, after hanging around for several hours, was I clued in to the joke that nobody in this building--not any of the dozen law firms, or the rare-coin dealer, or apparently even the security guard--has any idea exactly who occupies the second and sixth floors.

In fairness, Trump's team used to inhabit just one of those floors. It was only after the merger with the Republican National Committee in early March, which eliminated dozens of supposedly duplicative jobs and relocated most of the RNC staff to Palm Beach, that additional space became necessary. Still, that a former president whose 2020 headquarters was something out of a Silicon Valley infomercial--all touch-screen entryways and floor-to-ceiling glass offices with dazzling views of the Potomac--was housing his 2024 operation in a plebeian office park signaled a sort of inverse ostentation, saying much about the personalities and priorities behind this campaign.

From day one, people familiar with internal deliberations told me, Wiles and LaCivita emphasized efficiency. There would be none of the excesses that became a staple of Trump's 2020 reelection effort, which raised more than $1 billion yet unfathomably ran short of cash in the home stretch of the election. They needed to control all the money. And for that, they needed to control the national party apparatus.

David A. Graham: Trump's campaign has lost whatever substance it once had

The Trump campaign's takeover of the RNC in March--installing the former president's daughter-in-law, Lara Trump, as the new co-chair, while establishing LaCivita as chief of staff and de facto chief executive, all of it long before Trump had technically secured the party's nomination--didn't sit well with many Republicans. Appearances aside, the imperatives of a presidential campaign are not always aligned with those of the RNC, whose job it is to advance the party's interests up and down the ballot and across the country. "Party politics is a team sport. It's bigger than Ronald Reagan or Donald Trump or any one candidate," said Henry Barbour, a longtime Mississippi committeeman, who has fought to prevent the national party's funds from going to Trump's legal defense. "Nobody's ever going to agree on exactly how you split the money up, but you've got to take a holistic approach in thinking about all the campaigns, not just one."

The RNC under Ronna McDaniel, who chaired the national party from early 2017 until LaCivita's takeover, had become a frequent target of Trump's ire. He didn't like that the party remained neutral in the early stages of the 2024 primary--and he was especially furious that McDaniel commissioned debates among the candidates. But what might have bothered him most was the RNC's priorities: McDaniel was continuing to pour money into field operations, stressing the need for a massive get-out-the-vote program, but showed little interest in his pet issue of "election integrity."

"Tell you what," Trump said to Wiles and LaCivita. "I'll turn out the vote. You spend that money protecting it."

The marching orders were clear: Trump's lieutenants were to dismantle much of the RNC's existing ground game and divert resources to a colossal new election-integrity program--a legion of lawyers on retainer, hundreds of training seminars for poll monitors nationwide, a goal of 100,000 volunteers organized and assigned to stand watch outside voting precincts, tabulation centers, and even individual drop boxes.

To sell party officials on this dramatic tactical shift, Wiles and LaCivita pointed to the inefficiencies of the old RNC approach--of which there were plenty--and argued that they could run a more effective ground game with fewer resources. "The RNC has always operated on number of calls, number of door knocks, and nobody paid any attention to what the result of each of those was. We have no use for that," Wiles told me. "It doesn't matter to me how many calls you've made. What matters to me is the number of calls you've made and gotten a positive response from a voter ... They considered success volume. It's not."

Several RNC insiders told me they agreed, at least broadly, with this critique. Yet they also said Trump's team had grossly exaggerated the party's past expenditures to serve the campaign's mission of reallocating resources toward Trump's election-integrity obsession. For example, LaCivita told me that, based on his review of the party's 2020 performance, the RNC spent more than $140 million but made just 17.5 million voter-contact attempts. When I challenged that number, he conceded that it might have been closer to 27 million. But according to an internal RNC database I obtained, the party knocked on nearly 32 million doors in competitive states alone, and made another 113 million phone calls, for a total of some 145 million voter-contact attempts.

A wide array of party officials I spoke with said that McDaniel, who declined to comment for this story, had lost the confidence of her members. And none of them disputed that the RNC ground game needed reassessing. But the abrupt directional change announced by Wiles and LaCivita, these officials told me, could only be interpreted as financial triage. It was unfortunate enough that Trump's legal-defense fund steadily drained the campaign coffers; his insistence on this sweeping, ego-stroking program to "protect the vote" was going to cost an untold fortune. Given these constraints, Wiles and LaCivita knew that they couldn't run a traditional Republican field program.

Which is how I got to talking with James Blair.


To thousands of cheering supporters, Trump declared that the 2024 election would be "too big to rig." (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



"In private equity, or investment in general, you look for highest upside at smallest input," Blair, the 35-year-old political director for Trump and the RNC, told me, trying to justify their cut-rate ground game. "In a very basic sense, you can try to do everything all the time--and often the result is you do nothing particularly well--or you can try to do a few things that deliver high value compared to their relative input level."

We were sitting in a sterile second-floor conference room, the whiteboard to my left freshly wiped down, at the campaign's headquarters. The space outside was more colorful, with depictions of the 45th president adorning the walls: an elaborate In Trump We Trust mural; a blown-up birthday poster, signed by some of his spiritual advisers, depicting Trump under the watch of a lamb, a lion, a white horse, and two doves; a framed replica of Trump's mug shot, in the style of the Obama-era HOPE poster, above the words NEVER SURRENDER. On a stretch of wall outside the conference room, large black letters spelled out the campaign's mantra: Joe Biden is: Weak, Failed and Dishonest.

Blair wore the expression of a man who knows something the rest of us don't. He studied finance at Florida State, then accepted an entry-level job at the statehouse in Tallahassee, with plans to eventually pivot toward a career in business. Instead, he ended up running legislative races for the state GOP in 2016, overseeing the DeSantis campaign's voter-contact program in 2018, and then joining the new governor's office as deputy chief of staff. As with many Wiles loyalists, Blair's time in DeSantis's orbit was brief, and his reunion with Wiles in Trumpworld--her allies on the campaign are known as "the Florida mafia"--was inevitable.

Blair, like Wiles, believes that campaigns have become beholden to empty statistics. "If you chase numbers in terms of top-line output, you make tactical decisions that increase that goal," he said. "So that would be dense suburban areas where you can hit more doors per hour, right? More doors per body [equals] higher output." The problem, Blair said, is that most of those doors aren't worth knocking on: Turnout is already highest in the suburbs, and fewer and fewer voters there remain truly persuadable, for reasons of hardened partisan identification along economic or cultural lines. And yet, since the days of Karl Rove, campaigns have blanketed the country with paid canvassers, investing hundreds of millions of dollars in contacting people who are already going to vote and who, in most cases, already know whom they're voting for.

This is the crux of Team Trump's argument: Now that the electoral landscape looks so different--both campaigns fighting over just a handful of states, a finite number of true swing voters in each--shouldn't the party reassess its strategy? Especially given the campaign's financial burdens, some Republicans agree that the answer is yes. One of them is Rove himself.

"There are two groups of people to consider: the low-propensity Republicans and the persuadable swing [voters]. Be careful that you're not antagonizing one with your outreach to the other. You don't want people knocking on the swing doors wearing 'Let's Go Brandon' shirts," Rove told me. When it comes to running a ground game in this environment, he added, "the priority should be maximizing turnout among the true believers," who, if they vote, are a lock for Trump.

This isn't to say Trump's campaign won't be targeting those persuadable voters. It's just a matter of preferred medium: If Wiles has to drop millions of dollars to engage the suburban mom outside Milwaukee, she'd rather that mom spend 30 seconds with one of LaCivita's TV spots than 30 seconds with a pamphlet-carrying college student on her front porch. This is the essence of Trump's voter-contact strategy: pursuing identified swing voters--college-educated women, working-class Latinos, urban Black men under 40--with micro-targeted media, while earmarking ground resources primarily for reaching those secluded, MAGA-sympathetic voters who have proved difficult to engage.

Stephanie McCrummen: Biden has a bigger problem than the debate

The campaign, I was told, hopes to recruit somewhere between 5,000 and 10,000 captains in each of the seven battleground states: Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. They won't all be low-propensity Trump supporters, as they were in Iowa--there isn't time to be that selective--but they will be trained in the same way. Each will be assigned a roster of people in their communities, 10 to 50 in total, who fit the profile of Trump-friendly and electorally disengaged. "Our in-house program is focused on doing the hardest-to-do but highest-impact thing," Blair said, which is contacting the MAGA-inclined voters whom previous Trump campaigns missed.

In truth, "hardest-to-do" might be an understatement. Blair was describing this program to me in early June; building it out by the time early voting begins in September is akin to a three-month moonshot. (He declined to share benchmarks demonstrating progress.) Republican officials in key states, meanwhile, have complained for months about the Trump campaign's practically nonexistent presence on the ground. When they've been told of the plan to scale back traditional canvassing operations in favor of a narrower approach, their frustration has at times turned to fury.

"The RNC had promised us a lot of resources, but there's been a huge pullback. And the Trump team isn't standing up its own operation, so we're really behind," Jason Cabel Roe, a GOP consultant in Michigan who's handling the state's most competitive congressional race, told me. "The state party's a mess; they're not going to pick up the slack. When I talk to other Republicans here, they say the same thing: 'Where are the resources for a field operation?'"

Trump officials acknowledge that these concerns are legitimate. Democrats have opened hundreds of field offices and positioned more than 1,000 paid staffers across the battleground map, while the Trump team is running most of its presidential operations out of existing county-party offices and employing fewer than a dozen paid staffers in most states. The great equalizer, they believe, is intensity: Whereas Democrats have struggled to stoke their base--multiple swing-state Biden allies told me that volunteer recruiting has been anemic--Republicans have reported having more helpers than they know what to do with. In this context, Trump's enlisting unpaid yet highly motivated voters to work their own neighborhoods, while the Democrats largely rely on parachuting paid staffers into various locations, might not be the mismatch Republicans fear.

The Trump campaign's approach wouldn't be feasible in most presidential elections. But in 2024, LaCivita told me, there are "probably four" true battlegrounds: Arizona, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. (He said the campaign feels confident, based on public and private polling, as well as its own internal modeling, that Georgia, Nevada, and North Carolina are moving out of reach for Biden.) In this scenario, Trump's team doesn't need to execute a national campaign. They are "basically running four or five Senate races," Beth Myers, a senior adviser to Mitt Romney's 2012 campaign against Barack Obama, told me. "And they can get away with it, because the playing field is just that small now."

Myers is no Trump fan. Still, she credits Wiles and LaCivita with developing a strategy that recognizes both the "excesses" of past Republican campaigns and the realities of a new electorate. In 2012, Romney and Obama fought over a much larger map that included Florida, Ohio, Iowa, Virginia, Colorado, New Hampshire, and even, at least initially, Missouri and Indiana. "Vendors got involved and started telling us that we needed seven 'touches'--that the number of contacts was more important than who we were contacting," Myers said. "But we got that wrong. I think the quality of the touch is much more important than the quantity of the touch, and I think that's what Chris is doing here."

Notably, thanks to a new Federal Election Commission opinion that allows campaigns to coordinate canvassing efforts with outside groups, there will still be an enormous field operation working on Trump's behalf. Blair explained that allied organizations such as Turning Point Action, America First Works, and the Faith and Freedom Coalition would handle much of the right's canvassing effort moving forward, focusing on the "standardized volume plays" as the campaign itself takes a specialized approach. (This isn't the relief Republicans officials have been hoping for: Turning Point, for example, became a punch line among GOP strategists and donors after it promised to deliver Arizona-- where its founder, Charlie Kirk, resides--in the 2022 midterms, only for Democrats to win every major statewide race. Kirk's group is assuring dubious party officials and major donors that its operation has scaled up, but several told me they aren't buying it.)

Blair knows the campaign can't ignore the outcry from local Republicans. As we ended our conversation, he was heading to his office to lead a conference call with county chairs in battleground states, part of an effort to "educate" them about the program and "get buy-in."

If one thing has calmed Republican nerves, it's the recent, record-breaking fundraising haul that accompanied Trump's conviction in the New York hush-money case. A campaign that was once being badly outraised brought in more than $70 million in the 48 hours after the verdict. Suddenly--and to the shock of both campaigns--Trump entered July with more cash on hand than Biden.

But this windfall hasn't altered the plans of Wiles and LaCivita. Even when the money was pouring in, it was too late, they told me; the campaign's tactical decisions for getting out the vote had already been made. Around this same time, I noticed that it wasn't just those swing-state Republicans getting anxious. The day before I visited headquarters, one Trump aide, who requested anonymity to speak candidly, confessed to me that doubts about the field strategy permeate this campaign. This person predicted that Wiles, LaCivita, and Blair will either look like geniuses who revolutionized Republican politics--or the biggest morons ever put in charge of a presidential campaign.

"I accept that framing," Blair told me, flashing a smirk. "And I live by it every day."

As Blair and I stood up to leave the conference room, he stopped me. The smirk was gone. He wanted to make something clear: He takes these decisions very seriously. "Because if we lose," he said, "I think there's a pretty good chance they're going to throw us in jail."

It was a startling moment. I'd heard campaign aides make offhand remarks before about expecting to end up incarcerated for helping Trump. But this was more direct, more paranoid. Blair was telling me that, in a second Biden administration, he expected deep-state flunkies to arrest him for the crime of opposing the president. And he wasn't alone. Brian Hughes, a campaign spokesperson known for his extensive government work and generally affable demeanor, nodded in agreement as Blair spoke. "I think we all feel that way," Hughes said.






A sign for Turning Point's "Chase the Vote" initiative, a door-knocking effort aimed at encouraging mail-in voting. In Arizona, Wiles and LaCivita have outsourced much of the Trump campaign's canvassing operations to Turning Point. (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Throughout our conversations, Wiles and LaCivita kept insisting to me that something important has changed about Donald Trump. As they tell it, the man who once loathed making donor calls is now dialing for dollars at seven in the morning, unprompted. The man who could never be bothered with the fine print of Iowa's caucuses finally sat down and learned the rules--and then started explaining them to Iowans at his pre-caucus events. The man who treated 2016 like a reality show and 2020 like a spin-off now speaks of little else but winning.

This may all be the stuff of reverential narratives. Yet there is no denying the consequence of Trump's evolution on one tactical front: voting by mail. In 2020, the president railed against the practice, refusing to heed the advice of campaign aides who told him, given the shifting nature of consumer behaviors during the pandemic, that absentee votes would almost certainly decide the election. This time around, Wiles led a months-long effort to educate her boss on the practice, explaining how Republicans in Florida and elsewhere had built sprawling, successful operations targeting people who prefer not to vote in person. Wiles pressed Trump on the subject over the course of at least a dozen conversations, stretching from the pre-Iowa season all the way into the late springtime, pleading with him to bless the campaign's effort to organize a voter-contact strategy built around absentee ballots.

"It wasn't like we went in there one day and said, 'Okay, today we're gonna say we like mail-in ballots.' It doesn't happen that way," Wiles told me at one point. "As he better understood campaign mechanics, he understood, you know, why this--"

"Winning!" LaCivita chimed in, palms raised, growing impatient with the explanation.

Wiles shot him a look. "Why this was important," she said.

The funny thing, Wiles noted, is that she can't take credit for convincing Trump. It was "a person who will remain nameless"--someone from outside the campaign, who happened to be kibitzing with the former president about his own reasons for voting by mail--who said something that jolted Trump's brain. "That's when the switch flipped. And that is very typical," Wiles said, chuckling. "You work on something, work on something, work on something, and then in some bizarre, unexpected way, somebody phrases it differently--or it's somebody that he particularly respects in a particular area who says it--and that's it."

The campaign is now engineering a mobilization program aimed at making absentee voting seamless and customizable based on each voter's jurisdiction. (The initiative, dubbed "Swamp the Vote," comes with face-saving disclaimers about this being necessary only to defeat the sinister, election-stealing left.) This project might not assuage the Trump-fueled fears of Republican base voters, but that's hardly the point. His campaign sees the mail-voting push as a path to attracting a slice of the electorate that the Republican Party has spent two decades ignoring: low-propensity left-leaning voters, especially young men of color, who, due to some combination of panic and boredom, turned out for Biden in 2020.

These voters are one explanation as to how Democrats ran up an unthinkable 81-million-vote total in the last presidential election--and, more to the point, increased their margins in places such as Phoenix, Detroit, Milwaukee, and Philadelphia. For the past several years, however, polling has shown Black and Hispanic men drifting further right--a trend sharply accelerated by the Biden-Trump rematch. If the Republican nominee can siphon off any significant chunk of those voters in November--persuading them to mail in a ballot for him instead of sitting out the election--the math for the Democrats isn't going to work. That could make November a realignment election, much like Obama's win in 2008: one that shifts perceptions of voter coalitions and sends the losing side scrambling to recalibrate its approach.

Ironically enough, it was Obama's dominant showings with nonwhite voters in 2008 and 2012--winning them by margins of four to one--that inspired a Republican autopsy report that called for kinder, gentler engagement with minority communities. Now record numbers of Black and Latino men might be won over by the same candidate who prescribes mass deportations, trafficks in openly racist rhetoric, and talks about these voters in ways that border on parody. "He says stuff like 'The Blacks love me!''" LaCivita remarked to me at one point. He threw his arms up, looking equal parts dumbfounded and delighted. "Who the fuck would say that?"

Wiles, for her part, wanted to be clear about the campaign's aims. "It's so targeted--we're not fighting for Black people," she said. "We're fighting for Black men between 18 and 34."

Ronald Brownstein: How Trump is dividing minority voters

When she told me this, we were standing together backstage--LaCivita, Wiles, and me--at the Turning Point USA event in Detroit. Most of the faces in the crowd were white; the same had been true a few hours earlier, when Trump spoke at a Black church on the city's impoverished west side. But that didn't matter much to Wiles and LaCivita. The voters they're targeting wouldn't even know Trump was in Detroit that day, much less come out to see him. These aren't people whose neighborhoods will be canvassed by Republican volunteers; rather, they will be the subject of a sweeping media campaign aimed at fueling disillusionment with the Democratic Party.

As we stood chatting, I remembered something that one of Trump's allies had told me months earlier--a sentiment that has since been popularized and described in different ways: "For every Karen we lose, we're going to win a Jamal and an Enrique." Wiles nodded in approval.

"That's a fact. I believe it. And I so believe we're realigning the party," she told me.

Wiles paused. "And I don't think we're gonna lose all the Karens, either. They buy eggs. They buy gas. They know. They may not tell their neighbor, or their carpool line, but they know."

Just to be clear, I asked: If the Trump campaign converts significant numbers of Black and Hispanic voters, and holds on to a sizable portion of suburban white women, aren't we talking about a blowout in November?

"We are," Wiles said.

This is the scenario Trump craves, the one he's been talking about at all of his recent rallies: winning by margins that are "too big to rig." I had to wonder, though: What if the campaign's models are wrong? What if, yet again, the election is decided by thousands of votes across a few key states? Wiles and LaCivita had accommodated Trump's request to spend lavishly on an "election integrity" effort. But had they accommodated themselves to his lies about the last election--and what might be required of them next?

One afternoon in early June, as we sat in the hallway of an Arizona megachurch--Trump was delivering some fire and brimstone inside the sanctuary, decrying the evils of illegal immigration and drawing chants of "Bullshit! Bullshit! Bullshit!"--I asked LaCivita if he felt additional pressure running this particular campaign: Winning meant Trump would avoid further criminal prosecution; losing could mean more convictions and even incarceration. Either way, I suggested, this would be Trump's last campaign.

"I don't know," LaCivita said, a smile spreading across his face. "I read somewhere that he was gonna change the Constitution so he could run again!" He was soon doubled over, howling and smacking both palms on his knees. It was an odd scene. When he finally came up for air, LaCivita told me, "I'm being sarcastic, of course." Another pause. "I'm joking. Of course I am!"

If he was really joking, I replied, there was no need to keep clarifying that it was a joke.

"No, no," LaCivita said, straightening his tie. "I just get a kick out of it."

LaCivita tries to laugh off stress whenever possible. The Trump campaign, he said, is a "360-degree shooting gallery" in which "everybody is coming after you, internally and externally," all the time. On any given day, he might be cleaning up after a particular staffer who has gone rogue with reporters, or extinguishing rumors he says are being spread about him by Trump's confidant Richard Grenell ("he just likes to cause trouble"), or refuting supposed policy plans for the second Trump administration being floated by "those quote-unquote allies" on the MAGA right. ("It's the Project '25 yokels from Heritage. They and AFPI"--the America First Policy Institute, another think tank--"have their own little groups that raise money. They grift, and they pitch policy," LaCivita said. "They have their own goals and their own agendas, and they have nothing to do with winning an election.") In his mind, all the "noise"--Trump's authoritarian spitballing very much included--is a source of levity.

There was a time, however, when LaCivita didn't find it so funny. According to several people close to him, he was alarmed by Trump's rise in 2016. After he came to terms with Trumpism, as so many in the party eventually did, his qualms were rekindled by the January 6 insurrection. Then came the opportunity to help run the 2024 campaign. Once again, LaCivita hesitated. And once again, LaCivita gave in--only to find himself, a few weeks into the job, working for a man who was dining with a neo-Nazi and toying with the idea of terminating the Constitution. After a while, he became resigned to these feelings of dissonance, friends told me, and eventually desensitized to them altogether. His focus was winning: demolishing Biden, electing Trump, ushering in massive Republican legislative majorities. But had he given much thought to what that success might mean?

Not long after our conversation in Arizona, I met LaCivita for breakfast on Capitol Hill, near his office at the RNC. Later that day, his boss would meet with House and Senate Republicans--many of whom, like LaCivita, had been ready to throw Trump overboard a couple of years ago, and who now stood and saluted like the North Korean military. As we sipped coffee, I asked LaCivita about the potential "termination" of the Constitution that the former president floated in 2022.

"I don't know if he used the word terminate," LaCivita said, squinting his eyes. "I think he may have said change or something." (Trump did, in fact, say termination.)

Certainly it's plausible that a hired gun, someone who cares about winning and winning only, could have genuinely forgotten the language used by his employer. And yet, according to several people familiar with the fallout, LaCivita--a Purple Heart recipient who lost friends in the Gulf War--was so bothered by the social-media post that he confronted Trump about it himself.

LaCivita confirmed to me that he'd called Trump about the post. In his telling, Trump responded that people were twisting his words, then agreed to issue a statement declaring his love for the Constitution. And that was that, LaCivita said, offering a shrug. He likened it to football: When the quarterback throws an interception, the team has to move on. No dwelling on the last play.

As he shoveled over-hard eggs into his mouth, Marine Corps cufflinks were visible beneath his dark suit. LaCivita had sworn an oath to the Constitution; he'd risked his life for the Constitution. Didn't a part of him, when he read that post, think about the implications beyond political strategy?

"I mean, he took an oath to the Constitution too, as president of the United States," LaCivita said. "I never put myself in a position of judging somebody."

LaCivita thought for a moment. He told me that he'd sat in the courtroom on the second day of Trump's hush-money trial in May. "Listening to the stuff they're saying, meant for no other reason than to harm the guy politically--it just pissed me off," he said. "It made me that much more determined."

Now we were getting somewhere. Do the people who enter Trump's orbit, I asked, become hardened by the experience? Do they adopt his persecution complex? Do they take the insults to him personally?

"I don't psychoanalyze myself, and I sure as hell don't psychoanalyze the people that I work for," LaCivita told me. "But I truly believe that the things that he can do as president can actually make the country a whole lot better. You don't do this at this level for transactional purposes."

No doubt LaCivita is conservative by nature: pro-gun, anti-abortion, viscerally opposed to Democratic orthodoxy on illegal immigration and gender identity. At the same time, he has worked for Republicans who span the party's ideological spectrum--most of them moderates who, he admits, reflect his own "center right" beliefs.

Just recently, I told LaCivita, I'd read an interview he'd given to his hometown newspaper, The Richmond Times-Dispatch, more than a decade ago. One quote stood out. Reflecting on his appetite for the fray--as a Marine, as a hunter, as a political combatant--LaCivita told the interviewer: "A warrior without war is miserable."

When I looked up from reading the quote, LaCivita was nodding.

"People hire me to beat Democrats," he said. "That's what I do. That's what Chris LaCivita does. He beats Democrats, period."

He paused. "And Donald Trump gave me the opportunity of a lifetime."

That much is true. Political consultants spend their careers dreaming of the day they're called upon to elect a president, and those who succeed gain a status that guarantees wealth and prestige. I couldn't help but think of how Wiles, the seasoned strategist who'd been humiliated by Florida's young hot-shot governor, had hitched her career to Trump during his post-January 6 political exile. "The last time he was in Washington," she said, "he was being run out of there on an airplane where nobody came to say goodbye." Now Trump was barging his way back into the White House--and those same Republicans who once accused him of treachery, she noted, were cheering him on.

"He didn't change," Wiles told me. "They changed."

I wanted to know if Wiles had changed. She boasted to me, during one conversation, that she had been somewhat successful in getting her boss to cut back on the rigged-election talk on the campaign trail. ("People want to have hope, they want to be inspired, they want to look forward," she said.) But in that same conversation, Wiles could not answer the question of whether the 2020 election had actually been stolen. "I'm not sure," she said, repeating the phrase three times.

And her boss?

"He thinks he knows," Wiles said.

She paused, seeming to catch herself. "But we know," Wiles added, "that it can't happen again."

Her moment of hesitancy stood out. One of the maxims of this campaign, something LaCivita drills into his staff, is that self-doubt destroys. ("You're either right or you're wrong," he said. But you can't second-guess decisions "once the bullet leaves the chamber.") Which, as we sat inside that diner on Capitol Hill, one block from the scene of the January 6 carnage, returned us to the question of Trump's threat against the Constitution. If LaCivita were to acknowledge his trepidation about the man he's working for--

"Boom!" he said, interrupting with a faux gunshot noise. "You're done. You're done. Hesitation in combat generally gets you killed."

Even if you're hesitating for good reason?

"Hesitation in combat gets you killed," LaCivita said again, leaning across the table this time. He pounded his fist to punctuate every word: "I. Don't. Hesitate."

In that moment, the sum of my conversations with LaCivita and Wiles and their campaign deputies began to make sense. For all their lofty talk of transformation--transforming their boss's candidacy, transforming Republican politics, transforming the electorate, transforming the country--it continues to be Trump who does the transforming.
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Stop Soft-Pedaling the GOP's Extreme Positions

The party's platform on abortion and LGBTQ rights is just as radical as ever.

by Adam Serwer




The idea that Donald Trump is forcing the Republican Party to moderate its extreme positions on abortion and LGBTQ rights would make for an interesting story. So interesting, in fact, that the story was all over the mainstream press. The only problem with this very interesting story is that it didn't happen.

On Monday, a draft of the GOP platform began circulating ahead of the Republican convention. The coverage of the platform's position on abortion was remarkable in its uniformity. The New York Times' headline blared, "Following Trump's Lead, Republicans Adopt Platform That Softens Stance on Abortion." NBC News announced, "Trump Pushes New GOP Platform Softening Party's Positions on Abortion and Same-Sex Marriage." The Washington Post concurred: "GOP Adopts Platform That Softens Language on Abortion, Same-Sex Marriage." These headlines could not be more misleading. (One outlet, The 19th, commendably got it right.)

First, although the new platform omits language from the 2016 version opposing marriage equality, it is silent on equal rights for same-sex couples, and certainly does not endorse them. That omission is meaningful, and should not be interpreted as moderation. The Trumpified right-wing majority on the Supreme Court has already taken quiet aim at the decision that granted same-sex couples the right to marry, and some of the sitting justices, such as Samuel Alito, have denounced that decision outright. Once the right-wing bloc on the Court has the numbers and the right case, that decision will likely be overturned.

Read: What would Trump really do on abortion?

In other words, the removal of the previous opposition does not amount to a recognition of equal rights for same-sex couples. It is a strategic silence asserted in the belief that the Roberts Court will narrow those rights in its own time without the GOP having to pay a political price for making that happen. Other language in the new platform refers to being able to "act in accordance with those [religious] Beliefs, not just in places of Worship, but in everyday life." This is about justifying religious exemptions to anti-discrimination laws, which will target LGBTQ Americans and women, among others. This is an agenda that contemplates second-class citizenship for anyone who is not a right-wing Christian, and elevated status for those who are.

Second, if the party's stance on marriage equality is a matter of strategic silence, the media coverage of the abortion language amounts to strategic illiteracy. Here is the plank, under a heading that reads "Republicans Will Protect and Defend a Vote of the People, From Within the States, on the Issue of Life":

We proudly stand for families and Life. We believe that the 14th Amendment to the Constitution of the United States guarantees that no person can be denied Life or Liberty without Due Process, and that the States are, therefore, free to pass Laws protecting those Rights. After 51 years, because of us, that power has been given to the States and to a vote of the People. We will oppose Late Term Abortion, while supporting mothers and policies that advance Prenatal Care, access to Birth Control, and IVF (fertility treatments).


The key language here is "We believe that the 14th Amendment to the Constitution of the United States guarantees that no person can be denied Life or Liberty without Due Process, and that the States are, therefore, free to pass Laws protecting those Rights." The actual language of the Fourteenth Amendment, plain to anyone who has read it, says, "No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws."

The doctrine that a fetus is morally equivalent to a fully born child is called "fetal personhood"; it asserts that a fetus obtains constitutional rights at the moment of conception, and therefore, ending a pregnancy is identical to murder. In its 2016 platform, the Republican Party made this claim by saying that the Fourteenth Amendment's due-process protections guarantee that "the unborn child has a fundamental right to life which cannot be infringed," and calling for a constitutional amendment to enshrine this understanding. Eight years later, the Trump-appointed justices on the Supreme Court who helped strike down Roe v. Wade have conservatives hoping that an amendment won't actually be necessary to change the interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment--that the right-wing justices will simply rewrite the Constitution to ban abortion nationally on those grounds. Instead of calling for an amendment, this year's platform asserts the same belief in fetal personhood, and says that protecting it is up to state law.

But this is incoherent. If the Fourteenth Amendment bars abortion--the implication of the doctrine of fetal personhood--then no state laws are necessary to enforce that constitutional guarantee. The wording of the platform restates the same radical position that Republicans took in the 2016 platform, but makes it more confusing. There is no softening of the GOP's position on abortion here, just a garbled reiteration of the party's position that abortion for any reason should be illegal everywhere in the United States, hidden behind an irrelevant aside about states' rights.

From the January/February 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

Furthermore, there is no "states' rights" version of the Fourteenth Amendment. The entire point of the Fourteenth Amendment is that the states cannot do whatever they want, that they cannot violate the fundamental rights of their residents. In the interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment adopted by the Republican Party in its platform, abortion rights are unconstitutional because a fetus is a person and therefore entitled to those constitutional protections.

The point, presumably, of the muddled and contradictory language adopted by the platform was to get the media to run with a bunch of headlines announcing that the party was moderating on abortion, while allowing the language to serve as a promise to anti-abortion activists, who fully understand that Donald Trump intends to follow through on their agenda while in office. That includes, as my colleague Elaine Godfrey reported in February, banning abortion through novel enforcement of the 19th-century Comstock Act without any need for Congress. As Godfrey wrote at the time, "Any Trump endorsement of a national abortion limit is nothing more than strategic messaging--a ploy to win over moderate voters in the general election." The same is true of this new state-by-state approach.

Trump and the Republican Party have records on abortion that show what they would do with federal power. Trump appointed three of the six justices who issued the decision overturning a national right to an abortion after he promised to do just that. Republican-controlled states acted swiftly to ban abortion as soon as they could, not just enacting draconian bans and restrictions on speech and movement related to abortion, but seeking to criminalize leaving the state to get an abortion or providing information on how to get one. Republicans in the Senate blocked a bill to protect in vitro fertilization. As with anything else, what politicians have actually done is a much more reliable guide to what they will do than what they say they will do.

If Trump returns to the White House, the power of the federal government will likely be focused on restricting Americans' rights to free expression, travel, and bodily autonomy in the name of preventing abortion. Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation blueprint for a second Trump administration, which Trump has unconvincingly attempted to disavow despite the plan having been written by veterans of his first administration, details possible avenues for such restrictions. The Project 2025 agenda contemplates allowing employers to deny health-care coverage for contraception to their workers, allowing hospitals to refuse to provide abortion care when someone's life is at risk, and otherwise limiting access to abortion medication and contraception. Project 2025 also wants to use the Department of Health and Human Services to force states to track abortions in order to crack down on what it calls "abortion tourism," that is, women being forced to leave their home state to obtain medical care that they are prevented from getting where they live. Last year, a Texas mother named Kate Cox had to flee the state to get an abortion because her fetus had a fatal abnormality, and carrying the pregnancy to term could have endangered both her life and her ability to get pregnant again. This is what the people who would run the next Trump administration regard as "abortion tourism."

The idea that Republicans would not do such things because they are unpopular ignores the fact that abortion bans are also deeply unpopular--even conservative voters in some red states have rejected them since the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision--and many Republican-run states instituted draconian bans on abortion anyway. Red states' response to voters rejecting Republican extremism on abortion at the polls was not moderating on the issue, but attempting to take the decision out of voters' hands entirely by preventing abortion from being the subject of statewide referendums in which abortion bans keep losing.

The GOP platform is an obvious bait and switch, and it doesn't even try very hard to hide the switch. As the writer Jessica Valenti notes, "The platform doesn't change a single thing about what Trump would do if elected, nor does it mean that there's an actual rift between his campaign and the anti-abortion movement. This is political theater, and the mainstream press is handing out programs." The GOP platform on abortion does not show Trump or the GOP "softening" or shifting on abortion rights; it shows them trying to avoid the political consequences of their position on the matter by hiding them in plain sight.

It has been clear from the beginning that Trump regards abortion rights as a political vulnerability for Republicans and would seek to seem moderate on the issue, just as it's clear that the anti-abortion camp understands that Trump will do its bidding when in office, as he did last time. One reason he may get the chance is mainstream press organizations' embracing the narrative of Trump as an abortion moderate--despite all available evidence to the contrary.
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Zach Bryan's Message to Men

The country singer's rise is a small, hopeful sign for modern masculinity.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Is the cure for male loneliness being in the Roman legion? Is the cure for male loneliness sailing the high seas with your bros? Is the cure for male loneliness a crusade to cleanse the stars?

Suggestions like these flew around last summer after The New York Times published an article titled "Is the Cure to Male Loneliness Out on the Pickleball Court?" The headline sounded silly, but the writer Michelle Cottle was tackling a real problem: the decades-long decline in the number of close friendships that American men report having. Her suggestion was for guys to just get a hobby, such as pickleball--a nice thought that, as the ensuing online jokes implied, left something out. Although hanging with others is important, so is sharing a sense of purpose with them.

Anyway, is the cure for male loneliness Zach Bryan? I'm kidding, but the rise of the alternative-country singer from Oklahoma does seem like a small, hopeful sign for modern masculinity. The 28-year-old former Navy ordnanceman has, in a quick few years, gone from being unknown to selling out arenas. His new album, The Great American Bar Scene, could end Taylor Swift's 11-week reign at the No. 1 slot on the Billboard Hot 200--which would be fitting, given how often people have quipped that he's the "male Taylor Swift." The point of comparison between the two is the fervor they inspire; each fosters a sense of community and even, perhaps, meaning.

Some observers have been mystified by Bryan's success, given that he's hardly the first artist to sing in a deep voice about trucks and whiskey over rollicking Dobro and fiddle. But Bryan's music features a distinct blend of ruggedness and fragility, with trembling vocals and instruments that seem to fade in and out of the mix. Moreover, his persona and his songwriting add up to a distinct worldview. So much of popular culture tells us to strive for wealth, social status, or revenge against one's enemies. Bryan makes a compelling case for what really shouldn't be a radical idea: an ethical code, and finding worth in your relationships with others.

He's not subtle about this. The Great American Bar Scene opens with a spoken-word poem that spells out his aspirations: to stand up for what he believes in, to have kids and teach them "that we are all the same," and to "never [meet] a human being that I say I don't like"--meaning, to show kindness toward all. He delivers these lines in a dignified manner, as if reciting a catechism, until his voice drops into a hoarse chuckle. He then says, "If I'm lucky enough, I'll get high and invite a guitar player over / And he'll play sweet notes until a New York City-rooftop sun rises," seemingly referring to the very guitar notes that are playing in the song at that moment. The line is touching, a snapshot of platonic intimacy between two dudes.

The bromantic vibes build from there. On the album's second track, "Mechanical Bull," Bryan name-checks members of his band, suggesting them as aspirational figures because they care for their family or excel at their instrument. On the album's best track, "Oak Island," Bryan spins a fictional tale of two brothers fighting after one of them falls in with a gang of loan sharks. The guitars crackle with urgency and tragedy as Bryan considers the difference between fraternal connection and blind loyalty. His ideal of love is tough love, rooted in right and wrong.

What Bryan is subtle about is the social critique implied within these songs. He sings, for example, about guys getting their life ruined by gambling--but via shady bookies, not the more relevant menace of sports-betting apps. On "Boons," he refers to smartphones in oblique terms: "Won't you look up from your hands?" he asks. The closest he gets to referencing modern gender tensions is "American Nights," which tells of ex-military men getting lost to vices while "the women that they swear are gonna be their wives" move on. He sings, "Mary got that job that she wanted out of town / She was better than the sum of all of us anyhow." (Bryan might be talking about the Mary from "Thunder Road," by Bruce Springsteen, who lends his vocals to another track on the album.)

Refreshingly, Bryan's references to female independence aren't tinged with resentment. In an era when man-o-sphere podcasts and Drake songs present brotherhood and misogyny as the same thing, Bryan excels at portraying the opposite sex as genuine partners, not rivals or possessions. "How lucky are we?" he sings to a girlfriend on the waltzing love song "28," drawing out the we. In general, his advice to listeners is to not blame other people for your problems. "In a life having the upper hand's a myth / Your only fighting chance is too stubborn to quit," he sings on "Purple Gas."

If that rhetoric sounds grandfatherly, that's the point: Bryan loves, as he sings on "Mechanical Bull," "the old ways." Traditionalism--or "trad"--is trending in all sorts of forms of late, including in renewed calls for a repressive social order. But Bryan's version is warm and inclusive, and makes room for pleasure. He's reaching back to a vision of American community rooted in bars and businesses where people mingle with "no concern for politics," as he sings on "Boons." On social media, he often hears from listeners who tell him that trying to stay out of the culture wars is naive--but he thinks, as he wrote on X recently, that the political conversation has not "led us to a peaceful place as of late."

Read: The real men south of Richmond

Bryan's popularity would seem to speak to a broad yearning for that peaceful place. Then again, The Great American Bar Scene suggests that there's a limit to what his approach can accomplish. Five albums in, Bryan is repeating melodies, cadences, and lyrical ideas. Both for his artistry and for the country he describes, progress is going to mean, well, progressing: finding fresh and contemporary ways to keep good things alive. But Bryan's listeners probably don't need him to evolve; he's doing plenty as a consoling presence in turbulent times. "American boys," he sings at one point, "are a friend of mine."
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Alice Munro Was a Terrible Mother

But we shouldn't stop reading her stories.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




By now, we should be used to this story: A beloved artist is undone by their own bad behavior, knocked off their pedestal, their works removed to a remote shelf. Since the #MeToo movement began, publishing, just like film and music, has seen its share of idols abandoned. But the distress over the Nobel Prize-winning author Alice Munro has a different tenor.

The death of Munro, at 92 years old in May, was followed by an outpouring of encomium by her many fans. Her obituary in The New York Times called her the closest thing there was to a "literary saint" in her native Canada. But this week her daughter Andrea Robin Skinner published an op-ed in the Toronto Star revealing that her stepfather, Gerald Fremlin, had molested her when she was a child, and that Munro had remained married to him even after learning the truth. As a young woman, Skinner went to the police and--in part on the strength of letters Fremlin had written to Skinner's father and her stepmother that graphically described the abuse--he was convicted of indecent assault. But Skinner never spoke publicly about the case, or about her estrangement from her mother, until now. "She was adamant that whatever had happened was between me and my stepfather," Skinner wrote. "It had nothing to do with her."

Measuring horrors is an unpleasant business. Although Munro did not herself abuse her daughter, her behavior was unfathomably revolting. In his letters, Fremlin blamed Skinner for what happened, saying the 9-year-old girl had been a "Lolita" who seduced him. The decision to stick by him suggests that Munro may have accepted this disgusting defense. According to Skinner, whose account has been backed up by many sources, the abuse was an open secret not just in their family, but in literary circles. Her mother was protected by her fame and persona, and, Skinner wrote, "I was alone."

Read: What Alice Munro has left us

How, many of Munro's fans are now wondering, can they ever reconcile the saint with this history? Can they still read and admire her stories?

The #MeToo movement has given us one answer to the question of how to manage art we love after it has been recategorized as the output of a morally "bad actor." We throw it out. We rip the artist from their pedestal and cast the films, music, novels, paintings, clothing that we formerly admired into the nearest cultural refuse bin. We do so with such great public ceremony that even engaging with the contents of the bin thereafter, even trepidatiously approaching it, becomes a violation. There are now scores of films we should not watch, albums we should not stream, and brands we should not wear.

In the beginning this was, I admit, a thrilling act. As woman after woman came forward with long-kept secrets about powerful men, we found catharsis in rising against these protected predators. We were invigorated by seizing our power as consumers of art and devaluing perpetrators with so much wealth and fame and glory.

But this reaction was not only culturally immature; it was also unsustainable. At this rate, we risk throwing away the art and culture that define us. In the gray and nauseating light of the Munro revelations, we can perhaps see a different answer to the question of how to separate the art from the artist: We can exalt the art without deifying the artist.

There is a cascading effect to genius: We think that because someone has all that talent, they must have the virtues to go with it. And because Munro was a woman, that virtue extends to our presumptions of her as a mother (perhaps one of the few benefits of sexism). We seem unable to imagine that someone who was such a good writer could be a bad mother.

But it is our very investment in that cascade of genius, and in the idea of the virtuous artist, that has protected so many predators. Of the many outrages in this story, one of the most upsetting is that the family stayed silent in part because they felt an obligation to preserve Munro's reputation. This happens all the time, though most members of the protected class of genius have been men, whose misdeeds must be kept behind locked doors because there is--always--"too much at stake." I wrote about such a man in my most recent book: a character based on the art titan Carl Andre, a sculptor who was accused and acquitted in a trial by a judge of murdering his wife, Ana Mendieta. Though doubt lingered around the acquittal, he largely enjoyed the defense and support of the art establishment up until his own death at 88.

Inevitably, someone is reading this and thinking: If we don't shun the work, how will we punish the artist? That's the wrong question to ask. For one thing, Munro is dead and doesn't care anymore what we think. But even for artists who are alive and well, the more effective response is to stop putting them on pedestals in the first place.

Just as there are terrible, troubled people who are excellent mechanics or stock brokers, there are terrible, troubled people who make excellent art. Perhaps they are even overrepresented. Perhaps, in some cases, it is precisely their troubled terribleness that helped make that art excellent. That, alone, might be reason enough to keep engaging with the art after our idols have fallen. Not blindly, like acolytes. But critically, to see what it was about their work that made it resonate. Art is powerful not because it mirrors only our innate goodness, but rather because it reveals our innate complexity: the delicate balance of love and sin that exists, to varying degrees, within us all.

Read: A quiet genius

Munro published a story called "Vandals" in The New Yorker soon after she was first told, in a letter from her daughter, about the abuse. The story is about a woman whose husband molested a much younger neighbor. The woman can't or won't admit that she knows, at some level, what happened, and she does nothing. It was the last story in her 1994 collection Open Secrets. It should not only be read again; it should be read again in that gray and nauseating light of what we know now.
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Age Isn't Biden's Only Problem

Even if he could prove that his debate performance was an outlier, he would remain a deeply unpopular president with a deeply unpopular record.

by Roge Karma




As Democratic Party insiders, pundits, and your high-school friend group debate whether Joe Biden should drop out of the presidential race, the conversation remains tightly focused on the question of his age and fitness. The Keep Joe camp argues that, with enough strong public appearances, the president can prove that he's still up for the job, and that his disastrous debate performance was an aberration. The Coronate Kamala camp, meanwhile, contends that Biden should step aside and hand the nomination to his younger, more energetic vice president, who, as Biden's second in command, would presumably fill the role of "Biden, but younger."

Both arguments suffer from a crucial blind spot: Most Americans don't seem to want a younger version of Biden, because age is only one of the president's problems. His other problem is that too many voters think his administration has been a failure. A Biden rejuvenation or a Harris nomination might solve the first problem, but would do little to address the second. If Biden does decide to step out of the race--which so far he insists he will not--the strongest replacement candidate will be one who can distance themselves from the White House's record.

Even those Democratic insiders who want Biden to drop out generally agree that he has been an effective president. There's plenty of evidence to support that argument: The U.S. economy is in tremendous shape by both historical and international standards, and Biden has racked up an impressive list of major legislative accomplishments. But what Democratic insiders think of Biden's job performance won't matter much in November. What matters is what voters think, and they don't think Biden has done a very good job at all.

As of this writing, the president's approval rating sits at 37 percent, the lowest of any president at this point in their first term since George H. W. Bush (who lost his reelection bid). Nearly six in 10 voters say that Biden's policies have left the country worse off, including a fifth of voters who supported him in 2020, and majorities disapprove of how the administration has handled basically every important issue, including inflation, immigration, and foreign policy. Despite strong headline numbers, Americans feel worse about the economy now than they did 15 years ago, in June 2009, when the economy was in recession and unemployment was 9.5 percent. The administration's attempts to improve its standing with the public don't appear to have made a dent.

Some of this disapproval might be a product of Biden's age. Perhaps his numbers would be better if voters thought he was a strong, capable leader. But the evidence suggests that voters' pessimism has more to do with macro forces--what the pollster Patrick Ruffini described to me as a "post-COVID inflationary malaise"--than with the individual attributes of their leaders. Incumbents in democracies around the world have been deeply unpopular for the past few years. Many leaders of wealthy nations have even lower approval ratings than Biden; in the past nine months, the ruling parties in the United Kingdom, France, South Africa, the Netherlands, and India have suffered electoral defeats. After years of rising prices and global instability, voters all over the world appear eager for change. Incumbency, long considered an automatic electoral advantage, has become a liability. "The old rules of presidential elections just don't apply anymore," the political scientist Lee Drutman told me. "A huge portion of the electorate is deeply dissatisfied with how things are going, and there's not much politicians in power can do to change their minds."

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

Biden appears to be in denial about this fact. In the face of mounting pressure for the president to drop out of the race, his team has scheduled a flurry of live events and interviews in a last-ditch effort to reassure the public that concerns over their boss's age are overblown. But even if Biden did somehow rediscover the vigor and lucidity of his younger self, he would remain a deeply unpopular president with a deeply unpopular record. "It's frustrating to all of us that Biden isn't getting credit for this miraculous presidency," a veteran Democratic strategist who is close to the White House told me. "But at this point we have to bow to political reality."

Given the Biden administration's unpopularity, replacing the president with his younger vice president would be even riskier than it sounds. As Biden's second in command, Harris would inherit much of her boss's baggage. Everything that voters currently blame Biden for--high prices, border chaos, the ongoing wars in Gaza and Ukraine--they would likely blame Harris for. Even worse, early in her tenure, Harris was tasked with the thankless job of trying to fix the root causes of America's migrant influx--a problem that she of course failed to solve and that has since become arguably Democrats' biggest political vulnerability.

Donald Trump, with his knack for sniffing out political weakness, attacks Biden on prices, immigration, and international disorder every chance he gets. "Under crooked Joe Biden the world is in flames, our border is overrun, inflation is raging," Trump said at a recent rally. With Harris as the nominee he would hardly have to alter that message--except, perhaps, to add in the accusation that Harris participated in an effort to cover up Biden's diminished capacity. The Trump campaign is already referring to Harris as Biden's "border czar" and "enabler in chief." Instead of prosecuting the case against Trump, Harris could end up spending her hypothetical candidacy playing defense.

If Biden eventually does decide to leave the race, Democrats might be better served by opening the nomination process to challengers who aren't directly tied to the Biden administration, such as California Governor Gavin Newsom and Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer. Those leaders don't have the name recognition that Harris does--which probably explains why they are currently a few points behind her in national polls--but they have the benefit of distance from the administration's record. That dynamic appears to have helped Democrats in recent elections: Democratic congressional candidates outperformed all expectations in the 2022 midterms, and, as the polling expert Nate Silver recently noted in a New York Times op-ed, every single 2024 Democratic Senate candidate is running well ahead of Joe Biden. Meanwhile, even as voters rate the national economy terribly, they view their state and local economies much more positively, suggesting that a politician from outside Washington could run on a stronger economic record.

Which politician, exactly? That remains an unanswered question. Last week, Representative Jim Clyburn, the South Carolina congressman whose endorsement saved Biden's campaign in 2020, floated the idea of a "mini primary" to decide on Biden's replacement, should the president drop out of the race. Other experts have subsequently filled in some of the details. Candidates, presumably including Harris, would give speeches, sit for interviews, hold town halls, and debate one another as they made their respective cases for the nomination. This approach would amount to a wager that a yet-to-be-determined younger candidate unburdened by Biden's low approval ratings would have a better chance to defeat Trump in November.

Supporters of Biden and Harris warn that a mini-primary would tear the party apart, just like the 1968 Democratic National Convention--a chaotic affair held after embattled and unpopular President Lyndon B. Johnson announced he would no longer seek reelection. But they tend not to mention the outcome of that convention: The party nominated Hubert Humphrey, who lost to Richard Nixon in the general election. Humphrey was Johnson's vice president. He couldn't quite shed the baggage of the administration he had helped run.
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The Rebellion Against Biden Is Over

For now.

by David A. Graham




The Democratic insurgency against Joe Biden's candidacy has ended--or at least, it's been driven underground.

Since the president's disastrous performance in a debate nearly two weeks ago, the race has felt unstable, as though history were about to turn sharply. People who had stood by Biden suddenly got cold feet. Disturbing reports about his private struggles began to emerge. Elected Democrats and even a senior White House official (albeit anonymously) called for him to drop out, and donors said they'd close their wallets.

The July 4 holiday and the weekend gave Biden some respite, but as the week started, more Democrats called for him to leave. Even Representative James Clyburn, perhaps Biden's most essential ally, looked like he might be wavering. The ground was shaking, the dam was breaking: Pick whichever cliche you like, but Biden looked like he was done, no matter how defiant a pose he struck.

David A. Graham: Joe Biden doesn't understand the post-debate reality

Yet by yesterday afternoon, Biden seemed to have quelled the rebellion. The rate of defections has slowed. The Congressional Black Caucus and Congressional Hispanic Caucus both reaffirmed their support on Monday. "I'm with Joe," Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer reiterated, several times, yesterday. A group of Senate Democrats, led by Mark Warner, that wanted to nudge Biden out called a meeting off. Senator Michael Bennet said he believed Trump will win in a landslide--but declined to call for Biden to drop out. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, the most prominent House leftist, also backed Biden. Representative Jerry Nadler, who had privately suggested Biden bow out, waffled.

In one of the most confounding statements of the whole sequence, former Speaker Nancy Pelosi said in an interview this morning that Biden must consider his choices, as though he has not been very clear about what he wants to do. "It's up to the president to decide if he is going to run," she said. "We're all encouraging him to make that decision. Because time is running short."

What happened that allowed Biden to calm the storm after more than a week of flailing? His interview with George Stephanopoulos on Friday, though not exactly inspiring, was adequate. A Monday phone interview with MSNBC's Morning Joe was downright vinegary, even if Biden acknowledged using notes. The Biden campaign was also able to cherry-pick new polls that show the president tied with Donald Trump and closing the gap in key swing states, even though generally, polls show Biden losing a bit of ground since the debate.

Perhaps the most effective thing was Biden's show of defiance. Immediately after the debate, his team seemed unsure how to respond, and it took more than a week for him to sit for a major national interview. Yet Biden's intense pushback in that interview and since, including a letter to congressional Democrats, seems to have cowed the party a bit.

Conor Friedersdorf: The worst argument in favor of keeping Joe Biden

Biden's allies have tried to paint anyone who wants him to drop out as a bad-faith critic who is aiding Trump, but that's unfair. Many of them have been steadfast Biden supporters and have praised his presidency. They are nervous now because they view the possibility of a Trump victory as perilous. No one can dispute that changing candidates at this stage would be a risky maneuver. What is new since the debate is the sense that the risk of sticking with Biden is now at least as great as the downside of nudging him out.

Because these critics are motivated by fear of a Trump victory, however, some are wary of a drawn-out public argument that could weaken Biden but fail to force him out, so Biden's defiance has brought them up short. This moment is reminiscent, in a strange way, of October 2016, when many Republicans wanted Trump removed from the ticket after the release of the Access Hollywood tape. When Trump stood pat, the energy against him dissipated.

David A. Graham: What is the Biden campaign's theory of victory now?

If Biden can ride out the next nine days, Democratic National Committee rules will make it much harder to remove him. None of the problems facing Biden's candidacy are gone, though. First, as I noted the other day, Biden's argument before the debate was that once Americans saw Trump onstage, they'd remember why they disliked him. That didn't happen. Now Biden's argument is that the race is still close--but he isn't articulating a clear case for how he's going to change a race in which he has been consistently trailing for months.

Second, if you somehow still believe that Biden's struggles on the stage were a onetime issue, then you might be satisfied with his pushback. But one or a few steady appearances can't erase the bad one, and the chance that Biden will have another unsteady moment, even if it's not as serious, seems very great. The moment that happens, any confidence he's managed to instill will evaporate once again, and the rebellion will be back in action.
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China's Self-Imposed Isolation

Xi Jinping's policies are cutting off his country from the world, to no one's ultimate benefit.

by Michael Schuman




In late June, a Chinese man stabbed a woman from Japan and her child at a bus stop for a Japanese school in the eastern city of Suzhou. Two weeks earlier, four foreign teachers from a U.S. college were attacked by a knife-wielding local as they strolled through a park in the northeastern town of Jilin. In a country where violence against foreigners has been practically unheard-of in recent years, the assaults have led to some uncomfortable soul-searching among a shocked Chinese public.

Are hard economic times fueling a dangerous spike in nationalism? some ask in online debates. Has the Chinese school system, with its focus on patriotism, fed people bad ideas? they wonder. Occasionally, a bold voice risks angering China's censors by posing an even more sensitive possibility: Could the government be to blame?

Chinese state media bombard the public with warnings about foreign spies, plots, and threats, as well as deluging them with negative portrayals of the United States, Japan, and other countries. "What impact," one commenter on the social-media platform Zhihu asked, will this "false and one-sided content have on ordinary people's cognition and social trends?"

That's a salient question. Some dissonance has emerged in China's mixed messaging and contradictory aims. In recent months, senior Chinese officials have made a strenuous effort to appear welcoming to foreigners. The Chinese leader Xi Jinping took the unusual step of meeting with American CEOs in San Francisco last November, and again in March, in Beijing, to convince them that China is as open for business as ever. Xi also recently said he'd like to see 50,000 American students studying in China over the next five years.

Yet such aspirations seem detached from the reality of Beijing's growing hostility toward the U.S. and its partners. Fewer than 900 American students were studying in China this past year, according to the U.S. State Department--down from 15,000 a decade ago. Foreign investment in China sank to a 30-year low last year.

In essence, Xi is building a new Great Wall. His does not exist physically, in stone, but is designed to serve the same purpose as the old one--to shield the nation from foreign threats. Today's invaders infiltrate not as warriors on horseback but as visitors on planes, or as contacts and connections forged through data networks, media reports, even personal conversations. To protect China from these modern marauders, Xi is raising a novel type of fortification made up of digital firewalls, legislation, and intensified repression.

This deeper trend means that China's connections to the outside world are withering. As China and the West "decouple," in the diplomatic jargon, the best hope for stabilizing their fraught relations remains with continued exchange--the face-to-face encounters involved in business deals, tourism, and education programs. If, instead, mutual trust between China and the West further deteriorates, the social glue binding them may not prevent a descent into geopolitical confrontation.

The cost to China could be steep as well. Arguably, no other country has benefited more from a globalized world order. To withdraw from that, even partially, will put those benefits at risk and inhibit China's further rise.

Jonathan Rauch: The world is realigning

China's economic slowdown is contributing to these frayed ties by making foreign investors cautious. The legacy of China's self-imposed isolation during the coronavirus pandemic is a factor, too. But Xi's security-obsessed policy is a major--perhaps the primary--cause. Xi aims to expand China's global influence, but in crucial ways, he is engineering a turn inward. He replaced the Communist Party's long-cherished guiding principle of "reform and opening up," which encouraged China's integration into the global economy, with one of "self-sufficiency," a more autarkic, security-first approach of substituting domestic production for foreign trade.

Xi also deliberately fuels nationalist anger over perceived Western slights to gin up popular support. The need to maintain his grip on Chinese society means that he exerts ever-greater control over the information that flows in and out of the country.

To prevent such unwanted intrusions, Xi reinforced China's internet Great Firewall to screen his populace from such foreign dangers as democracy and K-pop. Xi also created new regulations to give his surveillance state even greater power. In February, for instance, the Chinese government broadened the types of information that it considers a national-security risk to include something called "work secrets," an ill-defined term that appears to mean commercial data or knowledge that, if revealed, could harm China's interests.

This focus on security "is having a chilling effect on foreign business," James Zimmerman, a Beijing-based lawyer and a former chair of the American Chamber of Commerce in China, told me. "In everything you do, in the back of your mind, you have to be concerned about potentially crossing a red line."

Charles A. Kupchan: Isolationism is not a dirty word

The task of stamping out foreign threats is not confined to the state. It's a civic duty. "The entire society must mobilize against espionage," the Ministry of State Security, China's top spy agency, told the public last year through its social-media account. To help citizens spot bad guys, the ministry issued a series of comic strips of supposedly real-life heroics. One depicts a female agent tracking down a blond man and wrestling him to the ground. Another shows a different blond man isolated in a dark room--such xenophobia, racial profiling even, is a consistent feature--after being detained as a spy suspect.

In this tense atmosphere, some foreigners now prefer to avoid traveling to China. German inspectors for the pharmaceutical industry, fearful of being arrested as spies, are refusing to visit China and vet its factories, which has caused disruption to medical supplies. Dan Harris, a lawyer who focuses on business in China at the firm Harris Sliwoski, told me that he hardly ever had clients inquiring whether it was safe to travel to China before, but over the past two years, he's had about 20 such requests. "People don't trust China anymore," he said.

The chances that the Chinese government will toss a visiting CEO in a dungeon are probably low. But the fear is not unfounded. Well-publicized detentions and mistreatment of foreign nationals, together with China's opaque legal procedures, have made the authorities appear capricious and abusive. In March last year, a Japanese pharmaceutical executive named Hiroshi Nishiyama disappeared. The Chinese foreign ministry revealed that he was suspected of espionage; Nishiyama remains in detention while Chinese authorities decide whether to prosecute him. An Australian journalist named Cheng Lei spent three years in a Chinese cell. Her crime was to break an embargo on the release of a government document by a few minutes. For that, she endured six months' isolation in a small room with a tiny window that was opened for just 15 minutes a day.

Read: The limits of Chinese isolationism

"I tell officials here that their arbitrary actions against foreign companies and businesspeople run counter to their stated desire for foreign investment and tourism," Nicholas Burns, the U.S. ambassador to Beijing, told me. Among the hazards for Americans in China, he noted the "increased scrutiny of U.S. firms, the risk of wrongful detention," and the issuing of "exit bans on U.S. citizens without a fair and transparent process under the law."

Chinese citizens who have extensive contact with foreigners are also under suspicion. An official at a top anti-graft agency warned that the country's diplomats will face extra vetting because of their frequent interactions with foreigners. "The risk of them being infiltrated, instigated, and roped into corruption is relatively high," the official said. In February, the Ministry of State Security warned that Chinese students studying abroad should be vigilant of foreign spies seeking to recruit them.

Understandably, some Chinese people have become fearful of engaging with foreigners who might be politically sensitive. Last summer, I was invited with other journalists from American media organizations to a dinner with visiting U.S. academics who were meeting counterparts at major Chinese universities. I had expected at least some local scholars to join this informal gathering, but none did.

Informal ties are unraveling, too, as fewer people move in and out of China. The country largely missed out on the post-pandemic resurgence in international travel. Last year, the number of scheduled international flights from China reached just 40 percent of their 2019 total, according to the aviation analytics firm Cirium, and border crossings by foreigners were down to less than 40 percent. Chinese nationals themselves took only a third as many outbound trips last year as they had in 2019 (excluding travel to Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan).

Some expatriate communities in China are shrinking. In 2023, 215,000 South Korean citizens lived here, down from 350,000 a decade earlier. The number of Japanese nationals has also declined, from some 150,000 in 2012 to about 100,000 last year. A recent survey of U.S. companies from the American Chamber of Commerce in China found that a third of respondents said their top candidates were unwilling to move to China, a problem never cited in pre-pandemic times.

As the recent wave of seemingly random attacks suggests, xenophobia is not limited to the Chinese security state. Rising nationalism has made the populace at large more suspicious of things foreign. Official policy and popular sentiment cross-fertilize a dangerous antipathy.

China's richest man, Zhong Shanshan, the founder of the bottled-drinks company Nongfu Spring, recently faced online accusations of disloyalty. The red caps on his bottled water, social-media posters complained, were similar to the sun on the national flag of Japan, suggesting a closet sympathy for China's regional rival. Zhong's critics also speculated that his company's assets could be transferred to the U.S. because his son holds an American passport. The fact that this criticism was permitted on the carefully censored Chinese internet implies that the authorities tacitly approved.

Michael Schuman: China is doing Biden's work for him

China's digital nationalists do not, of course, speak for all Chinese people. I have never experienced hostility from regular people (as opposed to officials) in my many years in China, yet the smaller number of foreigners now coming here is very evident. The bureau in Beijing where I renew my resident visa always used to be jam-packed, with hours-long waits to get paperwork done. At our most recent visit, in October, my wife and I were the only ones there.

Beijing's impulse to shore up its regime by sealing China off from the outside has deep historical roots. The Great Wall, now simply a tourist destination, was constructed mainly by the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644). That barrier was a response to a serious security threat. Nomadic hordes from the Central Asian steppe routinely mounted raids across China's long northern frontier; the walls were the dynasty's effort to defend its empire. But protection against external threats can do little to forestall internal failures. Finally, in 1644, amid the Ming's collapse, a Chinese general guarding the northern frontier was so dismayed by the domestic chaos that he allowed a Manchu army to slip through the Great Wall and form a new dynasty, the Qing.

Modern efforts to exclude foreign influence and limit exchanges may be similarly undermined. Knowing a life less immured, many Chinese people do not relish seeing new walls go up. Much of the social-media response to the recent stabbings of foreigners expressed dismay that they might scare off foreign business, and many posters championed the brave Chinese woman who confronted the assailant at the Japanese-school bus stop and died from her own wounds.

Some of them also made concerned reference to the Boxer Rebellion, a popular movement that sought to purge China of foreign influences at the turn of the 20th century by targeting missionaries and besieging diplomatic legations. That episode ended in catastrophe, when an allied military force that included the U.S. and Japan invaded China and chased the Qing's empress dowager from the Forbidden City. That dire outcome--when nativist violence provoked geopolitical retaliation--has an ominous resonance today.

So far, Xi has been unwilling to temper his government's xenophobic rhetoric or rein in his security state to avoid such geopolitical fallout. He appears to believe he can erect barriers that protect his political interests but permit the foreign capital and technology China still needs. From outside, however, China appears to be sinking into isolation and paranoia that endanger the country's future. Xi is building walls when he should be building trust.
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Iran's Supreme Leader Is Worried

Why else would he bring his political rivals back in from the cold?

by Arash Azizi




Iran has taken a turn that hardly anyone could have seen coming a few short months ago. For years, Iran's reformist faction has languished in the political wilderness, banished there by hard-liners more aligned with Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and by a disillusioned electorate convinced that its votes did not matter. Few imagined this year that the reformists were about to make a comeback and elect a president for the first time since 2001. Yet on July 5, this is precisely what happened.

Masud Pezeshkian, a physician and longtime member of Parliament, defeated the ultra-hard-liner Saeed Jalili in a runoff with 54.8 percent of the vote. Turnout was extraordinarily low in the first round and only somewhat higher in the second, according to the official numbers--meaning that Pezeshkian will become president with a smaller share of eligible voters than any other president in the history of the Islamic Republic. For many of those who did come out, the main motivation was not love for Pezeshkian, but fear of his rival.

In effect, Iranian citizens sent two negative messages this election week: Those who didn't vote demonstrated their rejection of the regime and its uninspiring choices. Those who did vote said no to Jalili, who represented the hard core of the regime and its extremist agenda.

Khamenei could have avoided this outcome by simply not allowing Pezeshkian to run. The Guardian Council, an unelected body, vets all candidates for office and is ultimately loyal to the supreme leader. So why did Khamenei allow this election to become a binary choice pitting Jalili, whose vision dovetails with his own, against a representative of the reformist faction, which has proved more popular time and again?

Read: In Iran, the big winner is none of the above

The choice is particularly baffling considering that Khamenei had, in the past few years, finally achieved a long-standing dream: He had managed to fully populate the regime with hard-line zealots who paid him unquestioning obedience and shared his vision for an anti-West, anti-Israel, and anti-woman theocracy. In 2021, Ebrahim Raisi, a former hanging judge and an unimpressive lackey, was coronated president in an uncompetitive election.


(Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty; Saman / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty)



Before Raisi, every single one of the four presidents who served under Khamenei ended up becoming the leader's political nemesis. Now Khamenei could say goodbye to all that. The Parliament, the judiciary, the Supreme National Security Council, and all the other major bodies of the regime, too, were dominated by conservatives and hard-liners in the Raisi era. Not only reformists, who had traditionally favored political liberalization, but even centrists, who adopted a pragmatic rather than ideological foreign policy, were booted out of positions of power. This past March, the Islamic Republic held probably its most restrictive parliamentary elections ever, a competition largely between conservatives and ultra-hard-liners. At long last, the 85-year-old Khamenei seemed to hold almost uncontested power.

So why would he jeopardize this state of affairs by allowing a reformist into the presidential race?

Khamenei has to be aware that the societal base for his regime is only shrinking. The mix of political repression and economic failure has proved unsurprisingly unpopular. A majority of Iranians refused to vote not only in this election but also in the three elections before it, starting in 2020. Even the reformists joined an official boycott this year, something normally more the province of young radicals and abroad-based opposition. Tens of thousands of Iranians turned out for street protests in 2017, 2019, and 2022-23, and hundreds were killed in violent crackdowns all over the country.

The regime put down those demonstrations, but its leaders have to know that they never addressed the problems that produced them. Millions of women continue to engage in acts of daily civil disobedience by refusing to abide by the mandatory-veiling policy. Prisons are filled with political detainees, including former regime officials such as Mostafa Tajzadeh, once a prominent reformist politician, and the well-known filmmaker Jafar Panahi. A terrible economy, poor growth, an ever-weakening currency, and skyrocketing inflation bedevil the country. Khamenei may well have calculated that if he doesn't change tack, he'll be due for no end of social explosions.

Read: How to be a man in Iran

The regime's international isolation may have also begun to feel untenable. Under President Raisi, Iran reestablished diplomatic ties with its historical foe Saudi Arabia and joined multilateral organizations such as BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Following Russia's 2022 invasion of Ukraine, Iran extended military aid and expanded ties with Moscow. But only a deal with the West can provide respite from the sanctions that are squeezing Iran's economy. Even dealings with anti-Western countries, such as China, are hampered by those restrictions, which complicate all of Iran's financial transactions. (On the campaign trail, Pezeshkian complained that China has demanded enormous discounts on oil as the price of doing business under the sanctions.) The Raisi administration held secret talks with the Biden administration, but they came to little. Now the possibility of Donald Trump's return may be focusing Khamenei's mind on this problem.

The regional situation surely also factored in. Iran's shadow war with Israel, which turned to direct mutual attacks in April, is at risk of escalating, and Khamenei may feel that managing it will require subtlety. Fundamentalists like Jalili are great for grandstanding speeches--less so for delicate international negotiations. Here, too, West-facing figures--such as Javad Zarif, the former foreign minister who was Pezeshkian's top aide during the campaign and is now the chair of his foreign-policy task force--once again have something to offer the Islamic Republic.

Raisi's death in a strange helicopter crash on May 19 provided the opening for Khamenei to recalibrate his relationship with the reformists and centrists. Pezeshkian was disqualified from running for president in 2021. Earlier this year, he was denied even a parliamentary run; Khamenei then personally intervened to allow him to enter and win the race for the Tabriz seat he has held since 2008. For this presidential election, he was the only one of three reformist candidates to be approved.

That Pezeshkian got the nod over the others is not an accident. Having served as a health minister under former President Mohammad Khatami, Pezeshkian has strong reformist credentials. He has often led the minority reformist caucus in Parliament, and he gave a courageous speech in 2009 condemning the harsh repression of that year's Green Movement. At the same time, however, he has demonstrated his loyalty to the Islamic Republic. In 2019, the Trump administration designated the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps a terrorist organization, and Pezeshkian, then the deputy speaker of Parliament, donned the militia's green uniform for the cameras and proudly identified himself with it. That same year, he celebrated IRGC's downing of an American drone.

As president-elect, Pezeshkian has already sought to reassure the regime's traditional partners. He wrote a letter to the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah promising continued support for the "resistance," and he spoke by phone with Russian President Vladimir Putin to pledge continued ties. The Kremlin must be feeling a little antsy, given that many Iranian officials in the orbit of former centrist President Hassan Rouhani, including Zarif, have expressed open dislike for the regime's recent break with Iran's tradition of nonalignment in order to orient the country toward Moscow.

Despite being nominally a reformist, Pezeshkian did not campaign for any serious reforms this year. During the televised debates and on the campaign trail, he professed more fealty to the supreme leader than his hard-line rivals did. To compare this new reformist president with the reformists of two decades ago--Khatami and his coterie imagined marginalizing Khamenei and democratizing Iran--is frankly depressing. Pezeshkian ran as a technocratic centrist, very much like his major conservative rival, Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, who, despite the support of much of the IRGC's high staff, failed to garner more than 13.8 percent of the vote in the first round. Pezeshkian was endorsed by reformist grandees such as Khatami and the reformist cleric Mehdi Karroubi, who has been under house arrest since 2011. And yet, his campaign leads were mostly not reformists, but cabinet ministers from the centrist Rouhani administration.

Read: The fundamentalist, the technocrat, and the reformist

Still, some of Pezeshkian's personal qualities made him an attractive candidate, in a manner somewhat reminiscent of the hard-line populist Mahmoud Ahmadinejad: Pezeshkian sports a humble, plebeian look--he often wears a raincoat instead of a suit jacket--and speaks in plain, straightforward language instead of the jargon typical of Iranian politics.

The previous time a reformist won the presidency--Khatami, in 1997 and 2001--he did so on the back of a major social movement. Rouhani, too, had a strong mandate behind him, which gave him ballast in confronting the establishment hard-liners when he needed to. Pezeshkian's position is less secure, given last week's anemic turnout, and the institutions around him are controlled by hard-liners. His fealty to Khamenei, and his lack of experience in high politics, might also make him a meek match for the grand ayatollah and his minions.

Pezeshkian will nonetheless be judged on at least three issues that dominated the campaign: whether he can help loosen enforcement of the compulsory hijab, relax restrictions on the internet, and, most important, effect an opening with the West that could help lift sanctions and improve the country's economic outlook. On Saturday, which is the first day of the week in Iran, Tehran's stock index jumped high, reflecting the market's optimism about his prospects. But whether he can realize such hopes, especially given the limited power vested in Iran's presidency, remains to be seen.

One wind blowing in Pezeshkian's favor is the possibility of an alliance with some sections of the IRGC. He already has something of a tacit alliance with Qalibaf against the more extreme hard-line camp. Earlier this year, Pezeshkian's support helped Qalibaf win the speakership of the Parliament. In the second round of the presidential elections, Qalibaf dutifully endorsed Jalili, as a fellow conservative, but he didn't campaign for him, and many of his supporters endorsed Pezeshkian instead. Can this alliance extend into the Pezeshkian administration? And if so, how can the West-facing policy favored by Rouhani and Zarif be reconciled with the IRGC's sponsorship of anti-Israel militias in the region, and the proximity of certain segments of the IRGC to Russia? It is a truism that a change in president won't change Iran's core policies, because these are set by Khamenei. But the ever-shifting balance of power among factions of the regime does have policy consequences.

Iran's democratic and civic movements will have to decide how to navigate this rebirth of something like reform. During the election cycle, prominent activists and political prisoners were divided over whether to endorse Pezeshkian or call for boycotting the vote. Now they will need to plot their moves under his new government, weighing two competing impulses: to put demands on a possibly amenable administration, or call for the overthrow of the regime.

As for the octogenarian dictator, these waning years of his life resemble a Greek tragedy. Once a radical poet and a 1960s revolutionary who dreamed of building a better world, he has ended up overseeing a regime rife with corruption and incompetence, hated by most of its populace. Even many establishment figures know that revolutionary slogans won't solve the country's problems, hence their turn to technocracy.

Lenin once admonished that those who want obedience will get only obedient fools as followers. Khamenei never heeded that warning. Time and again, he pushed out independent-minded but impressive figures in favor of obedient fools. As he looks at the ragtag team of tinfoil-hat conspiracists and dour fundamentalists that surrounds him today, he must be somewhat embarrassed. Just five years ago, on the 40th anniversary of the Islamic Revolution, he spoke of cultivating a government dominated by "devout young revolutionaries." By opening up the political space to technocrats and centrists, he is perhaps admitting the defeat of that dream.
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What Gardens of the Future Should Look Like

In her new book, Olivia Laing argues that the lives of all people are enriched with access to land they can use freely.

by Naomi Huffman




On a Sunday afternoon in May, the Elizabeth Street Garden, a serene public park wedged between Manhattan's SoHo and Little Italy neighborhoods, was filled with people undeterred by the gray sky and spitting rain. Visitors sat at tables among fuchsia azaleas and yellow irises, and in the shade of loping old trees, talking, eating pizza, and drinking iced coffee. A painter faced an easel at the back of the garden and composed a watercolor.

As with most public green spaces in New York City, it is remarkable that the Elizabeth Street Garden exists at all. It thrives on a portion of a previously abandoned lot that was leased in 1990 to the late gallery owner Allan Reiver, who cleared it of debris, cultivated many of the plants that survive today, and furnished its mythic stone statuary: several lions, a sphinx, and cherubs that add a touch of the fantastical. Amid the fiscal crisis of the '70s, citizens began to reclaim deserted lots and transform them into community gardens fit for quiet contemplation, public gathering, and growing food; many of these gardens are now protected by land trusts. The Elizabeth Street Garden can claim no such immunity. After a 12-year legal struggle between the city and advocates for the garden, it will finally be evicted in September of this year. The lot will be sold to a conglomerate of three developers, which plans to build luxury retail storefronts and affordable housing for seniors.

In her new book, The Garden Against Time: In Search of a Common Paradise, the English writer Olivia Laing presents gardens as an expression of utopian ideals, including one that's at the core of the fight to save the Elizabeth Street Garden: the belief that people's lives are enriched with access to land they can use freely. Surveying some of the most beloved gardens and landscapes in the United Kingdom--such as Suffolk's ornate Shrubland Hall and Prospect Cottage, the artist Derek Jarman's humble seaside retreat in Kent--she examines how each upheld an aspect of utopianism, or failed it completely.

Gardens have long fostered the idealistic yearnings of writers, artists, and philosophers. The Christian creation myth, for instance, conjures the Garden of Eden, a lush paradise where food was plentiful and pleasure abounded. Utopians see their project, at least in part, as a return to such a way of living, one in which everyone is provided for. It's an improbable goal, perhaps, but there are more practical, even urgent, applications for gardens in our time. As the drastic effects of climate change destroy agriculture-based economies around the world and dismantle complex food-distribution systems, gardens--particularly those that are tended collectively--may very well gain larger significance in our communities. And as cities and neighborhoods grow denser and more developed, places like the Elizabeth Street Garden will provide more necessary open space.

Amid the coronavirus pandemic in the summer of 2020, when the importance of accessible green spaces became very clear, Laing and her husband, the poet Ian Patterson, moved into an 18th-century house in Suffolk, about two hours northeast of London by car. Behind the house, and enclosed by a high brick wall, was an overgrown and long-neglected garden. Others may have noted the sandy, wormless soil and the decaying fruit trees and seen only ruins, but Laing saw something else--a vision of blousy flowers, box hedges, and leafy trees, a fragrant garden abundant with new life. Her enchantment with her garden is evident in her lissome prose: "Banks of lady's mantle were foaming onto the flags, and in the far border a single cardoon was in full sail, crowns of imperial purple burning in the unsteady light." She gets to work, keeping a diaristic record of her progress as she uproots dead plants, hacks away at overgrowth, enriches the beds with manure, and plants new things: peonies, foxglove, hyssop, cosmos.

Read: Did we fall in love with the wrong house?

These scenes provide Laing with the opportunity to describe how working toward a "common paradise" might begin with individual acts intended to improve one's surroundings; instead, she demonstrates her ability to correctly identify plants (admittedly impressive) and describes the gratifying transformation of the garden from unruly catastrophe to sculpted idyll. These passages, and Laing's delicate bouquet of language, are certainly reason enough to read The Garden Against Time. But there is little here for those interested in specific ideas about how investing in green spaces might bring about a better, more equitable future. I had hoped Laing might explain how the work she performed in her garden--slow, often frustrating, inglorious--offers a rich metaphor for activism. Instead, she mostly focuses on how her garden offers her space for meditation, isolation, and respite from the calamitous news cycle.

Perplexingly, Laing does not meaningfully acknowledge the paradox of relishing her private garden while insisting that we would all benefit from more public access to more land, an argument she forms by probing the U.K.'s troubling history of property theft. She recalls the tragic story of the English poet John Clare, who was born into a family of agricultural workers in the late 18th century in the village of Helpston. His popular first book of poetry, Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery, espoused the virtues of working the land and extolled the beauty of the open fields and woods that surrounded him. That land was seized by Parliament, a form of land theft later ratified in legislation such as the General Enclosure Act of 1845, which expedited the privatization of large areas that had previously been owned and used collectively. Uprooted from the place that so moved him, and forced to give up his way of life, Clare suffered a psychological disturbance. He continued to write, but his success as a poet waned, and he struggled to provide for his family. In middle age, he voluntarily entered an asylum, and was later declared insane.

In another chapter, Laing demonstrates how the economics of slavery in the United States engorged the estates of already wealthy British families. One family, the Middletons (unrelated to Kate Middleton, the Princess of Wales), amassed a fortune from the slaves and plantations they owned in South Carolina. They poured their profits into the lavish ornamentation of their home--the famed Shrubland Hall--and its elaborate private gardens, not far from Laing's house in Suffolk. Its resemblance to an Italian palazzo made Shrubland Hall one of the most extravagant properties in England, and burnished the Middletons' social standing--all at a hideous and inhuman cost.

Here, and throughout the book, Laing calls attention to the devastating toll of such abuses of power. Again and again, she identifies the social and political forces that have permitted the wealthiest to dictate who has access to land, and to accumulate enormous riches from the immense suffering of others, seemingly so that she can mention that these issues persist today. It's a well-crafted argument, and true, of course, and yet it's so irrefutable that I did not immediately recognize it as one of the book's animating observations. At one point, Laing bemoans gardens' "hidden cost, the submerged relationship with power and exclusion." In our era of intense profit seeking, such costs are hardly "hidden," nor are these relationships "submerged." To the contrary, they are on full display in numerous instances in which land is privatized, and thus denied to the public. The investors and municipal leaders who plan to destroy the Elizabeth Street Garden, for example, are prioritizing new development over a cherished community resource.

At the end of the chapter about Shrubland Hall, Laing concludes, "There are better ways to make a garden." But she fails to offer more than a few familiar ideas, dashed off vaguely, late in the book. We need "large-scale land redistribution" and "to improve garden access," she recites. "Parks instead of new airports, allotments over motorways, a grand reinvestment in our public resources." She does not elaborate. Laing seems to expect the reader to infer a better future primarily from her highlighting the disastrous mistakes others made long ago.
 
 In Laing's previous books, including The Trip to Echo Spring, in which she examines several writers' infamously troubled relationships with alcohol, and The Lonely City, about loneliness and creativity, she has composed insightful and strikingly resonant observations about aspects of contemporary life by drawing from the lives of historical figures. But here, her historical lens enfeebles her overall project. With a few exceptions, her subjects hail from the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries, when land ownership in the U.K. was available primarily to white men. The Garden Against Time, therefore, mostly excludes figures outside of that demographic. Laing's argument might have felt more relevant if she had profiled the more recent work of activists and movements whose efforts reflect some of the pressing environmental concerns of our time: the reclamation of land by Indigenous people and the descendants of formerly enslaved populations, for instance, or the redistribution of private land to increase food sovereignty among otherwise disenfranchised groups.

Read: Don't overthink gardening

In the book's last pages, Laing is forced to watch her garden wilt in the record-breaking heat waves of the summer of 2021. Because of a mandate that temporarily limits public water usage, she is unable to offer her plants relief. When temperatures begin to fall that autumn, she's moved to discover how many of the plants she thought had died came back: "Plants, I had to keep reminding myself, are so much more resilient than I seemed to think." I immediately thought of the Elizabeth Street Garden. If it is indeed destroyed, that will be an extraordinary loss to New Yorkers. Those of us lucky enough to have experienced it might carry on its spirit elsewhere, and imagine a future in which gardens are not concealed behind high walls or stifled by corporate greed, but flourish freely, for all.
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Why NATO Still Exists

The democracies must continue their long fight against Moscow's barbarism.

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.


America is hosting the NATO summit this week. Russia's bombing of a children's hospital should remind every member that the Atlantic Alliance must do more for Ukraine.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The problem with coronating Kamala Harris
 	The new age of endless parenting
 	Good on Paper: Not everyone needs to go to therapy.




The World's Fight

NATO turned 75 this year, and remains the most powerful and most successful alliance in the history of mankind: It has deterred cataclysmic war, allowed almost 1 billion people to thrive under a shield of peace, and more than doubled its initial size because of the eagerness of so many nations to join it. When the first NATO nations, led by the United States, banded together in 1949, they were trying to stop a group of evil men bunkered in Moscow from threatening the peace of the world. The mission today is the same, as NATO's 32 members now consider how to deal with another group of evil men in the same city.

NATO's longevity is cause for celebration; the continued need for its existence is a tragedy.

Once upon a time, it seemed as if NATO might simply dissolve because it was no longer needed (and because no one seemed to care that much about it anymore). "NATO," the author Jack Beatty wrote in this magazine in 1989, "is a subject that drives the dagger of boredom deep, deep into the heart." He meant that, during the Cold War, the alliance was mostly a wonky policy area dominated by bureaucrats and military planners. By the time Beatty made his observation, the West's main worry--how I miss the days when peace seemed to be breaking out everywhere--was no longer that the mighty Reds would conquer Europe, but that the U.S.S.R. would collapse into chaos and war.

Only five months after Beatty wrote those words, ordinary Germans took hammers to the Berlin Wall. Two years after that, the Soviet Union was gone.

I was a young scholar at the start of my career back then. I was teaching my first course in Soviet politics at Dartmouth College when the Wall came down--so much for that syllabus--and the following year, I moved to Washington and took a position working in the Senate for the late John Heinz of Pennsylvania. I expected to be advising him mostly on Soviet arms-treaty issues, but as the world changed, it was a joy to write his 1990 floor statement welcoming German unification.

By 1990, with the Soviet Union about to collapse in defeat, I felt as though I were living in the bright alternate reality of a science-fiction novel. Even when Saddam Hussein's Iraq invaded Kuwait that year, I believed that America and the West were more than up to the task of dealing with new dangers now that the Soviet threat had been defeated.

The idea that NATO would ever need to expand was faintly ridiculous to me after 1991. I was a Reaganite Cold Warrior in my youth, but when the Soviet Union collapsed, I was as eager as any American for an era of peace and reduced defense spending. (I recommended, for example, that Heinz vote against continuing to fund the B-2 Stealth Bomber. Heinz told me as he came off the Senate floor: "I voted to do the conservative thing: save money." Such Republicans, men and women of consistency and principle, once existed.)

After I left Washington to return to teaching, I wondered if Russia and NATO would end up finding common cause on any number of issues. The entire world was facing growing threats from terrorism, rogue states, and nuclear proliferation. And for a time, Russia and some NATO nations did manage to cooperate and share information. (Even this year, the Americans took the dramatic step of warning Russian authorities of a possible terror attack that turned out to be the dreadful massacre at the Crocus City Hall near Moscow.)

I left Dartmouth for the Naval War College, where I taught military officers from the United States and around the world--including, for a time, a few Russians. I believed that NATO had helped the Western democracies win the Cold War, but I was reluctant to see a return to Cold War thinking about European security. I favored the immediate admission into NATO of Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Poland as a way of stabilizing post-Soviet Eastern Europe and rectifying, as best we could, the pain inflicted on those nations by Moscow in 1956, 1968, and 1980. But other nations, I thought, should join at a much slower pace. America and Russia were, if not friends, at least not enemies, and for years I argued for a closer Russia-NATO-America relationship, an effort that could be undermined by a stampede of new Alliance members.

NATO, slightly more than a decade older than me, marched on toward middle age, as did I. In 1999, the alliance turned 50. I attended an academic conference in Germany devoted to this golden anniversary, and while listening to the discussions, even I started to feel the sharp point of Beatty's dagger of boredom. NATO, I came to believe, should leave aside its roots as an anti-Soviet alliance and consider adopting the model of a collective-security organization, a group that reacts to aggression from anywhere and has no specific enemies. In this new role, the Atlantic Alliance would try to dampen or prevent wars and genocides where it could, and aid other parties to do so where it couldn't.

I was finally talked out of all this optimism by the best advocate NATO has ever had in its later years for a larger, more aggressive, and better armed alliance specifically aimed at deterring Russia: a former KGB stooge named Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.

Putin didn't sway me back to my Cold War roots immediately. When Putin first came to power, I hoped he would be a bureaucrat and workhorse. But he turned out to be a murderous, grubby dictator, a Mafia don at the apex of the gang of thugs who now infest the Russian government.

When Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, I admired the Biden administration's thoughtful restraint. Putin had blundered badly; despite his reputation as a sly, cool Russian spymaster, he is in reality quite emotional and not a particularly adept strategist. (Former U.S. Ambassador to Ukraine Steven Pifer has put it more concisely: "Putin overreaches, and he miscalculates.") The key for the West in those early months of the war was to help Ukraine survive--something I admit that in the first week or so I thought might be impossible--without accidentally sparking a wider regional or even global war.

Two years later, Ukraine is holding on, and it needs not only more of our weapons but also our permission to use them more effectively. The intelligent American strategy of 2020 has now become vapor-locked, stuck mostly where it was more than a year ago. The United States is sending weapons and better systems--finally--but the U.S. defense, diplomacy, and security establishments need to be jolted back into coordination and toward a more aggressive strategy, especially by lifting now-senseless restrictions on the use of American weaponry. ("Washington," Pifer wrote to me today, "should allow Ukraine to use US-provided weapons to strike military targets in Russia without restriction.") Biden's people can do this, but they need direction from the president; they need to focus on increasing the lethal effect of our aid instead of being paralyzed by abstract theories about controlling escalation.

I am older and grayer now. The optimism I felt 30 years ago has dwindled. As NATO's delegations were arriving in Washington this week, Putin's forces bombed a children's hospital in Kyiv. Russia's defense ministry issued a typically hazy denial in which it claimed that the Russian military does not strike civilian targets. But the Russians have been obliterating civilian targets since the beginning of the conflict--a campaign of atrocities and war crimes--as a way of warning the Ukrainians that if they do not kneel to Moscow, Putin will murder every last one of them, including their children.

NATO at 75 should resolve not only to continue sharing its arsenal with Ukraine but also to rekindle the spirit that led to victory against the Soviet Union. NATO's ministers should remind the world's democracies that Moscow's barbaric expansionism is a threat to civilized human beings everywhere.

Related:

	The war in Ukraine is the end of a world.
 	U.S. allies are already worried about another round of Trump.




Today's News

	Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi called Russian President Vladimir Putin a "dear friend" during his first visit to Russia since 2022. The meeting appeared to strengthen the strategic alliance between the two countries.
 	Russia issued an arrest warrant for Yulia Navalnaya, the widow of the former Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny. She is charged with participating in an "extremist organization."
 	Bloomberg Philanthropies, a charitable organization founded by former New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, donated $1 billion to Johns Hopkins University to pay tuition and living expenses for the majority of its medical-school students.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: White-collar work is just meetings now, Derek Thompson writes. It may not be the most efficient way to get things done.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic*



The Particular Ways That Being Rich Screws You Up

By Adelle Waldman

When a certain type of person reaches middle age without having achieved the level of professional recognition or personal happiness they feel they deserve, they're apt to take a page from sociologists who study poverty and start searching for root causes, the source of what went wrong ... All options are on the table--except, perhaps, those that locate the blame within.
 For the three unhappy adult siblings at the center of Taffy Brodesser-Akner's exuberant and absorbing new novel, Long Island Compromise, the go-to explanation for the various failures and disappointments that underlie their seemingly successful--successful-ish--lives is an event that is both lurid and tragic.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Conor Friedersdorf: The worst argument in favor of keeping Joe Biden
 	The awkward truth about extinction
 	Living and breathing in Southern California's pollution corridor




Culture Break


Vincent West / Reuters



Celebrate. These photos show the annual, nine-day Fiesta de San Fermin, which includes the famous running of the bulls, in Pamplona, Spain.

Watch. Season 3 of The Bear (streaming on Hulu) is more committed to its trauma plot than ever. Sophie Gilbert breaks down how the show is both better and worse for it.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I won't say the Cold War was fun. (Like many children of my generation, I had nightmares about nuclear war.) But I will say, after years of teaching a course on the popular culture of the era, that it produced some truly unusual moments when light entertainment collided with the most serious things in the world. I do not mean novels such as Fail-Safe and Alas, Babylon, both of which you should read if you're interested in the Cold War. I mean the nuttiness of a classic movie such as The Russians Are Coming, the Russians Are Coming, with the magnificent (and young) Alan Arkin in an early starring role, and especially the James Bond series, which were supposed to be popcorn movies but often relied on Cold War devices.

Yes, Bond was mostly fighting crazed supervillains, but usually those Mao-jacketed loons had done something that could cause World War III. In 1967's You Only Live Twice, Bond's archenemy, Ernst Blofeld, was hijacking U.S. and Soviet spacecraft; in The Spy Who Loved Me a decade later, Karl Stromberg--an underwater-dwelling Blofeld with webbed fingers, basically--was stealing British, U.S., and Soviet nuclear submarines.

But to get a sense of how something scary could intrude on something fun, watch for the scene in the 1983 Bond flick Octopussy where Bond realizes that a mad Soviet general--Steven Berkoff in full scenery-chewing glory--has planted a nuclear weapon at a circus on a U.S. air base in Germany. (The plot was clearly drawn from the real-life debate in the mid-1980s over stationing U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe.) Octopussy isn't great, but that moment, in which Roger Moore is wearing clown makeup and pleading with an American general to evacuate the base, is a great example of how there was just no getting away from the Cold War, even at the movies.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Democrats Need to Be More French

To defeat Trump, do something.

by Thomas Chatterton Williams




For the past month, up until Sunday's parliamentary election, most French voters had been dreading the predicted victory of the far-right National Rally party. But then--in stark contrast to Americans who claim to be alarmed by the return of Donald Trump--they actually did something to prevent it.

Emmanuel Macron had called for the snap elections on June 9. It was an impulsive, even hubristic decision by France's centrist president--an attempt to undermine Marine Le Pen's right-wing party, which had just dominated in the European Parliament. Instead, the National Rally surged again. Poll after poll revealed what seemingly everybody but Macron already knew: There was a very good chance that the explicitly xenophobic, formerly fascist party might seize a domestic governing majority and possibly even propel its 28-year-old standard-bearer, Jordan Bardella, to the prime minister's office.

It was all anyone could discuss in France. With parents at my daughter's school, while watching Euro Cup matches with friends, at the dry cleaner's, with relatives, when crossing a neighbor's path, every conversation inevitably shifted to the political emergency the country had suddenly been thrust into. A solid third of the population was supporting the far right, while all over the streets of Paris were spray-painted slogans about voting for the left. No one believed that the center would hold.

Read: How Macron lost France to the extremes

Indeed, when the French went to the polls for the first round of voting, on June 30, Macron's gamble proved an egregious self-inflicted injury. Turnout was unusually high. The far-right bloc notched 33 percent of the vote, the left-wing New Popular Front coalition secured 28 percent, and Macron's centrist alliance placed last, with only 21 percent. A total of 289 seats is needed to win an outright majority. Going into the second round of voting, on July 7, the National Rally was expected to win 230 to 280 seats--a transformational rise from its previous count of 88.

The likelihood of a far-right nationalist government in France--the first since the Second World War--reinstilled the fear of God in the majority of a population that had grown listless and disorganized under Macron. With just a week to take action, and no other choice, the center and the left worked together to withdraw candidates from races where they were competing for votes. Their joint effort was effective: Added together, Macron's party and the New Popular Front took 328 seats. It was an unequivocal loss for the center that nonetheless blocked the right from victory.

The lesson was clear: Centrists, liberals, and leftists took the credible threat of right-wing authoritarian rule seriously enough to act quickly and strategically. Behaving as though their country's future was at stake, they reacted to new information in order to maximize success. No one spoke about personal loyalty to individual candidates. No one spoke about it being a given politician's turn to be in office. No one said that it was too late to change the plan. The extreme deadline instead became a motivational boon, not unlike the way a capable basketball team may go on a scoring rampage as the clock runs out.

This is exactly how Democrats should have behaved after the debate between Trump and Joe Biden. In the weeks leading up to their convention next month, this is precisely what they should be doing now. There is still a limited window of time to incorporate crucial new information and make the necessary, painful, and self-sacrificing adjustments required if Americans are to avert an electoral disaster.

Read: Trump is not America's Le Pen

Biden's supporters can no longer deny that the president is far too enfeebled a candidate with whom to entrust the fate of the nation. Those who do not want to see Trump reelected must demand that the Democratic Party replace him on the ticket with someone who can inspire voter turnout by effectively campaigning against Trump. As Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina suggested, this might mean holding a mini-primary to identify who among the vice president and the deeply talented roster of Democratic governors proves the most compelling.

One of the major differences between France and America, it seems, is that the French have not been beaten into a state of learned helplessness by the possibility of right-wing extremism. America's left and center have been performing outrage for years now, through scandal after scandal, as Trump refused to concede defeat in 2020, peddled outrageous conspiracies that resulted in a deadly riot at the Capitol, and became the first convicted felon ever to seek office. And yet, as he plots his comeback, he has met only a toothless and disorganized opposition, complacently following a calcified leader. The majority of French voters saw the National Rally as an existential threat to their values, and were alarmed and motivated enough to react. If Trump is in fact on the cusp of destroying American democracy, as so many have continually warned us, then Americans should respond to this crisis with a similar sense of pragmatism and urgency.

Last week, Biden told George Stephanopoulos that even if he loses the election, "I'll feel as long as I gave it my all and I did the goodest job as I know I can do, that's what this is about." But this is not what it's all about, and there is no more time to waste debating it. The party and the country (and, indeed, the liberal world) cannot be held hostage to one diminished man's pride and ambition.
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        The Running of the Bulls 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	July 9, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The annual nine-day Fiesta de San Fermin began in Pamplona, Spain, last week. The festival, including the famous running of the bulls, attracts thousands of visitors every year. The fiesta kicks off as massive crowds await the chupinazo in Pamplona's town square, followed by a carnival, fireworks, the running of the bulls, and many bullfights. Gathered here are images from some of the first runs this year.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People lie on the ground in a small pile in front of a charging steer that jumps over them into a bullring full of other people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers brace themselves as a steer jumps over them at the San Fermin festival in Pamplona, Spain, on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A group of festivalgoers poses for the camera, each person smiling and wearing a T-shirt soaked in water and wine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers cheer during the official start of nine days of uninterrupted partying in Pamplona's famed running-of-the-bulls festival in on July 6, 2024.
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                [image: A view from a balcony, looking down on a huge crowd of people packed into a town square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A large crowd gathers for the ceremonial start to the festival, outside the town hall of Pamplona, on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people among a crowd raises their arms as water splashes on their heads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers are doused with water during the opening of the San Fermin festival on July 6, 2024.
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                [image: Lines of police officers open up a path through a packed crowd of festivalgoers, allowing a marching band to walk through.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The municipal music band La Pamplonesa performs during the Chupinazo, the opening ceremony, outside the town hall of Pamplona on July 6, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people are sitting, standing, and hanging from a wooden fence, waiting for the bulls to come.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers wait on the fence for the start of the first "encierro" (bull run) of the San Fermin festival, on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people, most wearing white T-shirts with red bandannas around their necks, fills a street surrounded by tall buildings, waiting. for a bull run to begin.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants prepare before a bull run on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: Participants run ahead of and alongside a group of bulls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants run ahead of and alongside a group of bulls in Pamplona on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: Several bulls pass by, surrounded by runners, making a turn on a cobblestone street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The bulls navigate a sharp corner during a bull run on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: Several runners fall as a bull bashes into them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants are struck by a Victoriano del Rio bull during a bull run on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of festivalgoers runs in front of and alongside a group of about 10 bulls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants run ahead of Cebada Gago bulls on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: A steer leaps over a pile of people that had lain down in front of it, into a bullring full of other people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers brace themselves as a steer jumps over them at the San Fermin festival on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: At least two festivalgoers are tossed by a steer, alongside a fence, inside a bullring.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants are tossed by a steer on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A steer paces inside an arena, surrounded by a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants surround a steer after the second "encierro" (bull run) of the San Fermin festival on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: A person is knocked to the ground by a steer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant is knocked to the ground by a steer on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: Medical workers carry an injured person on a stretcher along a cobblestone street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A reveler is taken away on a stretcher after being injured during a bull run during the first day of the running of the bulls, July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A person leaps gracefully over a running bull.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A "recortador" leaps over a bull in the Plaza de Toros bullring during a show on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A person tries to leap away from a charging bull, but one of the bull's horns has snagged and is pulling at their shirt.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bull snags the shirt of a "recortador" in the Plaza de Toros bullring on July 7, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Miguel Riopa / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person wearing a costume with a large head poses for photographs alongside people eating lunch at a long table, set up in a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of San Fermin Giants Comparsa Parade poses for a photo with a group of revelers during lunch at the San Fermin fiesta in Pamplona, on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: Adults and children run in a street at night, playfully being chased by a person carrying a statue of a bull that is shooting sparks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers run next to fire bull at the San Fermin fiesta on Monday night, July 8, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The New Age of Endless Parenting

More grown kids are in near-constant contact with their family. Some call this a failure to launch--but there's another way to look at it.

by Faith Hill




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


If you were a college student in America a few decades back, chances are you engaged in a semi-regular ritual: You'd trudge to the nearest campus payphone, drop in some coins, and call your parents. That image kept cropping up as I reported this story. Susan Matt, a Weber State University historian, recalled walking to the student-lounge phone once a week; even if she'd had the pocket money, her parents wouldn't have wanted to hear from her any more than that, she told me: "You were supposed to be becoming independent." Laurence Steinberg, a Temple University psychologist and the author of You and Your Adult Child: How to Grow Together in Challenging Times, remembers "a perfunctory 10-minute phone call" every Sunday afternoon. "The idea that I would have been in touch with my parents five times a day," he told me, "would have been bizarre."

Now Steinberg is a professor, and his own students seem to be in touch with their parents ... all the time. They even joke that they have to turn off their phone during finals period, he said, because their folks keep interrupting their studies.

It's not just the technology that's changed--it's the relationship. In a Pew Research Center survey conducted last year, more than 70 percent of respondents with children ages 18 to 34 said they talk with their kids on the phone at least a few times a week, and nearly 60 percent had helped their kids financially in the past year. A majority of adult children polled said they turn to their parents for career, money, and health advice. And a 2023 Harris poll found that about 45 percent of young adults ages 18 to 29 reported living with their parents--making it the most common living arrangement for that age group for the first time since just after the Great Depression.

Some people find those numbers alarming, evidence of a quietly mushrooming overdependence among a generation of hapless grown babies, and of caregivers who can't, for God's sake, stop giving care. But that's not necessarily right. Today's average parent-child bond does seem to involve near-constant communication--yet it also comes with an intensified emotional closeness of the kind once reserved for friends and romantic partners. This doesn't mean that adult kids are failing to launch or that their parents are suffering. Rather, the way our society understands child-rearing is evolving. The assignment, which was once to raise an independent child and set them off into the world, is now to foster a deep, lasting relationship.

The panic about dependent young adults rests on an assumption: that growing up requires you to leave family behind. But that's not always been the norm in the United States. For a long time, young adults typically lived with or near their parents or other relatives. Until the turn of the 20th century, the point of marriage was largely to pool household labor and resources. Family businesses were common. It was only after World War II that federal programs such as the GI Bill gave young people the incentive to buy their own house, which led to couples marrying earlier and striking out on their own. The culture started shifting in turn: "Psychologists, parenting experts, and business leaders roundly condemned people who wanted to stay attached to home, labeling them immature and maladjusted," Matt told me. What we're seeing now, she said, is in some ways a return to form--hardly a "strange new chapter in American history."

Except that in some sense it is strange, or at least unprecedented, a time of unique enmeshment between parents and adult kids, driven by a confluence of societal trends. The transition to adulthood is taking longer, at least by the traditional milestones and markers of maturity; people are marrying and having children at later ages. Yet these young adults still need what Karen Fingerman, a human-development professor at the University of Texas at Austin, calls a "guaranteed relationship"--someone they automatically know will be there for them. Thus, parents, Fingerman told me, are beginning to take on roles a spouse previously might have, cheering on their kids or acting as a confidant.

Read: When are you really an adult?

Multigenerational living has also been growing more common again--partly because of the high cost of housing--which means that many young adults are eating, working, and hanging out with their parents every day. Whereas young adults in the 19th century might've been helping their parents work a farm, the current model is less centered on labor and might look warmer and more casual: chatting over morning coffee, breaking for lunch, watching a favorite show together in the evenings.

The bonds forged from that kind of intimacy can deepen even when adult kids move out or find a partner. Now that people are living longer on average than they did in previous generations, many parents and children have a significant stretch of time to enjoy each other as autonomous individuals, J. Jill Suitor, a Purdue University sociologist, told me. And texting enables an endless "stream of connection," as Fingerman put it; family members can send pictures or stray thoughts from the grocery store, from outings with friends, from a walk around the neighborhood. It's a way to witness the minutiae of each other's lives to a degree that wouldn't have been easy even in earlier multigenerational households: Back then, people lived and worked and relaxed together, but when they were out, they'd really be gone.

Adult kids might have leaned less on their parents in the recent past, but that doesn't mean they were ever standing on their own. "It's not like 19-year-olds didn't get advice," Fingerman told me. "It's just that they got that advice from another 19-year-old who might be hungover." Now, she said, they're "getting that advice from a 48-year-old who's incredibly invested in them and knows their life and cares about their future in a way that nobody else does." Ultimately, the question of whether this new dynamic is healthy for grown kids comes down to whether a parent's help is more stifling than anyone else's.

Read: Americans can't decide what it means to grow up

Steinberg said he was especially concerned about young adults who get financial assistance from their parents, who might feel beholden to their parents' vision of the adults they should become. "The proportion of people in their late 20s who rely on their parents for paying at least half of their income has doubled," he told me. "That makes it a lot harder to roll your eyes when your parents make a suggestion." And even for those not taking a cent, advice can rankle when it comes from your folks. "Young adults need to prove that they're capable of handling adulthood without their parents handling it for them," Steinberg said. "And I think that that is a lot more difficult because of the increased closeness between kids and their parents."

Such a dynamic, it's true, is rarely free of friction. But Jacob Goldsmith, who along with his mother runs a therapy practice focusing on young adults and their families, told me that this is a good thing. Because people are marrying later or not marrying at all, young adults don't always have opportunities to learn the tricky interpersonal skills they might have practiced in a relationship with a spouse--say, how to work through conflict or take responsibility for their actions. People need familiarity and understanding to safely figure those things out. "That happens in marriage," Goldsmith said. "It happens in really deep, meaningful friendships. Mostly it happens in families."

That might sound like a lot of strain on parents, but the support doesn't go only one way. Most often, Fingerman has found, "it's a very interdependent relationship." Of the "boomerang kids" who've moved back home, "a lot of these young adults are involved in caregiving for older relatives. They're contributing to household income and household labor." Having a close and present adult kid might be especially nice for single parents (the U.S. has the world's highest rate of children living with one parent). Overall, Fingerman said, the tight ties seem to be great for both parties. When she started researching these relationships just over a decade ago, "we really thought it would be bad to be that involved with your parents," she said. "And we kept trying to find it in the data ... and we couldn't." Each side was benefiting.

Perhaps this shouldn't be surprising. As Suitor reminded me, one of the best predictors of parents' and adult children's psychological well-being is the quality of their relationship. So many people in American society are stuck on the idea that too much closeness gets in the way of growth--when in fact closeness can help build a future. "If I develop my identity as a person simply by sort of rejecting my affiliation with family and other systems," Goldsmith said, "I'm sort of developing myself in a vacuum. And that's not actually desirable."

If Americans should worry about anyone in this cultural shift, it's not the adults who rely on parents--it's the adults who don't have a parent to rely on at all. "If we're living in a society where the parents are a huge safety net," Fingerman said, "where is that safety net" for people whose parents aren't present, emotionally equipped, or alive? Some people have friendships--chosen family--so unconditional that they really are "guaranteed." Not everyone does.

Parents and kids who can count each other as family and friends are the luckiest of all. For decades, the parent-child relationship has been somewhat transactional: A parent keeps a child alive and healthy until adulthood, and eventually the grown kid comes back to take on the caregiver role. Under that model, the lives people lead in between--their silly exploits and daydreams, their minor grievances and pet peeves--happen largely out of each other's sight. But why should all those everyday fragments be the province of only peers and partners? If people could stop worrying about whether the new parent-child closeness is a "crisis," perhaps they'd come to see how beautiful it is for family members to ask--and receive--more from one another.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Worst Argument in Favor of Keeping Joe Biden

The president's allies say he has earned American voters' loyalty. Really?

by Conor Friedersdorf




As Democrats debate whether to replace President Joe Biden, an ill-conceived argument for retaining him as the nominee is alarmingly common.

Its premise is that Biden has earned voters' loyalty--as if the question that confronts Americans is what we owe an individual politician rather than what's best for the country. No matter how one feels about Biden, that premise is deeply flawed.

Vice President Kamala Harris put it this way last week: "President Joe Biden has devoted his life to fighting for the people of our country. In this moment, I know all of us are ready to fight for him."

California Governor Gavin Newsom declared, "Joe Biden's had our back. Now it's time to have his."

Governor Wes Moore of Maryland told reporters, "The president has always had our backs, and we're going to have his back as well."

Loyalty can be a virtue, but this invocation of it is appalling.

I am glad that Biden prevailed in 2020. I am grateful for his public service, despite disagreeing with his ideology. But do Harris, Newsom, and Moore really believe that if a president works on behalf of the public--that if he does the job that he sought out and was paid to perform--he is owed reelection, even if his cognitive capacities suddenly decline or other circumstances arise to make him less capable of doing his job well?

Their loyalty statements do not argue that Biden is the Democrat most likely to beat Donald Trump, or that Biden would make the best president of any electable Democrat, or that Biden will be cognitively capable of serving four more years as president, or even that his present cognitive abilities are sufficient. They appeal to a duty of reciprocity, treating other questions as less important or irrelevant.

That's frustrating because all those other questions are of much greater importance. If loyalty is a virtue at all, the loyalty we owe to family members, to friends, to colleagues, and to country--that is, to our roughly 336,706,000 fellow Americans--will always compel us to put what's best for them before what's best for any politician, including any president, no matter how much he has achieved or sacrificed.

Graeme Wood: A scheme for Biden to preserve his dignity

Democratic National Committee Chair Jaime Harrison told Al Sharpton that in the Black community, he is seeing intensified support for Biden (something that is not evidenced in polls), because "people understand this: that Joe Biden has always had our back, and we're going to have his." That always is itself preposterous. For instance, Biden was on the wrong side of the school-integration efforts of the 1970s. But even if it were true, voters who prioritize the interests of Black Americans, or Americans generally, should ask Who will serve us best these next four years? not Who has served us best in the past? Should the answers differ, the civic responsibility is to back whoever is most likely to improve lives going forward, not to reward past performance at the future's expense. No honorable politician would want that.

Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania stated, "I'm unwilling to discard a great president, a decent man and a loving father after 50 years in public service, over a 90-minute debate. Responding with disorder, panic, and disloyalty is not meeting this moment." By injecting questions of loyalty and disloyalty into his argument and implying that deciding that a politician lacks the cognitive fitness to do the toughest job in the world is somehow tantamount to discarding him, Fetterman failed to meet the moment. Forced retirement at 81 is not exile. Many have sacrificed more for the common good.

Democrats would do better to run Vice President Harris than Joe Biden, and better still to run whichever Democrat polls best, in terms of approval rating and in head-to-head matchups with Trump. But even Democrats who think Biden should stay in the race should abandon the flawed loyalty argument.

Most Americans, including most independents and undecided voters, will be understandably alienated by a Democratic talking point that amounts to Ask not what the presumptive Democratic nominee can do for you, but what you owe the presumptive Democratic nominee.

Americans do owe our elected officials fair-mindedness, appreciation of how hard governing is, and thanks for a job well done, when earned. To Biden and other past presidents, we also owe a pension, Secret Service protection, and the option to be buried at Arlington National Cemetery. But we owe them loyalty exactly never.
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        C'mon, Man
        Mark Leibovich

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Never underestimate the destructive power of a stubborn old narcissist with something to prove.Ideally no one gets hurt along the way: Maybe grandpop refuses to give up his license, drives into an oak tree, and only the car gets totaled. But sometimes there are casualties: Maybe a pedestrian gets hit.President Joe Biden, 81, is acting like one of history's most negligent and pigheaded leaders at a crucial mom...

      

      
        Yes, <em>Longlegs </em>Is That Scary
        David Sims

        To learn about someone's taste in horror movies, I pose a simple question: Do you seek rules, or vibes? When Freddy Krueger is attacking teenagers in their dreams, are you interested in knowing the specifics of how he's doing that--or do you want to give yourself over to unknowable terror? Italian giallo movies tend to joyfully--and sometimes incoherently--dispense with plot detail, whereas many American slasher films are often laser-focused on the motivations and methods of their deadly protagonist...

      

      
        I Went to Death Valley to Experience 129 Degrees
        Ross Andersen

        A large digital thermometer sits at the entrance to the gleaming mid-century-modern visitor center in Furnace Creek, California. When I arrived on Sunday afternoon, it was thronged with people with their phones out, taking pictures. A mood of anticipation hummed through the crowd. A few hours east of us, in Las Vegas, temperatures would rise to 120 degrees Fahrenheit, smashing that city's record by three degrees. But news reports suggested that here in the heart of Death Valley National Park, the...

      

      
        The Liminal Life of the Expat
        Rhian Sasseen

        As a field of study, anthropology is still relatively new. Though theories concerning human nature and the structure of our societies date back to at least the Greeks, it wasn't until the mid-19th century--aided and abetted, no doubt, by Charles Darwin's dismantling of all preconceived ideas of our origins--that the "science of humans" as we know it today started to form. Since then, the discipline has changed radically as it has expanded into new sectors (linguistic, medical) and distanced itself ...

      

      
        We Still Don't Know What to Do With the Endless Stream of Trump Lies
        David A. Graham

        Did you hear how Donald Trump didn't know about the most important U.S. defense alliance before he became president? Don't take it from me. Take it from the man himself."I didn't even know what the hell NATO was too much before, but it didn't take me long to figure it out, like about two minutes," he said Tuesday at a rally in Florida. "And the first thing I figured out was they weren't paying. We were paying. We were paying almost fully for NATO. And I said, 'That's unfair.'"It's a good story, a...

      

      
        Trump Is Planning for a Landslide Win
        Tim Alberta

        Photographs by Roger KisbySign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The outcome of the presidential campaign, Republicans believed, was a fait accompli. "Donald Trump was well on his way to a 320-electoral-vote win," Chris LaCivita told me this past Sunday as Democrats questioned, ever more frantically, whether President Joe Biden should remain the party's nominee in November. "That's pre-debate."LaCivita paused to repeat himself: "Pre-debate."This could be inter...

      

      
        Maybe She's Born With It. Maybe It's Neurocosmetics.
        Hannah Seo

        For just $65, the skin-care company Selfmade will sell you a kit that will purportedly help you feel more stable and confident in your relationships--and get better skin all the while. According to the kit's marketing copy, it comes with a serum that enhances "safety and comfort with self," a moisturizer that "promotes awareness that past negative experience and emotional states can carry throughout your life," and the best-selling relationship-psychology book Attached. Together, the "Securely Att...

      

      
        No, State Laws Haven't Locked Biden Onto the Ballot
        Rose Horowitch

        Democratic insiders don't generally find common ground with MAGA diehards, but such is the state of politics in 2024. In the days since Joe Biden's dismal debate performance, some of his staunchest supporters have suggested that it's too late for the Democratic Party to nominate a new candidate. Joining them in that argument is an unlikely partner: the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank stocked with former Trump-administration officials. Heritage has argued that replacing Biden on the...

      

      
        Stop Soft-Pedaling the GOP's Extreme Positions
        Adam Serwer

        The idea that Donald Trump is forcing the Republican Party to moderate its extreme positions on abortion and LGBTQ rights would make for an interesting story. So interesting, in fact, that the story was all over the mainstream press. The only problem with this very interesting story is that it didn't happen.On Monday, a draft of the GOP platform began circulating ahead of the Republican convention. The coverage of the platform's position on abortion was remarkable in its uniformity. The New York ...

      

      
        The Problem With Coronating Kamala Harris
        Jerusalem Demsas

        President Joe Biden is insisting that his reelection campaign will go on. If it doesn't, Kamala Harris is the most likely alternate Democratic nominee. That the vice president should be next in line is nearly an article of faith for many in the party. Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina told MSNBC's Andrea Mitchell last week that "this party should not in any way do anything to work around Ms. Harris. We should do everything we can to bolster her whether she's in second place or at the top of the ticket." He's not the only one;...

      

      
        Trump and the Napoleonic Rule of War
        John Hendrickson

        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.Copious adjectives have been used to describe Donald Trump's behavior. Restrained was rarely one of them--until recently. Below, I look at how the former president's newfound discipline is actually a mirage. First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	Trump is planning for a landslide win.
	Dav...

      

      
        Zach Bryan's Message to Men
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Is the cure for male loneliness being in the Roman legion? Is the cure for male loneliness sailing the high seas with your bros? Is the cure for male loneliness a crusade to cleanse the stars?Suggestions like these flew around last summer after The New York Times published an article titled "Is the Cure to Male Loneliness Out on the Pickleball Court?" The headline sounded silly, but the writer Michelle Cottle was tackling a real problem: the decades-long decline in the number of close friendships...

      

      
        The Particular Ways That Being Rich Screws You Up
        Adelle Waldman

        When a certain type of person reaches middle age without having achieved the level of professional recognition or personal happiness they feel they deserve, they're apt to take a page from sociologists who study poverty and start searching for root causes, the source of what went wrong. These dissatisfied adults turn to their therapist: Was it their parents? Something else in their upbringing? All options are on the table--except, perhaps, those that locate the blame within.For the three unhappy a...

      

      
        The New Age of Endless Parenting
        Faith Hill

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.If you were a college student in America a few decades back, chances are you engaged in a semi-regular ritual: You'd trudge to the nearest campus payphone, drop in some coins, and call your parents. That image kept cropping up as I reported this story. Susan Matt, a Weber State University historian, recalled walking to the student-lounge phone once a week; even if she'd had the pocket money, her parents would...

      

      
        Iran's Supreme Leader Is Worried
        Arash Azizi

        Iran has taken a turn that hardly anyone could have seen coming a few short months ago. For years, Iran's reformist faction has languished in the political wilderness, banished there by hard-liners more aligned with Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and by a disillusioned electorate convinced that its votes did not matter. Few imagined this year that the reformists were about to make a comeback and elect a president for the first time since 2001. Yet on July 5, this is precisely what happened...

      

      
        Alice Munro Was a Terrible Mother
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        By now, we should be used to this story: A beloved artist is undone by their own bad behavior, knocked off their pedestal, their works removed to a remote shelf. Since the #MeToo movement began, publishing, just like film and music, has seen its share of idols abandoned. But the distress over the Nobel Prize-winning author Alice Munro has a different tenor.The death of Munro, at 92 years old in May, was followed by an outpouring of encomium by her many fans. Her obituary in The New York Times cal...

      

      
        China's Self-Imposed Isolation
        Michael Schuman

        In late June, a Chinese man stabbed a woman from Japan and her child at a bus stop for a Japanese school in the eastern city of Suzhou. Two weeks earlier, four foreign teachers from a U.S. college were attacked by a knife-wielding local as they strolled through a park in the northeastern town of Jilin. In a country where violence against foreigners has been practically unheard-of in recent years, the assaults have led to some uncomfortable soul-searching among a shocked Chinese public.Are hard ec...

      

      
        America Finally Has an Answer to the Biggest Problem With EVs
        Matteo Wong

        For more than 40 years in a row, Ford's F-150 and its family of pickup trucks have been the best-selling vehicles in America. So when Ford released an electric version in 2022, the F-150 Lightning, it should have been a turning point for electric cars in the country--if not, that is, for the price tag. The bottom rung of the all-electric F-150 Lightning sells for about $26,000 more than the cheapest gas-powered model, and at the moment, few people seem willing to pay the premium: Of the more than ...

      

      
        What Gardens of the Future Should Look Like
        Naomi Huffman

        On a Sunday afternoon in May, the Elizabeth Street Garden, a serene public park wedged between Manhattan's SoHo and Little Italy neighborhoods, was filled with people undeterred by the gray sky and spitting rain. Visitors sat at tables among fuchsia azaleas and yellow irises, and in the shade of loping old trees, talking, eating pizza, and drinking iced coffee. A painter faced an easel at the back of the garden and composed a watercolor.As with most public green spaces in New York City, it is rem...

      

      
        How to Want Less
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Illustrations by Paul SpellaThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.I glanced into my teenage daughter's bedroom one spring afternoon last year, expecting to find her staring absentmindedly at the Zoom screen that passed for high school during the pandemic. Instead, she was laughing uproariously at a video she had found. I asked her what she was looking at. "It's an old man dancing like a chicken and singing," she told me.I came over to her laptop,...

      

      
        A Crisis for Democrats
        Kevin Townsend

        Was anyone in America excited for a rematch of Trump versus Biden? Two unpopular and aging figures repeating the bruising 2020 race? Both entered with historic flaws: Donald Trump as the first convicted felon to run for a major party, and Joe Biden as already the oldest president when he first took office.But while the Republican Party has remade itself ever more as the party of Trump, Democrats are now openly discussing whether they should renominate the incumbent president.After his disastrous ...

      

      
        Democrats Turn to Their Deputy Leader
        Ronald Brownstein

        Influential Democrats see an urgent need to bolster Vice President Kamala Harris's position with the public, whether or not President Joe Biden withdraws from the presidential contest. If Biden leaves the race, which appears less likely as he digs in against his Democratic critics, Harris would immediately become the party's most probable nominee. But even if Biden remains on the ticket, the widespread concern among voters about his ability to perform the job for another four years will increase ...

      

      
        Why You Should Want to Be Alone
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out."A perfect solitude is, perhaps, the greatest punishment we can suffer," the philosopher David Hume wrote in his 1739 book,  A Treatise of Human Nature. "Every pleasure languishes when enjoyed a-part from company, and every pain becomes more cruel and intolerable." Very well, but I was interested in seeking an alternative viewpoint. So in April, I hiked to visit a hermit in the mountains above Dh...
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C'mon, Man

Does Joe Biden really understand the stakes?

by Mark Leibovich




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


Never underestimate the destructive power of a stubborn old narcissist with something to prove.

Ideally no one gets hurt along the way: Maybe grandpop refuses to give up his license, drives into an oak tree, and only the car gets totaled. But sometimes there are casualties: Maybe a pedestrian gets hit.

President Joe Biden, 81, is acting like one of history's most negligent and pigheaded leaders at a crucial moment, and right now, we are all pedestrians.

Since his debate debacle nearly two weeks ago, much of America has been locked into the classic "Will he or won't he?" cliffhanger. Will Biden step aside and not run for reelection, as massive majorities of voters have for years said they want him to do? Or will he persist in pursuing one of the most ill-fated and ill-advised presidential campaigns ever carried out?

The spectacle has been endlessly depressing, unless you're Donald Trump or want him back in the White House--in which case you're relishing this slowly unfolding, self-owning, party-destroying wreck. Next week's Republican National Convention is shaping up to be a week-long Mardi Gras of MAGA in Milwaukee.

Tim Alberta: Trump is planning for a landslide win

"The radical-left Democrat Party is divided, in chaos, and having a full-scale breakdown," Trump said during a rally in Miami last night, sounding downright giddy. This was a rare declaration from Trump that checks out as 100 percent true. "They can't decide which of their candidates is more unfit to be president," Trump continued. "Sleepy Joe Biden or Laughing Kamala." He taunted Biden by challenging him to another debate, followed by an "18-hole golf match."

All of this has been thoroughly dispiriting to the majority of Americans who are eager to vote for someone besides Trump. It could easily get worse, too: Imagine what the September debate could look like for Biden if it bears any resemblance to the Accident in Atlanta. Imagine Election Night, or whatever unfolds after, while Biden licks his wounds and ice-cream cones back in Rehoboth Beach and staggers into his forced and disgraced retirement. His legacy-scorers will not be kind. Historians will be brutal. And Biden will deserve his own special place in the pantheon of Great Leaders Who Refused to Go Gracefully, to Tragic Effect.

Ruth Bader Ginsburg, hold my prune juice.

It is now obvious that Biden has in no way internalized the disaster toward which he is defiantly ambling--or, more to the point, toward which he is leading his party and his country (and, for that matter, NATO, Ukraine, thousands of as-yet-not-deported immigrants, and unprosecuted Trump "enemies"). He seems fully indifferent to any consideration beyond his own withered pride and raging ego.

"I'll feel as long as I gave it my all and did the good as job as I know I could do," Biden said in what was probably the most quoted line--and not favorably--from his Friday-night interview with ABC's George Stephanopoulos. "That's what it's all about" is how Biden ended that thought, which seemed to unleash a furious internal cry from so many viewers: No, that's not what this is all about. 

C'mon, man.

"That is the answer that most concerned me," Representative Adam Schiff, Democrat of California, said Sunday morning on NBC's Meet the Press. "This is not just about whether he gave it the best college try." Wasn't this, supposedly, about the fate of democracy? Existential threats and all the big words and phrases that Biden and his campaign have been tossing out for months? You have to wonder, in retrospect, if they were sincere about how must-win this election really was, given how cavalier Biden sounds.

As of now, it looks as if Biden is committed to "riding this out" and "staying the course," no matter how unfit he might be for the ugly course ahead. This is, maddeningly, the only consideration that now matters, because Biden is the ultimate decision maker. Democrats have no practical way to force him out of the race, except hoping that he comes around and is willing to place the country's best interests ahead of his own. Corny idea, right? But he controls this story, which since the debate has only made him look more and more foolish, selfish, and, yes, likely to lose.

In the shell-shocked aftermath of Atlanta, many pointed out that at least there was time to do something. It was only June. Biden could reconsider whether it was wise to keep going. No shortage of Biden allies from the Democratic consultant and donor classes, elected office, and the media called--almost immediately--for him to end his campaign. "The next few days will be critical," they said--for Biden to come around; for Democrats to assess their situation and figure out a Plan B (Kamala Harris?), Plan C (a mini-primary?), or Plan Something Else.

Democrats have now been saying "the next few days will be critical" for nearly two weeks. Roughly half of them seem more than eager for Biden to get over himself so they can get on with the business of saving themselves. But Biden controls the clock, which is ticking, and which he seems determined to run out.

"Biden is treating us the way Trump has treated Republicans for a decade," the columnist Josh Barro wrote yesterday on Substack. "He's pointing a gun at the head of the Democratic Party and threatening to shoot if he doesn't get his way."

Clearly the White House has no serious answer for people's widespread and legitimate doubts about the president's capacity to serve, let alone for another four-year term. "Watch me" has been Biden's glib rejoinder to this question since he came into office--disingenuous at best, given how rare his press conferences, interviews, and unscripted appearances have been. When voters do have the chance to watch Biden--as 50 million debate-viewers did--the results can be grim.

The other go-to response to nervous Democrats from Biden loyalists has been, simply, "Calm down." "The polls are wrong." "Joe's got this." "Don't be a bed wetter!" ("I'm not sure incontinence is the metaphor you want to go with," Jon Stewart pointed out Monday on The Daily Show.)

Roge Karma: Age isn't Biden's only problem

Few elected Democrats have called for Biden to step aside. Instead, they keep insisting that they support him as their nominee--albeit, in many cases, as if they're saying so with the aforementioned gun to their head. Trump is on track "to win this election and maybe win it by a landslide and take with him the Senate and the House," Senator Michael Bennet of Colorado told CNN's Kaitlan Collins last night. "The White House has done nothing since the debate to demonstrate they have a plan to win this election." But he, too, stopped short of asking Biden to withdraw.

It seems obvious that the White House has no plan, except to continue to keep Biden mostly out of view and limit him to set-piece and teleprompter appearances. One rare exception to this will occur tomorrow, when Biden will preside over a much-anticipated press conference with other leaders at a NATO summit, a spectacle that will almost certainly be dominated by questions about his age and fitness. It says something about the bleak state of affairs that more than one prominent Democrat I've spoken with in recent days said they secretly hope Biden face-plants again. "This is a terrible thing to say," one White House official told me. "But that might be the only thing that could force him out at this point, while there's still time to rewrite the ending."
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Yes, <em>Longlegs </em>Is That Scary

The freaky new film, centered on a movie monster for the ages, is impressively eerie stuff.

by David Sims




To learn about someone's taste in horror movies, I pose a simple question: Do you seek rules, or vibes? When Freddy Krueger is attacking teenagers in their dreams, are you interested in knowing the specifics of how he's doing that--or do you want to give yourself over to unknowable terror? Italian giallo movies tend to joyfully--and sometimes incoherently--dispense with plot detail, whereas many American slasher films are often laser-focused on the motivations and methods of their deadly protagonists.

I'm painting with a broad brush here, but I was especially struck by the rules-versus-vibes dichotomy when watching Longlegs, a freaky new piece of horror from the director Osgood Perkins. Perkins, a son of the legendary actor Anthony Perkins (best known for playing Norman Bates in Psycho), has made a chain of interesting small-budget efforts over the past decade, including the boarding-school thriller The Blackcoat's Daughter and the fantasy film Gretel & Hansel. But Longlegs is being positioned as a breakthrough by its distributor, Neon, which has rolled out a slick marketing campaign centered on the film's abstract, frightening imagery--an approach that helped past arthouse-horror hits like The Babadook and The Witch.

Though Longlegs has plenty of atmospheric scares, it never descends into total surreality, instead charting a path right between vibes and rules. It's The Silence of the Lambs meets Hereditary, a tale of a serial killer who is being tracked by the FBI that weaves in some satanic panic and inexplicable psychic power. Its lead character, Agent Lee Harker (played by Maika Monroe), is a steely and sensible young fed, formed in the Clarice Starling mold. Yet what intrigues the bureau most about Lee is not her competency, but the fact that she seems to inherently know where to look for terrible things.

The film opens with a tense set piece demonstrating Lee's strange aptitude, which pushes the FBI to assign her to Agent Carter (Blair Underwood). Carter is on the trail of a serial killer known only as "Longlegs," a mysterious figure who, without ever being present at the crime scenes, seems to influence families into committing ghastly murder-suicides, instead leaving behind cryptic notes in Zodiac-style code. Much of the film is set in this reliably unsettling world: feds in suits grimly analyzing evidence, detachedly flipping through gory murder photos, and ignoring their home lives as they try to get inside the killer's mind.

But from minute one, Perkins hints that there's more to Lee's psychic abilities, and that she might have a connection to Longlegs going all the way back to her childhood. Perkins isolates her in the frame as often as possible, driving home what a lonely and curious creature she is, while emphasizing the sense of risk encroaching on all sides. Lee lives by herself in the woods in a cabin where it's easy to imagine intruders; outside the bureau, her only other human contact is with her mother, Ruth (Alicia Witt), who speaks in cloying non sequiturs and repeatedly asks if Lee's been saying her prayers.

All of this is impressively scary stuff. Perkins builds out the atmosphere and aesthetics perfectly, pushing the viewer into Lee's nervy mindset and making her work feel oppressive. As Perkins dials up the paranoia, though, he also pushes the actual investigation forward--and the more "facts" that come into view, the more audiences might lose their grasp on Longlegs. The details of how these nasty things are happening is harder to wrap one's head around, but most important, Perkins eventually has to deliver on the anticipation for Longlegs himself, played by Nicolas Cage.

Read: What Nicholas Cage understands about being a movie star

Though Cage's name is all over the film's advertising, his image is not; Perkins and Neon have wisely created a real air of suspense around what exactly the Oscar winner is up to as the title character. If you know anything about Cage, the answer might not surprise you: He is doing a whole lot. I won't go into too much detail, but the character is broad, theatrical, and visually striking, a swing at creating a memorable modern movie monster that depends entirely on how you feel about Cage cranking the hysterics up one hundred percent.

What I appreciated about the third-act twists, as Lee digs into her affiliation with Longlegs and his modus operandi grows clearer, is how goofy they are: a burst of vaudevillian glitter thrown onto an otherwise moody, arty work of terrifying tonal control. The sharpness of that swerve may not work for everyone, nor will the shift from pure ambience into a bizarre effort to explain everything. But rather than dumping a bunch of inexplicably spooky stuff into the audience's lap, Perkins presents a perspective that strikes me as deeply personal; without spoiling things, there is a meaningful explanation for everything that's going on. Less is left to the imagination, but it becomes obvious this is horror storytelling that has concrete, emotional inspirations, and is worthy of all the hype.
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I Went to Death Valley to Experience 129 Degrees

Sweating through one of the hottest days in history

by Ross Andersen


The sun sets over California Highway 190 winding across Death Valley National Park on July 7, 2024. (ETIENNE LAURENT / AFP / Getty)



A large digital thermometer sits at the entrance to the gleaming mid-century-modern visitor center in Furnace Creek, California. When I arrived on Sunday afternoon, it was thronged with people with their phones out, taking pictures. A mood of anticipation hummed through the crowd. A few hours east of us, in Las Vegas, temperatures would rise to 120 degrees Fahrenheit, smashing that city's record by three degrees. But news reports suggested that here in the heart of Death Valley National Park, the high could reach 130, matching the hottest-ever day reliably measured on Earth. At 1 p.m., the big thermometer was already flipping back and forth between 126 and 127.

A ranger told us not to get excited, as the thermometer runs a degree or two hot. Our hopes were undimmed: There were still several hours to go before the day reached peak heat. In the meantime, a circus atmosphere was taking hold. I saw a man kneeling close to the ground, surrounded by a camera crew. I edged closer, thinking that he might have caught a scorpion or tarantula, and saw he had a frying pan instead. He was trying to cook a raw egg in the sun. When the clear and runny part turned white, he brayed at his doubters in triumph.

People stood together in clusters, wearing floppy hats and neckerchiefs. I heard lots of French and German, and a bit of Dutch. Over the years, I've run into many Europeans in the big western parks. Europe has no great desert, and as a consequence, its people have become great pilgrims of arid expanses: seekers of heat, space, and light. A trio of Germans took pictures of themselves pointing to the temperature. I, too, was a tourist, and I, too, had retained a childish enthusiasm for superlatives. I wanted to experience world-record heat, not as a number in a headline, but with my body. I'd heard that Death Valley's summers were becoming hotter, as they have been in many other places. I imagined my physical person as a kind of tuning fork for planetary change.

At 3:18 p.m., the slightly overactive thermometer ticked up to 130; I later saw that, according to the National Weather Service, the temperature was only 129. I was no stranger to the scorching feel of a desert in high summer. My dad lived amid the red rock of Southern Utah for more than a decade, and I visited him in all seasons. I was just there a few weeks ago when temperatures reached 113. But 129 hits different. When you emerge into that kind of heat from an air-conditioned space, you feel its intensity before the door even closes behind you. It sets upon you from above. It is as though a clingy gargoyle made of flame has landed atop your head and neck. This gargoyle is a creature of pure desire. It wants only one thing, to bring you into thermal equilibrium with the desert. It goes for your soft spots first, reaching into the corners of your eyes, singeing your nostrils. After a few minutes pass, it tries to pull moisture straight through your skin. You feel its pinches and prickles on your forearms and calves. The breeze only makes things worse, by blasting apart the thin and fragile atmosphere of cooled air that millions of your pores produce by sweating. Your heart hammers faster and faster. Your cognition starts to blur. Only eight minutes in, I looked down at my phone. It had shut down entirely. I chose to view that as an act of solidarity.

The next morning, I went for a ride with Nichole Andler, the park's chief of interpretation. She helps visitors understand what they're looking at, so they do more than gawk at the park's spectacular geology. She'd sent me an email a few days earlier, "to set expectations." We could be outside her vehicle only for 10 minutes at a time, it said. I'd rolled my eyes--I confessed this to her later--thinking that her caution was excessive, but my encounter with the heat the day before we met changed my mind. We drove along the eastern side of the valley in a white Jeep Grand Cherokee. A walkie-talkie in the center console occasionally piped up with bursts of static or number-coded reports called in by other rangers. She pointed to a hill covered in black volcanic rock. She said that in the 1970s, Carl Sagan had used its terrain to test-drive a prototype of a rover that later landed on Mars. Death Valley has also stood in for fictional planets. The Tatooine scenes in Star Wars were shot in the park because it was the kind of landscape that could have plausibly been scorched by two suns.

We soon arrived at Badwater Basin, a playa wedged between two mountain ranges that shoot up straight from the valley floor. These mountains aren't thickly forested like the Appalachians. They're the stark, charcoal-and-brown peaks of the basin and range. The highest among them is 11,000 feet. A deep Ice Age lake once covered the valley, but after the planet warmed, it evaporated, leaving only trace minerals behind, mostly salt crystals. They lend the playa its distinctive white shimmer. At 282 feet below sea level, Badwater Basin is the lowest point in North America. There wasn't a single cloud in the sky, not even a cirrus wisp or fading contrail. (The next day I did see a small cloud hovering over the valley's edge, but it looked so out of place that I briefly wondered if it was a child's lost balloon.) There isn't much atmospheric cover, and July sunlight slams down into the valley, unimpeded, for 14 hours a day. The thick air near the bottom absorbs its heat, and rises, but not high enough to clear the mountains. Instead, the still-warm air settles back down to lower elevations and accumulates, an effect that Andler compared to that produced by a convection oven.

On certain days, she said, the heat feels like it has drilled through her skin and muscle and into her bones. After a brief spell outside in 120-degree heat, rangers are advised to take anywhere from 15 to 45 minutes to cool down. They do everything they can to shorten these cool-down periods, in case they're needed for a rescue or other urgent business. But they have to be careful: "Sometimes I get back into a hot Death Valley vehicle, turn the air-conditioning on, and start to feel refreshed, only to realize that my back is a completely different temperature than my front," Andler said. (I pictured the gargoyle smirking at her in the rear-view mirror.) Death Valley allows its rangers to leave their parked cars running, so they are ready to serve as cooling chambers.

The day before I arrived in Death Valley, the rangers had received a distress call from Badwater Basin. A group of six people had ridden motorcycles into the park and were showing signs of heat illness. "They were in the front country, and we knew their location, so rangers responded immediately," Andler said. One of them was declared dead at the scene, not far from where Andler and I stood on the valley floor. Three others were brought to the visitor center for emergency medical attention, including one who was evacuated to a hospital in Vegas. The evacuation took extra time, because the air was too hot to send a helicopter into the park. "It's tough when you're on a motorcycle, because you're exposed to the elements and you're wearing heavy gear," Andler said. "The only thing that I can assume is that they didn't take enough time to cool down." A sad silence passed between us.

Read: A new danger at America's national parks

That night, I went to Zabriskie Point to watch the setting sun turn the valley's wrinkled rock formations gold and pink. A crowd of extreme-heat tourists had assembled, but Andler's story about the bikers made me feel less festive. After the sun went down, I drove back to Furnace Creek. Desert mice flitted across the road in my headlights. They were the only nonhuman mammals I'd seen apart from a coyote that padded through some sand dunes I visited at sunrise. It took two hours for Death Valley to darken. When the moon is full, the park's salt flats take on an eerie glow, but that night the moon was just a thin crescent. It soon became so dark that I couldn't see my own outstretched hand. One of the Milky Way's starry arms arced from one horizon to another. I wanted to stargaze deep into the night, but could manage only half an hour: At 10:30 p.m., it was still 119 degrees on the valley floor.

On my way out of the park early the next morning, I turned onto a private road. I passed a no trespassing sign and made my way onto Timbisha Shoshone land. At a small administrative office, I met with Mandi Campbell, a 50-year-old woman who serves as the tribe's historic-preservation officer. We had just sat down to talk when an extreme-heat alert lit up both of our phones. I asked Campbell what the tribe made of all the people who come to the park just for the thrill of experiencing near-130-degree weather in person. "We think that they're crazy," she said. "We don't understand why they do it. I have a police scanner at home, and it keeps going off. I keep hearing, 'dehydration, dehydration, dehydration.'"

Campbell is one of 25 tribe members who live in the Timbisha Shoshone's ancestral homeland on the valley floor. Most have been here since birth. "This heat is nothing new to us," she told me. "We know how to hunker down inside of our homes and try to stay cool." Now that tribe members have air-conditioning, they live here year-round, but Campbell's ancestors had the good sense to decamp to  higher elevations during the hot months. They built a camp of summer homes on the shoulders of one of the park's peaks centuries ago. "It's 80 degrees up there right now," Campbell said. "It's nice."

The Timbisha Shoshone had been in Death Valley for more than 1,000 years when white settlers arrived during the Gold Rush. The environment proved difficult for the extractive industries. Less than a century later, the major mining company in the area pivoted to tourism. One of its executives lobbied Herbert Hoover to make Death Valley a national monument in 1933. Its first superintendent spoke openly about his desire to remove the Timbisha Shoshone. In 1957, after tribe members had left the valley floor for the summer, the park staff called in fire trucks, and ordered them to turn their hoses on the tribe's adobe buildings. Many of their walls were reduced to mud. Only six remain, including three that house tribe members to this day.

Despite this history, Campbell told me that she personally has a good relationship with the park, now that some of the tribe's land has been returned. "We have to work together to protect this place," she said. But she remains irked by the name Death Valley. "They called it that because they didn't care for this place," she said. "Their settlers weren't making it here. But there is nothing dead about this valley. It is alive. There is plenty of food. My ancestors hunted bighorn sheep here. They hunted rabbits. They collected mesquite beans and ground them into flour to make bread. They knew where all the springs were. They had their trails, their ways. That's how they were able to survive."

Campbell's aunt, Pauline Esteves, was the driving force behind the tribe's effort to reclaim its land from the U.S. government. She served as both chief activist and negotiator. I asked Campbell about her. I must have slipped into that subtle tone you use when you assume that someone is dead. "She is still alive," Campbell said, almost in retort. "She will be 100 in December." Esteves lives only a few houses away from the tribal office, as do two of the tribe's other eldest elders. "They're tougher than us," Campbell said, and then she started to laugh. "When the electricity goes out in the summer, we are screaming to leave, but not the elders. All they want is a wet sheet to be put over them. They don't want to go nowhere."
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The Liminal Life of the Expat

Aysegul Savas's novel captures the experiences of a new class of people: those who are stateless by choice.

by Rhian Sasseen




As a field of study, anthropology is still relatively new. Though theories concerning human nature and the structure of our societies date back to at least the Greeks, it wasn't until the mid-19th century--aided and abetted, no doubt, by Charles Darwin's dismantling of all preconceived ideas of our origins--that the "science of humans" as we know it today started to form. Since then, the discipline has changed radically as it has expanded into new sectors (linguistic, medical) and distanced itself from its initial uneasy coziness with Western colonialism. But one early artifact of anthropological study--a definition of culture proposed by Edward Burnett Tylor--still has a ring of truth to it: "that complex whole that includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits by man as a member of society."

It is the idea of a "complex whole" that characterizes the Turkish writer Aysegul Savas's latest novel, appropriately titled The Anthropologists. The book follows a young married couple, Asya and Manu, as they drift through an unnamed city, mingle with their fellow expatriates, attend apartment showings, and otherwise indulge in dreams about the arc of their futures. It is a novel that takes as its subject the texture, routines, and rituals of a particular lifestyle--itinerant and youthful, or at least untethered by children--and serves as sort of a field guide to its participants: those who live "without a shared native tongue, without religion, without the web of family and its obligations to keep us in place." As such, Savas has written a book that reads like a fictional ethnography. It has the qualities of an empirical study, the only difference being that the subjects of this study are made-up characters.

The type of person Savas trains her eye on is a wholly contemporary phenomenon, similar on a surface level to the expatriates found in a Henry James novel and yet more hyperconnected and widespread, thanks to the addition of technology--the phones that allow for instant conversation with someone back home or the reliable Wi-Fi connection that makes remote work possible. You see them scattered around the world, congregating in certain cities--Lisbon, Berlin, Mexico City--looking slightly out of place, their lingua franca a vaguely off-kilter English no matter the language spoken in their adopted country. They are a new class of people made possible by globalization: those who are stateless by choice.

Read: The Brooklyn sequel asks the most American of questions about immigration

Like those of their compatriots, Asya's and Manu's lives are defined by transience and a shared sense of rootlessness. Each comes from a different culture and country, speaks a different language with their parents, and went to school in a place that was not their native land. They have an air of loneliness, as though standing forlorn on the other side of a window, furtively peering in. Watching others is, in fact, the reason they're in this city: Asya, a filmmaker, has received a grant to create a documentary, and she spends her days in a local park, filming the passersby and occasionally stopping to ask them questions.

One of the book's strengths lies in Savas's ability to capture the experience of life as an outsider in a new place while simultaneously revealing absolutely no details that would more firmly situate Asya and Manu in a particular location or even year. The city in which they find themselves could be New York, Paris, or somewhere else entirely--and any geographical clues are scrubbed of identifying details. The park where Asya films is "north of where we lived," with a "different atmosphere to the rest of the city--more relaxed, perhaps, more welcoming." Her one "native friend," as Asya refers to her, is a young woman who works as a server in a cafe, has family located in a town just outside the city's limits, and who possesses a name that betrays very little by way of origin: Lena.

Occasionally, Asya, Manu, and another expatriate friend, a man named Ravi, spy a famous documentary filmmaker, "a patron saint of dreamers and sidekicks" known to the reader only as the Great Dame, eating breakfast at a cafe in their neighborhood, but although one of her movies sounds as though it might resemble the work of Agnes Varda, the biographical details given (three marriages and three divorces) don't add up. At one point, Asya watches a film that follows a young woman "trying to figure out what to do with her life," mumbling to herself and "doing little dances"--could this be Frances Ha? These instances accumulate, but they never amount to anything concrete. The result is pleasantly discombobulating, a deliberate anonymity that feels at once strikingly accurate to the experience of loneliness in a foreign city and yet also slippery, like a memory that escapes as soon as it is approached.

This feeling of ambiguity brings to mind another concept found in cultural anthropology: that of the liminal. Liminality, as defined by anthropologists such as Victor Turner, is the experience of the in-between and the undefined, the transitional stage that accompanies a rite of passage. A similar sense of liminality is for Asya a source of anxiety: She worries about her and Manu's insubstantial interactions with the city's inhabitants, living as the couple do "behind [their] curtain, at a remove from the world." In their day-to-day, they lack "many routines and [don't] mind the disruption of order." (Manu's background and job at a nonprofit "on the other side of the city" are occasionally mentioned, but the novel mostly takes Asya's perspective.) Their entire lives feel suspended in a moment of transition--though which stage of life they're leaving, and which they will be entering next, remains unclear to Asya for most of the novel.

The experience of the expatriate, Savas suggests, may indeed be one of constant liminality. Untethered from the demands and traditions of her home country, Asya begins to feel that her and Manu's life is "unreal." Often, she pictures an "imaginary anthropologist" observing her so as to "make it seem otherwise" and legitimize her fluid schedule. For Asya, nothing in her daily existence feels particularly concrete, and so reality and fiction easily blur together into one daydream.

It is this blurring that gives Savas's novel its particular flavor of academic inquiry. An ethnography isn't so fundamentally different from a novel, after all. Both use real-life observations to draw a conclusion about human nature or society. The French anthropologist and novelist Marc Auge pointed this out in his 2011 book, No Fixed Abode, translated by Chris Turner. His work, Auge writes in the preface, is "neither academic study nor a novel," but a blending of the two: an "ethnofiction" that accurately portrays reality by following a character invented by the author out of details observed from everyday life.

Read: Obsessed with the life that could have been

The characters of No Fixed Abode are also transient, members of the French working poor who spend their days lingering in cafes and walking the streets of Paris without a place to sleep at night. They exist on the margins of their city in a different way from the middle-class expatriates of The Anthropologists, but their world is also defined by its liminality, or, as Auge terms it in another work of his, the "non-place." The train station, the airport, and the hotel are all examples of non-places, the semi-anonymous spaces that we exist in for short periods of time, and that otherwise tend to slide right past our notice. For the characters of The Anthropologists, their unnamed city is a non-place, somewhere temporary for them to wait without even realizing it. "All this time," Asya thinks in a moment of revelation, "we were waiting. For the news of some momentous change; that we were being summoned to serve in real life; that the time for playing games was over." But that waiting is, in fact, life itself.

Savas approaches her novel with a keen awareness of the reality through which it crafts and filters its make-believe. In literature, such trends as autofiction have made a convincing case for constructing fiction out of the factual and the true. But The Anthropologists suggests that the inverse might be possible too.
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We Still Don't Know What to Do With the Endless Stream of Trump Lies

It's not just that he's making things up, but that he's distracting us from very real, very consequential problems.

by David A. Graham




Did you hear how Donald Trump didn't know about the most important U.S. defense alliance before he became president? Don't take it from me. Take it from the man himself.

"I didn't even know what the hell NATO was too much before, but it didn't take me long to figure it out, like about two minutes," he said Tuesday at a rally in Florida. "And the first thing I figured out was they weren't paying. We were paying. We were paying almost fully for NATO. And I said, 'That's unfair.'"

It's a good story, and it's totally false. Trump has been complaining that other NATO members aren't paying their rightful share for nearly four decades. "I've always felt that NATO and West Germany--I mean, we have all those troops over there; I feel that they should pay their way," he told CNN's Larry King in 1987. "If you look at the payments that we're making to NATO, they're totally disproportionate with everybody else's." In a series of videos around the 2011 U.S. intervention in Libya, he repeatedly discussed American funding for NATO. In March 2016, he told CNN's Wolf Blitzer, "It's costing us too much money, and frankly, they have to put up more money."

David A. Graham: What Trump did in Osaka was worse than lying

I could go on, but what's the point? As I wrote back in 2019, Trump is a master of what the philosopher Harry Frankfurt called "bullshit." As a technical term, this is speech that might be false, but deception isn't the main point. The bullshitter "does not care whether the things he says describe reality correctly. He just picks them out, or makes them up, to suit his purpose."

The stream of bullshit, in the Frankfurtian sense, remains one of Trump's most potent tools. On the one hand, reporters can't quote Trump's false comments without caveat; on the other hand, the time spent debunking statements that were never designed to be true anyway distracts from important, fact-based conversations about actual problems. The issue with his NATO remarks is not that the anecdote is false; it's that he is undermining America's key alliance at a time when Russia is fighting a brutal war of annexation in Ukraine and threatening other European states, and Trump is, by his own account, happy to tell the Kremlin to go ahead.

Any Trump appearance has more in common with a comedy set than with a typical political speech. As in a comedy routine, listeners don't necessarily expect everything he says to be strictly true. Hasan Minhaj learned that a comic can get into trouble when his fans believe that he is strictly telling the truth and he is not, but Trump's fans are not so fastidious about facts. They are taking him seriously, not literally.

"People were destroyed with the inflation," Trump said at another moment in his Florida rally. "I don't even order bacon anymore. Bacon's gone up like five--I said, 'It's too expensive; I don't want it.' I don't want it. No, it's gone up many times, right?"

Read: Taking Trump seriously, not literally

Well, no. The price of bacon is up about 17 percent since Joe Biden took office. That's actually less than the overall rate of inflation; pork producers are concerned about a glut of pig meat. Maybe Trump just picked a random food item, but in any case, the story serves to illustrate an attack on Biden's handling of the economy. No one outside the pork industry cares a great deal whether the details are right, but the crowds listening to Trump do care about inflation. And those crowds are large. By his account, tens of thousands of people attended. By independent accounts, the number was just in the thousands. Does it matter?
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Trump Is Planning for a Landslide Win

And his campaign is all but praying Joe Biden doesn't drop out.

by Tim Alberta


People wait to hear former President Donald Trump speak at a Turning Point-sponsored event in Phoenix on June 6.



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


The outcome of the presidential campaign, Republicans believed, was a fait accompli. "Donald Trump was well on his way to a 320-electoral-vote win," Chris LaCivita told me this past Sunday as Democrats questioned, ever more frantically, whether President Joe Biden should remain the party's nominee in November. "That's pre-debate."

LaCivita paused to repeat himself: "Pre-debate."

This could be interpreted as trash talk coming from a cocky campaign: If you thought Biden was in trouble before he bombed at the June 27 debate, imagine the trouble he's in now. But I heard something different in LaCivita's voice.

One of the two principals tasked with returning Trump to the White House, LaCivita had long conceived of the 2024 race as a contest that would be "extraordinarily visual"--namely, a contrast of strength versus weakness. Trump, whatever his countless liabilities as a candidate, would be cast as the dauntless and forceful alpha, while Biden would be painted as the pitiable old heel, less a bad guy than the butt of a very bad joke, America's lovable but lethargic uncle who needed, at long last, to be put to bed.

As the likelihood of a Trump-versus-Biden rematch set in, the public responded to the two candidates precisely as LaCivita and his campaign co-manager, Susie Wiles, had hoped. The percentage of voters who felt that Biden, at 81, was too old for another term rose throughout 2023, even as the electorate's concerns about Trump's age, 78, remained relatively static. By the end of the primaries, the public's attitude toward the two nominees had begun to harden: One was a liar, a scoundrel, and a crook--but the other one, the old one, was unfit to be president.

In the months that followed, Trump and his campaign would seize on Biden's every stumble, his every blank stare to reinforce that observation, seeking to portray the incumbent as "stuttering, stammering, walking around, feeling his way like a blind man," as LaCivita put it to me. That was the plan. And it worked. Watching Biden's slide in the polls, and sitting on hundreds of millions of dollars for an advertising blitz that would punctuate the president's visible decrepitude, Trump's team entered the summer believing that a landslide awaited in the fall.

Only one thing could disrupt that plan: a change of candidates atop the Democratic ticket.

There was always a certain danger inherent to this assault on Biden's faculties. If Wiles and LaCivita were too successful--if too many Democrats decided, too quickly, that Biden was no longer capable of defeating Trump, much less serving another four years thereafter--then they risked losing an ideal opponent against whom their every tactical maneuver had already been deliberated, poll-tested, and prepared. Campaigns are usually on guard against peaking too soon; in this case, the risk for Trump's team was Biden bottoming out too early.

In my conversations with LaCivita and Wiles over the past six months, they assured me multiple times that the campaign was planning for all contingencies, that they took quite seriously the possibility of a substitution and would be ready if Biden forfeited the nomination.

By mid-June, however, not long before the debate, their tone had changed. Trump was speaking at a Turning Point USA rally in Detroit and the three of us stood backstage, leaning against the wall of a dimly lit cargo bay, a pair of Secret Service vehicles idling nearby. When I asked about the prospect of Trump facing a different Democratic opponent in the fall, LaCivita and Wiles shook their heads. They told me it was too late; the most influential players in Democratic politics had become too invested in the narrative that Biden was fully competent and capable of serving another four years.

"We're talking about an admission that the Democratic Party establishment would have to make," LaCivita said. "We're talking about pulling the plug--"

"On the president of the United States," Wiles interrupted.

LaCivita nodded. "Who they've been saying up to this point in time is perfectly fine."

No, Wiles and LaCivita agreed, the general-election matchup was set--and they were just fine with that.

"Joe Biden," Wiles told me, allowing the slightest of smiles, "is a gift."

But now, as we talked after the debate, it was apparent that they might have miscalculated. Elected Democrats were calling for Biden's removal from the ticket. When I asked who Trump's opponent was going to be come November, his two deputies sounded flummoxed.

"I don't know. I don't know," Wiles said.

"Based off of the available public data," LaCivita added, "he doesn't look like he's going anywhere."

Ronald Brownstein: The Biden-replacement operation

Biden quitting the race would necessitate a dramatic reset--not just for the Democratic Party, but for Trump's campaign. Wiles and LaCivita told me that any Democratic replacement would inherit the president's deficiencies; that whether it's Vice President Kamala Harris or California Governor Gavin Newsom or anyone else, Trump's blueprint for victory would remain essentially unchanged. But they know that's not true. They know their campaign has been engineered in every way--from the voters they target to the viral memes they create--to defeat Biden. And privately, they are all but praying that he remains their opponent.

I was struck by the irony. The two people who had done so much to eliminate the havoc and guesswork that defined Trump's previous two campaigns for the presidency could now do little but hope that their opponent got his act together.


A crowd of Trump supporters in Phoenix (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Wiles and LaCivita are two of America's most feared political operatives. She is the person most responsible for Florida--not long ago the nation's premier electoral prize--falling off the battleground map, having spearheaded campaigns that so dramatically improved the Republican Party's performance among nonwhite voters that Democrats are now surrendering the state. He is the strategist and ad maker best known for destroying John Kerry's presidential hopes in 2004, masterminding the "Swift Boat" attacks that sank the Democratic nominee. Together, as the architects of Trump's campaign, they represent a threat unlike anything Democrats encountered during the 2016 or 2020 elections.

On the evening of March 5--Super Tuesday--I sat down with them in the tea room at Mar-a-Lago, an opulent space where intricate winged cherubs are carved into 10-foot marble archways. As the sun set behind the lagoon that borders the western edge of Trump's property, the lights were also going out on his primary challengers. Soon the polls would close and the former president would romp across more than a dozen states, winning 94 percent of the available delegates and effectively clinching the GOP nomination. Trump had just one target remaining.

For an hour and 15 minutes, Wiles and LaCivita presented their vision for retaking the White House. They detailed a new approach to targeting and turning out voters, one that departs dramatically from recent Republican presidential campaigns, suggesting that suburban women might be less a priority than young men of color. They justified their plans for a smaller, nimbler organization than Biden's reelection behemoth by pointing to a shrunken electoral map of just seven swing states that, by June, they had narrowed to four. And they alleged that the Republican National Committee--which, in the days that followed our interview, would come entirely under Trump's control--had lost their candidate the last election by relying on faulty data and botching its field program.

In political circles, it's considered a marvel that Trump won the presidency once, and came within 42,918 votes of winning it a second time, without ever assembling a sophisticated operation. Trump's loyalists in particular have spent the past few years haunted by a counterfactual: Had the president run a reelection campaign that was even slightly more effective--a campaign that didn't go broke that fall; a campaign that didn't employ unskilled interlopers in crucial positions; a campaign that didn't discourage his supporters from casting votes by mail--wouldn't he have won a second term comfortably?

Wiles and LaCivita believe the answer is yes. Both have imported their own loyalists, making the campaign a Brady Bunch configuration led by the oddest of couples. Wiles, who runs the day-to-day operation, is small and self-possessed, a gray-haired grandmother known never to utter a profane word; LaCivita, a Marine combat veteran who charts the macro strategy, is a big and brash presence, famous for profane outbursts that leave Wiles rolling her eyes. They disagree often--staffers joke about feeling like the children of quarreling parents--but Wiles, who hired LaCivita, pulls rank. What unites them, with each other and Trump, is an obsession with winning. To that end, Wiles and LaCivita have never been focused on beating Biden at the margins; rather, their plan has been to bully him, to humiliate him, optimizing Trump's campaign to unleash such a debilitating assault on the president's age and faculties that he would be ruined before a single vote is cast this fall.

At one point that March evening, the three of us sat discussing the era of hyperpolarization that Trump ushered in. Given the trench-warfare realities--a vanishing center of the electorate, consecutive presidential races decided by fractions of percentage points, incessant governing impasses between the two parties--I suggested that Electoral College blowouts were a thing of the past.

They exchanged glances.

"You know, I could make a case--" Wiles began.

"I could too," LaCivita said. He was grinning.

In the scenario they were imagining, not only would Trump take back the White House in an electoral wipeout--a Republican carrying the popular vote for just the second time in nine tries--but he would obliterate entire downballot garrisons of the Democratic Party, forcing the American left to fundamentally recalibrate its approach to immigration, economics, policing, and the many cultural positions that have antagonized the working class. Wiles and LaCivita wouldn't simply be credited with electing a president; they would be remembered for running a campaign that altered the nation's political DNA.

It's a scenario that Democrats might have scoffed at a few months ago. Not anymore. "The numbers were daunting before the debate, and now there's a real danger that they're going to get worse," David Axelrod, the chief strategist for Barack Obama's two winning campaigns, told me in the first week of July. "If that's the case--if we get to the point of fighting to hold on to Virginia and New Hampshire and Minnesota, meaning the main six or seven battlegrounds are gone--then yeah, we're talking about a landslide, both in the Electoral College and in the popular vote."

Axelrod added, "The magnitude of that defeat, I think, would be devastating to the party. Those margins at the top of the ticket would sweep Democrats out of office everywhere--House, Senate, governor, you name it. Considering the unthinkable latitude the Supreme Court has just given Trump, we could end up with a situation where he has dominant majorities in Congress and, really, unfettered control of the country. That's not far-fetched."

In the course of many hours of conversations with the people inside Trump's campaign, I was struck by the arrogance that animated their approach to an election that most pundits long expected would be a third consecutive cliff-hanger. Yet I also detected a certain conflict, the sort of disquiet that accompanies abetting a man who is both a convicted felon claiming that the state is persecuting him and an aspiring strongman pledging to use the state against his own enemies. People close to Trump spoke regularly of his victimhood but also his own calls for retribution; they expressed solidarity with their boss while also questioning, in private moments, what working for him--what electing him--might portend.

At the center of the campaign, I would come to realize, is a comedy too dark even for Shakespeare: a mad king who shows flashes of reason, a pair of cunning viziers who cling to the hope that these flashes portend something more, and a terrible truth about what might ultimately be lost by winning.

From the January/February 2024 issue: 24 Atlantic contributors on what would happen if Trump wins


Chris LaCivita, who manages Trump's 2024 presidential campaign with Susie Wiles (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Long before Wiles took charge of Trump's 2024 campaign, she appeared to be caught in a political love triangle. Having helped Ron DeSantis eke out victory in the Florida governor's race of 2018--no small feat given the "blue wave" that crushed Republicans nationwide--Wiles was presumed to be charting his course as a presidential contender even as she kept ties with Trump, whose Florida campaign she ran in 2016.

But soon after DeSantis's win, Wiles was suddenly and unceremoniously banished from the new governor's inner circle. She swears she doesn't know why. Maybe DeSantis couldn't stand her getting the credit for his victory. Or perhaps he felt she was ultimately more loyal to Trump. Whatever the case, Wiles told me, working for DeSantis was the "biggest mistake" of her career--and she became determined to make him feel the same way about discarding her.

Her friends had been shocked when she'd agreed to work for Trump the first time around, and relieved when she joined DeSantis a couple of years later. Now, in late 2019, she was adrift--blackballed by the state's political establishment, recently divorced, and fretting to friends about financial difficulties. (Wiles denied that part, saying, "I was able to pick myself up and get work without too much of a delay.") She decided to rejoin Trump for the short term, agreeing to run his Florida operations in 2020, but what lay beyond was murky. All she knew, Wiles recalls thinking, is that she couldn't be "nearly as trusting" going forward.

After Trump lost the 2020 election, Wiles faced a defining professional decision. Trump's holdover political organization, a PAC called Save America, was fractured by infighting and needed new management. Wiles needed the work. But she knew the former president's operation was a graveyard for political consultants. The only way she would say yes to Trump, she made it known, was if she took total control--answering to him and him alone. Trump agreed to that condition. Within days, the decree reached all corners of the Republican empire: There was a new underboss at Mar-a-Lago. Wiles, LaCivita told me, had established herself as "the real power behind the throne."

They didn't know each other back then; LaCivita had been affiliated with a pro-Trump outside group, but not with the candidate himself. He and Wiles had a mutual friend, though, in Trump's pollster Tony Fabrizio. When Fabrizio arranged a dinner for the three of them in March 2022 at Casa D'Angelo, an Italian restaurant in Fort Lauderdale, LaCivita figured he was being buttered up to join Save America. But during that conversation, and over another dinner soon after, he realized Wiles wasn't just looking for help with the PAC; Trump was planning to run again in 2024, and she needed a partner to help her guide his campaign. LaCivita was noncommittal. "You need to come meet the boss," Wiles told him.

Sitting down with Trump for the first time, on the patio of Mar-a-Lago a few weeks later, LaCivita was overwhelmed. The music was blaring; Trump controlled the playlist from his iPad, sometimes ignoring the conversation at the table as he shuffled from Pavarotti to Axl Rose. Guests approached the table to greet the former president, repeatedly interrupting them. At times Trump seemed less interested in LaCivita's qualifications than in his thoughts about a competitor, the Republican consultant Jeff Roe, who had sat in "that very chair" LaCivita occupied and shared his own theories about the 2024 election.

LaCivita would later tell me, on several occasions, that he'd had no misgivings about going to work for Trump. But according to several people close to him, that's not true. These individuals, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to preserve their relationships with LaCivita, told me he'd been torn--appreciating the once-in-a-career opportunity before him while also recognizing that Trump was still every bit the erratic, combustible man who'd renounced his own vice president the moment he ceased to be completely servile. Wiles could sense LaCivita's reluctance. When Trump decided later that year that he wanted to hire LaCivita, and requested his presence at his Bedminster club in New Jersey, she resorted to deception. "I knew if I said, 'Chris, you're going to come up here and the president's going to put the hard sell on you and you're going to get hired,' he might not come," Wiles told me. "So we tricked him."

LaCivita went to Bedminster believing that Trump wanted to brainstorm ideas for television ads. Instead, two minutes into the conversation, Trump asked LaCivita: "When can you start?" LaCivita froze; he recalls nodding in the affirmative while struggling to articulate any words. "Susie, make a deal with him," Trump said. "Let's get this thing going."

Almost immediately after he came on board in the fall of 2022, LaCivita's new boss began to self-destruct. In late November, Trump hosted Ye (the rapper formerly known as Kanye West) and Nick Fuentes, a known anti-Semite and white supremacist, for dinner at Mar-a-Lago. Then, in early December, Trump proclaimed on social media that the supposedly fraudulent nature of Biden's 2020 victory "allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution." Adding insult to self-inflicted injury, Trump blamed anti-abortion activists for the GOP's poor performance in the midterm elections, infuriating an essential bloc of his political base.

"It was rough. Rough," LaCivita told me.

In those early days, I wondered, did he regret saying yes to Trump?

"You know, I won't go--" he stopped himself. "Look, on this level, a campaign is never without its personal and its professional struggles. That's just the way it is."

LaCivita wasn't the only one struggling. When I started to ask Wiles to identify the low point of Trump's campaign, she cut me off before the question was finished.

"Christmas. He was quiet over Christmas," she said, alluding to the drubbing he took for the Ye-Fuentes dinner and his post about terminating the Constitution. That week, she told me, Trump asked Wiles a question: "Do you think I would win Florida?'"

He could feel his grip on the party loosening. Trump's losing streak had coincided with DeSantis winning reelection by a million and a half votes in the fall of 2022. Already some major donors, operatives, and activists had defected to the Florida governor as he built a presidential campaign aimed at toppling Trump in the 2024 GOP primary.

"I said, 'Yes, of course,'" Wiles recalled, biting her lip. "But I wasn't sure."


A representative from Blexit, a campaign to encourage Black Americans to leave the Democratic Party. For several years, polling has shown Black and Hispanic men drifting further right. (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Wiles and LaCivita knew that DeSantis would stake his entire campaign on the Iowa caucuses. In 2016, Ted Cruz had defeated Trump there by building a sprawling ground game of volunteers and paid staffers who coordinated down to the precinct level. DeSantis was copying that blueprint, hiring Cruz's senior advisers from that race while raising loads of money to construct an even bigger organization.

Trump had never gotten over being outmaneuvered by Cruz in Iowa. In fact, long before he declared America's federal elections illegitimate, Trump had claimed that the 2016 caucuses were rigged. So when Wiles and LaCivita sat him down to discuss strategy in the state--warning him of what DeSantis had planned--Trump told them, matter-of-factly, "That can never happen again."

Over the next year, two things became apparent. First, thanks to the constant suck of Trump's legal fees on his political coffers--campaign insiders say that courtroom costs have accounted for at least 25 cents of every dollar raised by the campaign and affiliated PACs, an estimate that tracks with reporting elsewhere--Trump was not going to be able to spend money like DeSantis could in Iowa. Second, he might not need to.

In Florida, Wiles claims, she had discovered that there were roughly a million Trump supporters who had no history of engagement with the state party apparatus. And yet these people, when contacted by the GOP in 2016 and 2020, would sometimes become Trump's most devoted volunteers. Wiles believed the same thing was possible in Iowa. So did LaCivita. This didn't exactly represent a bet-the-house risk; Trump was always going to be favored against a big, fractured field, in Iowa and beyond. Still, Wiles and LaCivita saw in the opening act of the 2024 primary a chance to pressure-test a theory that could prove crucial later in the year.

Scouring precinct-level statistics from the four previous times Trump had competed in Iowa--the primary and general elections in 2016 and 2020--they isolated the most MAGA-friendly pockets of the state. Then, comparing data they'd collected from those areas against the state's voter file, LaCivita and Wiles found what they were looking for: Some 8,000 of those Iowans they identified as pro-Trump--people who, over the previous seven or eight years, had engaged with Trump's campaign either physically, digitally, or through the mail--were not even registered to vote. Thousands more who were registered to vote had never participated in a caucus. These were the people who, if converted from sympathizers to supporters, could power Trump's organization.

Political consultants often consider eligible voters on a one-to-five scale: Ones being the people who never miss an election and hand out campaign literature in their spare time, fives being the reclusive types who can't be canvassed, have never cast a vote, and probably never will. Most campaigns, especially in Iowa, focus their resources on the ones and twos. "There was this other bucket that we identified: low-propensity Trump supporters," Wiles said. "We sort of took a gamble, but we were really sure that those tier-three people would be participating, that they would be our voters."

Several times in the summer and fall of 2023, I heard from DeSantis allies who were bewildered by what Trump's team was (and wasn't) doing on the ground. "Our opponents were spending tens of millions of dollars paying for voter contacts for people to knock on doors," LaCivita said. "And we were spending tens of thousands printing training brochures and pretty hats with golden embroidery on them."

The gold-embroidered hats were reserved for "captains," the volunteers responsible for organizing Trump supporters in their precincts. Notably, Wiles said, most of these captains came from the third tier of Iowa's electorate--they were identified, recruited, and then trained in one of the hundreds of caucus-education sessions Trump's team held around the state. At that point, the captains were given a list of 10 targets in their community who fit a similar profile, and told to turn them out for the caucuses. It was called the "10 for Trump" program. The best way to find and mobilize more low-propensity Trump supporters, the thinking went, was to deputize people just like them.

It appeared to work. On caucus night, as the wind chill plunged to 40 degrees below zero in parts of Iowa--and voter turnout plunged too--Trump won 51 percent of the vote, breaking an Iowa record, and clobbered DeSantis despite being heavily outspent. According to LaCivita, the precincts where the campaign invested heavily in the "10 for Trump" program saw a significant jump in turnout compared with the rest of the state.

That's the story Wiles and LaCivita are telling about Iowa, anyway. Not everyone believes it. Trump enjoyed a sizable lead in the Iowa polls from the start, thanks in part to his allies blanketing the state with TV ads before his opponents were even out of the gate. Several people who worked on competing campaigns in Iowa said it was Trump's first indictment, in March 2023--not his campaign's ground game or anything else--that made him unbeatable. "When the Democrats started using the law to go after Trump, it hardened all of his very conservative supporters, some of whom had softened after 2022," Sam Cooper, who served as political director for DeSantis, told me. "It was a race the Trump campaign locked up well before caucus day."

The consensus of the political class post-2020 held that Trump's base was maxed out; that any MAGA sympathizers who'd gone undiscovered in 2016 had, by the time of his reelection bid, been identified and incorporated into the GOP turnout machine. Wiles and LaCivita disagreed. They built a primary campaign on the premise that an untapped market for Trumpism still existed. But they knew that the true test of their theory was never going to come in Iowa.


Attendees at the Turning Point event in Phoenix (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Six miles inland from Mar-a-Lago, tucked inside a contemporary 15-floor office building that overlooks a Home Depot parking lot, is a presidential-campaign headquarters so small and austere that nobody seems to realize it's there. When I told the security guard at the front desk that I'd come to visit "the Trump offices," she gave me a quizzical look; only later, after hanging around for several hours, was I clued in to the joke that nobody in this building--not any of the dozen law firms, or the rare-coin dealer, or apparently even the security guard--has any idea exactly who occupies the second and sixth floors.

In fairness, Trump's team used to inhabit just one of those floors. It was only after the merger with the Republican National Committee in early March, which eliminated dozens of supposedly duplicative jobs and relocated most of the RNC staff to Palm Beach, that additional space became necessary. Still, that a former president whose 2020 headquarters was something out of a Silicon Valley infomercial--all touch-screen entryways and floor-to-ceiling glass offices with dazzling views of the Potomac--was housing his 2024 operation in a plebeian office park signaled a sort of inverse ostentation, saying much about the personalities and priorities behind this campaign.

From day one, people familiar with internal deliberations told me, Wiles and LaCivita emphasized efficiency. There would be none of the excesses that became a staple of Trump's 2020 reelection effort, which raised more than $1 billion yet unfathomably ran short of cash in the home stretch of the election. They needed to control all the money. And for that, they needed to control the national party apparatus.

David A. Graham: Trump's campaign has lost whatever substance it once had

The Trump campaign's takeover of the RNC in March--installing the former president's daughter-in-law, Lara Trump, as the new co-chair, while establishing LaCivita as chief of staff and de facto chief executive, all of it long before Trump had technically secured the party's nomination--didn't sit well with many Republicans. Appearances aside, the imperatives of a presidential campaign are not always aligned with those of the RNC, whose job it is to advance the party's interests up and down the ballot and across the country. "Party politics is a team sport. It's bigger than Ronald Reagan or Donald Trump or any one candidate," said Henry Barbour, a longtime Mississippi committeeman, who has fought to prevent the national party's funds from going to Trump's legal defense. "Nobody's ever going to agree on exactly how you split the money up, but you've got to take a holistic approach in thinking about all the campaigns, not just one."

The RNC under Ronna McDaniel, who chaired the national party from early 2017 until LaCivita's takeover, had become a frequent target of Trump's ire. He didn't like that the party remained neutral in the early stages of the 2024 primary--and he was especially furious that McDaniel commissioned debates among the candidates. But what might have bothered him most was the RNC's priorities: McDaniel was continuing to pour money into field operations, stressing the need for a massive get-out-the-vote program, but showed little interest in his pet issue of "election integrity."

"Tell you what," Trump said to Wiles and LaCivita. "I'll turn out the vote. You spend that money protecting it."

The marching orders were clear: Trump's lieutenants were to dismantle much of the RNC's existing ground game and divert resources to a colossal new election-integrity program--a legion of lawyers on retainer, hundreds of training seminars for poll monitors nationwide, a goal of 100,000 volunteers organized and assigned to stand watch outside voting precincts, tabulation centers, and even individual drop boxes.

To sell party officials on this dramatic tactical shift, Wiles and LaCivita pointed to the inefficiencies of the old RNC approach--of which there were plenty--and argued that they could run a more effective ground game with fewer resources. "The RNC has always operated on number of calls, number of door knocks, and nobody paid any attention to what the result of each of those was. We have no use for that," Wiles told me. "It doesn't matter to me how many calls you've made. What matters to me is the number of calls you've made and gotten a positive response from a voter ... They considered success volume. It's not."

Several RNC insiders told me they agreed, at least broadly, with this critique. Yet they also said Trump's team had grossly exaggerated the party's past expenditures to serve the campaign's mission of reallocating resources toward Trump's election-integrity obsession. For example, LaCivita told me that, based on his review of the party's 2020 performance, the RNC spent more than $140 million but made just 17.5 million voter-contact attempts. When I challenged that number, he conceded that it might have been closer to 27 million. But according to an internal RNC database I obtained, the party knocked on nearly 32 million doors in competitive states alone, and made another 113 million phone calls, for a total of some 145 million voter-contact attempts.

A wide array of party officials I spoke with said that McDaniel, who declined to comment for this story, had lost the confidence of her members. And none of them disputed that the RNC ground game needed reassessing. But the abrupt directional change announced by Wiles and LaCivita, these officials told me, could only be interpreted as financial triage. It was unfortunate enough that Trump's legal-defense fund steadily drained the campaign coffers; his insistence on this sweeping, ego-stroking program to "protect the vote" was going to cost an untold fortune. Given these constraints, Wiles and LaCivita knew that they couldn't run a traditional Republican field program.

Which is how I got to talking with James Blair.


To thousands of cheering supporters, Trump declared that the 2024 election would be "too big to rig." (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



"In private equity, or investment in general, you look for highest upside at smallest input," Blair, the 35-year-old political director for Trump and the RNC, told me, trying to justify their cut-rate ground game. "In a very basic sense, you can try to do everything all the time--and often the result is you do nothing particularly well--or you can try to do a few things that deliver high value compared to their relative input level."

We were sitting in a sterile second-floor conference room, the whiteboard to my left freshly wiped down, at the campaign's headquarters. The space outside was more colorful, with depictions of the 45th president adorning the walls: an elaborate In Trump We Trust mural; a blown-up birthday poster, signed by some of his spiritual advisers, depicting Trump under the watch of a lamb, a lion, a white horse, and two doves; a framed replica of Trump's mug shot, in the style of the Obama-era HOPE poster, above the words NEVER SURRENDER. On a stretch of wall outside the conference room, large black letters spelled out the campaign's mantra: Joe Biden is: Weak, Failed and Dishonest.

Blair wore the expression of a man who knows something the rest of us don't. He studied finance at Florida State, then accepted an entry-level job at the statehouse in Tallahassee, with plans to eventually pivot toward a career in business. Instead, he ended up running legislative races for the state GOP in 2016, overseeing the DeSantis campaign's voter-contact program in 2018, and then joining the new governor's office as deputy chief of staff. As with many Wiles loyalists, Blair's time in DeSantis's orbit was brief, and his reunion with Wiles in Trumpworld--her allies on the campaign are known as "the Florida mafia"--was inevitable.

Blair, like Wiles, believes that campaigns have become beholden to empty statistics. "If you chase numbers in terms of top-line output, you make tactical decisions that increase that goal," he said. "So that would be dense suburban areas where you can hit more doors per hour, right? More doors per body [equals] higher output." The problem, Blair said, is that most of those doors aren't worth knocking on: Turnout is already highest in the suburbs, and fewer and fewer voters there remain truly persuadable, for reasons of hardened partisan identification along economic or cultural lines. And yet, since the days of Karl Rove, campaigns have blanketed the country with paid canvassers, investing hundreds of millions of dollars in contacting people who are already going to vote and who, in most cases, already know whom they're voting for.

This is the crux of Team Trump's argument: Now that the electoral landscape looks so different--both campaigns fighting over just a handful of states, a finite number of true swing voters in each--shouldn't the party reassess its strategy? Especially given the campaign's financial burdens, some Republicans agree that the answer is yes. One of them is Rove himself.

"There are two groups of people to consider: the low-propensity Republicans and the persuadable swing [voters]. Be careful that you're not antagonizing one with your outreach to the other. You don't want people knocking on the swing doors wearing 'Let's Go Brandon' shirts," Rove told me. When it comes to running a ground game in this environment, he added, "the priority should be maximizing turnout among the true believers," who, if they vote, are a lock for Trump.

This isn't to say Trump's campaign won't be targeting those persuadable voters. It's just a matter of preferred medium: If Wiles has to drop millions of dollars to engage the suburban mom outside Milwaukee, she'd rather that mom spend 30 seconds with one of LaCivita's TV spots than 30 seconds with a pamphlet-carrying college student on her front porch. This is the essence of Trump's voter-contact strategy: pursuing identified swing voters--college-educated women, working-class Latinos, urban Black men under 40--with micro-targeted media, while earmarking ground resources primarily for reaching those secluded, MAGA-sympathetic voters who have proved difficult to engage.

Stephanie McCrummen: Biden has a bigger problem than the debate

The campaign, I was told, hopes to recruit somewhere between 5,000 and 10,000 captains in each of the seven battleground states: Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. They won't all be low-propensity Trump supporters, as they were in Iowa--there isn't time to be that selective--but they will be trained in the same way. Each will be assigned a roster of people in their communities, 10 to 50 in total, who fit the profile of Trump-friendly and electorally disengaged. "Our in-house program is focused on doing the hardest-to-do but highest-impact thing," Blair said, which is contacting the MAGA-inclined voters whom previous Trump campaigns missed.

In truth, "hardest-to-do" might be an understatement. Blair was describing this program to me in early June; building it out by the time early voting begins in September is akin to a three-month moonshot. (He declined to share benchmarks demonstrating progress.) Republican officials in key states, meanwhile, have complained for months about the Trump campaign's practically nonexistent presence on the ground. When they've been told of the plan to scale back traditional canvassing operations in favor of a narrower approach, their frustration has at times turned to fury.

"The RNC had promised us a lot of resources, but there's been a huge pullback. And the Trump team isn't standing up its own operation, so we're really behind," Jason Cabel Roe, a GOP consultant in Michigan who's handling the state's most competitive congressional race, told me. "The state party's a mess; they're not going to pick up the slack. When I talk to other Republicans here, they say the same thing: 'Where are the resources for a field operation?'"

Trump officials acknowledge that these concerns are legitimate. Democrats have opened hundreds of field offices and positioned more than 1,000 paid staffers across the battleground map, while the Trump team is running most of its presidential operations out of existing county-party offices and employing fewer than a dozen paid staffers in most states. The great equalizer, they believe, is intensity: Whereas Democrats have struggled to stoke their base--multiple swing-state Biden allies told me that volunteer recruiting has been anemic--Republicans have reported having more helpers than they know what to do with. In this context, Trump's enlisting unpaid yet highly motivated voters to work their own neighborhoods, while the Democrats largely rely on parachuting paid staffers into various locations, might not be the mismatch Republicans fear.

The Trump campaign's approach wouldn't be feasible in most presidential elections. But in 2024, LaCivita told me, there are "probably four" true battlegrounds: Arizona, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. (He said the campaign feels confident, based on public and private polling, as well as its own internal modeling, that Georgia, Nevada, and North Carolina are moving out of reach for Biden.) In this scenario, Trump's team doesn't need to execute a national campaign. They are "basically running four or five Senate races," Beth Myers, a senior adviser to Mitt Romney's 2012 campaign against Barack Obama, told me. "And they can get away with it, because the playing field is just that small now."

Myers is no Trump fan. Still, she credits Wiles and LaCivita with developing a strategy that recognizes both the "excesses" of past Republican campaigns and the realities of a new electorate. In 2012, Romney and Obama fought over a much larger map that included Florida, Ohio, Iowa, Virginia, Colorado, New Hampshire, and even, at least initially, Missouri and Indiana. "Vendors got involved and started telling us that we needed seven 'touches'--that the number of contacts was more important than who we were contacting," Myers said. "But we got that wrong. I think the quality of the touch is much more important than the quantity of the touch, and I think that's what Chris is doing here."

Notably, thanks to a new Federal Election Commission opinion that allows campaigns to coordinate canvassing efforts with outside groups, there will still be an enormous field operation working on Trump's behalf. Blair explained that allied organizations such as Turning Point Action, America First Works, and the Faith and Freedom Coalition would handle much of the right's canvassing effort moving forward, focusing on the "standardized volume plays" as the campaign itself takes a specialized approach. (This isn't the relief Republicans officials have been hoping for: Turning Point, for example, became a punch line among GOP strategists and donors after it promised to deliver Arizona-- where its founder, Charlie Kirk, resides--in the 2022 midterms, only for Democrats to win every major statewide race. Kirk's group is assuring dubious party officials and major donors that its operation has scaled up, but several told me they aren't buying it.)

Blair knows the campaign can't ignore the outcry from local Republicans. As we ended our conversation, he was heading to his office to lead a conference call with county chairs in battleground states, part of an effort to "educate" them about the program and "get buy-in."

If one thing has calmed Republican nerves, it's the recent, record-breaking fundraising haul that accompanied Trump's conviction in the New York hush-money case. A campaign that was once being badly outraised brought in more than $70 million in the 48 hours after the verdict. Suddenly--and to the shock of both campaigns--Trump entered July with more cash on hand than Biden.

But this windfall hasn't altered the plans of Wiles and LaCivita. Even when the money was pouring in, it was too late, they told me; the campaign's tactical decisions for getting out the vote had already been made. Around this same time, I noticed that it wasn't just those swing-state Republicans getting anxious. The day before I visited headquarters, one Trump aide, who requested anonymity to speak candidly, confessed to me that doubts about the field strategy permeate this campaign. This person predicted that Wiles, LaCivita, and Blair will either look like geniuses who revolutionized Republican politics--or the biggest morons ever put in charge of a presidential campaign.

"I accept that framing," Blair told me, flashing a smirk. "And I live by it every day."

As Blair and I stood up to leave the conference room, he stopped me. The smirk was gone. He wanted to make something clear: He takes these decisions very seriously. "Because if we lose," he said, "I think there's a pretty good chance they're going to throw us in jail."

It was a startling moment. I'd heard campaign aides make offhand remarks before about expecting to end up incarcerated for helping Trump. But this was more direct, more paranoid. Blair was telling me that, in a second Biden administration, he expected deep-state flunkies to arrest him for the crime of opposing the president. And he wasn't alone. Brian Hughes, a campaign spokesperson known for his extensive government work and generally affable demeanor, nodded in agreement as Blair spoke. "I think we all feel that way," Hughes said.






A sign for Turning Point's "Chase the Vote" initiative, a door-knocking effort aimed at encouraging mail-in voting. In Arizona, Wiles and LaCivita have outsourced much of the Trump campaign's canvassing operations to Turning Point. (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Throughout our conversations, Wiles and LaCivita kept insisting to me that something important has changed about Donald Trump. As they tell it, the man who once loathed making donor calls is now dialing for dollars at seven in the morning, unprompted. The man who could never be bothered with the fine print of Iowa's caucuses finally sat down and learned the rules--and then started explaining them to Iowans at his pre-caucus events. The man who treated 2016 like a reality show and 2020 like a spin-off now speaks of little else but winning.

This may all be the stuff of reverential narratives. Yet there is no denying the consequence of Trump's evolution on one tactical front: voting by mail. In 2020, the president railed against the practice, refusing to heed the advice of campaign aides who told him, given the shifting nature of consumer behaviors during the pandemic, that absentee votes would almost certainly decide the election. This time around, Wiles led a months-long effort to educate her boss on the practice, explaining how Republicans in Florida and elsewhere had built sprawling, successful operations targeting people who prefer not to vote in person. Wiles pressed Trump on the subject over the course of at least a dozen conversations, stretching from the pre-Iowa season all the way into the late springtime, pleading with him to bless the campaign's effort to organize a voter-contact strategy built around absentee ballots.

"It wasn't like we went in there one day and said, 'Okay, today we're gonna say we like mail-in ballots.' It doesn't happen that way," Wiles told me at one point. "As he better understood campaign mechanics, he understood, you know, why this--"

"Winning!" LaCivita chimed in, palms raised, growing impatient with the explanation.

Wiles shot him a look. "Why this was important," she said.

The funny thing, Wiles noted, is that she can't take credit for convincing Trump. It was "a person who will remain nameless"--someone from outside the campaign, who happened to be kibitzing with the former president about his own reasons for voting by mail--who said something that jolted Trump's brain. "That's when the switch flipped. And that is very typical," Wiles said, chuckling. "You work on something, work on something, work on something, and then in some bizarre, unexpected way, somebody phrases it differently--or it's somebody that he particularly respects in a particular area who says it--and that's it."

The campaign is now engineering a mobilization program aimed at making absentee voting seamless and customizable based on each voter's jurisdiction. (The initiative, dubbed "Swamp the Vote," comes with face-saving disclaimers about this being necessary only to defeat the sinister, election-stealing left.) This project might not assuage the Trump-fueled fears of Republican base voters, but that's hardly the point. His campaign sees the mail-voting push as a path to attracting a slice of the electorate that the Republican Party has spent two decades ignoring: low-propensity left-leaning voters, especially young men of color, who, due to some combination of panic and boredom, turned out for Biden in 2020.

These voters are one explanation as to how Democrats ran up an unthinkable 81-million-vote total in the last presidential election--and, more to the point, increased their margins in places such as Phoenix, Detroit, Milwaukee, and Philadelphia. For the past several years, however, polling has shown Black and Hispanic men drifting further right--a trend sharply accelerated by the Biden-Trump rematch. If the Republican nominee can siphon off any significant chunk of those voters in November--persuading them to mail in a ballot for him instead of sitting out the election--the math for the Democrats isn't going to work. That could make November a realignment election, much like Obama's win in 2008: one that shifts perceptions of voter coalitions and sends the losing side scrambling to recalibrate its approach.

Ironically enough, it was Obama's dominant showings with nonwhite voters in 2008 and 2012--winning them by margins of four to one--that inspired a Republican autopsy report that called for kinder, gentler engagement with minority communities. Now record numbers of Black and Latino men might be won over by the same candidate who prescribes mass deportations, trafficks in openly racist rhetoric, and talks about these voters in ways that border on parody. "He says stuff like 'The Blacks love me!''" LaCivita remarked to me at one point. He threw his arms up, looking equal parts dumbfounded and delighted. "Who the fuck would say that?"

Wiles, for her part, wanted to be clear about the campaign's aims. "It's so targeted--we're not fighting for Black people," she said. "We're fighting for Black men between 18 and 34."

Ronald Brownstein: How Trump is dividing minority voters

When she told me this, we were standing together backstage--LaCivita, Wiles, and me--at the Turning Point USA event in Detroit. Most of the faces in the crowd were white; the same had been true a few hours earlier, when Trump spoke at a Black church on the city's impoverished west side. But that didn't matter much to Wiles and LaCivita. The voters they're targeting wouldn't even know Trump was in Detroit that day, much less come out to see him. These aren't people whose neighborhoods will be canvassed by Republican volunteers; rather, they will be the subject of a sweeping media campaign aimed at fueling disillusionment with the Democratic Party.

As we stood chatting, I remembered something that one of Trump's allies had told me months earlier--a sentiment that has since been popularized and described in different ways: "For every Karen we lose, we're going to win a Jamal and an Enrique." Wiles nodded in approval.

"That's a fact. I believe it. And I so believe we're realigning the party," she told me.

Wiles paused. "And I don't think we're gonna lose all the Karens, either. They buy eggs. They buy gas. They know. They may not tell their neighbor, or their carpool line, but they know."

Just to be clear, I asked: If the Trump campaign converts significant numbers of Black and Hispanic voters, and holds on to a sizable portion of suburban white women, aren't we talking about a blowout in November?

"We are," Wiles said.

This is the scenario Trump craves, the one he's been talking about at all of his recent rallies: winning by margins that are "too big to rig." I had to wonder, though: What if the campaign's models are wrong? What if, yet again, the election is decided by thousands of votes across a few key states? Wiles and LaCivita had accommodated Trump's request to spend lavishly on an "election integrity" effort. But had they accommodated themselves to his lies about the last election--and what might be required of them next?

One afternoon in early June, as we sat in the hallway of an Arizona megachurch--Trump was delivering some fire and brimstone inside the sanctuary, decrying the evils of illegal immigration and drawing chants of "Bullshit! Bullshit! Bullshit!"--I asked LaCivita if he felt additional pressure running this particular campaign: Winning meant Trump would avoid further criminal prosecution; losing could mean more convictions and even incarceration. Either way, I suggested, this would be Trump's last campaign.

"I don't know," LaCivita said, a smile spreading across his face. "I read somewhere that he was gonna change the Constitution so he could run again!" He was soon doubled over, howling and smacking both palms on his knees. It was an odd scene. When he finally came up for air, LaCivita told me, "I'm being sarcastic, of course." Another pause. "I'm joking. Of course I am!"

If he was really joking, I replied, there was no need to keep clarifying that it was a joke.

"No, no," LaCivita said, straightening his tie. "I just get a kick out of it."

LaCivita tries to laugh off stress whenever possible. The Trump campaign, he said, is a "360-degree shooting gallery" in which "everybody is coming after you, internally and externally," all the time. On any given day, he might be cleaning up after a particular staffer who has gone rogue with reporters, or extinguishing rumors he says are being spread about him by Trump's confidant Richard Grenell ("he just likes to cause trouble"), or refuting supposed policy plans for the second Trump administration being floated by "those quote-unquote allies" on the MAGA right. ("It's the Project '25 yokels from Heritage. They and AFPI"--the America First Policy Institute, another think tank--"have their own little groups that raise money. They grift, and they pitch policy," LaCivita said. "They have their own goals and their own agendas, and they have nothing to do with winning an election.") In his mind, all the "noise"--Trump's authoritarian spitballing very much included--is a source of levity.

There was a time, however, when LaCivita didn't find it so funny. According to several people close to him, he was alarmed by Trump's rise in 2016. After he came to terms with Trumpism, as so many in the party eventually did, his qualms were rekindled by the January 6 insurrection. Then came the opportunity to help run the 2024 campaign. Once again, LaCivita hesitated. And once again, LaCivita gave in--only to find himself, a few weeks into the job, working for a man who was dining with a neo-Nazi and toying with the idea of terminating the Constitution. After a while, he became resigned to these feelings of dissonance, friends told me, and eventually desensitized to them altogether. His focus was winning: demolishing Biden, electing Trump, ushering in massive Republican legislative majorities. But had he given much thought to what that success might mean?

Not long after our conversation in Arizona, I met LaCivita for breakfast on Capitol Hill, near his office at the RNC. Later that day, his boss would meet with House and Senate Republicans--many of whom, like LaCivita, had been ready to throw Trump overboard a couple of years ago, and who now stood and saluted like the North Korean military. As we sipped coffee, I asked LaCivita about the potential "termination" of the Constitution that the former president floated in 2022.

"I don't know if he used the word terminate," LaCivita said, squinting his eyes. "I think he may have said change or something." (Trump did, in fact, say termination.)

Certainly it's plausible that a hired gun, someone who cares about winning and winning only, could have genuinely forgotten the language used by his employer. And yet, according to several people familiar with the fallout, LaCivita--a Purple Heart recipient who lost friends in the Gulf War--was so bothered by the social-media post that he confronted Trump about it himself.

LaCivita confirmed to me that he'd called Trump about the post. In his telling, Trump responded that people were twisting his words, then agreed to issue a statement declaring his love for the Constitution. And that was that, LaCivita said, offering a shrug. He likened it to football: When the quarterback throws an interception, the team has to move on. No dwelling on the last play.

As he shoveled over-hard eggs into his mouth, Marine Corps cufflinks were visible beneath his dark suit. LaCivita had sworn an oath to the Constitution; he'd risked his life for the Constitution. Didn't a part of him, when he read that post, think about the implications beyond political strategy?

"I mean, he took an oath to the Constitution too, as president of the United States," LaCivita said. "I never put myself in a position of judging somebody."

LaCivita thought for a moment. He told me that he'd sat in the courtroom on the second day of Trump's hush-money trial in May. "Listening to the stuff they're saying, meant for no other reason than to harm the guy politically--it just pissed me off," he said. "It made me that much more determined."

Now we were getting somewhere. Do the people who enter Trump's orbit, I asked, become hardened by the experience? Do they adopt his persecution complex? Do they take the insults to him personally?

"I don't psychoanalyze myself, and I sure as hell don't psychoanalyze the people that I work for," LaCivita told me. "But I truly believe that the things that he can do as president can actually make the country a whole lot better. You don't do this at this level for transactional purposes."

No doubt LaCivita is conservative by nature: pro-gun, anti-abortion, viscerally opposed to Democratic orthodoxy on illegal immigration and gender identity. At the same time, he has worked for Republicans who span the party's ideological spectrum--most of them moderates who, he admits, reflect his own "center right" beliefs.

Just recently, I told LaCivita, I'd read an interview he'd given to his hometown newspaper, The Richmond Times-Dispatch, more than a decade ago. One quote stood out. Reflecting on his appetite for the fray--as a Marine, as a hunter, as a political combatant--LaCivita told the interviewer: "A warrior without war is miserable."

When I looked up from reading the quote, LaCivita was nodding.

"People hire me to beat Democrats," he said. "That's what I do. That's what Chris LaCivita does. He beats Democrats, period."

He paused. "And Donald Trump gave me the opportunity of a lifetime."

That much is true. Political consultants spend their careers dreaming of the day they're called upon to elect a president, and those who succeed gain a status that guarantees wealth and prestige. I couldn't help but think of how Wiles, the seasoned strategist who'd been humiliated by Florida's young hot-shot governor, had hitched her career to Trump during his post-January 6 political exile. "The last time he was in Washington," she said, "he was being run out of there on an airplane where nobody came to say goodbye." Now Trump was barging his way back into the White House--and those same Republicans who once accused him of treachery, she noted, were cheering him on.

"He didn't change," Wiles told me. "They changed."

I wanted to know if Wiles had changed. She boasted to me, during one conversation, that she had been somewhat successful in getting her boss to cut back on the rigged-election talk on the campaign trail. ("People want to have hope, they want to be inspired, they want to look forward," she said.) But in that same conversation, Wiles could not answer the question of whether the 2020 election had actually been stolen. "I'm not sure," she said, repeating the phrase three times.

And her boss?

"He thinks he knows," Wiles said.

She paused, seeming to catch herself. "But we know," Wiles added, "that it can't happen again."

Her moment of hesitancy stood out. One of the maxims of this campaign, something LaCivita drills into his staff, is that self-doubt destroys. ("You're either right or you're wrong," he said. But you can't second-guess decisions "once the bullet leaves the chamber.") Which, as we sat inside that diner on Capitol Hill, one block from the scene of the January 6 carnage, returned us to the question of Trump's threat against the Constitution. If LaCivita were to acknowledge his trepidation about the man he's working for--

"Boom!" he said, interrupting with a faux gunshot noise. "You're done. You're done. Hesitation in combat generally gets you killed."

Even if you're hesitating for good reason?

"Hesitation in combat gets you killed," LaCivita said again, leaning across the table this time. He pounded his fist to punctuate every word: "I. Don't. Hesitate."

In that moment, the sum of my conversations with LaCivita and Wiles and their campaign deputies began to make sense. For all their lofty talk of transformation--transforming their boss's candidacy, transforming Republican politics, transforming the electorate, transforming the country--it continues to be Trump who does the transforming.
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Maybe She's Born With It. Maybe It's Neurocosmetics.

Skin care is coming for your brain.

by Hannah Seo




For just $65, the skin-care company Selfmade will sell you a kit that will purportedly help you feel more stable and confident in your relationships--and get better skin all the while. According to the kit's marketing copy, it comes with a serum that enhances "safety and comfort with self," a moisturizer that "promotes awareness that past negative experience and emotional states can carry throughout your life," and the best-selling relationship-psychology book Attached. Together, the "Securely Attached Kit" is a "ritual" that promises to reframe your attitudes to both your skin and self. It's cheaper and arguably less involved than therapy.

The Securely Attached Kit is part of a new generation of "neurocosmetics" that blur the rhetoric of beauty, brain science, and mental health. "It's the era of the 'neuro,'" says Amina Mire, a sociologist at Carleton University who studies cultural messaging surrounding women's aging and wellness. Americans have long equated skin care with self-care, but the rise of neurocosmetics marks a new escalation in the industry's messaging: Slather our product on your skin, and it will change your brain chemistry for the better. Or, as a recent blog post by the founder of Murad declared, "Skincare = brain care."

Such messaging draws from the established principle that the well-being of the skin and brain are interlinked. Certain aspects of so-called psychodermatology are well supported by research. For example, some skin conditions have psychiatric components and vice versa, says Mohammad Jafferany, a psychiatry professor at Central Michigan University. Acne and psoriasis can flare with stress--and they can in turn exacerbate poor mental health by lowering self-esteem. Psychological treatments such as cognitive behavioral therapy may improve certain skin conditions, including atopic dermatitis and psoriasis.

But acknowledging the link between mental and dermatological health is an entirely different prospect from claiming (or implying) that the active ingredients in some skin-care products can act directly on the nervous system. A "serotoner" by CAP Beauty, for example, touts its inclusion of griffonia, a plant whose seeds contain the molecule 5-HTP, a chemical precursor to serotonin, to encourage "happier, healthier and more joyful looking skin." Balms by NEUR|AE, a brand under the Sisley group that professes to be "elevated by neuroscience," combine "neuro-ingredients, neuro-fragrances and neuro-textures" to glaze users with feelings like harmony and serenity. A brand called Justhuman says its ingredients are formulated to control inflammation in the skin by stimulating the production of neuropeptides, chemical messengers that neurons use to signal one another.

Read: How skin care became an at-home science experiment

Both Justhuman and Selfmade say their ingredients stimulate beta-endorphins, a type of neuropeptide, to counteract the stress hormone cortisol and relax or rebalance the skin. Beta-endorphins are natural painkillers, mood enhancers, and mood stabilizers. There's some early evidence that ingesting certain plant extracts or smelling some essential oils stimulates the body to produce beta-endorphins, Angela Lamb, an associate dermatology professor at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told me. Similarly, 5-HTP supplements taken orally can boost serotonin production. But to Lamb's knowledge, no double-blind placebo studies have shown that any substance applied topically will boost beta-endorphin or serotonin production, either locally in people's skin or throughout the nervous system broadly.

Instead, much of the research on these ingredients has been performed on animals or cell cultures. In an emailed statement, NEUR|AE's director of research, Jose Ginestar, wrote that the company's plant extracts are tested for efficacy on cell cultures to see how they modulate excess cortisol or boost endorphins. A representative for Selfmade said in a statement that the company drew on existing cell-culture studies when formulating its products, and has conducted studies via a third party on how its products affect users. (CAP declined to provide any information about its products.) Kelly Dobos, a cosmetic chemist, told me that broad conclusions drawn from cell-culture studies can be misleading. For one thing, applying a substance directly to a cell is different from applying it to the skin, an organ that has evolved, in part, to resist penetration. Plus, Dobos said, researchers typically apply high concentrations of a single ingredient to cell cultures instead of testing a product in its complete formulation, or at realistic levels.

None of this is to say that skin-care products can't affect the mental health of people who use them. But they're almost certainly acting less directly than their labels might imply. If, say, the embarrassment of cystic acne weighs on your self-esteem, clearing your skin might have wonderful mood-boosting effects. Tara Well, a psychologist at Barnard College and the author of Mirror Meditation: The Power of Neuroscience and Self-Reflection to Overcome Self-Criticism, Gain Confidence, and See Yourself With Compassion, told me that applying products to your skin can also simply feel good. Some evidence suggests that soothing self-touch can lower physiological signs of stress. By repeating a morning or evening skin-care routine, enjoying the sensations and smells of various creams and getting your "me time," you might also teach yourself to associate that routine and those products with an elevated mood, Well said.

Read: The real reason eye cream is so expensive

Psychologists even recommend lotion as a short-term coping mechanism for teens seeking mental-health treatment, Janet Lydecker, a psychiatrist at Yale School of Medicine, told me. Certain smells, such as lavender and rosemary, can have a calming effect, and self-soothing by feeling the texture of the lotion can also be grounding, Lydecker said. "If patients are in their head, preoccupied, ruminating on something that's causing distress, it's such a tangible way to cope," she told me. But such effects have little to do with the chemical makeup of the lotion, and are definitely not meant to act as stand-alone, long-term interventions for poor mental health.

Stephanie Lee, the CEO and founder of Selfmade, insisted in an interview that her products' formulas are boons to mental health. She acknowledged that a moisturizer alone won't result in big, lasting psychological changes, but she nevertheless argued that the company's products could have a role in helping young buyers cope with issues of anxiety and low self-worth, especially in the midst of America's teen-mental-health crisis. The mission of Selfmade, Lee told me, is to teach young folks how to "use skin as data for what might be happening in our minds"--in other words, to look to their skin as a sign of, and potential solution to, inner turmoil.

Some experts argue that conflating skin care and mental health will only further stigmatize wrinkles, pimples, and other perceived flaws. "Any time that we entangle appearance with morality, then people who don't look as good are judged for that in ways that are fundamentally unfair and problematic," Kjerstin Gruys, a sociologist at the University of San Francisco, told me. If having good skin and good mental health is a matter of buying a $65 skin-care kit, then not having both, or either, must be your own fault.

Read: The best skin-care trick is being rich

Several decades ago, when wellness movements began to enter the mainstream and serious academics were debunking ill-advised health fads, the beauty industry embraced the practice of marketing products as "cosmeceuticals," a blend of cosmetics and pharmaceuticals, to imply medicinal properties. Similar terms such as nutraceuticals and phytoceuticals followed. It's all too fitting that "neuro" cosmetics have taken over at a time when having a therapist, setting boundaries, and being fluent in therapy-speak have become markers of good health and character. The beauty industry has always named its products to evoke aspirations that go beyond the cosmetic, Lee told me. And so far, it's worked. After all, Lee said, "self-actualization sells."
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No, State Laws Haven't Locked Biden Onto the Ballot

In a few weeks, however, his party's own rules just might.

by Rose Horowitch




Democratic insiders don't generally find common ground with MAGA diehards, but such is the state of politics in 2024. In the days since Joe Biden's dismal debate performance, some of his staunchest supporters have suggested that it's too late for the Democratic Party to nominate a new candidate. Joining them in that argument is an unlikely partner: the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank stocked with former Trump-administration officials. Heritage has argued that replacing Biden on the ballot might violate the election laws of several states. The idea, which has been picked up by news outlets, political scientists, and Democratic megadonors, is not true. State laws haven't locked Biden onto any ballots. In a few weeks, however, the Democratic Party's own rules just might.

On June 21, Heritage's Oversight Project posted an "EMERGENCY DRAFT MEMO" to X outlining how it might block any attempt to put a new candidate on top of the Democratic ticket if Biden were to drop out. A few states, the memo argued, including Wisconsin, don't allow presidential candidates to withdraw from the race other than in cases of death or incapacitation. "Arguing for strict application" of such statutes "would likely bear some fruit," it concluded. In an interview, Mike Howell, the Oversight Project's executive director, told me that, because Biden has publicly described himself as the nominee, courts might hold that the laws apply to him.

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

When I ran Howell's theory by election-law experts, they could not have dismissed it more emphatically. Biden isn't the nominee until the Democratic National Committee officially nominates him, regardless of what he says, Rick Hasen, a law professor at UCLA, told me. Derek Muller, an election-law professor at the University of Notre Dame, said that a lawsuit based on Howell's theory "would not go to discovery. It would get dismissed, and it might subject the lawyers to sanctions. I mean, that's how frivolous I think a lawsuit would be." Other election-law professors I spoke with called Heritage's claims "an issue that doesn't exist" and "nonsensical and completely inaccurate." All agreed that there is no legal barrier to replacing Biden if he drops out of the race before the DNC officially nominates him.

But that window could shut sooner than most people realize. Typically, each party officially nominates its candidate at the end of its national convention, which in the Democrats' case will run from August 19 to 22. This year, however, the DNC plans to nominate Biden via a virtual roll call before the convention. It made that decision in response to an Ohio law that would have prevented Biden from appearing on the ballot if his nomination came later than August 7. Ohio has since pushed back its deadline until after the conventions, but the DNC has said that it's sticking with its plan to nominate Biden before August 7, and possibly as early as July 21--ostensibly because the Ohio legislature could still reverse its reversal. The DNC will settle on an exact date on July 19.

Of course, if Biden were to drop out before then, the party would be forced to adjust its plans. But if he stays in the race for the next few weeks and gets the early nomination, making any changes could get seriously difficult. Once the party communicates its formal nomination to the states, laws governing the replacement of candidates will kick in--including those laws, like Wisconsin's, that appear to prohibit candidates from dropping out for strategic reasons.

Roge Karma: Age isn't Biden's only problem

According to Edward B. Foley, the director of the election-law program at Ohio State University, the Democratic Party could still swap in a new nominee up until each state's ballot-access deadline, many of which are in late August or early September. But each state's procedures are different, and any change would likely go to court, raising the possibility, however remote, that Biden will be on the ballot despite the party attempting to nominate someone else.

So although Democrats aren't yet stuck with Biden, under the DNC's current rules, the window for him to smoothly step aside is less than a month and could, in theory, be as short as 10 days. Biden's biggest supporters--and biggest critics--are hoping he can hang on past that point.
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Stop Soft-Pedaling the GOP's Extreme Positions

The party's platform on abortion and LGBTQ rights is just as radical as ever.

by Adam Serwer




The idea that Donald Trump is forcing the Republican Party to moderate its extreme positions on abortion and LGBTQ rights would make for an interesting story. So interesting, in fact, that the story was all over the mainstream press. The only problem with this very interesting story is that it didn't happen.

On Monday, a draft of the GOP platform began circulating ahead of the Republican convention. The coverage of the platform's position on abortion was remarkable in its uniformity. The New York Times' headline blared, "Following Trump's Lead, Republicans Adopt Platform That Softens Stance on Abortion." NBC News announced, "Trump Pushes New GOP Platform Softening Party's Positions on Abortion and Same-Sex Marriage." The Washington Post concurred: "GOP Adopts Platform That Softens Language on Abortion, Same-Sex Marriage." These headlines could not be more misleading. (One outlet, The 19th, commendably got it right.)

First, although the new platform omits language from the 2016 version opposing marriage equality, it is silent on equal rights for same-sex couples, and certainly does not endorse them. That omission is meaningful, and should not be interpreted as moderation. The Trumpified right-wing majority on the Supreme Court has already taken quiet aim at the decision that granted same-sex couples the right to marry, and some of the sitting justices, such as Samuel Alito, have denounced that decision outright. Once the right-wing bloc on the Court has the numbers and the right case, that decision will likely be overturned.

Read: What would Trump really do on abortion?

In other words, the removal of the previous opposition does not amount to a recognition of equal rights for same-sex couples. It is a strategic silence asserted in the belief that the Roberts Court will narrow those rights in its own time without the GOP having to pay a political price for making that happen. Other language in the new platform refers to being able to "act in accordance with those [religious] Beliefs, not just in places of Worship, but in everyday life." This is about justifying religious exemptions to anti-discrimination laws, which will target LGBTQ Americans and women, among others. This is an agenda that contemplates second-class citizenship for anyone who is not a right-wing Christian, and elevated status for those who are.

Second, if the party's stance on marriage equality is a matter of strategic silence, the media coverage of the abortion language amounts to strategic illiteracy. Here is the plank, under a heading that reads "Republicans Will Protect and Defend a Vote of the People, From Within the States, on the Issue of Life":

We proudly stand for families and Life. We believe that the 14th Amendment to the Constitution of the United States guarantees that no person can be denied Life or Liberty without Due Process, and that the States are, therefore, free to pass Laws protecting those Rights. After 51 years, because of us, that power has been given to the States and to a vote of the People. We will oppose Late Term Abortion, while supporting mothers and policies that advance Prenatal Care, access to Birth Control, and IVF (fertility treatments).


The key language here is "We believe that the 14th Amendment to the Constitution of the United States guarantees that no person can be denied Life or Liberty without Due Process, and that the States are, therefore, free to pass Laws protecting those Rights." The actual language of the Fourteenth Amendment, plain to anyone who has read it, says, "No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws."

The doctrine that a fetus is morally equivalent to a fully born child is called "fetal personhood"; it asserts that a fetus obtains constitutional rights at the moment of conception, and therefore, ending a pregnancy is identical to murder. In its 2016 platform, the Republican Party made this claim by saying that the Fourteenth Amendment's due-process protections guarantee that "the unborn child has a fundamental right to life which cannot be infringed," and calling for a constitutional amendment to enshrine this understanding. Eight years later, the Trump-appointed justices on the Supreme Court who helped strike down Roe v. Wade have conservatives hoping that an amendment won't actually be necessary to change the interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment--that the right-wing justices will simply rewrite the Constitution to ban abortion nationally on those grounds. Instead of calling for an amendment, this year's platform asserts the same belief in fetal personhood, and says that protecting it is up to state law.

But this is incoherent. If the Fourteenth Amendment bars abortion--the implication of the doctrine of fetal personhood--then no state laws are necessary to enforce that constitutional guarantee. The wording of the platform restates the same radical position that Republicans took in the 2016 platform, but makes it more confusing. There is no softening of the GOP's position on abortion here, just a garbled reiteration of the party's position that abortion for any reason should be illegal everywhere in the United States, hidden behind an irrelevant aside about states' rights.

From the January/February 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

Furthermore, there is no "states' rights" version of the Fourteenth Amendment. The entire point of the Fourteenth Amendment is that the states cannot do whatever they want, that they cannot violate the fundamental rights of their residents. In the interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment adopted by the Republican Party in its platform, abortion rights are unconstitutional because a fetus is a person and therefore entitled to those constitutional protections.

The point, presumably, of the muddled and contradictory language adopted by the platform was to get the media to run with a bunch of headlines announcing that the party was moderating on abortion, while allowing the language to serve as a promise to anti-abortion activists, who fully understand that Donald Trump intends to follow through on their agenda while in office. That includes, as my colleague Elaine Godfrey reported in February, banning abortion through novel enforcement of the 19th-century Comstock Act without any need for Congress. As Godfrey wrote at the time, "Any Trump endorsement of a national abortion limit is nothing more than strategic messaging--a ploy to win over moderate voters in the general election." The same is true of this new state-by-state approach.

Trump and the Republican Party have records on abortion that show what they would do with federal power. Trump appointed three of the six justices who issued the decision overturning a national right to an abortion after he promised to do just that. Republican-controlled states acted swiftly to ban abortion as soon as they could, not just enacting draconian bans and restrictions on speech and movement related to abortion, but seeking to criminalize leaving the state to get an abortion or providing information on how to get one. Republicans in the Senate blocked a bill to protect in vitro fertilization. As with anything else, what politicians have actually done is a much more reliable guide to what they will do than what they say they will do.

If Trump returns to the White House, the power of the federal government will likely be focused on restricting Americans' rights to free expression, travel, and bodily autonomy in the name of preventing abortion. Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation blueprint for a second Trump administration, which Trump has unconvincingly attempted to disavow despite the plan having been written by veterans of his first administration, details possible avenues for such restrictions. The Project 2025 agenda contemplates allowing employers to deny health-care coverage for contraception to their workers, allowing hospitals to refuse to provide abortion care when someone's life is at risk, and otherwise limiting access to abortion medication and contraception. Project 2025 also wants to use the Department of Health and Human Services to force states to track abortions in order to crack down on what it calls "abortion tourism," that is, women being forced to leave their home state to obtain medical care that they are prevented from getting where they live. Last year, a Texas mother named Kate Cox had to flee the state to get an abortion because her fetus had a fatal abnormality, and carrying the pregnancy to term could have endangered both her life and her ability to get pregnant again. This is what the people who would run the next Trump administration regard as "abortion tourism."

The idea that Republicans would not do such things because they are unpopular ignores the fact that abortion bans are also deeply unpopular--even conservative voters in some red states have rejected them since the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision--and many Republican-run states instituted draconian bans on abortion anyway. Red states' response to voters rejecting Republican extremism on abortion at the polls was not moderating on the issue, but attempting to take the decision out of voters' hands entirely by preventing abortion from being the subject of statewide referendums in which abortion bans keep losing.

The GOP platform is an obvious bait and switch, and it doesn't even try very hard to hide the switch. As the writer Jessica Valenti notes, "The platform doesn't change a single thing about what Trump would do if elected, nor does it mean that there's an actual rift between his campaign and the anti-abortion movement. This is political theater, and the mainstream press is handing out programs." The GOP platform on abortion does not show Trump or the GOP "softening" or shifting on abortion rights; it shows them trying to avoid the political consequences of their position on the matter by hiding them in plain sight.

It has been clear from the beginning that Trump regards abortion rights as a political vulnerability for Republicans and would seek to seem moderate on the issue, just as it's clear that the anti-abortion camp understands that Trump will do its bidding when in office, as he did last time. One reason he may get the chance is mainstream press organizations' embracing the narrative of Trump as an abortion moderate--despite all available evidence to the contrary.
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The Problem With Coronating Kamala Harris

The No. 2 spot has never been a guarantee of a promotion.

by Jerusalem Demsas




President Joe Biden is insisting that his reelection campaign will go on. If it doesn't, Kamala Harris is the most likely alternate Democratic nominee. That the vice president should be next in line is nearly an article of faith for many in the party. Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina told MSNBC's Andrea Mitchell last week that "this party should not in any way do anything to work around Ms. Harris. We should do everything we can to bolster her whether she's in second place or at the top of the ticket." He's not the only one; even former President Donald Trump's campaign has begun attacking the vice president in anticipation of her ascendancy.

But an automatic coronation of Harris would be a grave mistake. The No. 2 spot has never been a guarantee of a promotion to the top job. Only six vice presidents have been elevated to the presidency via an election; 12 have run and lost. Five have even failed to get their party's endorsement. Yet some are arguing that Harris's nomination should be a fait accompli if Biden steps aside.

I worked for Harris's 2020 presidential campaign. Getting hired as her South Carolina communications director at age 23 was a dream--it was just my second job out of college. When Harris announced her candidacy in Oakland, California, I had just joined the campaign, and felt the pull of history as 20,000 people clamored to see her in person. Here was a young, fresh face--and, like me, she was Black. Finally, here was someone who represented the future, represented me. It was exhilarating, until it wasn't.

Primary campaigns are tests, and Harris, who ultimately dropped out before the Iowa caucus, failed hers. That doesn't mean she can never be president. Many unsuccessful presidential candidates have performed better in a subsequent campaign. But they had to beat out other candidates. The country witnessed the value of seeing a candidate perform in an unscripted format during the Trump-Biden debate, during which the incumbent's rambling statements and confused demeanor startled many people in his own party. The first time the Democratic nominee is tested in a tough competition shouldn't be when facing Donald Trump in the general election.

One common argument for why the party should coronate Harris in Biden's absence is that skipping over her would be racist--or be perceived as such by Black Democratic voters. Yet Black voters have shown time and again that their interests are practical and that their demands are strategic: Give us a candidate who will win. Many were initially cool to Barack Obama in 2008. Obama volunteers in South Carolina tried to convince Black voters of his national viability by touting his strong showings in overwhelmingly white Iowa.

Elaina Plott Calabro: The White House's Kamala Harris blunder

While campaigning for president in 2019, Harris was clear-eyed about the need to prove herself, and took Obama's Iowa precedent very seriously. In South Carolina, where Black voters made up half of the Democratic-primary electorate, the Harris campaign wooed Black activists and officials by touting her aggressive campaign in Iowa, where she hoped to finish in the top three. Once the failure of her Iowa strategy became apparent--a mid-November poll showed just 3 percent of respondents selecting her as their top choice--she dropped out. Time and again in South Carolina, voters would tell me that they liked Harris but preferred Biden. They thought he would be the winner--and he was.

Given this history, I find the invocation of Black voters' interests here extremely cynical. It looks more like a strategy by some Harris supporters to make potential challengers appear racist or indifferent to people of color than an actual argument about viability. During the 2008 Democratic-primary campaign, some of Hillary Clinton's biggest supporters against Obama were prominent Black Democratic women, including Minyon Moore, who has been advising Harris. No one would call Moore racist for initially supporting Clinton.

A related argument is that questioning the electability of the first Black woman vice president is racist and sexist on its own terms. Certainly, I know well how easily Black women can be undermined through no fault of our own. The ubiquity of bigotry creates a type of mental prison: You navigate the world uncertain of when you are being brushed off for mundane reasons--a rude receptionist or store clerk is just having a bad day--and when someone you meet thinks Black women are stupid.

You never know for sure. But rejecting all criticism as a form of prejudice is a mistake. Democrats would not be bigoted to ask of Harris what they would demand of any other replacement for Biden. No politician deserves Democrats' deference. Tough questions about Harris's candidacy will come eventually, whether they are first answered during debates within the Democratic Party or when Harris has to face Trump.

But most important, Harris is not the one most at risk under a Trump presidency. If Democrats are sincerely worried about how a second Trump administration could negatively affect Black women, they should not allow any arguments other than electability to sway their choice of a presidential nominee.

Another worry that some Democrats express is that a competitive nominating process would result in irreparable havoc within the Democratic Party. A document circulating among some Democrats pushing the case for Harris argues that an open convention (or what the authors call "the chaos scenario") would result in only two and a half months to "build a national operation" and "heal" the inevitable divisions within the party. Yet American presidential contests are bizarrely and unnecessarily long. Britain just concluded a momentous election campaign in six weeks. In France, President Emmanuel Macron called snap elections on June 9; a month later, the country has undergone two rounds of voting. In Mexico, which has a presidential system similar to our own, the candidates have a 90-day campaigning period.

Communicating to voters who you are and letting them make a decision does not have to take more than a year. A contested presidential primary season is always chaotic and brutal. Deep divisions always exist when someone loses. The Obama-versus-Clinton primary, the Clinton-versus-Sanders primary, and the Trump-versus-the-entire-Republican-field primary did not prevent partisans from rallying behind their candidate in November. In 2008, Clinton did not drop out until June. Fear of chaos is a staple among the educated elite. But a peaceful transfer of power is meant to happen after the disorder of debates, dueling op-eds, ad wars, backroom politicking, and actual voting, not before. In a bid to save democracy, you can't just skip the democratic part of the process.

And when you're behind--as the Democrats are, according to polls--you want to increase uncertainty, not decrease it. Statistically, this could end up widening your margin of defeat, but it actually boosts your odds of victory.

As I recently reported, Democrats are being harangued with other reasons, ostensibly dictated by federal campaign-finance and state ballot-access laws, that no one but Harris can replace Biden--or that Biden can't be replaced at all. Insinuations that Biden's $240 million war chest would go to waste, or that no other Democrat can go on the ticket, are clearly false. Money seems unlikely to be the deciding factor in the race.

John Hendrickson: Biden isn't listening

To be frank, I don't think Harris is the strongest choice to defeat Trump. She displays vulnerabilities in recent polling. She's in the unfortunate position of either having helped conceal Biden's current condition or having been too far from the action to observe it up close. But perhaps the biggest concern is that, according to multiple accounts, the Biden administration has not entrusted her with opportunities to lead. Of course, she could still come out as the nominee. She has many strengths, including a national profile, the ability to draw a strong contrast with Trump, and the likely support of many Democratic insiders. But if that's enough, then let her compete.
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Trump and the Napoleonic Rule of War

The former president won't simply stand by and watch the Biden campaign implode.

by John Hendrickson




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.


Copious adjectives have been used to describe Donald Trump's behavior. Restrained was rarely one of them--until recently. Below, I look at how the former president's newfound discipline is actually a mirage. First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is planning for a landslide win.
 	David A. Graham: The rebellion against Biden is over--for now.
 	Iran's Supreme Leader is worried.




A Fire That Needs Oxygen

When Joe Biden's team proposed a June general-election debate--the earliest in modern presidential history--their theory was clear: Trump's vitriol would make viewers recoil, while Biden would come across stately and presidential. Instead, Biden suffered arguably the worst night of his five-decade career, leaving 50 million viewers aghast. Not only is his 2024 candidacy now in jeopardy, but some people, including my colleague Adam Serwer, have made the compelling case that Biden should resign the presidency immediately.

Biden's team spent months arguing that this election would be "about Donald Trump." At the debate, Biden sought to remind voters of Trump's woeful character (including his recent criminal conviction). But, as ever with Trump, many voters seem ready and willing to look past his litany of misdeeds--which means that the Biden campaign's grand strategy is failing. "Donald Trump is on track, I think, to win this election. And maybe win it by a landslide and take with him the Senate and the House," Democratic Senator Michael Bennet of Colorado said on CNN last night. "I think we could lose the whole thing, and it's staggering to me." My colleague Tim Alberta, who spent months digging into Trump's reelection campaign, reported today that Republican strategists have arrived at the same conclusion.

Ever since the debate, Biden's party has been engaged in a war within itself--part private, part public--over how to avert disaster. Some elected officials, including Representatives Adam Smith of Washington and Pat Ryan of New York, have called on Biden to withdraw (as has the actor and Democratic fundraiser George Clooney). But most people with true power and influence over the president have yet to plant a flag. Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina has both offered his support for Biden and spoken forcefully about who should take his place if he drops out (Vice President Kamala Harris). Today, House Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi dodged the question of whether she personally believes that Biden should remain the Democratic nominee, then offered a follow-up statement that was still vague.

Against all this mess and dysfunction, Trump's standing among voters has only improved.

The Electoral College math is on Trump's side. Biden cannot win the presidency without retaining his "blue wall" of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania. Currently, according to the RealClearPolitics polling average, Trump is ahead in all three states--he leads Biden by about two points in Wisconsin and a whopping five in Pennsylvania. (Trump's lead in Michigan is narrower at approximately 0.6 points.) This time four years ago, Biden was ahead in all three--and ahead, in general. All Trump has to do, it would seem, is not screw everything up.

Trump was supposed to be center stage this week. After being found guilty on 34 counts of falsifying business records in New York, the former president was originally scheduled to be sentenced tomorrow, July 11, but his sentencing was delayed to September 18--assuming the courts do not decide that the recent Supreme Court ruling on presidential immunity renders such a sentencing moot. Instead of waltzing into the Republican National Convention as a freshly sentenced "political prisoner," Trump is navigating a moment when Biden is dominating headlines.

Last night, I asked one of Trump's longtime allies, the veteran GOP operative Roger Stone, how he thought Trump was approaching this particularly charged phase of the campaign. He replied with a quote often attributed to Napoleon: "Never interrupt your enemy while he's in the process of destroying himself." This idea--that Trump is shrewdly sitting back and avoiding attention while Biden flounders--has been parroted by many members of the media. But if you look a little closer, you'll see that Trump is still being Trump.

Just listen to some of what the former president said at his rally in Doral, Florida, last night. Trump admitted he didn't really know what NATO was before he was president, praised Hannibal Lecter again ("he was a lovely man"), lamented that Americans are falling out of love with bacon, and fearmongered that D.C. tourists get "shot, mugged, raped" when visiting the Jefferson Memorial. (He also revisited the most cringeworthy moment from the debate in the form of challenging Biden to an 18-hole golf match.)

But this wasn't just one night of sloppy reversion. This past weekend, Trump made the ludicrous claim on Truth Social that "every one of the lawsuits" he is involved in, including the civil suits, "were started by Crooked Joe Biden and his fascist government for purposes of election interference." This is a serious allegation, even for Trump. As ever, if these things were said by anyone except the former president, they would mark such a person as unfit for office and mentally unwell. But, as Dave Weigel and Benjy Sarlin of Semafor have noted, because Trump now exclusively uses his own niche social network instead of X, many of his strangest outbursts slip by unnoticed. Trump's bombast simply doesn't drive news cycles the way it did four or eight years ago.

Trump wants to wrest the spotlight back from Biden, even if that desire may end up hurting him. In order to win the election, Trump needs to keep peeling moderate and swing-state voters away from Biden. But he can't help himself from being ... himself. On Truth Social today, Trump called on House Republicans to subpoena "Deranged Jack Smith" and "look into his ILLEGAL INVESTIGATION of me immediately." And although he had reportedly pushed to remove a national abortion ban from the 2024 Republican Party platform, today, Trump dialed into Brian Kilmeade's Fox News radio show and boasted that "getting rid of Roe v. Wade" was "an incredible thing."

Some have argued that, over the past two weeks, the media has "piled" on Biden. But the truth is that what's plaguing Biden and the Democratic Party right now is an essential story worthy of rigorous coverage: Allies of the sitting president of the United States cannot agree on whether he is fit to serve another term, and the president, at the moment, is ignoring their concerns out of hubris.

Right now, the world feels like a fun-house mirror of the Trump era. Many Democratic leaders are saying one thing about their leader in public and the opposite in private. Trump, meanwhile, merely has to stand back and watch the fire burn, but he can't even do that. Trump himself is still a bigger fire, and all fires need oxygen.

Related:

	The rebellion against Biden is over--for now.
 	Democrats need to be more French.




Today's News

	American-made F-16 jet fighters are now being transferred to Ukraine, and NATO allies pledged to send Kyiv dozens of air-defense systems.
 	A federal judge seemed likely to dismiss Rudy Giuliani's bankruptcy case, citing "transparency" issues; he said he expected to make a final ruling by Friday.
 	Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez filed articles of impeachment against Supreme Court Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, accusing them of failing to recuse themselves from certain cases and not disclosing gifts they've received while on the bench. The effort is likely to fail in the Republican-controlled House.
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	The Weekly Planet: In our era of extreme weather, we'll watch the world change through push alerts, Zoe Schlanger writes.
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Alice Munro Was a Terrible Mother

By Xochitl Gonzalez

By now, we should be used to this story: A beloved artist is undone by their own bad behavior, knocked off their pedestal, their works removed to a remote shelf. Since the #MeToo movement began, publishing, just like film and music, has seen its share of idols abandoned. But the distress over the Nobel Prize-winning author Alice Munro has a different tenor.


Read the full article.
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Listen. The country singer Zach Bryan is sending an important message about male loneliness and masculinity, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. The Garden Against Time, by Olivia Laing, presents gardens as land that can enrich people's lives.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.
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Zach Bryan's Message to Men

The country singer's rise is a small, hopeful sign for modern masculinity.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Is the cure for male loneliness being in the Roman legion? Is the cure for male loneliness sailing the high seas with your bros? Is the cure for male loneliness a crusade to cleanse the stars?

Suggestions like these flew around last summer after The New York Times published an article titled "Is the Cure to Male Loneliness Out on the Pickleball Court?" The headline sounded silly, but the writer Michelle Cottle was tackling a real problem: the decades-long decline in the number of close friendships that American men report having. Her suggestion was for guys to just get a hobby, such as pickleball--a nice thought that, as the ensuing online jokes implied, left something out. Although hanging with others is important, so is sharing a sense of purpose with them.

Anyway, is the cure for male loneliness Zach Bryan? I'm kidding, but the rise of the alternative-country singer from Oklahoma does seem like a small, hopeful sign for modern masculinity. The 28-year-old former Navy ordnanceman has, in a quick few years, gone from being unknown to selling out arenas. His new album, The Great American Bar Scene, could end Taylor Swift's 11-week reign at the No. 1 slot on the Billboard Hot 200--which would be fitting, given how often people have quipped that he's the "male Taylor Swift." The point of comparison between the two is the fervor they inspire; each fosters a sense of community and even, perhaps, meaning.

Some observers have been mystified by Bryan's success, given that he's hardly the first artist to sing in a deep voice about trucks and whiskey over rollicking Dobro and fiddle. But Bryan's music features a distinct blend of ruggedness and fragility, with trembling vocals and instruments that seem to fade in and out of the mix. Moreover, his persona and his songwriting add up to a distinct worldview. So much of popular culture tells us to strive for wealth, social status, or revenge against one's enemies. Bryan makes a compelling case for what really shouldn't be a radical idea: an ethical code, and finding worth in your relationships with others.

He's not subtle about this. The Great American Bar Scene opens with a spoken-word poem that spells out his aspirations: to stand up for what he believes in, to have kids and teach them "that we are all the same," and to "never [meet] a human being that I say I don't like"--meaning, to show kindness toward all. He delivers these lines in a dignified manner, as if reciting a catechism, until his voice drops into a hoarse chuckle. He then says, "If I'm lucky enough, I'll get high and invite a guitar player over / And he'll play sweet notes until a New York City-rooftop sun rises," seemingly referring to the very guitar notes that are playing in the song at that moment. The line is touching, a snapshot of platonic intimacy between two dudes.

The bromantic vibes build from there. On the album's second track, "Mechanical Bull," Bryan name-checks members of his band, suggesting them as aspirational figures because they care for their family or excel at their instrument. On the album's best track, "Oak Island," Bryan spins a fictional tale of two brothers fighting after one of them falls in with a gang of loan sharks. The guitars crackle with urgency and tragedy as Bryan considers the difference between fraternal connection and blind loyalty. His ideal of love is tough love, rooted in right and wrong.

What Bryan is subtle about is the social critique implied within these songs. He sings, for example, about guys getting their life ruined by gambling--but via shady bookies, not the more relevant menace of sports-betting apps. On "Boons," he refers to smartphones in oblique terms: "Won't you look up from your hands?" he asks. The closest he gets to referencing modern gender tensions is "American Nights," which tells of ex-military men getting lost to vices while "the women that they swear are gonna be their wives" move on. He sings, "Mary got that job that she wanted out of town / She was better than the sum of all of us anyhow." (Bryan might be talking about the Mary from "Thunder Road," by Bruce Springsteen, who lends his vocals to another track on the album.)

Refreshingly, Bryan's references to female independence aren't tinged with resentment. In an era when man-o-sphere podcasts and Drake songs present brotherhood and misogyny as the same thing, Bryan excels at portraying the opposite sex as genuine partners, not rivals or possessions. "How lucky are we?" he sings to a girlfriend on the waltzing love song "28," drawing out the we. In general, his advice to listeners is to not blame other people for your problems. "In a life having the upper hand's a myth / Your only fighting chance is too stubborn to quit," he sings on "Purple Gas."

If that rhetoric sounds grandfatherly, that's the point: Bryan loves, as he sings on "Mechanical Bull," "the old ways." Traditionalism--or "trad"--is trending in all sorts of forms of late, including in renewed calls for a repressive social order. But Bryan's version is warm and inclusive, and makes room for pleasure. He's reaching back to a vision of American community rooted in bars and businesses where people mingle with "no concern for politics," as he sings on "Boons." On social media, he often hears from listeners who tell him that trying to stay out of the culture wars is naive--but he thinks, as he wrote on X recently, that the political conversation has not "led us to a peaceful place as of late."

Read: The real men south of Richmond

Bryan's popularity would seem to speak to a broad yearning for that peaceful place. Then again, The Great American Bar Scene suggests that there's a limit to what his approach can accomplish. Five albums in, Bryan is repeating melodies, cadences, and lyrical ideas. Both for his artistry and for the country he describes, progress is going to mean, well, progressing: finding fresh and contemporary ways to keep good things alive. But Bryan's listeners probably don't need him to evolve; he's doing plenty as a consoling presence in turbulent times. "American boys," he sings at one point, "are a friend of mine."
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The Particular Ways That Being Rich Screws You Up

Taffy Brodesser-Akner's new novel, <em>Long Island Compromise</em>, tells the story of one American family burdened by their own wealth.

by Adelle Waldman




When a certain type of person reaches middle age without having achieved the level of professional recognition or personal happiness they feel they deserve, they're apt to take a page from sociologists who study poverty and start searching for root causes, the source of what went wrong. These dissatisfied adults turn to their therapist: Was it their parents? Something else in their upbringing? All options are on the table--except, perhaps, those that locate the blame within.

For the three unhappy adult siblings at the center of Taffy Brodesser-Akner's exuberant and absorbing new novel, Long Island Compromise, the go-to explanation for the various failures and disappointments that underlie their seemingly successful--successful-ish--lives is an event that is both lurid and tragic. When they were very young, their father was kidnapped and held for ransom for five days, before being returned to the family--at least in body. Mentally, he was never the same.

The possibility exists, however, that for the children of Carl Fletcher, the kidnapping is just a convenient excuse. Perhaps their bigger problem is that they were born rich, really rich--rich enough to pay what is described as the third-largest ransom in U.S. history at the time ($250,000 in 1980 dollars), without batting an eye. As adults, the three children receive checks of between $500,000 and $750,000 a quarter, their share of the proceeds of the family's business, which they have no part in, except insomuch as their grandfather started it and their father--ostensibly--runs it. (Really, his foreman does most of the work.) Regardless, having that much money might well mess with a person's head.

Brodesser-Akner's first novel, Fleishman Is in Trouble, published in 2019, struck a cultural nerve, as did the television show that followed in 2022, starring Jesse Eisenberg and Claire Danes. Like the novel, the show was hotly discussed, at least in certain circles. A witty, well-told, knowing story of affluent, college-educated urbanites and suburbanites discontented with their middle-aged lives, Fleishman seemed to speak primarily to affluent, college-educated urbanites and suburbanites who were discontented with their middle-aged lives. Long Island Compromise is a more ambitious book, a big, old-fashioned social novel, one that builds a complete (and only gently satirized) world from the ground up. Comprising immersive, tragicomic deep dives into the Fletchers' personal pathologies and inner demons; a family history; and a detailed, often hilarious tour of the societal landscape in which each member of the family's personality was honed, the decades-spanning novel seems to have taken inspiration simultaneously from Trollope, Jonathan Franzen, and Aristotle ("Man is a social animal").

Long Island Compromise isn't exactly a novel of ideas--at least not the kind where the characters engage in overt theorizing; that's not Brodesser-Akner's style. Pleasingly, its zippy narrative is itself a dramatization of the book's guiding idea, which can be roughly boiled down to this: Some people--a lot of people--want more than anything to be rich, never mind that their riches, once obtained, are apt to turn those they purport to care most about in the world, their children, into helpless, entitled doofuses they inevitably view with contempt. (This only makes these people determined to secure even more money for their children, because, being so pathetic, they are more, rather than less, in need of help.) As a result, Long Island Compromise  functions as a rather clever argument for a wealth tax or, at the very least, a much much steeper tax on inherited wealth than the one that is currently in place--i.e., none, at least not on the first $26 or so million for a married couple. (We can thank Donald Trump's tax cut, passed in 2017, for more than doubling the amount that is exempt from taxation.) Brodesser-Akner gestures at this herself. In the novel, a hit television show called Family Business--written by the former best friend of Beamer, the middle Fletcher child--inspired "at least one piece of legislation regarding inheritance taxes." It's clear to everyone who knows them that the show is about the Fletchers.

Long Island is of course immense, both sociologically and geographically. The novel takes place in one tiny, demographically distinct corner of it, a fictional wealthy enclave called Middle Rock that is so central to the novel that it might be considered a character in its own right.

The people of Middle Rock have much in common. For one thing, most of them are Jewish (this was, according to the novel, the first suburb in the nation to reach the threshold of being 50 percent Jewish). Moreover, a significant percentage of its women's noses "had been reshaped by the same plastic surgeon in Manhattan, a doctor known throughout Long Island for being able to coax something parenthesis-shaped" into a "dignified snub" (not, that is, the dissonant "ski slope that all the Jewish girls thought they wanted"). Middle Rock is a particular flavor of Jewish: bourgeois rather than bookish; less Upper West Side, more Goodbye, Columbus, Philip Roth's scathing novella about wealthy suburban Jews in New Jersey. Like Roth, Brodesser-Akner is well aware of what makes a place like Middle Rock easy to mock--be it the tacky grandeur of some of its homes ("every third one had been razed to make way for something that looked like either a Frankenstein of architectural indecision or an effigy of an important building in another country") or the provincialism of its inhabitants--but her portrait is laced with affection as well. She understands why some people choose this life, and although she raises an eyebrow, she doesn't despise them for it.

The Fletchers are Middle Rock royalty, mostly because they are so rich but also because they have been there for several generations, about as long as it's possible for most American Jewish families to have been anywhere in America, given that the majority of our forebears fled one or another 20th-century European horror. The patriarch, Zelig Fletcher, barely made it out of Poland after the Nazis invaded. The rest of his family was not so fortunate. Zelig brought with him from Europe a chemical formula, the basis for the product now known as Styrofoam. The polystyrene factory he established in Queens flourished almost beyond measure in an era when American manufacturers were (1) in need of just such a lightweight packing material, (2) existent, and (3) not subject to much environmental regulation, especially if their owner knew how to work a politician. And so the factory did well--never mind the "rainbow river" of pollutants it spewed into the groundwater.

A flush Zelig purchased prime Middle Rock real estate: a lush 16-acre waterfront estate that would come to encompass a stately white-brick main house, several caretaker cottages, a pool, a tennis court, a greenhouse, and access to the Sound. He married a formidable woman named Phyllis. When Zelig died, their son Carl took over the factory. Soon after following in his father's professional footsteps, Carl married Ruth, a woman who is not only similar to Phyllis in disposition, but even looks remarkably like her--and not just because both women had their noses done by the same doctor (although they did).

Then, one morning while Ruth, newly pregnant with her third child, is giving the older two breakfast, Carl is snatched from just outside the family home. Although he is returned, five days of being bound, blindfolded, beaten, and berated leave Carl with undiagnosed PTSD. Alongside her mother-in-law/doppelganger, Ruth devotes herself to the care of her husband, but otherwise life goes on for the children, Nathan, Bernard ("Beamer"), and Jenny, who was born seven months after Carl was abducted.

In the family lore, the fact of the kidnapping meant that the family had survived their allotted portion of suffering; having paid their dues, in terms of misfortune, they expect smooth sailing going forward. In fiction, such arrogance rarely goes unpunished, and Long Island Compromise is no exception. As they will discover, Nathan, Beamer, and Jenny's real trial has little to do with the sensational event that both fascinated and frightened them their whole lives. It comes on much later, when they reach middle age. One day, they get the last news they ever expected to hear: The money has dried up. Those $500,000-plus deposits that simply appeared in their bank accounts four times a year? Gone, done, no more. The explanation is complicated--something-something private equity, the end of American manufacturing, a voided contract--but, really, the why or the how doesn't much matter, compared with the fact of it. The Fletcher children have never been interested in the details of the business anyway.

When the blow falls, Nathan, the oldest of the three children, is a lawyer who lives with his wife and twin sons. Like his father, Carl, Nathan didn't stray far from home: He lives in Middle Rock, near his parents and grandmother. One expects Nathan, a nervous Nellie, to have been conservative with his money, but it turns out that he has made some bad investment decisions.

We meet Beamer, Nathan's younger brother, during a drug-fueled BDSM session (he has standing weekly appointments with two different and differently talented dominatrixes, we learn). Given what is being done to him, at his own request, Beamer comes off initially as grotesque, a character out of a crueler, more satirical novel. But Beamer has his reasons for being in that hotel room. A screenwriter who once co-wrote a trilogy of moderately successful action movies, he fears that his writing career is in the toilet. (The fact that his agent hasn't returned his call for several days is not a good sign.) He also worries that his wife, a beautiful blond ex-actor named Noelle, is on the verge of leaving him. The dominatrixes are, like his drug use, part of an effort to keep himself from feeling too much or thinking about the things that are upsetting him. In context, it's not exactly surprising to learn that he has blithely frittered away his money on a lavish lifestyle that seems largely designed to keep Noelle happy.

If Noelle does leave Beamer, the reader can't help but suspect that Beamer's mother, Ruth, will be partially to blame: Even two grandchildren into her son's marriage, she remains furious that Beamer married the most shiksa-y shiksa he could find. Ruth's reaction when Beamer calls to tell her he is engaged is typical: "Did you just say Albrecht?" she asks, when Beamer says Noelle's last name. Because Noelle is standing right next to him, listening to his half of the conversation, he pretends for the sake of her feelings that his mother is reacting favorably to the news:

"Amazing, right?" Beamer said, his voice full of the invented reflected excitement of his family.
 "Is she ... she's a German?" He could see his mother, standing in the kitchen, her hand on her hip, wearing her old black-velvet robe, her lips tight and her nostrils flaring.
 "She's from Maine. She reminds me of you! You're going to love her!"
 "I lived too long," his mother said.
 "We're thinking of doing it at the beach!" Beamer said.
 "Noelle Albrecht. Noelle. Did we not give you enough? Did we not love you enough? Do you need more attention? Is that it?"


Though Ruth is being sarcastic, it's actually not a bad question. Money notwithstanding, another possible explanation for the Fletcher kids' unhappiness as adults is that their parents were simply bad parents, distant and unloving. One night, after he spends time with his 4-year-old son and 7-year-old daughter, Beamer is struck by the tenderness he feels for them. He could still feel

his daughter's kiss burning through his cheek for the next few minutes and tried not to think about how he was raised to think that it was hard to love your children, that it took enormous effort to focus on them and show them that they were special--that even if you could pull that off, what a burden it was to you, the parent. Actually, he thought, for the millionth time, it was quite easy.


Beamer, though, has less reason to complain about being unloved than does his younger sister, Jenny, even if complaining isn't really her style. (Icy silence communicated through long absences is more her bag.) Ruth didn't want to have Jenny at all. In the months after the kidnapping, Ruth contemplated abortion, but couldn't bring herself to go as far as making the appointment. Instead, she did what she could to induce a miscarriage. To no avail. Jenny was born seven months later.

Growing up, Jenny was an academic prodigy, a Model UN champion, the star of the basketball team, a winner of science-fair gold medals, and a gifted actor who stole the show at school productions. But Jenny and her mother always clashed, about Jenny's lack of interest in the kind of pursuits her mother thought she should be interested in as a girl (makeup, shopping, getting a nose job). Jenny couldn't wait to leave Middle Rock the minute she graduated from high school. Naturally, given her talents, great things were expected of her.

To the surprise of pretty much everyone in Middle Rock, including Jenny herself, she became academically and socially paralyzed while an undergraduate at Brown and never quite recovered. When the money dries up, she is in her late 30s, single and working in New Haven, Connecticut, as a labor organizer, a job she once, briefly, felt a passion for but that seems to have become something she now does mostly from habit. This can also be said of her choice to give her quarterly cash infusions to various charities--something that may have begun as a generous act of self-sacrifice but after a while feels more like a fuck-you to her family and especially her mother.

Thus, none of the Fletchers is well situated when the cash stops coming. Which means that they finally have something in common with the less well-off people who, even in a town as "fanc-ee"--as one character from a less-wealthy Long Island town puts it--as Middle Rock, have orbited them for decades. Some of these people turn out to resent the Fletchers more than they ever realized. But I won't elaborate, because Long Island Compromise is ingeniously plotted, its various storylines building toward several extremely satisfying plot twists--by which I mean the best kind of twists, ones that are earned, that make the reader simultaneously gasp in surprise and want to hit oneself because, in retrospect, they make so much sense that there's no excuse for not having seen them coming.

Because Long Island Compromise is so explicitly about American Jewish life, Brodesser-Akner will inevitably be compared to Philip Roth. But Roth's sympathy for characters who don't greatly resemble Philip Roth--who aren't his avatar--tends to be limited and fleeting. Brodesser-Akner is a more generous storyteller.

She is more similar to Jonathan Franzen, and not only because the Fletchers share basic characteristics with the Lamberts of his 2001 novel, The Corrections (a family of three kids, two older boys and a girl, the latter of whom once seemed to show the most potential but has since flamed out). Like Franzen's, Brodesser-Akner's sympathies are broad and deep, and like him, she is a person on whom nothing is lost, who can effortlessly take in a room, noting everything from the clothes people are wearing to their deepest fears and most annoying social tic. She is also, like him, a sly and stylish writer, adept at using comedy and clever comedic framing to plumb the depths of her characters' misery. Only rarely do her characterizations falter. Jenny's character arc is, for example, thinner than those of her brothers, possessing such a paucity of events or phases that it's hard to fully credit. (No matter how much pleasure a person takes in annoying her mother or thwarting expectations, days are long, and after 15 or 20 years of adulthood, one usually develops some additional motives or desires as well, if only to stave off boredom.) But even with this caveat, the broad strokes of Jenny's character feel true, and in a novel of such scope, this amounts to a minor criticism.

Read: 'What is Jesse Eisenberg doing here, saying these things I wrote?'

To say that we live in an age of autofiction has become something of a cliche, but any discussion of contemporary fiction must acknowledge that many recent novels that aren't technically autofiction are nevertheless influenced by it. Many eschew fiction's traditional task of bringing to life a multiplicity of characters and a setting; instead their main character presents more as a free-floating psyche, barely tethered to a specific setting, whose observations about the world are alone deemed to be worthy of the reader's attention. Sometimes this works--in the hands of a sufficiently talented writer, the protagonist's observations are indeed interesting enough to carry an entire novel. Often, however, the lack of other voices or true sociality results in tonal homogeneity--a flatness and lack of color--that feels as if it's being passed off as profound, a declaration about the world, rather than the result of an author's unwillingness to inhabit another's mind or create a fictional universe.

With its cacophony of characters and voices, Long Island Compromise could not be more different. It conjures a world brimming with color. Some of it is as garish as the houses of Middle Rock, but much of it isn't. The potentially corrosive nature of wealth has rarely been explored with such humanity, through a prism of characters who, ridiculous as they often are, are anything but soap-opera villains. On the contrary, the Fletchers mostly mean well. This makes the fact that they not infrequently act like entitled jerks far more painful--and far more interesting.



*Lead-image sources: GraphicaArtis / Getty; Heritage Art / Heritage Images / Getty; Art Images / Getty; Elena Peremet / Getty.
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The New Age of Endless Parenting

More grown kids are in near-constant contact with their family. Some call this a failure to launch--but there's another way to look at it.

by Faith Hill




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


If you were a college student in America a few decades back, chances are you engaged in a semi-regular ritual: You'd trudge to the nearest campus payphone, drop in some coins, and call your parents. That image kept cropping up as I reported this story. Susan Matt, a Weber State University historian, recalled walking to the student-lounge phone once a week; even if she'd had the pocket money, her parents wouldn't have wanted to hear from her any more than that, she told me: "You were supposed to be becoming independent." Laurence Steinberg, a Temple University psychologist and the author of You and Your Adult Child: How to Grow Together in Challenging Times, remembers "a perfunctory 10-minute phone call" every Sunday afternoon. "The idea that I would have been in touch with my parents five times a day," he told me, "would have been bizarre."

Now Steinberg is a professor, and his own students seem to be in touch with their parents ... all the time. They even joke that they have to turn off their phone during finals period, he said, because their folks keep interrupting their studies.

It's not just the technology that's changed--it's the relationship. In a Pew Research Center survey conducted last year, more than 70 percent of respondents with children ages 18 to 34 said they talk with their kids on the phone at least a few times a week, and nearly 60 percent had helped their kids financially in the past year. A majority of adult children polled said they turn to their parents for career, money, and health advice. And a 2023 Harris poll found that about 45 percent of young adults ages 18 to 29 reported living with their parents--making it the most common living arrangement for that age group for the first time since just after the Great Depression.

Some people find those numbers alarming, evidence of a quietly mushrooming overdependence among a generation of hapless grown babies, and of caregivers who can't, for God's sake, stop giving care. But that's not necessarily right. Today's average parent-child bond does seem to involve near-constant communication--yet it also comes with an intensified emotional closeness of the kind once reserved for friends and romantic partners. This doesn't mean that adult kids are failing to launch or that their parents are suffering. Rather, the way our society understands child-rearing is evolving. The assignment, which was once to raise an independent child and set them off into the world, is now to foster a deep, lasting relationship.

The panic about dependent young adults rests on an assumption: that growing up requires you to leave family behind. But that's not always been the norm in the United States. For a long time, young adults typically lived with or near their parents or other relatives. Until the turn of the 20th century, the point of marriage was largely to pool household labor and resources. Family businesses were common. It was only after World War II that federal programs such as the GI Bill gave young people the incentive to buy their own house, which led to couples marrying earlier and striking out on their own. The culture started shifting in turn: "Psychologists, parenting experts, and business leaders roundly condemned people who wanted to stay attached to home, labeling them immature and maladjusted," Matt told me. What we're seeing now, she said, is in some ways a return to form--hardly a "strange new chapter in American history."

Except that in some sense it is strange, or at least unprecedented, a time of unique enmeshment between parents and adult kids, driven by a confluence of societal trends. The transition to adulthood is taking longer, at least by the traditional milestones and markers of maturity; people are marrying and having children at later ages. Yet these young adults still need what Karen Fingerman, a human-development professor at the University of Texas at Austin, calls a "guaranteed relationship"--someone they automatically know will be there for them. Thus, parents, Fingerman told me, are beginning to take on roles a spouse previously might have, cheering on their kids or acting as a confidant.

Read: When are you really an adult?

Multigenerational living has also been growing more common again--partly because of the high cost of housing--which means that many young adults are eating, working, and hanging out with their parents every day. Whereas young adults in the 19th century might've been helping their parents work a farm, the current model is less centered on labor and might look warmer and more casual: chatting over morning coffee, breaking for lunch, watching a favorite show together in the evenings.

The bonds forged from that kind of intimacy can deepen even when adult kids move out or find a partner. Now that people are living longer on average than they did in previous generations, many parents and children have a significant stretch of time to enjoy each other as autonomous individuals, J. Jill Suitor, a Purdue University sociologist, told me. And texting enables an endless "stream of connection," as Fingerman put it; family members can send pictures or stray thoughts from the grocery store, from outings with friends, from a walk around the neighborhood. It's a way to witness the minutiae of each other's lives to a degree that wouldn't have been easy even in earlier multigenerational households: Back then, people lived and worked and relaxed together, but when they were out, they'd really be gone.

Adult kids might have leaned less on their parents in the recent past, but that doesn't mean they were ever standing on their own. "It's not like 19-year-olds didn't get advice," Fingerman told me. "It's just that they got that advice from another 19-year-old who might be hungover." Now, she said, they're "getting that advice from a 48-year-old who's incredibly invested in them and knows their life and cares about their future in a way that nobody else does." Ultimately, the question of whether this new dynamic is healthy for grown kids comes down to whether a parent's help is more stifling than anyone else's.

Read: Americans can't decide what it means to grow up

Steinberg said he was especially concerned about young adults who get financial assistance from their parents, who might feel beholden to their parents' vision of the adults they should become. "The proportion of people in their late 20s who rely on their parents for paying at least half of their income has doubled," he told me. "That makes it a lot harder to roll your eyes when your parents make a suggestion." And even for those not taking a cent, advice can rankle when it comes from your folks. "Young adults need to prove that they're capable of handling adulthood without their parents handling it for them," Steinberg said. "And I think that that is a lot more difficult because of the increased closeness between kids and their parents."

Such a dynamic, it's true, is rarely free of friction. But Jacob Goldsmith, who along with his mother runs a therapy practice focusing on young adults and their families, told me that this is a good thing. Because people are marrying later or not marrying at all, young adults don't always have opportunities to learn the tricky interpersonal skills they might have practiced in a relationship with a spouse--say, how to work through conflict or take responsibility for their actions. People need familiarity and understanding to safely figure those things out. "That happens in marriage," Goldsmith said. "It happens in really deep, meaningful friendships. Mostly it happens in families."

That might sound like a lot of strain on parents, but the support doesn't go only one way. Most often, Fingerman has found, "it's a very interdependent relationship." Of the "boomerang kids" who've moved back home, "a lot of these young adults are involved in caregiving for older relatives. They're contributing to household income and household labor." Having a close and present adult kid might be especially nice for single parents (the U.S. has the world's highest rate of children living with one parent). Overall, Fingerman said, the tight ties seem to be great for both parties. When she started researching these relationships just over a decade ago, "we really thought it would be bad to be that involved with your parents," she said. "And we kept trying to find it in the data ... and we couldn't." Each side was benefiting.

Perhaps this shouldn't be surprising. As Suitor reminded me, one of the best predictors of parents' and adult children's psychological well-being is the quality of their relationship. So many people in American society are stuck on the idea that too much closeness gets in the way of growth--when in fact closeness can help build a future. "If I develop my identity as a person simply by sort of rejecting my affiliation with family and other systems," Goldsmith said, "I'm sort of developing myself in a vacuum. And that's not actually desirable."

If Americans should worry about anyone in this cultural shift, it's not the adults who rely on parents--it's the adults who don't have a parent to rely on at all. "If we're living in a society where the parents are a huge safety net," Fingerman said, "where is that safety net" for people whose parents aren't present, emotionally equipped, or alive? Some people have friendships--chosen family--so unconditional that they really are "guaranteed." Not everyone does.

Parents and kids who can count each other as family and friends are the luckiest of all. For decades, the parent-child relationship has been somewhat transactional: A parent keeps a child alive and healthy until adulthood, and eventually the grown kid comes back to take on the caregiver role. Under that model, the lives people lead in between--their silly exploits and daydreams, their minor grievances and pet peeves--happen largely out of each other's sight. But why should all those everyday fragments be the province of only peers and partners? If people could stop worrying about whether the new parent-child closeness is a "crisis," perhaps they'd come to see how beautiful it is for family members to ask--and receive--more from one another.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2024/07/modern-parenting-grown-children/678942/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Iran's Supreme Leader Is Worried

Why else would he bring his political rivals back in from the cold?

by Arash Azizi




Iran has taken a turn that hardly anyone could have seen coming a few short months ago. For years, Iran's reformist faction has languished in the political wilderness, banished there by hard-liners more aligned with Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and by a disillusioned electorate convinced that its votes did not matter. Few imagined this year that the reformists were about to make a comeback and elect a president for the first time since 2001. Yet on July 5, this is precisely what happened.

Masud Pezeshkian, a physician and longtime member of Parliament, defeated the ultra-hard-liner Saeed Jalili in a runoff with 54.8 percent of the vote. Turnout was extraordinarily low in the first round and only somewhat higher in the second, according to the official numbers--meaning that Pezeshkian will become president with a smaller share of eligible voters than any other president in the history of the Islamic Republic. For many of those who did come out, the main motivation was not love for Pezeshkian, but fear of his rival.

In effect, Iranian citizens sent two negative messages this election week: Those who didn't vote demonstrated their rejection of the regime and its uninspiring choices. Those who did vote said no to Jalili, who represented the hard core of the regime and its extremist agenda.

Khamenei could have avoided this outcome by simply not allowing Pezeshkian to run. The Guardian Council, an unelected body, vets all candidates for office and is ultimately loyal to the supreme leader. So why did Khamenei allow this election to become a binary choice pitting Jalili, whose vision dovetails with his own, against a representative of the reformist faction, which has proved more popular time and again?

Read: In Iran, the big winner is none of the above

The choice is particularly baffling considering that Khamenei had, in the past few years, finally achieved a long-standing dream: He had managed to fully populate the regime with hard-line zealots who paid him unquestioning obedience and shared his vision for an anti-West, anti-Israel, and anti-woman theocracy. In 2021, Ebrahim Raisi, a former hanging judge and an unimpressive lackey, was coronated president in an uncompetitive election.


(Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty; Saman / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty)



Before Raisi, every single one of the four presidents who served under Khamenei ended up becoming the leader's political nemesis. Now Khamenei could say goodbye to all that. The Parliament, the judiciary, the Supreme National Security Council, and all the other major bodies of the regime, too, were dominated by conservatives and hard-liners in the Raisi era. Not only reformists, who had traditionally favored political liberalization, but even centrists, who adopted a pragmatic rather than ideological foreign policy, were booted out of positions of power. This past March, the Islamic Republic held probably its most restrictive parliamentary elections ever, a competition largely between conservatives and ultra-hard-liners. At long last, the 85-year-old Khamenei seemed to hold almost uncontested power.

So why would he jeopardize this state of affairs by allowing a reformist into the presidential race?

Khamenei has to be aware that the societal base for his regime is only shrinking. The mix of political repression and economic failure has proved unsurprisingly unpopular. A majority of Iranians refused to vote not only in this election but also in the three elections before it, starting in 2020. Even the reformists joined an official boycott this year, something normally more the province of young radicals and abroad-based opposition. Tens of thousands of Iranians turned out for street protests in 2017, 2019, and 2022-23, and hundreds were killed in violent crackdowns all over the country.

The regime put down those demonstrations, but its leaders have to know that they never addressed the problems that produced them. Millions of women continue to engage in acts of daily civil disobedience by refusing to abide by the mandatory-veiling policy. Prisons are filled with political detainees, including former regime officials such as Mostafa Tajzadeh, once a prominent reformist politician, and the well-known filmmaker Jafar Panahi. A terrible economy, poor growth, an ever-weakening currency, and skyrocketing inflation bedevil the country. Khamenei may well have calculated that if he doesn't change tack, he'll be due for no end of social explosions.

Read: How to be a man in Iran

The regime's international isolation may have also begun to feel untenable. Under President Raisi, Iran reestablished diplomatic ties with its historical foe Saudi Arabia and joined multilateral organizations such as BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Following Russia's 2022 invasion of Ukraine, Iran extended military aid and expanded ties with Moscow. But only a deal with the West can provide respite from the sanctions that are squeezing Iran's economy. Even dealings with anti-Western countries, such as China, are hampered by those restrictions, which complicate all of Iran's financial transactions. (On the campaign trail, Pezeshkian complained that China has demanded enormous discounts on oil as the price of doing business under the sanctions.) The Raisi administration held secret talks with the Biden administration, but they came to little. Now the possibility of Donald Trump's return may be focusing Khamenei's mind on this problem.

The regional situation surely also factored in. Iran's shadow war with Israel, which turned to direct mutual attacks in April, is at risk of escalating, and Khamenei may feel that managing it will require subtlety. Fundamentalists like Jalili are great for grandstanding speeches--less so for delicate international negotiations. Here, too, West-facing figures--such as Javad Zarif, the former foreign minister who was Pezeshkian's top aide during the campaign and is now the chair of his foreign-policy task force--once again have something to offer the Islamic Republic.

Raisi's death in a strange helicopter crash on May 19 provided the opening for Khamenei to recalibrate his relationship with the reformists and centrists. Pezeshkian was disqualified from running for president in 2021. Earlier this year, he was denied even a parliamentary run; Khamenei then personally intervened to allow him to enter and win the race for the Tabriz seat he has held since 2008. For this presidential election, he was the only one of three reformist candidates to be approved.

That Pezeshkian got the nod over the others is not an accident. Having served as a health minister under former President Mohammad Khatami, Pezeshkian has strong reformist credentials. He has often led the minority reformist caucus in Parliament, and he gave a courageous speech in 2009 condemning the harsh repression of that year's Green Movement. At the same time, however, he has demonstrated his loyalty to the Islamic Republic. In 2019, the Trump administration designated the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps a terrorist organization, and Pezeshkian, then the deputy speaker of Parliament, donned the militia's green uniform for the cameras and proudly identified himself with it. That same year, he celebrated IRGC's downing of an American drone.

As president-elect, Pezeshkian has already sought to reassure the regime's traditional partners. He wrote a letter to the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah promising continued support for the "resistance," and he spoke by phone with Russian President Vladimir Putin to pledge continued ties. The Kremlin must be feeling a little antsy, given that many Iranian officials in the orbit of former centrist President Hassan Rouhani, including Zarif, have expressed open dislike for the regime's recent break with Iran's tradition of nonalignment in order to orient the country toward Moscow.

Despite being nominally a reformist, Pezeshkian did not campaign for any serious reforms this year. During the televised debates and on the campaign trail, he professed more fealty to the supreme leader than his hard-line rivals did. To compare this new reformist president with the reformists of two decades ago--Khatami and his coterie imagined marginalizing Khamenei and democratizing Iran--is frankly depressing. Pezeshkian ran as a technocratic centrist, very much like his major conservative rival, Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, who, despite the support of much of the IRGC's high staff, failed to garner more than 13.8 percent of the vote in the first round. Pezeshkian was endorsed by reformist grandees such as Khatami and the reformist cleric Mehdi Karroubi, who has been under house arrest since 2011. And yet, his campaign leads were mostly not reformists, but cabinet ministers from the centrist Rouhani administration.

Read: The fundamentalist, the technocrat, and the reformist

Still, some of Pezeshkian's personal qualities made him an attractive candidate, in a manner somewhat reminiscent of the hard-line populist Mahmoud Ahmadinejad: Pezeshkian sports a humble, plebeian look--he often wears a raincoat instead of a suit jacket--and speaks in plain, straightforward language instead of the jargon typical of Iranian politics.

The previous time a reformist won the presidency--Khatami, in 1997 and 2001--he did so on the back of a major social movement. Rouhani, too, had a strong mandate behind him, which gave him ballast in confronting the establishment hard-liners when he needed to. Pezeshkian's position is less secure, given last week's anemic turnout, and the institutions around him are controlled by hard-liners. His fealty to Khamenei, and his lack of experience in high politics, might also make him a meek match for the grand ayatollah and his minions.

Pezeshkian will nonetheless be judged on at least three issues that dominated the campaign: whether he can help loosen enforcement of the compulsory hijab, relax restrictions on the internet, and, most important, effect an opening with the West that could help lift sanctions and improve the country's economic outlook. On Saturday, which is the first day of the week in Iran, Tehran's stock index jumped high, reflecting the market's optimism about his prospects. But whether he can realize such hopes, especially given the limited power vested in Iran's presidency, remains to be seen.

One wind blowing in Pezeshkian's favor is the possibility of an alliance with some sections of the IRGC. He already has something of a tacit alliance with Qalibaf against the more extreme hard-line camp. Earlier this year, Pezeshkian's support helped Qalibaf win the speakership of the Parliament. In the second round of the presidential elections, Qalibaf dutifully endorsed Jalili, as a fellow conservative, but he didn't campaign for him, and many of his supporters endorsed Pezeshkian instead. Can this alliance extend into the Pezeshkian administration? And if so, how can the West-facing policy favored by Rouhani and Zarif be reconciled with the IRGC's sponsorship of anti-Israel militias in the region, and the proximity of certain segments of the IRGC to Russia? It is a truism that a change in president won't change Iran's core policies, because these are set by Khamenei. But the ever-shifting balance of power among factions of the regime does have policy consequences.

Iran's democratic and civic movements will have to decide how to navigate this rebirth of something like reform. During the election cycle, prominent activists and political prisoners were divided over whether to endorse Pezeshkian or call for boycotting the vote. Now they will need to plot their moves under his new government, weighing two competing impulses: to put demands on a possibly amenable administration, or call for the overthrow of the regime.

As for the octogenarian dictator, these waning years of his life resemble a Greek tragedy. Once a radical poet and a 1960s revolutionary who dreamed of building a better world, he has ended up overseeing a regime rife with corruption and incompetence, hated by most of its populace. Even many establishment figures know that revolutionary slogans won't solve the country's problems, hence their turn to technocracy.

Lenin once admonished that those who want obedience will get only obedient fools as followers. Khamenei never heeded that warning. Time and again, he pushed out independent-minded but impressive figures in favor of obedient fools. As he looks at the ragtag team of tinfoil-hat conspiracists and dour fundamentalists that surrounds him today, he must be somewhat embarrassed. Just five years ago, on the 40th anniversary of the Islamic Revolution, he spoke of cultivating a government dominated by "devout young revolutionaries." By opening up the political space to technocrats and centrists, he is perhaps admitting the defeat of that dream.
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Alice Munro Was a Terrible Mother

But we shouldn't stop reading her stories.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




By now, we should be used to this story: A beloved artist is undone by their own bad behavior, knocked off their pedestal, their works removed to a remote shelf. Since the #MeToo movement began, publishing, just like film and music, has seen its share of idols abandoned. But the distress over the Nobel Prize-winning author Alice Munro has a different tenor.

The death of Munro, at 92 years old in May, was followed by an outpouring of encomium by her many fans. Her obituary in The New York Times called her the closest thing there was to a "literary saint" in her native Canada. But this week her daughter Andrea Robin Skinner published an op-ed in the Toronto Star revealing that her stepfather, Gerald Fremlin, had molested her when she was a child, and that Munro had remained married to him even after learning the truth. As a young woman, Skinner went to the police and--in part on the strength of letters Fremlin had written to Skinner's father and her stepmother that graphically described the abuse--he was convicted of indecent assault. But Skinner never spoke publicly about the case, or about her estrangement from her mother, until now. "She was adamant that whatever had happened was between me and my stepfather," Skinner wrote. "It had nothing to do with her."

Measuring horrors is an unpleasant business. Although Munro did not herself abuse her daughter, her behavior was unfathomably revolting. In his letters, Fremlin blamed Skinner for what happened, saying the 9-year-old girl had been a "Lolita" who seduced him. The decision to stick by him suggests that Munro may have accepted this disgusting defense. According to Skinner, whose account has been backed up by many sources, the abuse was an open secret not just in their family, but in literary circles. Her mother was protected by her fame and persona, and, Skinner wrote, "I was alone."

Read: What Alice Munro has left us

How, many of Munro's fans are now wondering, can they ever reconcile the saint with this history? Can they still read and admire her stories?

The #MeToo movement has given us one answer to the question of how to manage art we love after it has been recategorized as the output of a morally "bad actor." We throw it out. We rip the artist from their pedestal and cast the films, music, novels, paintings, clothing that we formerly admired into the nearest cultural refuse bin. We do so with such great public ceremony that even engaging with the contents of the bin thereafter, even trepidatiously approaching it, becomes a violation. There are now scores of films we should not watch, albums we should not stream, and brands we should not wear.

In the beginning this was, I admit, a thrilling act. As woman after woman came forward with long-kept secrets about powerful men, we found catharsis in rising against these protected predators. We were invigorated by seizing our power as consumers of art and devaluing perpetrators with so much wealth and fame and glory.

But this reaction was not only culturally immature; it was also unsustainable. At this rate, we risk throwing away the art and culture that define us. In the gray and nauseating light of the Munro revelations, we can perhaps see a different answer to the question of how to separate the art from the artist: We can exalt the art without deifying the artist.

There is a cascading effect to genius: We think that because someone has all that talent, they must have the virtues to go with it. And because Munro was a woman, that virtue extends to our presumptions of her as a mother (perhaps one of the few benefits of sexism). We seem unable to imagine that someone who was such a good writer could be a bad mother.

But it is our very investment in that cascade of genius, and in the idea of the virtuous artist, that has protected so many predators. Of the many outrages in this story, one of the most upsetting is that the family stayed silent in part because they felt an obligation to preserve Munro's reputation. This happens all the time, though most members of the protected class of genius have been men, whose misdeeds must be kept behind locked doors because there is--always--"too much at stake." I wrote about such a man in my most recent book: a character based on the art titan Carl Andre, a sculptor who was accused and acquitted in a trial by a judge of murdering his wife, Ana Mendieta. Though doubt lingered around the acquittal, he largely enjoyed the defense and support of the art establishment up until his own death at 88.

Inevitably, someone is reading this and thinking: If we don't shun the work, how will we punish the artist? That's the wrong question to ask. For one thing, Munro is dead and doesn't care anymore what we think. But even for artists who are alive and well, the more effective response is to stop putting them on pedestals in the first place.

Just as there are terrible, troubled people who are excellent mechanics or stock brokers, there are terrible, troubled people who make excellent art. Perhaps they are even overrepresented. Perhaps, in some cases, it is precisely their troubled terribleness that helped make that art excellent. That, alone, might be reason enough to keep engaging with the art after our idols have fallen. Not blindly, like acolytes. But critically, to see what it was about their work that made it resonate. Art is powerful not because it mirrors only our innate goodness, but rather because it reveals our innate complexity: the delicate balance of love and sin that exists, to varying degrees, within us all.

Read: A quiet genius

Munro published a story called "Vandals" in The New Yorker soon after she was first told, in a letter from her daughter, about the abuse. The story is about a woman whose husband molested a much younger neighbor. The woman can't or won't admit that she knows, at some level, what happened, and she does nothing. It was the last story in her 1994 collection Open Secrets. It should not only be read again; it should be read again in that gray and nauseating light of what we know now.
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China's Self-Imposed Isolation

Xi Jinping's policies are cutting off his country from the world, to no one's ultimate benefit.

by Michael Schuman




In late June, a Chinese man stabbed a woman from Japan and her child at a bus stop for a Japanese school in the eastern city of Suzhou. Two weeks earlier, four foreign teachers from a U.S. college were attacked by a knife-wielding local as they strolled through a park in the northeastern town of Jilin. In a country where violence against foreigners has been practically unheard-of in recent years, the assaults have led to some uncomfortable soul-searching among a shocked Chinese public.

Are hard economic times fueling a dangerous spike in nationalism? some ask in online debates. Has the Chinese school system, with its focus on patriotism, fed people bad ideas? they wonder. Occasionally, a bold voice risks angering China's censors by posing an even more sensitive possibility: Could the government be to blame?

Chinese state media bombard the public with warnings about foreign spies, plots, and threats, as well as deluging them with negative portrayals of the United States, Japan, and other countries. "What impact," one commenter on the social-media platform Zhihu asked, will this "false and one-sided content have on ordinary people's cognition and social trends?"

That's a salient question. Some dissonance has emerged in China's mixed messaging and contradictory aims. In recent months, senior Chinese officials have made a strenuous effort to appear welcoming to foreigners. The Chinese leader Xi Jinping took the unusual step of meeting with American CEOs in San Francisco last November, and again in March, in Beijing, to convince them that China is as open for business as ever. Xi also recently said he'd like to see 50,000 American students studying in China over the next five years.

Yet such aspirations seem detached from the reality of Beijing's growing hostility toward the U.S. and its partners. Fewer than 900 American students were studying in China this past year, according to the U.S. State Department--down from 15,000 a decade ago. Foreign investment in China sank to a 30-year low last year.

In essence, Xi is building a new Great Wall. His does not exist physically, in stone, but is designed to serve the same purpose as the old one--to shield the nation from foreign threats. Today's invaders infiltrate not as warriors on horseback but as visitors on planes, or as contacts and connections forged through data networks, media reports, even personal conversations. To protect China from these modern marauders, Xi is raising a novel type of fortification made up of digital firewalls, legislation, and intensified repression.

This deeper trend means that China's connections to the outside world are withering. As China and the West "decouple," in the diplomatic jargon, the best hope for stabilizing their fraught relations remains with continued exchange--the face-to-face encounters involved in business deals, tourism, and education programs. If, instead, mutual trust between China and the West further deteriorates, the social glue binding them may not prevent a descent into geopolitical confrontation.

The cost to China could be steep as well. Arguably, no other country has benefited more from a globalized world order. To withdraw from that, even partially, will put those benefits at risk and inhibit China's further rise.

Jonathan Rauch: The world is realigning

China's economic slowdown is contributing to these frayed ties by making foreign investors cautious. The legacy of China's self-imposed isolation during the coronavirus pandemic is a factor, too. But Xi's security-obsessed policy is a major--perhaps the primary--cause. Xi aims to expand China's global influence, but in crucial ways, he is engineering a turn inward. He replaced the Communist Party's long-cherished guiding principle of "reform and opening up," which encouraged China's integration into the global economy, with one of "self-sufficiency," a more autarkic, security-first approach of substituting domestic production for foreign trade.

Xi also deliberately fuels nationalist anger over perceived Western slights to gin up popular support. The need to maintain his grip on Chinese society means that he exerts ever-greater control over the information that flows in and out of the country.

To prevent such unwanted intrusions, Xi reinforced China's internet Great Firewall to screen his populace from such foreign dangers as democracy and K-pop. Xi also created new regulations to give his surveillance state even greater power. In February, for instance, the Chinese government broadened the types of information that it considers a national-security risk to include something called "work secrets," an ill-defined term that appears to mean commercial data or knowledge that, if revealed, could harm China's interests.

This focus on security "is having a chilling effect on foreign business," James Zimmerman, a Beijing-based lawyer and a former chair of the American Chamber of Commerce in China, told me. "In everything you do, in the back of your mind, you have to be concerned about potentially crossing a red line."

Charles A. Kupchan: Isolationism is not a dirty word

The task of stamping out foreign threats is not confined to the state. It's a civic duty. "The entire society must mobilize against espionage," the Ministry of State Security, China's top spy agency, told the public last year through its social-media account. To help citizens spot bad guys, the ministry issued a series of comic strips of supposedly real-life heroics. One depicts a female agent tracking down a blond man and wrestling him to the ground. Another shows a different blond man isolated in a dark room--such xenophobia, racial profiling even, is a consistent feature--after being detained as a spy suspect.

In this tense atmosphere, some foreigners now prefer to avoid traveling to China. German inspectors for the pharmaceutical industry, fearful of being arrested as spies, are refusing to visit China and vet its factories, which has caused disruption to medical supplies. Dan Harris, a lawyer who focuses on business in China at the firm Harris Sliwoski, told me that he hardly ever had clients inquiring whether it was safe to travel to China before, but over the past two years, he's had about 20 such requests. "People don't trust China anymore," he said.

The chances that the Chinese government will toss a visiting CEO in a dungeon are probably low. But the fear is not unfounded. Well-publicized detentions and mistreatment of foreign nationals, together with China's opaque legal procedures, have made the authorities appear capricious and abusive. In March last year, a Japanese pharmaceutical executive named Hiroshi Nishiyama disappeared. The Chinese foreign ministry revealed that he was suspected of espionage; Nishiyama remains in detention while Chinese authorities decide whether to prosecute him. An Australian journalist named Cheng Lei spent three years in a Chinese cell. Her crime was to break an embargo on the release of a government document by a few minutes. For that, she endured six months' isolation in a small room with a tiny window that was opened for just 15 minutes a day.

Read: The limits of Chinese isolationism

"I tell officials here that their arbitrary actions against foreign companies and businesspeople run counter to their stated desire for foreign investment and tourism," Nicholas Burns, the U.S. ambassador to Beijing, told me. Among the hazards for Americans in China, he noted the "increased scrutiny of U.S. firms, the risk of wrongful detention," and the issuing of "exit bans on U.S. citizens without a fair and transparent process under the law."

Chinese citizens who have extensive contact with foreigners are also under suspicion. An official at a top anti-graft agency warned that the country's diplomats will face extra vetting because of their frequent interactions with foreigners. "The risk of them being infiltrated, instigated, and roped into corruption is relatively high," the official said. In February, the Ministry of State Security warned that Chinese students studying abroad should be vigilant of foreign spies seeking to recruit them.

Understandably, some Chinese people have become fearful of engaging with foreigners who might be politically sensitive. Last summer, I was invited with other journalists from American media organizations to a dinner with visiting U.S. academics who were meeting counterparts at major Chinese universities. I had expected at least some local scholars to join this informal gathering, but none did.

Informal ties are unraveling, too, as fewer people move in and out of China. The country largely missed out on the post-pandemic resurgence in international travel. Last year, the number of scheduled international flights from China reached just 40 percent of their 2019 total, according to the aviation analytics firm Cirium, and border crossings by foreigners were down to less than 40 percent. Chinese nationals themselves took only a third as many outbound trips last year as they had in 2019 (excluding travel to Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan).

Some expatriate communities in China are shrinking. In 2023, 215,000 South Korean citizens lived here, down from 350,000 a decade earlier. The number of Japanese nationals has also declined, from some 150,000 in 2012 to about 100,000 last year. A recent survey of U.S. companies from the American Chamber of Commerce in China found that a third of respondents said their top candidates were unwilling to move to China, a problem never cited in pre-pandemic times.

As the recent wave of seemingly random attacks suggests, xenophobia is not limited to the Chinese security state. Rising nationalism has made the populace at large more suspicious of things foreign. Official policy and popular sentiment cross-fertilize a dangerous antipathy.

China's richest man, Zhong Shanshan, the founder of the bottled-drinks company Nongfu Spring, recently faced online accusations of disloyalty. The red caps on his bottled water, social-media posters complained, were similar to the sun on the national flag of Japan, suggesting a closet sympathy for China's regional rival. Zhong's critics also speculated that his company's assets could be transferred to the U.S. because his son holds an American passport. The fact that this criticism was permitted on the carefully censored Chinese internet implies that the authorities tacitly approved.

Michael Schuman: China is doing Biden's work for him

China's digital nationalists do not, of course, speak for all Chinese people. I have never experienced hostility from regular people (as opposed to officials) in my many years in China, yet the smaller number of foreigners now coming here is very evident. The bureau in Beijing where I renew my resident visa always used to be jam-packed, with hours-long waits to get paperwork done. At our most recent visit, in October, my wife and I were the only ones there.

Beijing's impulse to shore up its regime by sealing China off from the outside has deep historical roots. The Great Wall, now simply a tourist destination, was constructed mainly by the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644). That barrier was a response to a serious security threat. Nomadic hordes from the Central Asian steppe routinely mounted raids across China's long northern frontier; the walls were the dynasty's effort to defend its empire. But protection against external threats can do little to forestall internal failures. Finally, in 1644, amid the Ming's collapse, a Chinese general guarding the northern frontier was so dismayed by the domestic chaos that he allowed a Manchu army to slip through the Great Wall and form a new dynasty, the Qing.

Modern efforts to exclude foreign influence and limit exchanges may be similarly undermined. Knowing a life less immured, many Chinese people do not relish seeing new walls go up. Much of the social-media response to the recent stabbings of foreigners expressed dismay that they might scare off foreign business, and many posters championed the brave Chinese woman who confronted the assailant at the Japanese-school bus stop and died from her own wounds.

Some of them also made concerned reference to the Boxer Rebellion, a popular movement that sought to purge China of foreign influences at the turn of the 20th century by targeting missionaries and besieging diplomatic legations. That episode ended in catastrophe, when an allied military force that included the U.S. and Japan invaded China and chased the Qing's empress dowager from the Forbidden City. That dire outcome--when nativist violence provoked geopolitical retaliation--has an ominous resonance today.

So far, Xi has been unwilling to temper his government's xenophobic rhetoric or rein in his security state to avoid such geopolitical fallout. He appears to believe he can erect barriers that protect his political interests but permit the foreign capital and technology China still needs. From outside, however, China appears to be sinking into isolation and paranoia that endanger the country's future. Xi is building walls when he should be building trust.
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America Finally Has an Answer to the Biggest Problem With EVs

Used electric cars are not just cheap--they are cheaper than similar gas cars.

by Matteo Wong




For more than 40 years in a row, Ford's F-150 and its family of pickup trucks have been the best-selling vehicles in America. So when Ford released an electric version in 2022, the F-150 Lightning, it should have been a turning point for electric cars in the country--if not, that is, for the price tag. The bottom rung of the all-electric F-150 Lightning sells for about $26,000 more than the cheapest gas-powered model, and at the moment, few people seem willing to pay the premium: Of the more than 750,000 F-Series trucks sold last year, just over 24,000 were electric.



Such price tags have been the biggest hurdle stopping Americans from buying electric cars, in turn hampering the country's climate goals. A new EV costs $55,000 on average, according to one estimate--positioning these cars as luxury items. In a recent poll, more Americans balked at the cost of an EV than were worried about range or simply preferred gas. Electric vehicles made up about 8 percent of new car sales in the United States last year, compared with more than a quarter in China, where new EVs can go for about $10,000 or less. No matter how high-tech or eco-friendly these cars are, until America gets EVs that are at least as affordable as gas cars, a critical mass of drivers will have ample reason to avoid going electric.



But you can already buy a cheap EV in the United States. The typical price of a new EV certainly remains higher than that of a gas car--but the price of used EVs has cratered in recent years, so much so that a used EV is now actually cheaper than a comparable used gas car. In May, the average secondhand EV sold for $32,000, Ivan Drury, the director of insights at the car-buying website Edmunds, told me, down from $56,000 nearly two years earlier. Some estimates are lower: The average used price of a set of popular EV models has fallen to less than $24,000, according to Liz Najman, the director of market insights at the EV-monitoring start-up Recurrent. And that's all before you subtract up to $4,000 from a federal tax credit. Going electric may no longer just be the best option for the planet--it may also be best for your wallet.



Until recently, EVs were so novel that there weren't any used ones to speak of. A decade ago, supply was limited enough that secondhand Teslas sometimes sold at a premium, Drury said. As new EVs have become more common, so have used ones: Over the past few years, most major automakers have introduced at least one electric offering, if not several. As drivers have traded in leased electric cars or sold older ones, secondhand prices have gradually come down.



But it was really only starting last year that used-EV prices began to fall. What has become a great opportunity for Americans looking to go electric emerged from a troubling situation: Just as the country's interest in EVs briefly appeared to pick up, prompting carmakers to ramp up production in 2022, sales began to plateau. Automakers, it turned out, had been overconfident: The rush of early adopters--climate and car enthusiasts who were eager to pay a premium to go electric--quickly ran out. "That group has definitely been sated," Karl Brauer, the executive analyst for the used-car database iSeeCars, told me. Everyone remaining, many of them less EV-curious and less affluent, has been more hesitant.



Automakers have responded to falling sales for new EVs by slashing sticker prices. Tesla, which has long accounted for more than half of EV sales in the U.S., has reduced the price of various models by 17 to 35 percent since 2022, Najman told me. Other carmakers cut the prices of their EVs too, hoping to stay competitive with Tesla and get cars off their lots. Some companies are even producing fewer EVs and pushing back new EV-model release dates. At the same time, the rental giant Hertz has begun selling some 30,000 EVs, citing high costs to repair collision damage.



All of that would appear to spell disaster for the goal of electrifying America's roads. Automakers don't want to build EVs; rental companies don't want to maintain EVs; your neighbor doesn't want to buy an EV. The cumulative "psychological impact," Brauer told me, is that if "EVs [are] not working for Hertz, maybe they wouldn't work for me too."

Yet the discounts have sent secondhand prices plummeting. (Of course you wouldn't buy a used car if a new one is available at a similar price.) The average used Tesla lost 30 percent of its value across 2023, according to Najman--meaning that many people who initially bought a new Model Y for $60,000 a few years ago might now be selling it for $30,000. Hertz is off-loading dozens of Teslas from 2023 for less than $22,000. At such low prices, car buyers start to think, "Huh, well, maybe I can make an EV work for me," Brauer said. And there are signs that Americans are beginning to get excited about used EVs. In May, according to data from Edmunds, the average used EV selling for $20,000 to $25,000 took 30 days to find an owner, compared with 39 days for a used gas car in the same price range. The typical used Kia EV6 costs less than $32,000 and takes 24 days to sell, whereas a new EV6, at above $52,000, will typically sit on a lot for more than 100 days. Tax incentives for new and used EVs are bringing costs even lower.



The drop in secondhand prices could turn out to be a huge boon for helping electric cars go mainstream. Used-car sales more than double the number of new purchases and leases in any given year, and many secondhand buyers have different needs than new EV adopters do. The latter tend to be wealthier, live in a house, and own multiple cars, Brauer said. That means they can pay more up front, install a charger in their garage instead of relying on highly unreliable public chargers, and use their other, gas-powered car for longer road trips. Convincing a renter with a single car to accept the hurdles of EV charging and battery life could require a serious discount, and that's exactly what used EVs are now providing.



Used EVs alone won't push us into a new era of electrification. There aren't nearly enough secondhand EVs for most or even many Americans to drive yet. And at some point, the oversupply of new EVs and the dumped rental-agency cars will dwindle, Drury said. Growing interest in used EVs, Najman noted, will also keep prices from falling much further. In other words, there's a decent argument for buying a used EV soon, especially because only a finite pool of used cars qualifies for a government tax credit. Still, Brauer was hesitant to say that now is the best time to buy a used EV--the prices will bottom out, he told me, but he doesn't know when, or how low they'll fall.



Most of the discourse around EVs is about new cars: Every model launch and the latest high-tech EV feature elicits buzz; Joe Biden's climate agenda is all about new-EV sales. But the masses might first buy a used one--which means that how plentiful, dependable, and affordable used EVs are could be a key factor in decarbonizing America. "EV adoption is really going to skyrocket when people realize that used EVs are out there and they're reliable," Najman said. That might already have begun, one $22,000 Tesla at a time.
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What Gardens of the Future Should Look Like

In her new book, Olivia Laing argues that the lives of all people are enriched with access to land they can use freely.

by Naomi Huffman




On a Sunday afternoon in May, the Elizabeth Street Garden, a serene public park wedged between Manhattan's SoHo and Little Italy neighborhoods, was filled with people undeterred by the gray sky and spitting rain. Visitors sat at tables among fuchsia azaleas and yellow irises, and in the shade of loping old trees, talking, eating pizza, and drinking iced coffee. A painter faced an easel at the back of the garden and composed a watercolor.

As with most public green spaces in New York City, it is remarkable that the Elizabeth Street Garden exists at all. It thrives on a portion of a previously abandoned lot that was leased in 1990 to the late gallery owner Allan Reiver, who cleared it of debris, cultivated many of the plants that survive today, and furnished its mythic stone statuary: several lions, a sphinx, and cherubs that add a touch of the fantastical. Amid the fiscal crisis of the '70s, citizens began to reclaim deserted lots and transform them into community gardens fit for quiet contemplation, public gathering, and growing food; many of these gardens are now protected by land trusts. The Elizabeth Street Garden can claim no such immunity. After a 12-year legal struggle between the city and advocates for the garden, it will finally be evicted in September of this year. The lot will be sold to a conglomerate of three developers, which plans to build luxury retail storefronts and affordable housing for seniors.

In her new book, The Garden Against Time: In Search of a Common Paradise, the English writer Olivia Laing presents gardens as an expression of utopian ideals, including one that's at the core of the fight to save the Elizabeth Street Garden: the belief that people's lives are enriched with access to land they can use freely. Surveying some of the most beloved gardens and landscapes in the United Kingdom--such as Suffolk's ornate Shrubland Hall and Prospect Cottage, the artist Derek Jarman's humble seaside retreat in Kent--she examines how each upheld an aspect of utopianism, or failed it completely.

Gardens have long fostered the idealistic yearnings of writers, artists, and philosophers. The Christian creation myth, for instance, conjures the Garden of Eden, a lush paradise where food was plentiful and pleasure abounded. Utopians see their project, at least in part, as a return to such a way of living, one in which everyone is provided for. It's an improbable goal, perhaps, but there are more practical, even urgent, applications for gardens in our time. As the drastic effects of climate change destroy agriculture-based economies around the world and dismantle complex food-distribution systems, gardens--particularly those that are tended collectively--may very well gain larger significance in our communities. And as cities and neighborhoods grow denser and more developed, places like the Elizabeth Street Garden will provide more necessary open space.

Amid the coronavirus pandemic in the summer of 2020, when the importance of accessible green spaces became very clear, Laing and her husband, the poet Ian Patterson, moved into an 18th-century house in Suffolk, about two hours northeast of London by car. Behind the house, and enclosed by a high brick wall, was an overgrown and long-neglected garden. Others may have noted the sandy, wormless soil and the decaying fruit trees and seen only ruins, but Laing saw something else--a vision of blousy flowers, box hedges, and leafy trees, a fragrant garden abundant with new life. Her enchantment with her garden is evident in her lissome prose: "Banks of lady's mantle were foaming onto the flags, and in the far border a single cardoon was in full sail, crowns of imperial purple burning in the unsteady light." She gets to work, keeping a diaristic record of her progress as she uproots dead plants, hacks away at overgrowth, enriches the beds with manure, and plants new things: peonies, foxglove, hyssop, cosmos.

Read: Did we fall in love with the wrong house?

These scenes provide Laing with the opportunity to describe how working toward a "common paradise" might begin with individual acts intended to improve one's surroundings; instead, she demonstrates her ability to correctly identify plants (admittedly impressive) and describes the gratifying transformation of the garden from unruly catastrophe to sculpted idyll. These passages, and Laing's delicate bouquet of language, are certainly reason enough to read The Garden Against Time. But there is little here for those interested in specific ideas about how investing in green spaces might bring about a better, more equitable future. I had hoped Laing might explain how the work she performed in her garden--slow, often frustrating, inglorious--offers a rich metaphor for activism. Instead, she mostly focuses on how her garden offers her space for meditation, isolation, and respite from the calamitous news cycle.

Perplexingly, Laing does not meaningfully acknowledge the paradox of relishing her private garden while insisting that we would all benefit from more public access to more land, an argument she forms by probing the U.K.'s troubling history of property theft. She recalls the tragic story of the English poet John Clare, who was born into a family of agricultural workers in the late 18th century in the village of Helpston. His popular first book of poetry, Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery, espoused the virtues of working the land and extolled the beauty of the open fields and woods that surrounded him. That land was seized by Parliament, a form of land theft later ratified in legislation such as the General Enclosure Act of 1845, which expedited the privatization of large areas that had previously been owned and used collectively. Uprooted from the place that so moved him, and forced to give up his way of life, Clare suffered a psychological disturbance. He continued to write, but his success as a poet waned, and he struggled to provide for his family. In middle age, he voluntarily entered an asylum, and was later declared insane.

In another chapter, Laing demonstrates how the economics of slavery in the United States engorged the estates of already wealthy British families. One family, the Middletons (unrelated to Kate Middleton, the Princess of Wales), amassed a fortune from the slaves and plantations they owned in South Carolina. They poured their profits into the lavish ornamentation of their home--the famed Shrubland Hall--and its elaborate private gardens, not far from Laing's house in Suffolk. Its resemblance to an Italian palazzo made Shrubland Hall one of the most extravagant properties in England, and burnished the Middletons' social standing--all at a hideous and inhuman cost.

Here, and throughout the book, Laing calls attention to the devastating toll of such abuses of power. Again and again, she identifies the social and political forces that have permitted the wealthiest to dictate who has access to land, and to accumulate enormous riches from the immense suffering of others, seemingly so that she can mention that these issues persist today. It's a well-crafted argument, and true, of course, and yet it's so irrefutable that I did not immediately recognize it as one of the book's animating observations. At one point, Laing bemoans gardens' "hidden cost, the submerged relationship with power and exclusion." In our era of intense profit seeking, such costs are hardly "hidden," nor are these relationships "submerged." To the contrary, they are on full display in numerous instances in which land is privatized, and thus denied to the public. The investors and municipal leaders who plan to destroy the Elizabeth Street Garden, for example, are prioritizing new development over a cherished community resource.

At the end of the chapter about Shrubland Hall, Laing concludes, "There are better ways to make a garden." But she fails to offer more than a few familiar ideas, dashed off vaguely, late in the book. We need "large-scale land redistribution" and "to improve garden access," she recites. "Parks instead of new airports, allotments over motorways, a grand reinvestment in our public resources." She does not elaborate. Laing seems to expect the reader to infer a better future primarily from her highlighting the disastrous mistakes others made long ago.
 
 In Laing's previous books, including The Trip to Echo Spring, in which she examines several writers' infamously troubled relationships with alcohol, and The Lonely City, about loneliness and creativity, she has composed insightful and strikingly resonant observations about aspects of contemporary life by drawing from the lives of historical figures. But here, her historical lens enfeebles her overall project. With a few exceptions, her subjects hail from the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries, when land ownership in the U.K. was available primarily to white men. The Garden Against Time, therefore, mostly excludes figures outside of that demographic. Laing's argument might have felt more relevant if she had profiled the more recent work of activists and movements whose efforts reflect some of the pressing environmental concerns of our time: the reclamation of land by Indigenous people and the descendants of formerly enslaved populations, for instance, or the redistribution of private land to increase food sovereignty among otherwise disenfranchised groups.

Read: Don't overthink gardening

In the book's last pages, Laing is forced to watch her garden wilt in the record-breaking heat waves of the summer of 2021. Because of a mandate that temporarily limits public water usage, she is unable to offer her plants relief. When temperatures begin to fall that autumn, she's moved to discover how many of the plants she thought had died came back: "Plants, I had to keep reminding myself, are so much more resilient than I seemed to think." I immediately thought of the Elizabeth Street Garden. If it is indeed destroyed, that will be an extraordinary loss to New Yorkers. Those of us lucky enough to have experienced it might carry on its spirit elsewhere, and imagine a future in which gardens are not concealed behind high walls or stifled by corporate greed, but flourish freely, for all.
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How to Want Less

The secret to satisfaction has nothing to do with achievement, money, or stuff.

by Arthur C. Brooks




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


I glanced into my teenage daughter's bedroom one spring afternoon last year, expecting to find her staring absentmindedly at the Zoom screen that passed for high school during the pandemic. Instead, she was laughing uproariously at a video she had found. I asked her what she was looking at. "It's an old man dancing like a chicken and singing," she told me.

I came over to her laptop, not being above watching someone making an idiot of himself for 15 seconds of social-media fame. What I found instead was the septuagenarian rock star Mick Jagger, in a fairly recent concert, croaking out the Rolling Stones' megahit "(I Can't Get No) Satisfaction"--a song that debuted on the charts when I was a year old--for probably the millionth time. An audience of tens of thousands of what looked to be mostly Baby Boomers and Gen Xers sang along rapturously.

"Is this serious?" she asked. "Do people your age actually like this?" I took umbrage, but had to admit it was a legitimate question. "Kind of," I answered. It wasn't just the music, or even the performance, I assured her. To my mind, the longevity of that particular song--No. 2 on Rolling Stone magazine's original list of the "500 Greatest Songs of All Time"--has a lot to do with a deep truth it speaks.

As we wind our way through life, I explained, satisfaction--the joy from fulfillment of our wishes or expectations--is evanescent. No matter what we achieve, see, acquire, or do, it seems to slip from our grasp.

I was on a roll now. Satisfaction, I told my daughter, is the greatest paradox of human life. We crave it, we believe we can get it, we glimpse it and maybe even experience it for a brief moment, and then it vanishes. But we never give up on our quest to get and hold on to it. "I try, and I try, and I try, and I try," Jagger sings. How? Through sex and consumerism, according to the song. By building a life that is ever more baroque, expensive, and laden with crap.

"You'll see," I told her.

My daughter's mirth now utterly extinguished, she had the expression I imagine Jean-Paul Sartre's daughter must have had every day. "So life is just a rat race, and we're doomed to an existence of dissatisfaction?" she asked. "That sucks."

"It does suck," I said. "But we're not doomed." I told her we can beat this affliction if we work to truly understand it--and if we're willing to make some difficult changes to the way we live.



Want to explore more about the science of happiness? Join Arthur C. Brooks and other experts May 1-3 at The Atlantic's In Pursuit of Happiness event. Learn more about in-person and virtual registration here.



"Like what?" she asked, her eyes narrowing with the healthy suspicion that comes from being the child of a social scientist, and thus an unwitting participant in many behavioral experiments.

I paused. It was in fact a question to which I'd devoted a lot of my time over the previous few years--not just professionally but personally, and with sometimes uneven results.

Even the most successful people suffer from the dissatisfaction problem. I remember once seeing LeBron James--the world's greatest basketball player--with a look of abject despair on his face after his Cleveland Cavaliers lost the NBA championship to the Golden State Warriors. All of the world's wealth and accolades were like straw in that moment of loss.

Abd al-Rahman III, the emir and caliph of Cordoba in 10th-century Spain, summed up a life of worldly success at about age 70: "I have now reigned above 50 years in victory or peace; beloved by my subjects, dreaded by my enemies, and respected by my allies. Riches and honors, power and pleasure, have waited on my call."

And the payoff? "I have diligently numbered the days of pure and genuine happiness which have fallen to my lot," he wrote. "They amount to 14."

As an observer, I understand the problem. I write a column about human happiness for The Atlantic and teach classes on the subject at Harvard. I know that satisfaction is one of the core "macronutrients" of happiness (the other two being enjoyment and meaning), and that its slippery nature is one of the reasons happiness is often so elusive as well.

Listen: Arthur C. Brooks's podcast, How to Build a Happy Life

Yet time and again, I have fallen into the trap of believing that success and its accompaniments would fulfill me. On my 40th birthday I made a bucket list of things I hoped to do or achieve. They were mainly accomplishments only a wonk could want: writing books and columns about serious subjects, teaching at a top school, traveling to give lectures and speeches, maybe even leading a university or think tank. Whether these were good and noble goals or not, they were my goals, and I imagined that if I hit them, I would be satisfied.

I found that list nine years ago, when I was 48, and realized that I had achieved every item on it. I had been a tenured professor, then the president of a think tank. I was giving frequent speeches, had written some books that had sold well, and was writing columns for The New York Times. But none of that had brought me the lasting joy I'd envisioned. Each accomplishment thrilled me for a day or a week--maybe a month, never more--and then I reached for the next rung on the ladder.

Getting off the treadmill is hard. It feels dangerous.

I'd devoted my life to climbing those rungs. I was still devoting my life to climbing--beavering away 60 to 80 hours a week to accomplish the next thing, all the while terrified of losing the last thing. The costs of that kind of existence are exceedingly obvious, but it was only when I looked back at my list that I genuinely began to question the benefits--and to think seriously about the path I was walking.

And what about you?

Your goals are probably very different from mine, and perhaps your lifestyle is too. But the trap is the same. Everyone has dreams, and they beckon with promises of sweet, lasting satisfaction if you achieve them. But dreams are liars. When they come true, it's ... fine, for a while. And then a new dream appears.

Mick Jagger's satisfaction dilemma--and ours--starts with a rudimentary formula: Satisfaction = getting what you want.

It's so simple, and yet its power is deeply encoded within us. Give a 3-year-old the french fry she is reaching for and see her satisfied expression. But then, after a couple of seconds, watch the wanting return. And that's the actual problem, isn't it? The Stones' song should really have been titled "(I Can't Keep No) Satisfaction." It's almost as if our brains are programmed to prevent us from enjoying anything for very long.

In fact, they are. The term homeostasis was introduced in 1926 by a physiologist named Walter B. Cannon, who showed in his book The Wisdom of the Body that we have built-in mechanisms to regulate our temperature, as well as our levels of oxygen, water, salt, sugar, protein, fat, and calcium. But the concept applies much more broadly than that: To survive, all living systems tend to maintain stable conditions as best they can.

Watch: Jeff Goldberg and Arthur C. Brooks on the science of happiness

Homeostasis keeps us alive and healthy. But it also explains why drugs and alcohol work as they do, as opposed to how we wish they would. While that first dose of a new recreational substance might give you great pleasure, your previously naive brain quickly learns to sense an assault on its equilibrium and fights back by neutralizing the effect of the entering drug, making it impossible to get the first feeling back. As the Bucknell University neuroscientist Judith Grisel explains brilliantly in her book, Never Enough: The Neuroscience and Experience of Addiction, addiction is in part a by-product of homeostasis: As the brain becomes used to continual drug-induced production of dopamine--the neurotransmitter of pleasure, which plays a large role in nearly all addictive behaviors--it steeply curtails ordinary production, making another hit necessary simply to feel normal.

The same set of principles works on our emotions. When you get an emotional shock--good or bad--your brain wants to re-equilibrate, making it hard to stay on the high or low for very long. This is especially true when it comes to positive emotions, for primordial reasons that we'll get into shortly. It's why, when you achieve conventional, acquisitive success, you can never get enough. If you base your sense of self-worth on success--money, power, prestige--you will run from victory to victory, initially to keep feeling good, and then to avoid feeling awful.

The unending race against the headwinds of homeostasis has a name: the "hedonic treadmill." No matter how fast we run, we never arrive. "At home I dream that at Naples, at Rome, I can be intoxicated with beauty, and lose my sadness," Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in his 1841 essay, "Self-Reliance." "I pack my trunk, embrace my friends, embark on the sea, and at last wake up in Naples, and there beside me is the stern fact, the sad self, unrelenting, identical, that I fled from."

Read: Arthur C. Brooks's articles on how to build a life

Scholars argue over whether our happiness has an immutable set point, or if it might move around a little over the course of our life due to general circumstances. But no one has ever found that immediate bliss from a major victory or achievement will endure. As for money, more of it helps up to a point--it can buy things and services that relieve the problems of poverty, which are sources of unhappiness. But forever chasing money as a source of enduring satisfaction simply does not work. "The nature of [adaptation] condemns men to live on a hedonic treadmill," the psychologists Philip Brickman and Donald T. Campbell wrote in 1971, "to seek new levels of stimulation merely to maintain old levels of subjective pleasure, to never achieve any kind of permanent happiness or satisfaction."




Yet even if you recognize all this, getting off the treadmill is hard. It feels dangerous. Our urge for more is quite powerful, but stronger still is our resistance to less. That's one of the insights that earned Princeton's Daniel Kahneman the 2002 Nobel Prize in Economics, for work he did with the late Stanford psychologist Amos Tversky.

So you try and you try, but you make no lasting progress toward your goal. You find yourself running simply to avoid being thrown off the back of the treadmill. The wealthy keep accumulating far beyond anything they could possibly spend, and sometimes more than they want to bequeath to their children. They hope that at some point they will feel happy, their lives complete, and are terrified of what will happen if they stop running. As the great 19th-century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer said, "Wealth is like sea-water; the more we drink, the thirstier we become; and the same is true of fame."

According to evolutionary psychology, our tendency to strive for more is perfectly understandable. Throughout most of human history, starvation loomed closer than it does, for the most part, today. A "rich" caveman had a few extra animal skins and arrowheads, and maybe a few piles of seeds and dried fish to spare. With this plenty, he might survive a bad winter.

Our troglodyte ancestors didn't just want to make it through the winter, though; they had bigger ambitions. They wanted to find allies and mates too, with the goal (whether conscious or not) of passing on their genes. And what would make that possible? Among other things, the accumulation of animal skins, demonstrating greater competence, prowess, and attractiveness than the hominid in the next cave over.

Surprisingly little has changed since then. Scholars have shown that our acquisitive tendencies persist amid plenty and regularly exceed our needs. This owes to our vestigial urges--software that still exists in our brains from ancient times.

From the June 2009 issue: What makes us happy?

Competing with rivals for mates helps explain our weird fixation on social comparison. When we think about satisfaction from success (or possessions or fitness or good looks), there's another element to consider: Success is relative. Satisfaction requires not just that you continuously run in place on your own hedonic treadmill, but that you run slightly faster than other people are running on theirs. This is why people with hundreds of millions of dollars can feel like failures if their friends are billionaires, and why famous Hollywood actors can be despondent that others are even more famous.

At some level, we all know that social comparison is ridiculous and harmful, and extensive research confirms this: "Keeping up with the Joneses" is associated with anxiety and even depression. In a series of experiments that required subjects to solve puzzles, for instance, the unhappiest people were consistently those paying the most attention to how they performed relative to other subjects. The small rush of pleasure we get from doing better than some can easily be swallowed up by the unhappiness from doing worse than others. But the urge to have more than others, to be more than others, tugs at us relentlessly.

We live in a time when we are regularly counseled to get back to nature, to our long-ago past--in our diets, our sense of communal obligation, and more. But if our goal is happiness that endures, following our natural urges does not help us, in the main. That is Mother Nature's cruel hoax. Happiness doesn't help propagate the species, so nature doesn't select for it. If you conflate intergenerational survival with happiness, that's your problem, not nature's.

In fact, our natural state is dissatisfaction, punctuated by brief moments of satisfaction. You might not like the hedonic treadmill, but Mother Nature thinks it's pretty great. She likes watching you strive to achieve an elusive goal, because strivers get the goods--even if they don't enjoy them for long. More mates, better mates, better chances of survival for our children--these ancient mandates are responsible for much of the code that runs incessantly in the deep recesses of our brains. It doesn't matter whether you've found your soul mate and would never stray; the algorithms designed to get us more mates (or allow us to make an upgrade) continue whirring, which is why you still want to be attractive to strangers. Neurobiological instinct--which we experience as dissatisfaction--is what drives us forward.

There are many other, related examples of evolved tendencies that militate against enduring happiness--for example, the tendency toward jealous misery in our romantic relationships. (Mother Nature, while inviting us to cheat, would also like us to be highly alert to the possibility that our partner might be cheating. Studies find that men, who are at risk of spending resources to unwittingly raise children who aren't theirs, fixate most on sexual infidelity; women, who are at risk that their mate will become attached to--and thus divert resources to--another female and her children, respond most negatively to emotional infidelity.)

The insatiable goals to acquire more, succeed conspicuously, and be as attractive as possible lead us to objectify one another, and even ourselves. When people see themselves as little more than their attractive bodies, jobs, or bank accounts, it brings great suffering. Studies show that self-objectification is associated with a sense of invisibility and lack of autonomy, and physical self-objectification has a direct relationship with eating disorders and depression in women. Professional self-objectification is a tyranny every bit as nasty. You become a heartless taskmaster to yourself, seeing yourself as nothing more than Homo economicus. Love and fun are sacrificed for another day of work, in search of a positive internal answer to the question Am I successful yet? We become cardboard cutouts of real people.

From the January/February 2003 issue: Does money buy happiness?

It makes no sense in modern life to use our energies to have five cars, five bathrooms, or even five pairs of sneakers, but we just ... want them. Neuroscientists have looked into this. Dopamine is excreted in response to thoughts about buying new things, winning money, acquiring more power or fame, having new sexual partners. The brain evolved to reward us for the behaviors that kept us alive and made us more likely to pass on our DNA. This may be an anachronism, at least to some degree, but it is a fact of our lives nonetheless.

For the faithful, satisfaction has another name: heaven.

Many religions promise heaven to believers. We rarely think carefully about what that entails--harps and clouds?--but the Roman Catholic Church is helpfully specific about it. Heaven grants us the "beatific vision": God showing himself to us face-to-face, making us know his true nature--and thereby granting us the "fulfillment of the deepest human longings, the state of supreme, definitive happiness." Or, as the English mystic Juliana of Norwich wrote of heaven, "all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well." In other words, heaven is pure satisfaction that lasts.

Why can't we seem to be so well on Earth? The 13th-century Catholic priest Thomas Aquinas answers this in his magisterial Summa Theologiae. He defines the satisfaction problem as one of misbegotten goals: idols that distract us from God, the true source of our bliss. Even if you are not a religious believer, Thomas's list of the goals that beguile but never satisfy rings true. They include money, power, pleasure, and honor. As Thomas puts it in the case of money,

In the desire for wealth and for whatsoever temporal goods ... when we already possess them, we despise them, and seek others ... The reason of this is that we realize more their insufficiency when we possess them: and this very fact shows that they are imperfect, and the sovereign good does not consist therein.

In other words, (It don't bring no) satisfaction. Thomas Aquinas might not fill a stadium with Boomers, but he describes the Jaggerian Dissatisfaction Matrix far better than old Mick himself.

The satisfaction problem, then, is our natural attachment to these inadequate things. If this sounds a bit Buddhist to you, it should. It is very similar to the Buddha's first "Noble Truth": that life is suffering--duhkha in Sanskrit, also translated as "dissatisfaction"--and that the cause of this suffering is craving, desire, and attachment to worldly things. Thomas Aquinas and the Buddha (and Jagger, for that matter) were saying the same thing.

Note that neither Thomas nor the Buddha argued that worldly rewards are inherently evil. In fact, they can be used for great good. Money is crucial for a functioning society and supporting your family; power can be wielded to lift others up; pleasure leavens life; and honor can attract attention to the sources of moral elevation. But as attachments--as ends instead of means--the problem is simple: They cannot satisfy.

And this leads us back to my daughter's question: Are we doomed, in this earthly life at least, to an existence of continual dissatisfaction?

If you ever visit Taiwan, the one attraction you must not miss is the National Palace Museum. Arguably the greatest collection of Chinese art and artifacts in the world, the museum contains roughly 700,000 items whose dates range from more than 8,000 years ago, during the Neolithic period, all the way to the modern era.

If there is one problem with the museum, it is precisely its abundance. No one can take in more than a fraction of it in a single visit. That's why, one afternoon a few years ago, I hired a guide to show me a few famous pieces and explain their significance. Little did I know that, with one remark, my guide was about to help me crack my own satisfaction puzzle.

Looking at a massive jade carving of the Buddha from the Qing dynasty, my guide offhandedly remarked that this was a good illustration of how the Eastern view of art differs from the Western view. "How so?" I asked.

He answered my question with a question: "What do you think of when I ask you to imagine a work of art yet to be started?"

"An empty canvas, I guess," I responded.

"Right," he said. Many Westerners tend to see art as being created from nothing. But there's another way to view it: "The art already exists," and the job of artists is simply to reveal it. He told me that his image of art yet to be started was an uncarved block of jade, like what ultimately became the Buddha in front of us. The art is not visible until the artist takes away the stone that is not part of the sculpture, but it is already there nonetheless. Not all artistic philosophy fits this East-versus-West distinction; Michelangelo once said, "The sculpture is already complete within the marble block, before I start my work ... I just have to chisel away the superfluous material." But I took my guide's point in--as it were--broad strokes.

Art mirrors life, and therein lies a potential solution to the satisfaction dilemma.

As we grow older in the West, we generally think we should have a lot to show for our lives--a lot of trophies. According to numerous Eastern philosophies, this is backwards. As we age, we shouldn't accumulate more to represent ourselves, but rather strip things away to find our true selves--and thus, to find happiness and peace. The Tao Te Ching, a Chinese text compiled around the fourth century B.C. that is the foundation of Taoism, makes this point with elegance:

People would be content
 with their simple, everyday lives,
 in harmony, and free of desire.
 When there is no desire,
 all things are at peace.


In my early 50s, when I visited the National Palace Museum, my life was jammed with possessions, accomplishments, relationships, opinions, and commitments. It took an offhand remark from a museum guide to help me absorb the teachings of Thomas Aquinas and the Buddha--or for that matter, modern social science--and commit to stop trying to add more and more, but instead start taking things away.

In truth, our formula, Satisfaction = getting what you want, leaves out one key component. To be more accurate, it should be:

Satisfaction = what you have / what you want

All of our evolutionary and biological imperatives focus us on increasing the numerator--our haves. But the more significant action is in the denominator--our wants. The modern world is made up of clever ways to make our wants explode without us realizing it. Even the Dalai Lama, arguably the world's most enlightened man, admits to it. "Sometimes I visit supermarkets," he says in The Art of Happiness. "I really love to see supermarkets, because I can see so many beautiful things. So, when I look at all these different articles, I develop a feeling of desire, and my initial impulse might be, 'Oh, I want this; I want that.' "

The secret to satisfaction is not to increase our haves--that will never work (or at least, it will never last). That is the treadmill formula, not the satisfaction formula. The secret is to manage our wants. By managing what we want instead of what we have, we give ourselves a chance to lead more satisfied lives.




These were the ideas I related to my daughter that spring afternoon. She listened with interest, then made a brief rejoinder. "So what you're saying is that the secret to satisfaction is simple," she said. "I just have to go against several million years of evolutionary biology," plus the entirety of modern culture, "and I'll be all set."

Obviously, I couldn't leave the topic there. One of the reasons people often don't trust academics like me is that we always talk about problems, but rarely provide realistic solutions. Even worse, we often ignore our own wisdom. I've known plenty of bankrupt economists and miserable happiness experts.

But she knew this wasn't all just theory to me. We'd moved two years before, from Bethesda, Maryland, a power suburb of Washington, D.C., to a small town outside Boston. I'd resigned from a chief-executive position to teach and write, trading away virtually all day-to-day contact with political and business elites--and was quickly forgotten by most. I hadn't hidden the reason for the move, and my family was fully behind it: I was taking my own advice, published in these pages three years ago, to find a new kind of success and a deeper kind of happiness. That project was not about satisfaction alone; it also involved recognizing that, professionally, most people peak earlier in life than they expect to, and decline faster--and that to resist this is counterproductive and ultimately futile. But it entailed getting off the hedonic treadmill--swapping evanescent professional thrills for more enduring fulfillment that could last well into the back half of my life. When life's rhythms involuntarily slowed further during the pandemic, I had all the more time to think about making that transition work.

So I did have some practical suggestions for my daughter on how to beat the dissatisfaction curse--three habits I have developed for my own life that are grounded in philosophy and social-science research.

I. Go from prince to sage 

One scholar who did propose real solutions to life's problems was Thomas Aquinas. He didn't just explain the satisfaction conundrum; he offered an answer and lived it himself.

The youngest son of Count Landulf of Aquino, Thomas was born around 1225 in his family's castle in central Italy. He was sent to be educated at the first Benedictine monastery, at Montecassino. As the youngest son of a noble family, he was expected to one day become the abbot of the monastery, a post of enormous social prestige.

But Thomas had no interest in this worldly glory. Around the age of 19, he joined the recently created Dominican order, a group of friars dedicated to poverty and itinerant preaching. This, he felt, was his true identity. The life of wealth and privilege needed to be chipped away to find it.

Thomas pursued the work of a scholar and teacher, producing dense philosophical treatises that are still profoundly influential today. He is known as the greatest philosopher of his age. But this legacy was never his aim. On the contrary, he considered his work to be nothing more than an expression of his love for God and a desire to help his fellow human beings.

The Buddha cracked the satisfaction code in a strikingly similar way. He was born a prince named Siddhartha Gautama around the sixth century B.C., in the region that is now on the border between Nepal and India. After his mother died just days after his birth, his father vowed to protect the infant prince from life's miseries, and thus kept him shut inside the palace, where all his earthly needs and desires would be met.

Siddhartha never ventured beyond that palace until he was 29 years old, when, overcome by curiosity, he asked a charioteer to show him the outside world. On his tour, he encountered an old man, another man wracked with disease, and a decaying corpse. He was troubled by these sights, which his charioteer told him were inevitable in our mortal lives. He then encountered an ascetic who, through renunciation of worldly goods, had achieved not a release from disease and death but, rather, a release from the fear of them.

Siddhartha left his kingdom soon after, and renounced all his attachments. Sitting under the Bodhi tree, he became the Buddha. He spent the rest of his life sharing his wisdom with a growing flock that today numbers more than half a billion people.

I am no Saint Thomas and no Lord Buddha. And my current post at Harvard hardly qualifies as a repudiation of the world's rewards. Even so, I've tried to take a lesson from their lives--that satisfaction lies not in attaining high status and holding on to it for dear life, but in helping other people--including by sharing whatever knowledge and wisdom I've acquired. That's one reason I stepped down from a job in the public eye to concentrate on writing and teaching. If I take another leadership role in my career, my focus will be on what I want to share with others, not what I want to accumulate for myself.

II. Make a reverse bucket list

One practical way to whittle down our wants is to simply look at the counsel we get that is turning us into dissatisfied Homo economicus, and then do the opposite. For example, many self-help guides suggest making a bucket list on your birthday, so as to reinforce your worldly aspirations. Making a list of the things you want is temporarily satisfying, because it stimulates dopamine. But it creates attachments, which in turn create dissatisfaction as they grow.

I've instead begun to compile a "reverse bucket list," to make the ideas in this essay workable in my life. Each year on my birthday, I list my wants and attachments--the stuff that fits under Thomas Aquinas's categories of money, power, pleasure, and honor. I try to be completely honest. I don't list stuff I would actually hate and never choose, like a sailboat or a vacation house. Rather, I go to my weaknesses, most of which--I'm embarrassed to admit--involve the admiration of others for my work.

Then I imagine myself in five years. I am happy and at peace, living a life of purpose and meaning. I make another list of the forces that would bring me this happiness: my faith, my family, my friendships, the work I am doing that is inherently satisfying and meaningful and that serves others.

Inevitably, these sources of happiness are "intrinsic"--they come from within and revolve around love, relationships, and deep purpose. They have little to do with the admiration of strangers. I contrast them with the things on the first list, which are generally "extrinsic"--the outside rewards associated with Thomas's list of idols. Most research has shown that intrinsic rewards lead to far more enduring happiness than extrinsic rewards.

It's not just about having less stuff to weigh you down.

I consider how extrinsic things compete with the intrinsic underpinnings of my happiness for time, attention, and resources. I imagine myself sacrificing my relationships for the admiration of strangers, and the result down the line in my life. With this in mind, I confront the bucket list. I reflect on each item, telling myself that while a particular desire is not evil, it won't bring me the happiness and peace I seek. Finally, I go back to the list of things that will bring me real happiness. I commit to pursuing these things.

Given my itch for admiration, I have made a point of trying to pay less attention to how others perceive me, by turning away these thoughts when they emerge. I have let many relationships go that were really only about professional advancement. I work somewhat less than I did in years past. It takes conscious effort to avoid backsliding--the treadmill beckons often, and little spritzes of dopamine tempt me to return to my old ways. But my changes in behavior have mostly been permanent, and I've been happier as a result.

I'm not arguing here that there's anything wrong with visiting the exotic place you've always dreamed of seeing, or running a marathon, or otherwise pushing your capabilities to do or make something difficult, professionally or otherwise. Work that feels more like a mission provides purpose; travel can be inherently valuable and enjoyable; learning a skill or meeting a challenge can bring intrinsic satisfaction; meaningful activities pursued with friends or loved ones can deepen relationships. But ask yourself whether the attraction of your bucket-list items, be they professional or experiential, derives mostly from how much they will make others admire or envy you. These motivations will never lead to deep satisfaction.

III. Get smaller

Lately, there has been an explosion of books on minimalism, which all recommend downsizing your life to get happier--to chip away the detritus of your life. But it's not just about having less stuff to weigh you down. We can, in fact, find immense fullness when we pay attention to smaller and smaller things. The Buddhist master Thich Nhat Hanh explains this in his book The Miracle of Mindfulness: "While washing the dishes one should only be washing the dishes, which means that while washing the dishes one should be completely aware of the fact that one is washing the dishes." Why? If we are thinking about the past or future, "we are not alive during the time we are washing the dishes."

For many years I had a beloved friend, someone a couple of decades my senior with whom I worked throughout my 20s. In his 40s, he was diagnosed with an aggressive form of cancer, and given six months to live. By some miracle or another, he survived those six months, and then another six, and then almost three decades more.

He was never "cured," however. His doctor told him the cancer was a wolf at the door, biding its time. Sooner or later the wolf would slip in, which it ultimately did a couple of years ago. But the three decades under this cloud were not a burden. On the contrary, they reminded him every day of the gift that was the current day, and thus, to look for his satisfactions not in audacious, multiyear life goals, but in tiny, everyday moments of beauty with his beloved wife and daughter.

Some years ago, a few close friends were at his home, eating and drinking out in his garden. It was dusk, and he asked us to gather around a plant with small, closed flowers. "Watch a flower," he instructed. We did so, for about 10 minutes, in silence. All at once, the flowers popped open, which we learned that they did every evening. We gasped in amazement. It was a moment of intense satisfaction.

But here's the thing I still can't get over: Unlike most of the junk on my old bucket list, that satisfaction endured. That memory still brings me joy--more so than many of my life's earthly "accomplishments"--not because it was the culmination of a large goal, but because it was an unexpected gift, a tiny miracle.

The prince will always skip the small satisfactions of life, forgoing a flower at dusk for money, power, or prestige. But the sage never makes this mistake, and I try not to either. Each day, I have an item on my to-do list that involves being truly present for an ordinary occurrence. A lot of this revolves around my religious practice as a Catholic, including daily Mass with my wife and meditative prayer. It also includes walks with no devices, listening only to the world outside. These are truly satisfying things.

My daughter went off to college a few months after our talk about the science of satisfaction. After the isolation and lockdowns of COVID-19, and the sad joke that was her senior year of high school, she made a run for the border, enrolling at a university in Spain. I am bereft. We do send each other several messages every day, though. They are almost never about work or school. Instead, we share small moments: a photo of a rainy street, a silly joke, the number of push-ups she just did.

I don't know whether this is giving her a head start on freeing herself from the paradox of dissatisfaction, but it is like medicine for me. Each message is like the evening of the flower--a brief glimpse of the beatific vision of heaven, perhaps--bringing quiet satisfaction.

Each of us can ride the waves of attachments and urges, hoping futilely that someday, somehow, we will get and keep that satisfaction we crave. Or we can take a shot at free will and self-mastery. It's a lifelong battle against our inner caveman. Often, he wins. But with determination and practice, we can find respite from that chronic dissatisfaction and experience the joy that is true human freedom.



This essay is adapted from Arthur C. Brooks's new book, From Strength to Strength: Finding Success, Happiness, and Deep Purpose in the Second Half of Life. It appears in the March 2022 print edition with the headline "The Satisfaction Trap."

When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/03/why-we-are-never-satisfied-happiness/621304/?utm_source=feed
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A Crisis for Democrats

Can the party replace Joe Biden? Should it?

by Kevin Townsend




Was anyone in America excited for a rematch of Trump versus Biden? Two unpopular and aging figures repeating the bruising 2020 race? Both entered with historic flaws: Donald Trump as the first convicted felon to run for a major party, and Joe Biden as already the oldest president when he first took office.

But while the Republican Party has remade itself ever more as the party of Trump, Democrats are now openly discussing whether they should renominate the incumbent president.

After his disastrous debate performance in June, Biden faced calls from Democratic lawmakers and power brokers to step aside. But with the president firmly committed to staying in the contest, what recourse does the party have? How would the Democratic Party replace the presumptive nominee? Would such an extreme step be possible? And would it ultimately help against Trump?

On this week's episode of Radio Atlantic, contributing writer and guest host Adam Harris is joined by staff writers Mark Leibovich and Elaine Godfrey to discuss. The political reporters examine the bind that the party is in and what options, if any, it might have.

Listen to their conversation here:



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Hey. This is Hanna Rosin, and I'm here in the studio today with Adam Harris. Hi, Adam.

Adam Harris: Hey. How are you?

Rosin: Good. Adam is a contributing writer at The Atlantic, and the last time you were in this studio was when we were talking about the Supreme Court and affirmative action.

Harris: Yes. Race-conscious admissions.

Rosin: Yes. It was such a long time ago, and yet that is our new reality.

Harris: It really is. So much has changed in the last year.

Rosin: Yeah. I mean, I feel like so many things have become our new reality. That's the state of the world. It's like, it's like, Oh, abortion. That's our new reality. Race-conscious admissions: gone. That's our new reality. It's just like we keep ratcheting them up one at a time.

Harris: Absolutely. There's always something new.

Rosin: Yeah. Anyway, so, Adam, you write about a lot of different things, primarily education. You're writing a book.

Harris: I am.

Rosin: But this month, you're doing me a favor: You're going to guest host this show, which I'm very excited about.

Harris: Yes. I'll be guest hosting the next couple of episodes off and on, and I'm really excited.

Rosin: Good. Good.

Harris: We should tell people why you're gonna be stepping away for a bit.

Rosin: Yes. That's a good idea. I am spending the next few weeks working on a big project for The Atlantic. It's an audio project. It'll come out in September.

Harris: I can't wait to hear that.

Rosin: Thanks. So Adam, I'm turning it over to you. So what's your first episode? What do you got for us?

Harris: So this week we're going to be talking about politics, the debate performance from President Biden, the state of the race, and where we go from here with Mark Leibovich and Elaine Godfrey.

Rosin: Excellent. There is nothing else to talk about pretty much.

[Music]

Harris: This race between Trump and Biden is one between two historically flawed candidates. One is a convicted felon, facing multiple prosecutions, some about his attempts to steal the prior election. The other candidate is already the oldest president in history, and after a disastrous debate performance, calls for him to step aside have grown within the Democratic Party.

I'm Adam Harris. This is Radio Atlantic, and with me to help us understand the state of the race are staff writers Mark Leibovich and Elaine Godfrey.

Hi, Mark.

Mark Leibovich: Hi, Adam.

Harris: Hi, Elaine.

Elaine Godfrey: Hi, Adam.

Harris: We won't exclusively talk about Biden, but his age is on everyone's mind now. It's been no secret that he is 81 years old. So, Mark, what do you make of the crisis Democrats are going through right now?

Leibovich: Yeah, I mean, if it was a secret that he was 81 years old, you know, I think the debate kind of put that to rest. He is certainly 81 years old and, I think worse: He kind of seems to be acting like someone who has lost some of his capabilities and is not as sharp as he once was.

Look, I think age has been the biggest issue for Biden, the most vulnerable part of his campaign from the start. This puts it all up to 11, and I don't think in the last couple of weeks much doubt has been eased around how Biden has proceeded, what he has said, and so forth. Also the president's handling of it, frankly, which has basically been to continue to be bunkered, has only exacerbated it.

So I think it's an extremely deep hole. Clearly the Democrats are divided. I think the fact that Donald Trump has managed to somehow remain disciplined and stay out of the news and not interrupt the Democrats' train wreck indicates how ecstatic they are about this whole thing. And however this is resolved, I think Democrats are going to be in a major hole if Joe Biden remains their nominee.

Harris: I guess we've known that he was going to be 81 for like this whole race, right? It was the sort of thing that was sitting in the background. Why did it take the debate for these conversations to come to the forefront?

Leibovich: Well, I mean, the conversations have been going on. They've just been going on quietly. And basically the answer that people close to the White House have been giving has been: Just get on board. Relax. Calm down. We got this. And he's going to be there like he was in 2020. He will deliver.

I think what the debate exposed was how bad he's actually been. And when you start from a position of really bunkering a president and really, you know, not giving many interviews at all, having very few opportunities to see him in an unscripted setting, something like that hits even harder.

Harris: And, Elaine, now that this is sort of out in the open, what do we know about the calls to replace the president? How real are those paths to actually replacing him?

Godfrey: Well, like Mark said, it's extremely mixed. You know, you have Kamala Harris. She came out right after the debate to emphasize support for Biden. Most top Democrats have stuck to this line that he had a tough night, but you can't judge him on just one night.

However, as the days and weeks have gone on now, we have a few House Democrats, in particular, who are speaking out and saying, Actually, maybe we do need a different nominee.

I think on the Senate side, it's been a little more tight-lipped. Senator Mark Warner of Virginia had reportedly scheduled this meeting to air his concerns, but that meeting was, I guess, canceled because they were worried about leaks.

He issued a statement recently that he changed his tune and said, you know, We've gotten this far. Let's back Biden, basically. So it's definitely mixed. But under the surface, there are all these rumblings that feel like the dam is about to burst, but it's felt that way for two weeks, I would say.

Harris: Yeah, and we've seen people, like Senator Patty Murray, who have said, you know, He has to show us that he still has what it takes to be the candidate on the ticket.

What would showing the American people actually look like for those people who were sort of on the fence about him continuing his candidacy?

Godfrey: Yeah, I think the president tried to show us by calling into Morning Joe earlier this week, which was a very Trumpian move, actually, to call into a show and talk to the hosts and sort of rant about it. But the thing about what Biden is doing right now is he is not making the case for Democrats, and for his platform to the American people, really talking about Trump much at all. He's sort of making an entirely defensive case about his own age and his own fitness and, I know I can do this. I want this.

It's very I, I, I, and I think that has turned off a lot of people, at least a lot of people that I talked to. They've said, Okay, but what about Trump? What about us? You know, in this interview he gave on ABC with George Stephanopoulos, George asked him, How will you feel if, at the end of all this, you lose? And Biden said, Well, I'll know that I gave it my all. I did my best. And when you're a candidate who's saying that democracy hinges on this election, that cannot be your answer, and I think that voters are really disappointed about that.

Harris: And, Mark, you mentioned that he's been sort of bunkered down and kind of does these scripted events. If you're going out, and you're doing the big rallies, and you're doing calls into Morning Joe, has he really been that bunkered down?

Leibovich: Yeah, I mean, I think if in, say, the four or five days after the debate, if he had basically just gone out and done a kind of free-flowing give-and-take with the media in his own White House briefing room, a few times a week, half hour each day, done a bunch of interviews--I mean, the Morning Joe thing should be a bare minimum. But that's like almost two weeks in they say, Hey, look. I just did a rally. But I mean, guys like Joe Biden can do a rally and read from a teleprompter pretty much in his sleep.

And, it looks like his strategy has just been to run out the clock. It's like, Okay, I'm going to give you the Stephanopoulos interview a week from the debate. That'll reassure everyone. It'll reassure no one. And then we're going to have this NATO press conference. And so that's another week.

So, you know, it looks like they are just kind of playing with their food and hope that, you know, in the next few days--and it could come to pass--Donald Trump reclaimed center stage with his running mate, with a Republican convention, and this argument will recede into a level of resignation that is just more sleepwalking into what looks like a very likely disaster for Democrats, Joe Biden, and the country.

Harris: What are the actual chances that he steps aside?

Leibovich: I mean, that's been kind of the big question. I mean, I think in some ways, if you put it to a vote of Democrats in Congress, Democrats in the Senate, Democrats in general, he'd have a tough time winning that vote. If you put it to a vote of all voting Americans, he'd be swamped.

The fact is that Biden has all the power here. I mean, it's basically his decision. And he controls not only the decision but also the clock. And every day that passes where he is not saying, Okay, that's enough, you know, I would say it's a monumentally selfish and reckless and irresponsible decision, but Democrats are stuck with him.

Harris: This seemed like a race that we sort of knew what the script was, we knew who the candidates were. We've known that for a long time. And this, actually, feels like a legitimate monkey wrench in the campaign. Trump, of course, was a bit ahead of Biden in the polls before the debate. What does that sort of look like now?

Godfrey: Yeah. So Trump was already ahead of Biden. Democrats were already really nervous, freaking out. That is the reason that the debate has sent everyone into overdrive.

I think what we can say about the polls two weeks after the debate is that they're not fundamentally different. But Trump has gained a couple of points basically everywhere we look--nationally and in swing states. But so far, we're still seeing Biden with a bit of a lead in Wisconsin and Michigan. But the other swing states are either toss ups or Trump is winning them by a significant amount.

Pennsylvania, for example: Trump, I think, is up by six or seven points, according to several polls. But again, these are polls. It's hard to say. It's a snapshot in time. And Joe Biden doesn't have to win that many swing states to win this election. He needs to win the blue-wall states: Michigan, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania. So I wouldn't say that things have changed significantly.

What has changed is, as Mark was saying, many, many more voters are uncomfortable with Biden as the nominee. They think he's too old. They think he's unfit. However the question is phrased, something like 75 percent of voters, according to most polls, do not think this should be the Democratic nominee.

And I think that in the coming days, I mean, if I was Biden and Biden's team, I'd be looking at the head-to-head polls that show Kamala Harris tying Trump in a head-to-head or beating him. I'd be thinking about that, I think, if I was Team Biden.

Harris: Mark, you mentioned earlier that this has been sort of unlike anything that you've covered. You've covered several elections. So what has been going through your mind over the past couple of weeks as you've reported on this?

Leibovich: I think it's been pretty depressing, actually.

I mean, I guess I have a horse in this, in that, you know, I've written the story for a while that I think Biden's too old. But I also think it would be just unbelievably healthy for the country, the party, but also for the cause of winning to get on with the future. I mean, I think the idea, whether it's Kamala Harris or Newsom or Whitmer or whoever, of just some kind of change that just takes the exhaustion of this gerontocracy off the table--the question of Biden's age, just the exhaustion factor around Biden--is itself just kind of psychically invigorating. I mean, Harris obviously has some baggage going in. She's not terribly popular, hasn't been. But if you look at polls, she's actually kind of outperforming Biden a little bit.

I mean, basically what these two weeks and the historic nature of this comes down to is something pretty basic, which is the known versus the unknown. The unknown is, obviously, potentially very exciting but also very scary. The known is Joe Biden, and it looks very likely to be a recipe for defeat and, possibly, a really bad defeat, and then everything that would follow on that.

So, it's depressing, I guess, as someone who has always kind of been depressed by the kind of lemming-like mentality around politics in general. Whether it's Republicans falling into line behind Donald Trump and now Democrats, you know, maybe falling into line behind someone that they clearly know is not fit to be president, or most of them know isn't fit to be president beyond January 20, 2025, is itself dispiriting.

But I think what's fascinating about the story is just that you see the dynamic forces playing out, and actually kind of creeping out in a debate happening about the future that has, frankly, been overdue for a number of years and kind of put on hold because of the unique threat of Donald Trump.

But, you know, to some degree, I think, it was cast in very sharp relief after the debate. The Democrats actually had some time. That was June. We're now well into July. And there's a very good possibility that nothing will change, which itself is depressing.

Harris: Yeah.

Godfrey: Yeah, technically, the Democratic delegates are not legally bound to vote for Biden. They're sort of morally bound at the convention. They made a commitment to their party. They were elected to do this thing.

But they could, in theory, vote for Kamala Harris. That is extremely unlikely though, getting all of these, you know, 4,000 people together to get on the same page here. I mean, I don't know any other sort of scenario that would replace Biden unless he just steps down.

Now, if Biden were to be chosen, be nominated at the convention, and then either step down or, God forbid, die before the election in November, there's actually a process in place where the DNC, the national committee, could choose his replacement. So Jaime Harrison would suddenly become very powerful.

Leibovich: Oh, that's interesting. So basically the Democratic National Convention is not the end game here.

Godfrey: It is not the end game. So if he were to be nominated and then step down, the natural pick, I think, would again be Kamala Harris. I think that would sort of have to be the case.

Leibovich: So I guess that mechanism does exist out there.

Godfrey: Yes, it exists. Has it ever happened before? No. There's not really a road map.

Leibovich: And then there's also ballots. Because presumably there'll be a "Biden-Harris" on the ballot by that point. It's a mess no matter how you look at it.

Harris: So yeah, it would effectively put us in uncharted waters.

Godfrey: Yeah, it doesn't really feel like there's time to make a different choice now. Like, it feels like there is only one option and that option is: Democrats go with this nominee, and all of these concerns just sort of have to be bottled back up, you know.

And I've talked to voters about this, or I should say delegates. I was interviewing DNC delegates about this prospect, and they talked a lot about the known versus the unknown, and most of them were saying, I'd prefer the unknown. Like, let's do something new and different and get excited about something.

On the other hand, I guess the known is: You know how Republicans and Trump will come for Biden if he's the nominee. You know the baggage. You know going in. But is that the best we can do in our politics?

Leibovich: Beyond the frustration with Biden and clearly the alarm that the debate set off, I think there's a lot--an increasing amount--of anger at him. I mean, I think he's acting in a very reckless, hubristic, and kind of pigheaded way.

And as Elaine noted earlier, that response to Stephanopoulos about, As long as I give it the old college try--Adam Schiff actually mocked that on Meet the Press on Sunday--to me, that was one of the most appalling answers he could have possibly given. And it's the essence of putting oneself ahead of the country. And that was essentially what Democrats were running against in the worst possible way.

Harris: All right, well, we aren't just going to talk about Joe Biden. After all, Donald Trump is a deeply concerning candidate as well, albeit for very different reasons. So, after the break, we will talk about Trump, the coming Republican National Convention, and what the Supreme Court win would mean for a second Trump term. We'll be back in a moment.

[Music]

Harris: All right. So, Mark, everyone focused on Biden after the debate. What did you make of what Trump did in the debate and how his campaign is sort of shaped up?

Leibovich: Yeah, I mean, I think what's perhaps also chilling about this whole period since the debate has been that Donald Trump has largely stayed out of the way, which is not usually his instinct on this. It seems like he's probably delayed announcing his running mate just to sort of maximize Biden and Democrats being the story.

I mean, essentially for the last several months, one of the articles of faith around this race is if the focus is on Donald Trump, that's great for Biden; if the focus is on Joe Biden and his age and inflation or whatever, that's great for Donald Trump. Donald Trump has either wised up to this or has people around him to guide him in this way. But clearly, I mean, every day that this story goes on is a huge win for Donald Trump, and it's sort of Politics 101 that you don't want to interrupt the other side when they're in the middle of their car crash.

Harris: As you mentioned, it's been a really good stretch of weeks for Trump's campaign. Last week, the Supreme Court ruled that Trump has some immunity from prosecution. What does that ruling mean for the cases against him right now and for what he might be able to do in the second term?

Leibovich: I mean, unclear, but very scary. I'm not a Supreme Court or legal expert by any means, but it does seem like, first of all, a lot of people, when this question came down several months ago, thought it was a no-brainer: They were just going to dismiss this quickly. Maybe the delay in Trump's legal team sort of going to the Supreme Court will help him put off the Jack Smith cases until after the election.

But now, I mean, I think the court has gone even further and not only, almost certainly, ensured that there's going to be no other court cases going on between now and the election for Donald Trump but also that he could actually enjoy an even greater level of immunity, unaccountability to do basically what he pleases.

I mean, that's a level of indulgence he enjoys already in the Republican Party, certainly. He won't be bound by needing to seek a second term. He won't be bound by a House and Senate that has grown-ups in it, a White House that has grown-ups in it. I mean, none of those quasi-safeguards that were in place during his first term would exist now.

So yeah, it just added to the level of potential catastrophe that could be in store and why it's so important that Democrats get their act together.

Harris: Elaine, next week, the Republican National Convention starts in Milwaukee. We've talked about the Democrats replacing Biden but, especially after January 6, Trump was the candidate people didn't really expect to be nominated again.

What do you make of the journey that the Republicans have been on over the last four years that we've arrived back at this point where the former president is now the Republican candidate for the presidency?

Godfrey: Yeah, I think the journey since January 6 has been a slow--and then suddenly very fast--entire party embracing Trump and Trumpism.

I think after January 6, maybe there were a couple of months, maybe weeks, where we thought, Okay, that's kind of it for Trump. And that clearly is not the case and was not the case. And since then, I mean, it's really been Trump's party, despite the fact that Trump's candidates in 2022 lost broadly. He has not had a super-great track record as an endorser of candidates.

Since then, Lara Trump was chosen by Trump to lead the RNC with Michael Whatley, the former North Carolina GOP chair. It's actually a bigger deal than people maybe think. Someone leading the Republican National Committee is a member of the Trump family, not just an ally of Trump's. Trump is also not even the incumbent president, and he got to choose that person, right? So that shows you how much of a leader in the party he is right now.

I mean, there is virtually no room in the party now--no room in the party's organizational apparatus, fundraising apparatus--to oppose Donald Trump. That just isn't a thing anymore. It's not really a possibility.

Trump nominated Mike Pence to be his VP in 2016. That was a real move to help appease the evangelicals who were suspicious of Trump. Now here's Trump out there saying, you know, Let's leave abortion laws to the states. Evangelicals haven't left him. They're mad, but they're still voting for him in the primary. They're still going to be defending him.

The RNC's new, proposed platform says virtually nothing about abortion. It says, you know, We oppose late-term abortion, however they define that. But it says nothing that they removed any mention of federal abortion laws--supporting federal abortion laws--a human-life amendment added to the Constitution. Those things had long been in the Republican platform. At Trump's urging, they changed that. It's just such a good example of the power that he has over this party now.

Harris: What are the big moments that could change the race over these next couple of months?

Leibovich: I think the Republican convention itself is important in that if Republicans go out and are overconfident and are talking in a kind of unhinged way, thinking that they can basically say whatever they want and they're still going to cruise to victory, it could have a serious backlash effect that hurts them.

I remember in 1992--yes, I am a little older--George Herbert Walker Bush was a fairly struggling incumbent president, yet they were still pretty confident of reelection because incumbents almost always win. And Pat Buchanan comes out. He had primaried Bush, and he gave this really, really right-wing, rabble-rousing speech. It was really out there, and it really wound up hurting Republicans. So I think, in this moment, in their confidence, they could perhaps overreach a little bit in Milwaukee.

Then you have the Democratic convention. Can Democrats, if Biden sticks around, rally around him in a way that's somewhat convincing and even persuade people who have real doubts about him, which will be a lot of people? Obviously, his acceptance speech is going to do that.

You know, there's a lot of uncertainty about what could happen. I mean, Trump is always going to make news. The question is: Is some of the news going to be even more toxic to the swing voters that he already has a hard time reaching? Obviously then the next debate: That's, I think, the biggie. Expectations will be low for Biden. You know, he just can't have a repeat of what happened a few weeks ago, and I think that's pretty much it.

Godfrey: Glomming on to that, I think Trump does have a problem, which is that a lot of his base doesn't often turn out in a general election. That's something that they had been worried about before the debate. They're sounding a lot less worried now but, like Mark said, you don't want to be overconfident in a race like this. They have a turnout problem too. A lot of Trump voters are low-propensity voters.

Leibovich: I would point out one thing though, which is that: Yes, Republicans have had a turnout problem. Certainly it was in special elections. But when Trump is actually on the ballot, and it's only been twice, his voters have turned out. I mean, he won in 2016, and he really overachieved in 2020.

And that election was not supposed to be as close. I mean, Biden was up five, six points in a lot of the late polls. He wound up winning by considerably less. We know how close it all was. And also, they overperformed the House and also the Senate a little bit because they had those voters coming out. So yes, they wound up losing that election, but that was in some ways a beating-expectations election for Republicans.

And, obviously, Trump will be on the ballot in November for Republicans.

Harris: So as we move towards the election, what should people be looking out for over the next couple of months?

Godfrey: If I'm Biden, I'm approaching November with, like, this renewed sense of focus. Like, I need to do as many events as possible that are unscripted. I think that's going to be really hard for him to do. I think he's not good at unscripted events, but: That's what I'm doing. I'm scheduling press conferences, meet and greets. I'm doing as much of that as possible.

And it'll be really interesting to see if we end up having another debate. After the June debate, pundits were like, Well, there goes the second debate. Definitely not doing that. I don't know if Biden can not do that if he's the nominee. I don't know if he can say, Never mind. I did so bad last time. I'm not doing it now. Like, I just think that would be a bad look.

I'll also be watching, like--you know, we have Trump's VP pick coming up. I don't think it's going to make a huge difference politically at all. But I guess it could, and it'll just be an interesting new sort of addition to the race, I guess. If anything, it will give reporters something new to write about.

Leibovich: Seeing how, obviously, Biden gets out of this mess because he's a weak candidate, and I think the question is: Can he transform himself? Which seems quite unlikely at this stage. But maybe he can surprise people by actually pulling off a series of unscripted give-and-take, impressive events--and again, not scripted, not telepromptered, not the set-piece, receiving-line kinds of things that Joe Biden has been doing since he was basically in kindergarten. So I would say that.

But Democrats have a very weak hand with him. It's like: Okay, he might not be fit, but the other guy is worse. And I think there's a fundamental fact here, which is that the anti-Trump coalition in this country is far bigger than the pro-Biden coalition.

And if Democrats are unable, and Biden is unable to see that a person carrying the mantle for a very unpopular incumbent--getting more so--is a good idea, I mean, I think that's kind of their own fault. And they're kind of walking the rest of us into this.

But, you know, look: You could not have a more winnable race and a more beatable opponent in this day and age than Donald Trump, and yet he could win anyway. He looks likely to win anyway, and it might not even be close.

So again, I hope I'm wrong. I don't think I am, but I really hope I'm wrong.

Harris: Well, Mark, Elaine, a lot of uncertainty now for a race that has felt like it has had few surprises. So thank you so much for talking with me today.

Leibovich: Thanks, Adam.

Godfrey: Thanks, Adam.

[Music]

Leibovich: And we're all gonna die. (Laughs.)

Godfrey: Mark's a real downer in that conversation. (Laughs.)

Harris: All morbid today.

Leibovich: David Downer over here.

[Music]

Harris: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Sara Krolewski. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. Hanna Rosin is the host of Radio Atlantic, and she'll be back in a matter of weeks. In the meantime, I'm Adam Harris and thank you for listening.
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Democrats Turn to Their Deputy Leader

Even if Kamala Harris remains Joe Biden's running mate and does not become the nominee, Democrats are realizing they need to improve her image.

by Ronald Brownstein




Influential Democrats see an urgent need to bolster Vice President Kamala Harris's position with the public, whether or not President Joe Biden withdraws from the presidential contest. If Biden leaves the race, which appears less likely as he digs in against his Democratic critics, Harris would immediately become the party's most probable nominee. But even if Biden remains on the ticket, the widespread concern among voters about his ability to perform the job for another four years will increase scrutiny of Harris's own fitness for the presidency.

Amid those concerns, the liberal advocacy group Way to Win is formulating what it calls a comprehensive "surround-sound" effort to boost Harris's profile with voters, according to plans shared exclusively with The Atlantic. Way to Win, which focuses on electing candidates of color, is planning an extensive campaign on social media and through paid advertising to enhance her public image.

"The reality is Kamala was tapped by Biden as his partner on the ticket and a new standard-bearer for the party, and her role as the VP on the current ticket is more critical than ever, so investing in her is a no-brainer," the group writes in a new strategy memo.

Way to Win has channeled more than $300 million to liberal groups and candidates since its founding in 2018, and has also emerged as an important source of ideas for Democrats (for instance, encouraging the party to center its 2022 campaign on Republican threats to Americans' freedoms). The group's plan reflects a wider belief among Democrats that Harris will loom large in the race whatever Biden decides. As the party tries to dig out of the hole that Biden deepened with his dire debate performance, they are belatedly growing more aware of the need to buttress the vice president's public standing.

Research by several different Democratic groups has found that even after three and a half years in office, Harris largely remains a blank slate for voters. Mike Lux, an independent Democratic media consultant, is leading a major study of the party's decline in blue-collar factory towns across the Rust Belt. "In the counties that we study, she is more of a cipher," he told me. "People don't know her. They don't know what she stands for." He's found that people vaguely know she's from California but have forgotten she was the state's attorney general. "They don't know what her big issues are," he said, "other than abortion rights."

"Message and messenger are inextricably linked," Dan Pfeiffer, the White House communications director for Barack Obama, told me. "She will have to rapidly define herself before the Republicans define her."

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

Partly as a result of Harris's ill-defined profile, popular attitudes toward her closely track those of Biden. In a recent national CNN poll, voters with an unfavorable view of Harris outnumbered those who viewed her positively by 20 percentage points--about the same dismal result as Biden's own 24-point deficit. "They are very merged in their image," one Democratic pollster told me glumly. "People don't think he's got anything done; people don't think she's got anything done." (Like most of the dozen senior party strategists I spoke with for this article, this Democrat asked to remain anonymous in order to talk candidly.)

Research conducted earlier this year by EMILY's List, a group dedicated to electing Democratic women, and post-debate polling released Tuesday by Way to Win both found that the best way to improve Harris's image would be to emphasize her role in defending abortion rights.

Since the six GOP-appointed Supreme Court justices overturned the constitutional right to abortion in the 2022 Dobbs decision, Harris has led the administration's condemnation of that ruling and the restrictions it triggered in a succession of red states. That turn of events provided Harris with a more clearly defined role in the White House after an unsteady first two years that included a shaky spell as the administration's "border czar."

"Prior to Dobbs," Jamal Simmons, who was Harris's communications director in that period, told me, "our office struggled to narrow down the number of issues we focused on. After Dobbs, there was no question about what the issue priority was."

From the first days after the decision, Harris linked abortion access to other civil-liberties rollbacks in red states, including on LGBTQ rights, book bans, and voting rights (another issue she had taken up for the administration). As Republican lawmakers passed new restrictions, Harris became the White House's first responder, who rushed to those states to advocate against the rollbacks.

The result is that Harris has now spent two years honing what may be the most important argument Democrats can make in 2024. Polls invariably show that significantly more Americans trust Donald Trump than Biden, or Democrats generally, to handle the economy and inflation. Although Democrats can hope to narrow that daunting gap, it's simply too large to eliminate by Election Day.

To win, therefore, the party's presidential ticket will need to persuade millions of voters who believe that Trump is better for their bottom line to vote against him anyway. Democrats' best chance of achieving that is to portray Trump and the GOP as a threat not only to democracy but also to Americans' civil rights and liberties. The party saw how potent that argument could be in the 2022 midterm election.

Biden has been full-throated in his denunciations of Trump as a threat to democracy. But as a Catholic from a heavily blue-collar state, the president has always seemed hesitant about pressing the case for abortion rights. He is also an institutionalist, who has spent more than half a century in Washington, and this tends to inhibit his criticism of the Supreme Court--as last week showed when he focused far more on Trump than on the Court in condemning its ruling on presidential immunity. Many Democrats believed that Harris framed the issues with much greater energy and clarity in a widely circulated video clip.

"Whatever happens on the ticket, she is a very effective communicator about what's at stake in terms of our freedoms, particularly the right to an abortion," Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, the chief strategy officer of Way to Win, told me. "And that is going to be a critical part of how we win, in part because it is how we are going to engage younger voters and voters of color who we know care a lot about that."

Simmons, the former communications director, says that the vice president's experience as a tough interrogator--both as a district attorney and as a senator during Supreme Court confirmation hearings--point toward her most valuable role in 2024. Voters notice Harris "when she is pushing and pressing and interrogating," Simmons told me, "and that's exactly what we need to do in this election against someone who is a 34-time convicted felon."

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

An open question, of course, is whether Harris delivers those arguments as the nominee or in her supporting role as vice president. If Biden's critics can persuade or pressure him to drop out, Democratic professionals believe that Harris is, by far, the most likely replacement. Although several leading Democrats--notably, the longtime strategist James Carville--have called for an open contest if Biden steps down, whether such a race would develop is far from clear.

Were Biden to withdraw without endorsing Harris, some of those I spoke with think that at least some credible alternatives would contest the nomination. A strategist working in one of the swing states told me that their advice to any Democrat with presidential ambitions would be to run now, rather than wait until 2028. "It's not going to be easy for somebody else," this person said, "but I think that the opportunity of going head-to-head with Kamala for delegates in some ways may be easier than going toe-to-toe with 10 people four years later."

But that was a minority view. Most strategists I spoke with this week are dubious that a top-tier alternative would challenge Harris, should Biden bow out. One reason is that, in such a circumstance, the Democratic nominee would be chosen at the national convention by delegates who currently are almost all pledged to Biden; that would give Harris, as his vice president, an intrinsic advantage (especially if he endorsed her).

More important, anyone seeking to deny the nomination to the first woman of color to serve as vice president could risk damaging their long-term position with women's groups and Black voters. Although several Black Democratic congressional leaders--prominent among them, Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina--have urged Biden to stay in the race, they have also indicated that they would back Harris if the president dropped out.

"It would be pretty difficult to explain to Black women, whom we always extol to be the backbone of our party, what the empirical evidence is for basically throwing her aside," another Democratic strategist told me. "Anybody who steps into the arena against her has to face that argument, and I think it's a pretty difficult case to make."

Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, considered by many the party's strongest potential replacement for Biden, has already declared that she will not run even if Biden withdraws. California Governor Gavin Newsom, the other most discussed alternative, is also highly unlikely to run, the people I spoke with believe--and Newsom himself said yesterday that he would not run against Harris were Biden to withdraw. Harris would be strongly favored against any remaining possible rival if Biden left the race.

Elaina Plott Calabro: The White House's Kamala Harris blunder

The Democrats still hoping that Biden drops out are clear-eyed about the risks in potentially replacing him with Harris. Some note that it would be naive to dismiss the inherent resistance that would confront a Black female presidential nominee. Memories of Harris's performance during her ineffectual bid for the 2020 nomination still haunt those uneasy about her leading the ticket now.

Some Democrats are especially fearful that she cannot hold enough working-class white voters to win the three former blue-wall states of the Rust Belt that now appear to be the party's only plausible path to 270 electoral votes: Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. Even if Harris recaptures some of the Black voters and young voters who have soured on Biden, "I don't think that makes up for the potential losses in the white working-class voter in Michigan," Adrian Hemond, a consultant advising Democrats in the state, told me.

Still, many Democrats who express such concerns nonetheless believe that shifting to Harris at least offers the opportunity to shuffle the deck, whereas sticking with Biden looks more and more like playing out a losing hand. At a comparatively young 59, she could focus attention on Trump's own age-related decline. In turn, she would have the opportunity to make a yet-younger vice-presidential pick, which could appeal to some voters turned off by the present choice.

Although it would be a gamble, some Democrats believe that Harris as nominee could galvanize the party by picking Whitmer and creating an all-female ticket, one that would also have roots in the must-win Rust Belt states. Simmons told me that this possible combination animated people he's spoken with more than any other option for a potential Harris-led ticket. The challenge Democrats face this year "isn't really about giving people a safe harbor as much as it is about exciting them to act," he said, and pairing Whitmer with Harris offers a better chance of that than "any other of them in the thinking."

None of these factors would erase Harris's real vulnerabilities or establish her as a favorite over Trump. Democrats widely expect Republicans at next week's national convention to echo the argument that Nikki Haley made during the GOP primaries: that a vote for Biden amounts to a vote to make Harris the president sometime before 2028. "Vote Joe Biden today; get Kamala Harris tomorrow," declared a Trump campaign ad that aired after last month's debate. Trump himself escalated his attacks on Harris at a Tuesday rally in Florida. More is sure to come.

Republicans believe that Harris's roots in San Francisco politics gives them the chance to define her as an extremist "woke" liberal. After her role as border czar, they are also eager to tie her to public discontent with the Biden administration's immigration record.

But to Democrats hoping to nudge out Biden, Harris's problems look more manageable at this point than his. In these internal party discussions, she is benefiting from the same concept that Biden likes to invoke: Compare me to the alternative, not to the Almighty. One progressive leader summed up the view of many I spoke with about the relative merits of Biden and Harris when he told me: "I think she's a less-bad bet."

Bill McInturff, a longtime Republican pollster, agreed. "If Biden is the nominee, the Democrats are going to face enthusiasm and turnout issues that will impact every Democrat on the ballot," he told me. "It is not that Harris is a strong candidate, but she at least is a different candidate with an unpredictable effect. This is the rare case where 'unpredictable' should be the preferred outcome for the Democratic Party."

Every Democrat I spoke with agreed that Harris now delivers the party's key messages on rights and values more cogently and crisply than Biden. Even if Harris simply remains his running mate, however, next week's Republican convention will create a severe test of her credibility with the Trump campaign's fresh focus on her as Biden's potential successor during a second term. And almost all of those Democrats agreed that Harris's greater fluency won't count for much if Republicans succeed in convincing voters that she is a San Francisco liberal who failed on the border.
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Why You Should Want to Be Alone

Used well, a dose of solitude can do you a world of good.

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.

"A perfect solitude is, perhaps, the greatest punishment we can suffer," the philosopher David Hume wrote in his 1739 book,  A Treatise of Human Nature. "Every pleasure languishes when enjoyed a-part from company, and every pain becomes more cruel and intolerable." Very well, but I was interested in seeking an alternative viewpoint. So in April, I hiked to visit a hermit in the mountains above Dharamsala, India.

Geshe Lobsang Tsephel is a Tibetan Buddhist monk who has lived alone for the past 25 years, rarely seeing another person (he was generously making an exception for me). Was his perfect solitude a punishment?, I wanted to know.

High in the forest, I found Geshe Lobsang Tsephel's home: a small, one-room, unheated hut with a meditation mat that also functions as his bed, as well as bookshelves filled with volumes of Buddhist philosophy. He has a rustic stove outside on which to prepare his food. The scene is reminiscent of Henry David Thoreau's Walden (except rather more authentic: Thoreau's cabin was next to a busy train track right outside town, and his mother, who lived close by, brought him food and did his laundry).

Geshe Lobsang Tsephel wakes up at 6 a.m. and meditates five hours daily, until lunchtime. After a simple midday meal, he spends the afternoon studying ancient Tibetan texts. After a light supper, he practices physical and spiritual tantric exercises until it is time to sleep. Most days, he sees no humans at all. The nearest thing he has to company would be the monkeys that live all around and occasionally swipe his food.

Arthur C. Brooks: To get out of your head, get out of your house

Now in his mid-50s, Geshe Lobsang Tsephel was a young adult when he chose this way of life, in order to have more time to focus on meditation than he would get living in a community. "No distractions," he told me matter-of-factly. The underlying purpose was to raise his level of compassion toward others and improve his equanimity in the face of all things, positive and negative.

I asked Geshe Lobsang Tsephel whether he ever regrets choosing this life. "Never," he answered. "When I became a hermit, I was so happy." Indeed, he recommends some form of solitude for all of us. Spending a quarter century in a mountain hut might not work for you, but he advocated going on a retreat at least. "If you spend two or three months in isolation," he promised, "it will change your life." And if you can't manage that, he said, even two or three days on your own "will wake you up."

I suspect that part of the divergence between Geshe Lobsang Tsephel and Hume comes down to the difference between solitude and isolation. Whereas the former concept is usually voluntary and has positive connotations, the latter is associated with separateness from others for negative reasons. And that is true regardless of whether the isolation occurs voluntarily (disliking people) or by compulsion (being shunned); either way, it is considered destructive.

Read: Whatever happened to all those care robots?

For example, scholars studying isolation--that is, the condition of having no companions or confidants--among senior citizens have found that the condition drives down well-being; this finding holds across the social spectrum, independent of demographic factors. Isolation is also implicated in negative health outcomes such as increased stress and inflammation, as well as reduced sleep and immune function.

Whether your separation from others is solitude or isolation depends largely on your circumstances, of course. But whether you experience being separated as solitude or isolation can also depend on your attitude (even when the separation is involuntary). In a 2023 study of senior citizens, scholars reported that some old people found their time alone to be positive and restorative; others said that they preferred to be alone because they thought social interactions were generally negative and uncomfortable. Not surprisingly, the first group rated their life satisfaction higher than the second group did, by 40 percent.

Matching almost perfectly what Geshe Lobsang Tsephel told me, the main benefits of solitude noted in the study include contemplation (time to think, ponder, or reflect); enjoyable solo activities such as reading; mental repose; autonomy; contentment in peace and quiet; and the ability to focus. Another study, from 2017, showed that solitude lowers high levels of emotional affect--turbulent moods, in ordinary parlance--and can lead to relaxation and lower stress. In other words, being by yourself is a great way to calm down when you feel overstimulated.

Read: How much alone time for kids need?

Most of us probably know this intuitively. But the researchers also found that the effect is true for both positive and negative arousal--whether you're in a very good mood or a really bad one--but with an important difference: The positive affect (good mood) can be maintained as you calm down in solitude if you make active use of positive thinking.

Being alone for its benefits, however, can contain a trap: "solitude inertia," in which your good solitude inadvertently turns into bad isolation. In 2020, researchers studying people with depression found that those who sought solitude for its useful effects can "get stuck," leading to isolation that exacerbates depressive symptoms. This suggests the importance for most of us of finding the sweet spot between being alone and being with others. As scholars have pointed out, no one guaranteed formula exists for this.

So bear this in mind: You might be more of a Hume or more of a Geshe Lobsang Tsephel; the key is to experiment with being "a-part" and pay attention to your well-being.

On balance, I see good reasons to incorporate some solitude into your life. Here are three principles that you might want to keep in mind as you do.

1. Seek the positive
 Remember that a big difference exists between being alone because of its benefits and being alone to avoid the costs of others' company. Set up specific short periods of solitude with tangible benefits in mind.

For example, schedule an afternoon alone to think deeply about a specific philosophical issue that you're wrestling with or a decision that you're working toward. Or dedicate the time to doing something you like doing by yourself, such as reading a great book. If your regular days are crazy or noisy, be conscious of basking in the peace and quiet. And if you're an excitable type (like me), plan a way to get a few hours, or even a few meaningful minutes, of solitude when you need to calm down.

Read: How solitude feeds the brain

2. Go away by yourself
 If you can, schedule a two- or three-day silent getaway, as Geshe Lobsang Tsephel suggests. I try to do a slightly longer silent retreat every year, and I find it extremely valuable. Although I am with other people during parts of each day of the retreat, the complete silence we all observe has the same beneficial effect as pure solitude.

Similarly, I have twice walked the Camino de Santiago, a long pilgrimage across northern Spain. Although I did the trek with my wife, many hours of the day were spent in silent contemplation and prayer. The benefits to me have been enormous.

3. Become an E-hermit
 A big isolation problem for many people today is that although they spend a huge amount of time online, they are lonely in real life. Scholars have found that people who use social media to maintain their relationships may actually feel lonelier than those who use the platforms for other reasons. You can reverse this finding by staying engaged in person and going completely offline for defined periods. You could, for instance, use your summer vacation to ditch the internet, or you could at least aim for web-free weekends.

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

Near the end of our time together, I asked Geshe Lobsang Tsephel how he has changed as a person during his 25-year retreat. Eventually, he said, he felt free of attachment and resentment, free of liking and disliking, free of agreement and disagreement. This has completely changed his attitude toward other people; he is capable of seeing all human beings as equally worthy of love and compassion.

In fact, his compassion might extend beyond humans. As we were talking, a particularly brazen monkey approached us, hoping to find a piece of fruit to steal from the humble hermit. Calling his attention to the would-be thief, I asked Geshe Lobsang Tsephel how he maintained equanimity in such situations.

"Years ago," he said, "I would have wanted to shoot him with a slingshot." But today? "I remember that the monkey must be hungry like me."
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        Did you hear how Donald Trump didn't know about the most important U.S. defense alliance before he became president? Don't take it from me. Take it from the man himself."I didn't even know what the hell NATO was too much before, but it didn't take me long to figure it out, like about two minutes," he said Tuesday at a rally in Florida. "And the first thing I figured out was they weren't paying. We were paying. We were paying almost fully for NATO. And I said, 'That's unfair.'"It's a good story, a...
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        Democratic insiders don't generally find common ground with MAGA diehards, but such is the state of politics in 2024. In the days since Joe Biden's dismal debate performance, some of his staunchest supporters have suggested that it's too late for the Democratic Party to nominate a new candidate. Joining them in that argument is an unlikely partner: the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank stocked with former Trump-administration officials. Heritage has argued that replacing Biden on the...
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        Mark Leibovich

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Never underestimate the destructive power of a stubborn old narcissist with something to prove.Ideally no one gets hurt along the way: Maybe grandpop refuses to give up his license, drives into an oak tree, and only the car gets totaled. But sometimes there are casualties: Maybe a pedestrian gets hit.President Joe Biden, 81, is acting like one of history's most negligent and pigheaded leaders at a crucial mom...

      

      
        Trump Is Planning for a Landslide Win
        Tim Alberta

        Photographs by Roger KisbySign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The outcome of the presidential campaign, Republicans believed, was a fait accompli. "Donald Trump was well on his way to a 320-electoral-vote win," Chris LaCivita told me this past Sunday as Democrats questioned, ever more frantically, whether President Joe Biden should remain the party's nominee in November. "That's pre-debate."LaCivita paused to repeat himself: "Pre-debate."This could be inter...
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        Alice Munro Was a Terrible Mother
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        By now, we should be used to this story: A beloved artist is undone by their own bad behavior, knocked off their pedestal, their works removed to a remote shelf. Since the #MeToo movement began, publishing, just like film and music, has seen its share of idols abandoned. But the distress over the Nobel Prize-winning author Alice Munro has a different tenor.The death of Munro, at 92 years old in May, was followed by an outpouring of encomium by her many fans. Her obituary in The New York Times cal...

      

      
        Age Isn't Biden's Only Problem
        Roge Karma

        As Democratic Party insiders, pundits, and your high-school friend group debate whether Joe Biden should drop out of the presidential race, the conversation remains tightly focused on the question of his age and fitness. The Keep Joe camp argues that, with enough strong public appearances, the president can prove that he's still up for the job, and that his disastrous debate performance was an aberration. The Coronate Kamala camp, meanwhile, contends that Biden should step aside and hand the nomi...

      

      
        The Worst Argument in Favor of Keeping Joe Biden
        Conor Friedersdorf

        As Democrats debate whether to replace President Joe Biden, an ill-conceived argument for retaining him as the nominee is alarmingly common.Its premise is that Biden has earned voters' loyalty--as if the question that confronts Americans is what we owe an individual politician rather than what's best for the country. No matter how one feels about Biden, that premise is deeply flawed.Vice President Kamala Harris put it this way last week: "President Joe Biden has devoted his life to fighting for th...

      

      
        A Scheme for Biden to Preserve His Dignity
        Graeme Wood

        Senility is part of the human condition, but dignity is usually a choice. I pity Joe Biden for having to make what may be the most humiliating decision in presidential history. The questions Are you senile yet? Are you sure? have no dignified answer--which is why Biden should consider an option midway between resignation and denial, and persist in a way that is not, to my knowledge, being considered.Having harvested enough delegates for the nomination, he now has sole authority to release them and...

      

      
        Jill Biden's Momentous Choice
        Julia E. Sweig

        This weekend, first lady Jill Biden has a momentous choice to make. Does she encourage her husband to overlook his personal well-being, recover from last week's debate debacle, and keep up the campaign until November? Or does she persuade him to step aside, and yield the nomination to someone else?Biden isn't the only first lady to face a choice like this one. As their wartime husbands undertook reelection campaigns, both Eleanor Roosevelt and Lady Bird Johnson faced difficult decisions, and they...

      

      
        Biden Isn't Listening
        John Hendrickson

        At Joe Biden's rally in Madison, Wisconsin, this afternoon, the men and women who had crammed into a middle-school basketball gym dutifully clapped, yelled words of support, and waved signs bearing the president's name. But when it came time to chant "Four more years," they sounded as if they were merely going through the motions. Most of the attendees I spoke with said they were more committed to the Democratic Party than its 81-year-old leader. Some told me that, if they could talk with the pre...

      

      
        Joe Biden Doesn't Understand the Post-debate Reality
        David A. Graham

        No interview could reverse the damage that Joe Biden did to his campaign in the first presidential debate, but his conversation with George Stephanopoulos tonight showed that the president doesn't even understand how profound the damage is.The 20-minute interview, which aired this evening on ABC, featured a combative Biden, more like the president who gave a widely praised State of the Union address in March than the one who crumbled on a debate stage last week. Biden clearly believes that he can...

      

      
        What Is the Biden Campaign's Theory of Victory Now?
        David A. Graham

        The Biden campaign's theory of the presidential race before the June 27 debate may not have been bulletproof, but it was plausible. Now it's not clear what the theory is at all.President Joe Biden had been trailing former President Donald Trump for months, but by the eve of the debate, he had narrowed that gap. Several recent national polls showed him even or slightly ahead (though within the margin of error). The forecasting site 538 actually gave Biden a very slight edge in probability of victo...

      

      
        Biden Has Fallen Into a Psychological Trap
        Franklin Foer

        Every neutral observer regards Joe Biden's debate performance as a historic debacle. To Joe Biden, it's simply life repeating itself.Since childhood, Biden has suffered recurrent episodes of brutal humiliation, when the world has mocked and dismissed him. On each occasion, Biden has stubbornly set out to prove his worth. Persistence became his coping mechanism, his effective antidote to humiliation. Triumph was always just a matter of summoning sufficient grit.In most ways, this tendency of Biden...
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        Jerusalem Demsas

        Updated at 4:30 p.m. ET on July 6, 2024Why is Joe Biden still in the presidential race? In the days since his disastrous debate performance last week, pressure on the 81-year-old incumbent to step aside has continued to mount, forcing the candidate and his defenders to put forth elaborate rationales for why the only option is the status quo. One that has gained traction among Biden's supporters is that the campaign war chest, about $240 million, is his alone--or, at best, could go only to Vice Pre...

      

      
        The White House's Kamala Harris Blunder
        Elaina Plott Calabro

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When Ron Klain admitted to me a year ago that the White House could have worked harder to elevate Kamala Harris's profile, he didn't know that the Democratic Party, and perhaps American democracy itself, would soon be riding on her readiness to be president. But perhaps he should have.It was July 2023, and while interviewing President Joe Biden's former chief of staff in his law office in downtown Washington,...

      

      
        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. ...

      

      
        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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We Still Don't Know What to Do With the Endless Stream of Trump Lies

It's not just that he's making things up, but that he's distracting us from very real, very consequential problems.

by David A. Graham




Did you hear how Donald Trump didn't know about the most important U.S. defense alliance before he became president? Don't take it from me. Take it from the man himself.

"I didn't even know what the hell NATO was too much before, but it didn't take me long to figure it out, like about two minutes," he said Tuesday at a rally in Florida. "And the first thing I figured out was they weren't paying. We were paying. We were paying almost fully for NATO. And I said, 'That's unfair.'"

It's a good story, and it's totally false. Trump has been complaining that other NATO members aren't paying their rightful share for nearly four decades. "I've always felt that NATO and West Germany--I mean, we have all those troops over there; I feel that they should pay their way," he told CNN's Larry King in 1987. "If you look at the payments that we're making to NATO, they're totally disproportionate with everybody else's." In a series of videos around the 2011 U.S. intervention in Libya, he repeatedly discussed American funding for NATO. In March 2016, he told CNN's Wolf Blitzer, "It's costing us too much money, and frankly, they have to put up more money."

David A. Graham: What Trump did in Osaka was worse than lying

I could go on, but what's the point? As I wrote back in 2019, Trump is a master of what the philosopher Harry Frankfurt called "bullshit." As a technical term, this is speech that might be false, but deception isn't the main point. The bullshitter "does not care whether the things he says describe reality correctly. He just picks them out, or makes them up, to suit his purpose."

The stream of bullshit, in the Frankfurtian sense, remains one of Trump's most potent tools. On the one hand, reporters can't quote Trump's false comments without caveat; on the other hand, the time spent debunking statements that were never designed to be true anyway distracts from important, fact-based conversations about actual problems. The issue with his NATO remarks is not that the anecdote is false; it's that he is undermining America's key alliance at a time when Russia is fighting a brutal war of annexation in Ukraine and threatening other European states, and Trump is, by his own account, happy to tell the Kremlin to go ahead.

Any Trump appearance has more in common with a comedy set than with a typical political speech. As in a comedy routine, listeners don't necessarily expect everything he says to be strictly true. Hasan Minhaj learned that a comic can get into trouble when his fans believe that he is strictly telling the truth and he is not, but Trump's fans are not so fastidious about facts. They are taking him seriously, not literally.

"People were destroyed with the inflation," Trump said at another moment in his Florida rally. "I don't even order bacon anymore. Bacon's gone up like five--I said, 'It's too expensive; I don't want it.' I don't want it. No, it's gone up many times, right?"

Read: Taking Trump seriously, not literally

Well, no. The price of bacon is up about 17 percent since Joe Biden took office. That's actually less than the overall rate of inflation; pork producers are concerned about a glut of pig meat. Maybe Trump just picked a random food item, but in any case, the story serves to illustrate an attack on Biden's handling of the economy. No one outside the pork industry cares a great deal whether the details are right, but the crowds listening to Trump do care about inflation. And those crowds are large. By his account, tens of thousands of people attended. By independent accounts, the number was just in the thousands. Does it matter?
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Democrats Turn to Their Deputy Leader

Even if Kamala Harris remains Joe Biden's running mate and does not become the nominee, Democrats are realizing they need to improve her image.

by Ronald Brownstein




Influential Democrats see an urgent need to bolster Vice President Kamala Harris's position with the public, whether or not President Joe Biden withdraws from the presidential contest. If Biden leaves the race, which appears less likely as he digs in against his Democratic critics, Harris would immediately become the party's most probable nominee. But even if Biden remains on the ticket, the widespread concern among voters about his ability to perform the job for another four years will increase scrutiny of Harris's own fitness for the presidency.

Amid those concerns, the liberal advocacy group Way to Win is formulating what it calls a comprehensive "surround-sound" effort to boost Harris's profile with voters, according to plans shared exclusively with The Atlantic. Way to Win, which focuses on electing candidates of color, is planning an extensive campaign on social media and through paid advertising to enhance her public image.

"The reality is Kamala was tapped by Biden as his partner on the ticket and a new standard-bearer for the party, and her role as the VP on the current ticket is more critical than ever, so investing in her is a no-brainer," the group writes in a new strategy memo.

Way to Win has channeled more than $300 million to liberal groups and candidates since its founding in 2018, and has also emerged as an important source of ideas for Democrats (for instance, encouraging the party to center its 2022 campaign on Republican threats to Americans' freedoms). The group's plan reflects a wider belief among Democrats that Harris will loom large in the race whatever Biden decides. As the party tries to dig out of the hole that Biden deepened with his dire debate performance, they are belatedly growing more aware of the need to buttress the vice president's public standing.

Research by several different Democratic groups has found that even after three and a half years in office, Harris largely remains a blank slate for voters. Mike Lux, an independent Democratic media consultant, is leading a major study of the party's decline in blue-collar factory towns across the Rust Belt. "In the counties that we study, she is more of a cipher," he told me. "People don't know her. They don't know what she stands for." He's found that people vaguely know she's from California but have forgotten she was the state's attorney general. "They don't know what her big issues are," he said, "other than abortion rights."

"Message and messenger are inextricably linked," Dan Pfeiffer, the White House communications director for Barack Obama, told me. "She will have to rapidly define herself before the Republicans define her."

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

Partly as a result of Harris's ill-defined profile, popular attitudes toward her closely track those of Biden. In a recent national CNN poll, voters with an unfavorable view of Harris outnumbered those who viewed her positively by 20 percentage points--about the same dismal result as Biden's own 24-point deficit. "They are very merged in their image," one Democratic pollster told me glumly. "People don't think he's got anything done; people don't think she's got anything done." (Like most of the dozen senior party strategists I spoke with for this article, this Democrat asked to remain anonymous in order to talk candidly.)

Research conducted earlier this year by EMILY's List, a group dedicated to electing Democratic women, and post-debate polling released Tuesday by Way to Win both found that the best way to improve Harris's image would be to emphasize her role in defending abortion rights.

Since the six GOP-appointed Supreme Court justices overturned the constitutional right to abortion in the 2022 Dobbs decision, Harris has led the administration's condemnation of that ruling and the restrictions it triggered in a succession of red states. That turn of events provided Harris with a more clearly defined role in the White House after an unsteady first two years that included a shaky spell as the administration's "border czar."

"Prior to Dobbs," Jamal Simmons, who was Harris's communications director in that period, told me, "our office struggled to narrow down the number of issues we focused on. After Dobbs, there was no question about what the issue priority was."

From the first days after the decision, Harris linked abortion access to other civil-liberties rollbacks in red states, including on LGBTQ rights, book bans, and voting rights (another issue she had taken up for the administration). As Republican lawmakers passed new restrictions, Harris became the White House's first responder, who rushed to those states to advocate against the rollbacks.

The result is that Harris has now spent two years honing what may be the most important argument Democrats can make in 2024. Polls invariably show that significantly more Americans trust Donald Trump than Biden, or Democrats generally, to handle the economy and inflation. Although Democrats can hope to narrow that daunting gap, it's simply too large to eliminate by Election Day.

To win, therefore, the party's presidential ticket will need to persuade millions of voters who believe that Trump is better for their bottom line to vote against him anyway. Democrats' best chance of achieving that is to portray Trump and the GOP as a threat not only to democracy but also to Americans' civil rights and liberties. The party saw how potent that argument could be in the 2022 midterm election.

Biden has been full-throated in his denunciations of Trump as a threat to democracy. But as a Catholic from a heavily blue-collar state, the president has always seemed hesitant about pressing the case for abortion rights. He is also an institutionalist, who has spent more than half a century in Washington, and this tends to inhibit his criticism of the Supreme Court--as last week showed when he focused far more on Trump than on the Court in condemning its ruling on presidential immunity. Many Democrats believed that Harris framed the issues with much greater energy and clarity in a widely circulated video clip.

"Whatever happens on the ticket, she is a very effective communicator about what's at stake in terms of our freedoms, particularly the right to an abortion," Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, the chief strategy officer of Way to Win, told me. "And that is going to be a critical part of how we win, in part because it is how we are going to engage younger voters and voters of color who we know care a lot about that."

Simmons, the former communications director, says that the vice president's experience as a tough interrogator--both as a district attorney and as a senator during Supreme Court confirmation hearings--point toward her most valuable role in 2024. Voters notice Harris "when she is pushing and pressing and interrogating," Simmons told me, "and that's exactly what we need to do in this election against someone who is a 34-time convicted felon."

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

An open question, of course, is whether Harris delivers those arguments as the nominee or in her supporting role as vice president. If Biden's critics can persuade or pressure him to drop out, Democratic professionals believe that Harris is, by far, the most likely replacement. Although several leading Democrats--notably, the longtime strategist James Carville--have called for an open contest if Biden steps down, whether such a race would develop is far from clear.

Were Biden to withdraw without endorsing Harris, some of those I spoke with think that at least some credible alternatives would contest the nomination. A strategist working in one of the swing states told me that their advice to any Democrat with presidential ambitions would be to run now, rather than wait until 2028. "It's not going to be easy for somebody else," this person said, "but I think that the opportunity of going head-to-head with Kamala for delegates in some ways may be easier than going toe-to-toe with 10 people four years later."

But that was a minority view. Most strategists I spoke with this week are dubious that a top-tier alternative would challenge Harris, should Biden bow out. One reason is that, in such a circumstance, the Democratic nominee would be chosen at the national convention by delegates who currently are almost all pledged to Biden; that would give Harris, as his vice president, an intrinsic advantage (especially if he endorsed her).

More important, anyone seeking to deny the nomination to the first woman of color to serve as vice president could risk damaging their long-term position with women's groups and Black voters. Although several Black Democratic congressional leaders--prominent among them, Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina--have urged Biden to stay in the race, they have also indicated that they would back Harris if the president dropped out.

"It would be pretty difficult to explain to Black women, whom we always extol to be the backbone of our party, what the empirical evidence is for basically throwing her aside," another Democratic strategist told me. "Anybody who steps into the arena against her has to face that argument, and I think it's a pretty difficult case to make."

Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, considered by many the party's strongest potential replacement for Biden, has already declared that she will not run even if Biden withdraws. California Governor Gavin Newsom, the other most discussed alternative, is also highly unlikely to run, the people I spoke with believe--and Newsom himself said yesterday that he would not run against Harris were Biden to withdraw. Harris would be strongly favored against any remaining possible rival if Biden left the race.

Elaina Plott Calabro: The White House's Kamala Harris blunder

The Democrats still hoping that Biden drops out are clear-eyed about the risks in potentially replacing him with Harris. Some note that it would be naive to dismiss the inherent resistance that would confront a Black female presidential nominee. Memories of Harris's performance during her ineffectual bid for the 2020 nomination still haunt those uneasy about her leading the ticket now.

Some Democrats are especially fearful that she cannot hold enough working-class white voters to win the three former blue-wall states of the Rust Belt that now appear to be the party's only plausible path to 270 electoral votes: Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. Even if Harris recaptures some of the Black voters and young voters who have soured on Biden, "I don't think that makes up for the potential losses in the white working-class voter in Michigan," Adrian Hemond, a consultant advising Democrats in the state, told me.

Still, many Democrats who express such concerns nonetheless believe that shifting to Harris at least offers the opportunity to shuffle the deck, whereas sticking with Biden looks more and more like playing out a losing hand. At a comparatively young 59, she could focus attention on Trump's own age-related decline. In turn, she would have the opportunity to make a yet-younger vice-presidential pick, which could appeal to some voters turned off by the present choice.

Although it would be a gamble, some Democrats believe that Harris as nominee could galvanize the party by picking Whitmer and creating an all-female ticket, one that would also have roots in the must-win Rust Belt states. Simmons told me that this possible combination animated people he's spoken with more than any other option for a potential Harris-led ticket. The challenge Democrats face this year "isn't really about giving people a safe harbor as much as it is about exciting them to act," he said, and pairing Whitmer with Harris offers a better chance of that than "any other of them in the thinking."

None of these factors would erase Harris's real vulnerabilities or establish her as a favorite over Trump. Democrats widely expect Republicans at next week's national convention to echo the argument that Nikki Haley made during the GOP primaries: that a vote for Biden amounts to a vote to make Harris the president sometime before 2028. "Vote Joe Biden today; get Kamala Harris tomorrow," declared a Trump campaign ad that aired after last month's debate. Trump himself escalated his attacks on Harris at a Tuesday rally in Florida. More is sure to come.

Republicans believe that Harris's roots in San Francisco politics gives them the chance to define her as an extremist "woke" liberal. After her role as border czar, they are also eager to tie her to public discontent with the Biden administration's immigration record.

But to Democrats hoping to nudge out Biden, Harris's problems look more manageable at this point than his. In these internal party discussions, she is benefiting from the same concept that Biden likes to invoke: Compare me to the alternative, not to the Almighty. One progressive leader summed up the view of many I spoke with about the relative merits of Biden and Harris when he told me: "I think she's a less-bad bet."

Bill McInturff, a longtime Republican pollster, agreed. "If Biden is the nominee, the Democrats are going to face enthusiasm and turnout issues that will impact every Democrat on the ballot," he told me. "It is not that Harris is a strong candidate, but she at least is a different candidate with an unpredictable effect. This is the rare case where 'unpredictable' should be the preferred outcome for the Democratic Party."

Every Democrat I spoke with agreed that Harris now delivers the party's key messages on rights and values more cogently and crisply than Biden. Even if Harris simply remains his running mate, however, next week's Republican convention will create a severe test of her credibility with the Trump campaign's fresh focus on her as Biden's potential successor during a second term. And almost all of those Democrats agreed that Harris's greater fluency won't count for much if Republicans succeed in convincing voters that she is a San Francisco liberal who failed on the border.
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No, State Laws Haven't Locked Biden Onto the Ballot

In a few weeks, however, his party's own rules just might.

by Rose Horowitch




Democratic insiders don't generally find common ground with MAGA diehards, but such is the state of politics in 2024. In the days since Joe Biden's dismal debate performance, some of his staunchest supporters have suggested that it's too late for the Democratic Party to nominate a new candidate. Joining them in that argument is an unlikely partner: the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank stocked with former Trump-administration officials. Heritage has argued that replacing Biden on the ballot might violate the election laws of several states. The idea, which has been picked up by news outlets, political scientists, and Democratic megadonors, is not true. State laws haven't locked Biden onto any ballots. In a few weeks, however, the Democratic Party's own rules just might.

On June 21, Heritage's Oversight Project posted an "EMERGENCY DRAFT MEMO" to X outlining how it might block any attempt to put a new candidate on top of the Democratic ticket if Biden were to drop out. A few states, the memo argued, including Wisconsin, don't allow presidential candidates to withdraw from the race other than in cases of death or incapacitation. "Arguing for strict application" of such statutes "would likely bear some fruit," it concluded. In an interview, Mike Howell, the Oversight Project's executive director, told me that, because Biden has publicly described himself as the nominee, courts might hold that the laws apply to him.

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

When I ran Howell's theory by election-law experts, they could not have dismissed it more emphatically. Biden isn't the nominee until the Democratic National Committee officially nominates him, regardless of what he says, Rick Hasen, a law professor at UCLA, told me. Derek Muller, an election-law professor at the University of Notre Dame, said that a lawsuit based on Howell's theory "would not go to discovery. It would get dismissed, and it might subject the lawyers to sanctions. I mean, that's how frivolous I think a lawsuit would be." Other election-law professors I spoke with called Heritage's claims "an issue that doesn't exist" and "nonsensical and completely inaccurate." All agreed that there is no legal barrier to replacing Biden if he drops out of the race before the DNC officially nominates him.

But that window could shut sooner than most people realize. Typically, each party officially nominates its candidate at the end of its national convention, which in the Democrats' case will run from August 19 to 22. This year, however, the DNC plans to nominate Biden via a virtual roll call before the convention. It made that decision in response to an Ohio law that would have prevented Biden from appearing on the ballot if his nomination came later than August 7. Ohio has since pushed back its deadline until after the conventions, but the DNC has said that it's sticking with its plan to nominate Biden before August 7, and possibly as early as July 21--ostensibly because the Ohio legislature could still reverse its reversal. The DNC will settle on an exact date on July 19.

Of course, if Biden were to drop out before then, the party would be forced to adjust its plans. But if he stays in the race for the next few weeks and gets the early nomination, making any changes could get seriously difficult. Once the party communicates its formal nomination to the states, laws governing the replacement of candidates will kick in--including those laws, like Wisconsin's, that appear to prohibit candidates from dropping out for strategic reasons.

Roge Karma: Age isn't Biden's only problem

According to Edward B. Foley, the director of the election-law program at Ohio State University, the Democratic Party could still swap in a new nominee up until each state's ballot-access deadline, many of which are in late August or early September. But each state's procedures are different, and any change would likely go to court, raising the possibility, however remote, that Biden will be on the ballot despite the party attempting to nominate someone else.

So although Democrats aren't yet stuck with Biden, under the DNC's current rules, the window for him to smoothly step aside is less than a month and could, in theory, be as short as 10 days. Biden's biggest supporters--and biggest critics--are hoping he can hang on past that point.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/biden-deadline-democratic-nomination/678960/?utm_source=feed
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C'mon, Man

Does Joe Biden really understand the stakes?

by Mark Leibovich




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


Never underestimate the destructive power of a stubborn old narcissist with something to prove.

Ideally no one gets hurt along the way: Maybe grandpop refuses to give up his license, drives into an oak tree, and only the car gets totaled. But sometimes there are casualties: Maybe a pedestrian gets hit.

President Joe Biden, 81, is acting like one of history's most negligent and pigheaded leaders at a crucial moment, and right now, we are all pedestrians.

Since his debate debacle nearly two weeks ago, much of America has been locked into the classic "Will he or won't he?" cliffhanger. Will Biden step aside and not run for reelection, as massive majorities of voters have for years said they want him to do? Or will he persist in pursuing one of the most ill-fated and ill-advised presidential campaigns ever carried out?

The spectacle has been endlessly depressing, unless you're Donald Trump or want him back in the White House--in which case you're relishing this slowly unfolding, self-owning, party-destroying wreck. Next week's Republican National Convention is shaping up to be a week-long Mardi Gras of MAGA in Milwaukee.

Tim Alberta: Trump is planning for a landslide win

"The radical-left Democrat Party is divided, in chaos, and having a full-scale breakdown," Trump said during a rally in Miami last night, sounding downright giddy. This was a rare declaration from Trump that checks out as 100 percent true. "They can't decide which of their candidates is more unfit to be president," Trump continued. "Sleepy Joe Biden or Laughing Kamala." He taunted Biden by challenging him to another debate, followed by an "18-hole golf match."

All of this has been thoroughly dispiriting to the majority of Americans who are eager to vote for someone besides Trump. It could easily get worse, too: Imagine what the September debate could look like for Biden if it bears any resemblance to the Accident in Atlanta. Imagine Election Night, or whatever unfolds after, while Biden licks his wounds and ice-cream cones back in Rehoboth Beach and staggers into his forced and disgraced retirement. His legacy-scorers will not be kind. Historians will be brutal. And Biden will deserve his own special place in the pantheon of Great Leaders Who Refused to Go Gracefully, to Tragic Effect.

Ruth Bader Ginsburg, hold my prune juice.

It is now obvious that Biden has in no way internalized the disaster toward which he is defiantly ambling--or, more to the point, toward which he is leading his party and his country (and, for that matter, NATO, Ukraine, thousands of as-yet-not-deported immigrants, and unprosecuted Trump "enemies"). He seems fully indifferent to any consideration beyond his own withered pride and raging ego.

"I'll feel as long as I gave it my all and did the good as job as I know I could do," Biden said in what was probably the most quoted line--and not favorably--from his Friday-night interview with ABC's George Stephanopoulos. "That's what it's all about" is how Biden ended that thought, which seemed to unleash a furious internal cry from so many viewers: No, that's not what this is all about. 

C'mon, man.

"That is the answer that most concerned me," Representative Adam Schiff, Democrat of California, said Sunday morning on NBC's Meet the Press. "This is not just about whether he gave it the best college try." Wasn't this, supposedly, about the fate of democracy? Existential threats and all the big words and phrases that Biden and his campaign have been tossing out for months? You have to wonder, in retrospect, if they were sincere about how must-win this election really was, given how cavalier Biden sounds.

As of now, it looks as if Biden is committed to "riding this out" and "staying the course," no matter how unfit he might be for the ugly course ahead. This is, maddeningly, the only consideration that now matters, because Biden is the ultimate decision maker. Democrats have no practical way to force him out of the race, except hoping that he comes around and is willing to place the country's best interests ahead of his own. Corny idea, right? But he controls this story, which since the debate has only made him look more and more foolish, selfish, and, yes, likely to lose.

In the shell-shocked aftermath of Atlanta, many pointed out that at least there was time to do something. It was only June. Biden could reconsider whether it was wise to keep going. No shortage of Biden allies from the Democratic consultant and donor classes, elected office, and the media called--almost immediately--for him to end his campaign. "The next few days will be critical," they said--for Biden to come around; for Democrats to assess their situation and figure out a Plan B (Kamala Harris?), Plan C (a mini-primary?), or Plan Something Else.

Democrats have now been saying "the next few days will be critical" for nearly two weeks. Roughly half of them seem more than eager for Biden to get over himself so they can get on with the business of saving themselves. But Biden controls the clock, which is ticking, and which he seems determined to run out.

"Biden is treating us the way Trump has treated Republicans for a decade," the columnist Josh Barro wrote yesterday on Substack. "He's pointing a gun at the head of the Democratic Party and threatening to shoot if he doesn't get his way."

Clearly the White House has no serious answer for people's widespread and legitimate doubts about the president's capacity to serve, let alone for another four-year term. "Watch me" has been Biden's glib rejoinder to this question since he came into office--disingenuous at best, given how rare his press conferences, interviews, and unscripted appearances have been. When voters do have the chance to watch Biden--as 50 million debate-viewers did--the results can be grim.

The other go-to response to nervous Democrats from Biden loyalists has been, simply, "Calm down." "The polls are wrong." "Joe's got this." "Don't be a bed wetter!" ("I'm not sure incontinence is the metaphor you want to go with," Jon Stewart pointed out Monday on The Daily Show.)

Roge Karma: Age isn't Biden's only problem

Few elected Democrats have called for Biden to step aside. Instead, they keep insisting that they support him as their nominee--albeit, in many cases, as if they're saying so with the aforementioned gun to their head. Trump is on track "to win this election and maybe win it by a landslide and take with him the Senate and the House," Senator Michael Bennet of Colorado told CNN's Kaitlan Collins last night. "The White House has done nothing since the debate to demonstrate they have a plan to win this election." But he, too, stopped short of asking Biden to withdraw.

It seems obvious that the White House has no plan, except to continue to keep Biden mostly out of view and limit him to set-piece and teleprompter appearances. One rare exception to this will occur tomorrow, when Biden will preside over a much-anticipated press conference with other leaders at a NATO summit, a spectacle that will almost certainly be dominated by questions about his age and fitness. It says something about the bleak state of affairs that more than one prominent Democrat I've spoken with in recent days said they secretly hope Biden face-plants again. "This is a terrible thing to say," one White House official told me. "But that might be the only thing that could force him out at this point, while there's still time to rewrite the ending."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/biden-digging-in-presidential-race/678961/?utm_source=feed
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Trump Is Planning for a Landslide Win

And his campaign is all but praying Joe Biden doesn't drop out.

by Tim Alberta


People wait to hear former President Donald Trump speak at a Turning Point-sponsored event in Phoenix on June 6.



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


The outcome of the presidential campaign, Republicans believed, was a fait accompli. "Donald Trump was well on his way to a 320-electoral-vote win," Chris LaCivita told me this past Sunday as Democrats questioned, ever more frantically, whether President Joe Biden should remain the party's nominee in November. "That's pre-debate."

LaCivita paused to repeat himself: "Pre-debate."

This could be interpreted as trash talk coming from a cocky campaign: If you thought Biden was in trouble before he bombed at the June 27 debate, imagine the trouble he's in now. But I heard something different in LaCivita's voice.

One of the two principals tasked with returning Trump to the White House, LaCivita had long conceived of the 2024 race as a contest that would be "extraordinarily visual"--namely, a contrast of strength versus weakness. Trump, whatever his countless liabilities as a candidate, would be cast as the dauntless and forceful alpha, while Biden would be painted as the pitiable old heel, less a bad guy than the butt of a very bad joke, America's lovable but lethargic uncle who needed, at long last, to be put to bed.

As the likelihood of a Trump-versus-Biden rematch set in, the public responded to the two candidates precisely as LaCivita and his campaign co-manager, Susie Wiles, had hoped. The percentage of voters who felt that Biden, at 81, was too old for another term rose throughout 2023, even as the electorate's concerns about Trump's age, 78, remained relatively static. By the end of the primaries, the public's attitude toward the two nominees had begun to harden: One was a liar, a scoundrel, and a crook--but the other one, the old one, was unfit to be president.

In the months that followed, Trump and his campaign would seize on Biden's every stumble, his every blank stare to reinforce that observation, seeking to portray the incumbent as "stuttering, stammering, walking around, feeling his way like a blind man," as LaCivita put it to me. That was the plan. And it worked. Watching Biden's slide in the polls, and sitting on hundreds of millions of dollars for an advertising blitz that would punctuate the president's visible decrepitude, Trump's team entered the summer believing that a landslide awaited in the fall.

Only one thing could disrupt that plan: a change of candidates atop the Democratic ticket.

There was always a certain danger inherent to this assault on Biden's faculties. If Wiles and LaCivita were too successful--if too many Democrats decided, too quickly, that Biden was no longer capable of defeating Trump, much less serving another four years thereafter--then they risked losing an ideal opponent against whom their every tactical maneuver had already been deliberated, poll-tested, and prepared. Campaigns are usually on guard against peaking too soon; in this case, the risk for Trump's team was Biden bottoming out too early.

In my conversations with LaCivita and Wiles over the past six months, they assured me multiple times that the campaign was planning for all contingencies, that they took quite seriously the possibility of a substitution and would be ready if Biden forfeited the nomination.

By mid-June, however, not long before the debate, their tone had changed. Trump was speaking at a Turning Point USA rally in Detroit and the three of us stood backstage, leaning against the wall of a dimly lit cargo bay, a pair of Secret Service vehicles idling nearby. When I asked about the prospect of Trump facing a different Democratic opponent in the fall, LaCivita and Wiles shook their heads. They told me it was too late; the most influential players in Democratic politics had become too invested in the narrative that Biden was fully competent and capable of serving another four years.

"We're talking about an admission that the Democratic Party establishment would have to make," LaCivita said. "We're talking about pulling the plug--"

"On the president of the United States," Wiles interrupted.

LaCivita nodded. "Who they've been saying up to this point in time is perfectly fine."

No, Wiles and LaCivita agreed, the general-election matchup was set--and they were just fine with that.

"Joe Biden," Wiles told me, allowing the slightest of smiles, "is a gift."

But now, as we talked after the debate, it was apparent that they might have miscalculated. Elected Democrats were calling for Biden's removal from the ticket. When I asked who Trump's opponent was going to be come November, his two deputies sounded flummoxed.

"I don't know. I don't know," Wiles said.

"Based off of the available public data," LaCivita added, "he doesn't look like he's going anywhere."

Ronald Brownstein: The Biden-replacement operation

Biden quitting the race would necessitate a dramatic reset--not just for the Democratic Party, but for Trump's campaign. Wiles and LaCivita told me that any Democratic replacement would inherit the president's deficiencies; that whether it's Vice President Kamala Harris or California Governor Gavin Newsom or anyone else, Trump's blueprint for victory would remain essentially unchanged. But they know that's not true. They know their campaign has been engineered in every way--from the voters they target to the viral memes they create--to defeat Biden. And privately, they are all but praying that he remains their opponent.

I was struck by the irony. The two people who had done so much to eliminate the havoc and guesswork that defined Trump's previous two campaigns for the presidency could now do little but hope that their opponent got his act together.


A crowd of Trump supporters in Phoenix (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Wiles and LaCivita are two of America's most feared political operatives. She is the person most responsible for Florida--not long ago the nation's premier electoral prize--falling off the battleground map, having spearheaded campaigns that so dramatically improved the Republican Party's performance among nonwhite voters that Democrats are now surrendering the state. He is the strategist and ad maker best known for destroying John Kerry's presidential hopes in 2004, masterminding the "Swift Boat" attacks that sank the Democratic nominee. Together, as the architects of Trump's campaign, they represent a threat unlike anything Democrats encountered during the 2016 or 2020 elections.

On the evening of March 5--Super Tuesday--I sat down with them in the tea room at Mar-a-Lago, an opulent space where intricate winged cherubs are carved into 10-foot marble archways. As the sun set behind the lagoon that borders the western edge of Trump's property, the lights were also going out on his primary challengers. Soon the polls would close and the former president would romp across more than a dozen states, winning 94 percent of the available delegates and effectively clinching the GOP nomination. Trump had just one target remaining.

For an hour and 15 minutes, Wiles and LaCivita presented their vision for retaking the White House. They detailed a new approach to targeting and turning out voters, one that departs dramatically from recent Republican presidential campaigns, suggesting that suburban women might be less a priority than young men of color. They justified their plans for a smaller, nimbler organization than Biden's reelection behemoth by pointing to a shrunken electoral map of just seven swing states that, by June, they had narrowed to four. And they alleged that the Republican National Committee--which, in the days that followed our interview, would come entirely under Trump's control--had lost their candidate the last election by relying on faulty data and botching its field program.

In political circles, it's considered a marvel that Trump won the presidency once, and came within 42,918 votes of winning it a second time, without ever assembling a sophisticated operation. Trump's loyalists in particular have spent the past few years haunted by a counterfactual: Had the president run a reelection campaign that was even slightly more effective--a campaign that didn't go broke that fall; a campaign that didn't employ unskilled interlopers in crucial positions; a campaign that didn't discourage his supporters from casting votes by mail--wouldn't he have won a second term comfortably?

Wiles and LaCivita believe the answer is yes. Both have imported their own loyalists, making the campaign a Brady Bunch configuration led by the oddest of couples. Wiles, who runs the day-to-day operation, is small and self-possessed, a gray-haired grandmother known never to utter a profane word; LaCivita, a Marine combat veteran who charts the macro strategy, is a big and brash presence, famous for profane outbursts that leave Wiles rolling her eyes. They disagree often--staffers joke about feeling like the children of quarreling parents--but Wiles, who hired LaCivita, pulls rank. What unites them, with each other and Trump, is an obsession with winning. To that end, Wiles and LaCivita have never been focused on beating Biden at the margins; rather, their plan has been to bully him, to humiliate him, optimizing Trump's campaign to unleash such a debilitating assault on the president's age and faculties that he would be ruined before a single vote is cast this fall.

At one point that March evening, the three of us sat discussing the era of hyperpolarization that Trump ushered in. Given the trench-warfare realities--a vanishing center of the electorate, consecutive presidential races decided by fractions of percentage points, incessant governing impasses between the two parties--I suggested that Electoral College blowouts were a thing of the past.

They exchanged glances.

"You know, I could make a case--" Wiles began.

"I could too," LaCivita said. He was grinning.

In the scenario they were imagining, not only would Trump take back the White House in an electoral wipeout--a Republican carrying the popular vote for just the second time in nine tries--but he would obliterate entire downballot garrisons of the Democratic Party, forcing the American left to fundamentally recalibrate its approach to immigration, economics, policing, and the many cultural positions that have antagonized the working class. Wiles and LaCivita wouldn't simply be credited with electing a president; they would be remembered for running a campaign that altered the nation's political DNA.

It's a scenario that Democrats might have scoffed at a few months ago. Not anymore. "The numbers were daunting before the debate, and now there's a real danger that they're going to get worse," David Axelrod, the chief strategist for Barack Obama's two winning campaigns, told me in the first week of July. "If that's the case--if we get to the point of fighting to hold on to Virginia and New Hampshire and Minnesota, meaning the main six or seven battlegrounds are gone--then yeah, we're talking about a landslide, both in the Electoral College and in the popular vote."

Axelrod added, "The magnitude of that defeat, I think, would be devastating to the party. Those margins at the top of the ticket would sweep Democrats out of office everywhere--House, Senate, governor, you name it. Considering the unthinkable latitude the Supreme Court has just given Trump, we could end up with a situation where he has dominant majorities in Congress and, really, unfettered control of the country. That's not far-fetched."

In the course of many hours of conversations with the people inside Trump's campaign, I was struck by the arrogance that animated their approach to an election that most pundits long expected would be a third consecutive cliff-hanger. Yet I also detected a certain conflict, the sort of disquiet that accompanies abetting a man who is both a convicted felon claiming that the state is persecuting him and an aspiring strongman pledging to use the state against his own enemies. People close to Trump spoke regularly of his victimhood but also his own calls for retribution; they expressed solidarity with their boss while also questioning, in private moments, what working for him--what electing him--might portend.

At the center of the campaign, I would come to realize, is a comedy too dark even for Shakespeare: a mad king who shows flashes of reason, a pair of cunning viziers who cling to the hope that these flashes portend something more, and a terrible truth about what might ultimately be lost by winning.

From the January/February 2024 issue: 24 Atlantic contributors on what would happen if Trump wins


Chris LaCivita, who manages Trump's 2024 presidential campaign with Susie Wiles (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Long before Wiles took charge of Trump's 2024 campaign, she appeared to be caught in a political love triangle. Having helped Ron DeSantis eke out victory in the Florida governor's race of 2018--no small feat given the "blue wave" that crushed Republicans nationwide--Wiles was presumed to be charting his course as a presidential contender even as she kept ties with Trump, whose Florida campaign she ran in 2016.

But soon after DeSantis's win, Wiles was suddenly and unceremoniously banished from the new governor's inner circle. She swears she doesn't know why. Maybe DeSantis couldn't stand her getting the credit for his victory. Or perhaps he felt she was ultimately more loyal to Trump. Whatever the case, Wiles told me, working for DeSantis was the "biggest mistake" of her career--and she became determined to make him feel the same way about discarding her.

Her friends had been shocked when she'd agreed to work for Trump the first time around, and relieved when she joined DeSantis a couple of years later. Now, in late 2019, she was adrift--blackballed by the state's political establishment, recently divorced, and fretting to friends about financial difficulties. (Wiles denied that part, saying, "I was able to pick myself up and get work without too much of a delay.") She decided to rejoin Trump for the short term, agreeing to run his Florida operations in 2020, but what lay beyond was murky. All she knew, Wiles recalls thinking, is that she couldn't be "nearly as trusting" going forward.

After Trump lost the 2020 election, Wiles faced a defining professional decision. Trump's holdover political organization, a PAC called Save America, was fractured by infighting and needed new management. Wiles needed the work. But she knew the former president's operation was a graveyard for political consultants. The only way she would say yes to Trump, she made it known, was if she took total control--answering to him and him alone. Trump agreed to that condition. Within days, the decree reached all corners of the Republican empire: There was a new underboss at Mar-a-Lago. Wiles, LaCivita told me, had established herself as "the real power behind the throne."

They didn't know each other back then; LaCivita had been affiliated with a pro-Trump outside group, but not with the candidate himself. He and Wiles had a mutual friend, though, in Trump's pollster Tony Fabrizio. When Fabrizio arranged a dinner for the three of them in March 2022 at Casa D'Angelo, an Italian restaurant in Fort Lauderdale, LaCivita figured he was being buttered up to join Save America. But during that conversation, and over another dinner soon after, he realized Wiles wasn't just looking for help with the PAC; Trump was planning to run again in 2024, and she needed a partner to help her guide his campaign. LaCivita was noncommittal. "You need to come meet the boss," Wiles told him.

Sitting down with Trump for the first time, on the patio of Mar-a-Lago a few weeks later, LaCivita was overwhelmed. The music was blaring; Trump controlled the playlist from his iPad, sometimes ignoring the conversation at the table as he shuffled from Pavarotti to Axl Rose. Guests approached the table to greet the former president, repeatedly interrupting them. At times Trump seemed less interested in LaCivita's qualifications than in his thoughts about a competitor, the Republican consultant Jeff Roe, who had sat in "that very chair" LaCivita occupied and shared his own theories about the 2024 election.

LaCivita would later tell me, on several occasions, that he'd had no misgivings about going to work for Trump. But according to several people close to him, that's not true. These individuals, who spoke on the condition of anonymity to preserve their relationships with LaCivita, told me he'd been torn--appreciating the once-in-a-career opportunity before him while also recognizing that Trump was still every bit the erratic, combustible man who'd renounced his own vice president the moment he ceased to be completely servile. Wiles could sense LaCivita's reluctance. When Trump decided later that year that he wanted to hire LaCivita, and requested his presence at his Bedminster club in New Jersey, she resorted to deception. "I knew if I said, 'Chris, you're going to come up here and the president's going to put the hard sell on you and you're going to get hired,' he might not come," Wiles told me. "So we tricked him."

LaCivita went to Bedminster believing that Trump wanted to brainstorm ideas for television ads. Instead, two minutes into the conversation, Trump asked LaCivita: "When can you start?" LaCivita froze; he recalls nodding in the affirmative while struggling to articulate any words. "Susie, make a deal with him," Trump said. "Let's get this thing going."

Almost immediately after he came on board in the fall of 2022, LaCivita's new boss began to self-destruct. In late November, Trump hosted Ye (the rapper formerly known as Kanye West) and Nick Fuentes, a known anti-Semite and white supremacist, for dinner at Mar-a-Lago. Then, in early December, Trump proclaimed on social media that the supposedly fraudulent nature of Biden's 2020 victory "allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution." Adding insult to self-inflicted injury, Trump blamed anti-abortion activists for the GOP's poor performance in the midterm elections, infuriating an essential bloc of his political base.

"It was rough. Rough," LaCivita told me.

In those early days, I wondered, did he regret saying yes to Trump?

"You know, I won't go--" he stopped himself. "Look, on this level, a campaign is never without its personal and its professional struggles. That's just the way it is."

LaCivita wasn't the only one struggling. When I started to ask Wiles to identify the low point of Trump's campaign, she cut me off before the question was finished.

"Christmas. He was quiet over Christmas," she said, alluding to the drubbing he took for the Ye-Fuentes dinner and his post about terminating the Constitution. That week, she told me, Trump asked Wiles a question: "Do you think I would win Florida?'"

He could feel his grip on the party loosening. Trump's losing streak had coincided with DeSantis winning reelection by a million and a half votes in the fall of 2022. Already some major donors, operatives, and activists had defected to the Florida governor as he built a presidential campaign aimed at toppling Trump in the 2024 GOP primary.

"I said, 'Yes, of course,'" Wiles recalled, biting her lip. "But I wasn't sure."


A representative from Blexit, a campaign to encourage Black Americans to leave the Democratic Party. For several years, polling has shown Black and Hispanic men drifting further right. (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Wiles and LaCivita knew that DeSantis would stake his entire campaign on the Iowa caucuses. In 2016, Ted Cruz had defeated Trump there by building a sprawling ground game of volunteers and paid staffers who coordinated down to the precinct level. DeSantis was copying that blueprint, hiring Cruz's senior advisers from that race while raising loads of money to construct an even bigger organization.

Trump had never gotten over being outmaneuvered by Cruz in Iowa. In fact, long before he declared America's federal elections illegitimate, Trump had claimed that the 2016 caucuses were rigged. So when Wiles and LaCivita sat him down to discuss strategy in the state--warning him of what DeSantis had planned--Trump told them, matter-of-factly, "That can never happen again."

Over the next year, two things became apparent. First, thanks to the constant suck of Trump's legal fees on his political coffers--campaign insiders say that courtroom costs have accounted for at least 25 cents of every dollar raised by the campaign and affiliated PACs, an estimate that tracks with reporting elsewhere--Trump was not going to be able to spend money like DeSantis could in Iowa. Second, he might not need to.

In Florida, Wiles claims, she had discovered that there were roughly a million Trump supporters who had no history of engagement with the state party apparatus. And yet these people, when contacted by the GOP in 2016 and 2020, would sometimes become Trump's most devoted volunteers. Wiles believed the same thing was possible in Iowa. So did LaCivita. This didn't exactly represent a bet-the-house risk; Trump was always going to be favored against a big, fractured field, in Iowa and beyond. Still, Wiles and LaCivita saw in the opening act of the 2024 primary a chance to pressure-test a theory that could prove crucial later in the year.

Scouring precinct-level statistics from the four previous times Trump had competed in Iowa--the primary and general elections in 2016 and 2020--they isolated the most MAGA-friendly pockets of the state. Then, comparing data they'd collected from those areas against the state's voter file, LaCivita and Wiles found what they were looking for: Some 8,000 of those Iowans they identified as pro-Trump--people who, over the previous seven or eight years, had engaged with Trump's campaign either physically, digitally, or through the mail--were not even registered to vote. Thousands more who were registered to vote had never participated in a caucus. These were the people who, if converted from sympathizers to supporters, could power Trump's organization.

Political consultants often consider eligible voters on a one-to-five scale: Ones being the people who never miss an election and hand out campaign literature in their spare time, fives being the reclusive types who can't be canvassed, have never cast a vote, and probably never will. Most campaigns, especially in Iowa, focus their resources on the ones and twos. "There was this other bucket that we identified: low-propensity Trump supporters," Wiles said. "We sort of took a gamble, but we were really sure that those tier-three people would be participating, that they would be our voters."

Several times in the summer and fall of 2023, I heard from DeSantis allies who were bewildered by what Trump's team was (and wasn't) doing on the ground. "Our opponents were spending tens of millions of dollars paying for voter contacts for people to knock on doors," LaCivita said. "And we were spending tens of thousands printing training brochures and pretty hats with golden embroidery on them."

The gold-embroidered hats were reserved for "captains," the volunteers responsible for organizing Trump supporters in their precincts. Notably, Wiles said, most of these captains came from the third tier of Iowa's electorate--they were identified, recruited, and then trained in one of the hundreds of caucus-education sessions Trump's team held around the state. At that point, the captains were given a list of 10 targets in their community who fit a similar profile, and told to turn them out for the caucuses. It was called the "10 for Trump" program. The best way to find and mobilize more low-propensity Trump supporters, the thinking went, was to deputize people just like them.

It appeared to work. On caucus night, as the wind chill plunged to 40 degrees below zero in parts of Iowa--and voter turnout plunged too--Trump won 51 percent of the vote, breaking an Iowa record, and clobbered DeSantis despite being heavily outspent. According to LaCivita, the precincts where the campaign invested heavily in the "10 for Trump" program saw a significant jump in turnout compared with the rest of the state.

That's the story Wiles and LaCivita are telling about Iowa, anyway. Not everyone believes it. Trump enjoyed a sizable lead in the Iowa polls from the start, thanks in part to his allies blanketing the state with TV ads before his opponents were even out of the gate. Several people who worked on competing campaigns in Iowa said it was Trump's first indictment, in March 2023--not his campaign's ground game or anything else--that made him unbeatable. "When the Democrats started using the law to go after Trump, it hardened all of his very conservative supporters, some of whom had softened after 2022," Sam Cooper, who served as political director for DeSantis, told me. "It was a race the Trump campaign locked up well before caucus day."

The consensus of the political class post-2020 held that Trump's base was maxed out; that any MAGA sympathizers who'd gone undiscovered in 2016 had, by the time of his reelection bid, been identified and incorporated into the GOP turnout machine. Wiles and LaCivita disagreed. They built a primary campaign on the premise that an untapped market for Trumpism still existed. But they knew that the true test of their theory was never going to come in Iowa.


Attendees at the Turning Point event in Phoenix (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Six miles inland from Mar-a-Lago, tucked inside a contemporary 15-floor office building that overlooks a Home Depot parking lot, is a presidential-campaign headquarters so small and austere that nobody seems to realize it's there. When I told the security guard at the front desk that I'd come to visit "the Trump offices," she gave me a quizzical look; only later, after hanging around for several hours, was I clued in to the joke that nobody in this building--not any of the dozen law firms, or the rare-coin dealer, or apparently even the security guard--has any idea exactly who occupies the second and sixth floors.

In fairness, Trump's team used to inhabit just one of those floors. It was only after the merger with the Republican National Committee in early March, which eliminated dozens of supposedly duplicative jobs and relocated most of the RNC staff to Palm Beach, that additional space became necessary. Still, that a former president whose 2020 headquarters was something out of a Silicon Valley infomercial--all touch-screen entryways and floor-to-ceiling glass offices with dazzling views of the Potomac--was housing his 2024 operation in a plebeian office park signaled a sort of inverse ostentation, saying much about the personalities and priorities behind this campaign.

From day one, people familiar with internal deliberations told me, Wiles and LaCivita emphasized efficiency. There would be none of the excesses that became a staple of Trump's 2020 reelection effort, which raised more than $1 billion yet unfathomably ran short of cash in the home stretch of the election. They needed to control all the money. And for that, they needed to control the national party apparatus.

David A. Graham: Trump's campaign has lost whatever substance it once had

The Trump campaign's takeover of the RNC in March--installing the former president's daughter-in-law, Lara Trump, as the new co-chair, while establishing LaCivita as chief of staff and de facto chief executive, all of it long before Trump had technically secured the party's nomination--didn't sit well with many Republicans. Appearances aside, the imperatives of a presidential campaign are not always aligned with those of the RNC, whose job it is to advance the party's interests up and down the ballot and across the country. "Party politics is a team sport. It's bigger than Ronald Reagan or Donald Trump or any one candidate," said Henry Barbour, a longtime Mississippi committeeman, who has fought to prevent the national party's funds from going to Trump's legal defense. "Nobody's ever going to agree on exactly how you split the money up, but you've got to take a holistic approach in thinking about all the campaigns, not just one."

The RNC under Ronna McDaniel, who chaired the national party from early 2017 until LaCivita's takeover, had become a frequent target of Trump's ire. He didn't like that the party remained neutral in the early stages of the 2024 primary--and he was especially furious that McDaniel commissioned debates among the candidates. But what might have bothered him most was the RNC's priorities: McDaniel was continuing to pour money into field operations, stressing the need for a massive get-out-the-vote program, but showed little interest in his pet issue of "election integrity."

"Tell you what," Trump said to Wiles and LaCivita. "I'll turn out the vote. You spend that money protecting it."

The marching orders were clear: Trump's lieutenants were to dismantle much of the RNC's existing ground game and divert resources to a colossal new election-integrity program--a legion of lawyers on retainer, hundreds of training seminars for poll monitors nationwide, a goal of 100,000 volunteers organized and assigned to stand watch outside voting precincts, tabulation centers, and even individual drop boxes.

To sell party officials on this dramatic tactical shift, Wiles and LaCivita pointed to the inefficiencies of the old RNC approach--of which there were plenty--and argued that they could run a more effective ground game with fewer resources. "The RNC has always operated on number of calls, number of door knocks, and nobody paid any attention to what the result of each of those was. We have no use for that," Wiles told me. "It doesn't matter to me how many calls you've made. What matters to me is the number of calls you've made and gotten a positive response from a voter ... They considered success volume. It's not."

Several RNC insiders told me they agreed, at least broadly, with this critique. Yet they also said Trump's team had grossly exaggerated the party's past expenditures to serve the campaign's mission of reallocating resources toward Trump's election-integrity obsession. For example, LaCivita told me that, based on his review of the party's 2020 performance, the RNC spent more than $140 million but made just 17.5 million voter-contact attempts. When I challenged that number, he conceded that it might have been closer to 27 million. But according to an internal RNC database I obtained, the party knocked on nearly 32 million doors in competitive states alone, and made another 113 million phone calls, for a total of some 145 million voter-contact attempts.

A wide array of party officials I spoke with said that McDaniel, who declined to comment for this story, had lost the confidence of her members. And none of them disputed that the RNC ground game needed reassessing. But the abrupt directional change announced by Wiles and LaCivita, these officials told me, could only be interpreted as financial triage. It was unfortunate enough that Trump's legal-defense fund steadily drained the campaign coffers; his insistence on this sweeping, ego-stroking program to "protect the vote" was going to cost an untold fortune. Given these constraints, Wiles and LaCivita knew that they couldn't run a traditional Republican field program.

Which is how I got to talking with James Blair.


To thousands of cheering supporters, Trump declared that the 2024 election would be "too big to rig." (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



"In private equity, or investment in general, you look for highest upside at smallest input," Blair, the 35-year-old political director for Trump and the RNC, told me, trying to justify their cut-rate ground game. "In a very basic sense, you can try to do everything all the time--and often the result is you do nothing particularly well--or you can try to do a few things that deliver high value compared to their relative input level."

We were sitting in a sterile second-floor conference room, the whiteboard to my left freshly wiped down, at the campaign's headquarters. The space outside was more colorful, with depictions of the 45th president adorning the walls: an elaborate In Trump We Trust mural; a blown-up birthday poster, signed by some of his spiritual advisers, depicting Trump under the watch of a lamb, a lion, a white horse, and two doves; a framed replica of Trump's mug shot, in the style of the Obama-era HOPE poster, above the words NEVER SURRENDER. On a stretch of wall outside the conference room, large black letters spelled out the campaign's mantra: Joe Biden is: Weak, Failed and Dishonest.

Blair wore the expression of a man who knows something the rest of us don't. He studied finance at Florida State, then accepted an entry-level job at the statehouse in Tallahassee, with plans to eventually pivot toward a career in business. Instead, he ended up running legislative races for the state GOP in 2016, overseeing the DeSantis campaign's voter-contact program in 2018, and then joining the new governor's office as deputy chief of staff. As with many Wiles loyalists, Blair's time in DeSantis's orbit was brief, and his reunion with Wiles in Trumpworld--her allies on the campaign are known as "the Florida mafia"--was inevitable.

Blair, like Wiles, believes that campaigns have become beholden to empty statistics. "If you chase numbers in terms of top-line output, you make tactical decisions that increase that goal," he said. "So that would be dense suburban areas where you can hit more doors per hour, right? More doors per body [equals] higher output." The problem, Blair said, is that most of those doors aren't worth knocking on: Turnout is already highest in the suburbs, and fewer and fewer voters there remain truly persuadable, for reasons of hardened partisan identification along economic or cultural lines. And yet, since the days of Karl Rove, campaigns have blanketed the country with paid canvassers, investing hundreds of millions of dollars in contacting people who are already going to vote and who, in most cases, already know whom they're voting for.

This is the crux of Team Trump's argument: Now that the electoral landscape looks so different--both campaigns fighting over just a handful of states, a finite number of true swing voters in each--shouldn't the party reassess its strategy? Especially given the campaign's financial burdens, some Republicans agree that the answer is yes. One of them is Rove himself.

"There are two groups of people to consider: the low-propensity Republicans and the persuadable swing [voters]. Be careful that you're not antagonizing one with your outreach to the other. You don't want people knocking on the swing doors wearing 'Let's Go Brandon' shirts," Rove told me. When it comes to running a ground game in this environment, he added, "the priority should be maximizing turnout among the true believers," who, if they vote, are a lock for Trump.

This isn't to say Trump's campaign won't be targeting those persuadable voters. It's just a matter of preferred medium: If Wiles has to drop millions of dollars to engage the suburban mom outside Milwaukee, she'd rather that mom spend 30 seconds with one of LaCivita's TV spots than 30 seconds with a pamphlet-carrying college student on her front porch. This is the essence of Trump's voter-contact strategy: pursuing identified swing voters--college-educated women, working-class Latinos, urban Black men under 40--with micro-targeted media, while earmarking ground resources primarily for reaching those secluded, MAGA-sympathetic voters who have proved difficult to engage.

Stephanie McCrummen: Biden has a bigger problem than the debate

The campaign, I was told, hopes to recruit somewhere between 5,000 and 10,000 captains in each of the seven battleground states: Arizona, Georgia, Michigan, Nevada, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. They won't all be low-propensity Trump supporters, as they were in Iowa--there isn't time to be that selective--but they will be trained in the same way. Each will be assigned a roster of people in their communities, 10 to 50 in total, who fit the profile of Trump-friendly and electorally disengaged. "Our in-house program is focused on doing the hardest-to-do but highest-impact thing," Blair said, which is contacting the MAGA-inclined voters whom previous Trump campaigns missed.

In truth, "hardest-to-do" might be an understatement. Blair was describing this program to me in early June; building it out by the time early voting begins in September is akin to a three-month moonshot. (He declined to share benchmarks demonstrating progress.) Republican officials in key states, meanwhile, have complained for months about the Trump campaign's practically nonexistent presence on the ground. When they've been told of the plan to scale back traditional canvassing operations in favor of a narrower approach, their frustration has at times turned to fury.

"The RNC had promised us a lot of resources, but there's been a huge pullback. And the Trump team isn't standing up its own operation, so we're really behind," Jason Cabel Roe, a GOP consultant in Michigan who's handling the state's most competitive congressional race, told me. "The state party's a mess; they're not going to pick up the slack. When I talk to other Republicans here, they say the same thing: 'Where are the resources for a field operation?'"

Trump officials acknowledge that these concerns are legitimate. Democrats have opened hundreds of field offices and positioned more than 1,000 paid staffers across the battleground map, while the Trump team is running most of its presidential operations out of existing county-party offices and employing fewer than a dozen paid staffers in most states. The great equalizer, they believe, is intensity: Whereas Democrats have struggled to stoke their base--multiple swing-state Biden allies told me that volunteer recruiting has been anemic--Republicans have reported having more helpers than they know what to do with. In this context, Trump's enlisting unpaid yet highly motivated voters to work their own neighborhoods, while the Democrats largely rely on parachuting paid staffers into various locations, might not be the mismatch Republicans fear.

The Trump campaign's approach wouldn't be feasible in most presidential elections. But in 2024, LaCivita told me, there are "probably four" true battlegrounds: Arizona, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. (He said the campaign feels confident, based on public and private polling, as well as its own internal modeling, that Georgia, Nevada, and North Carolina are moving out of reach for Biden.) In this scenario, Trump's team doesn't need to execute a national campaign. They are "basically running four or five Senate races," Beth Myers, a senior adviser to Mitt Romney's 2012 campaign against Barack Obama, told me. "And they can get away with it, because the playing field is just that small now."

Myers is no Trump fan. Still, she credits Wiles and LaCivita with developing a strategy that recognizes both the "excesses" of past Republican campaigns and the realities of a new electorate. In 2012, Romney and Obama fought over a much larger map that included Florida, Ohio, Iowa, Virginia, Colorado, New Hampshire, and even, at least initially, Missouri and Indiana. "Vendors got involved and started telling us that we needed seven 'touches'--that the number of contacts was more important than who we were contacting," Myers said. "But we got that wrong. I think the quality of the touch is much more important than the quantity of the touch, and I think that's what Chris is doing here."

Notably, thanks to a new Federal Election Commission opinion that allows campaigns to coordinate canvassing efforts with outside groups, there will still be an enormous field operation working on Trump's behalf. Blair explained that allied organizations such as Turning Point Action, America First Works, and the Faith and Freedom Coalition would handle much of the right's canvassing effort moving forward, focusing on the "standardized volume plays" as the campaign itself takes a specialized approach. (This isn't the relief Republicans officials have been hoping for: Turning Point, for example, became a punch line among GOP strategists and donors after it promised to deliver Arizona-- where its founder, Charlie Kirk, resides--in the 2022 midterms, only for Democrats to win every major statewide race. Kirk's group is assuring dubious party officials and major donors that its operation has scaled up, but several told me they aren't buying it.)

Blair knows the campaign can't ignore the outcry from local Republicans. As we ended our conversation, he was heading to his office to lead a conference call with county chairs in battleground states, part of an effort to "educate" them about the program and "get buy-in."

If one thing has calmed Republican nerves, it's the recent, record-breaking fundraising haul that accompanied Trump's conviction in the New York hush-money case. A campaign that was once being badly outraised brought in more than $70 million in the 48 hours after the verdict. Suddenly--and to the shock of both campaigns--Trump entered July with more cash on hand than Biden.

But this windfall hasn't altered the plans of Wiles and LaCivita. Even when the money was pouring in, it was too late, they told me; the campaign's tactical decisions for getting out the vote had already been made. Around this same time, I noticed that it wasn't just those swing-state Republicans getting anxious. The day before I visited headquarters, one Trump aide, who requested anonymity to speak candidly, confessed to me that doubts about the field strategy permeate this campaign. This person predicted that Wiles, LaCivita, and Blair will either look like geniuses who revolutionized Republican politics--or the biggest morons ever put in charge of a presidential campaign.

"I accept that framing," Blair told me, flashing a smirk. "And I live by it every day."

As Blair and I stood up to leave the conference room, he stopped me. The smirk was gone. He wanted to make something clear: He takes these decisions very seriously. "Because if we lose," he said, "I think there's a pretty good chance they're going to throw us in jail."

It was a startling moment. I'd heard campaign aides make offhand remarks before about expecting to end up incarcerated for helping Trump. But this was more direct, more paranoid. Blair was telling me that, in a second Biden administration, he expected deep-state flunkies to arrest him for the crime of opposing the president. And he wasn't alone. Brian Hughes, a campaign spokesperson known for his extensive government work and generally affable demeanor, nodded in agreement as Blair spoke. "I think we all feel that way," Hughes said.






A sign for Turning Point's "Chase the Vote" initiative, a door-knocking effort aimed at encouraging mail-in voting. In Arizona, Wiles and LaCivita have outsourced much of the Trump campaign's canvassing operations to Turning Point. (Roger Kisby / Redux for The Atlantic)



Throughout our conversations, Wiles and LaCivita kept insisting to me that something important has changed about Donald Trump. As they tell it, the man who once loathed making donor calls is now dialing for dollars at seven in the morning, unprompted. The man who could never be bothered with the fine print of Iowa's caucuses finally sat down and learned the rules--and then started explaining them to Iowans at his pre-caucus events. The man who treated 2016 like a reality show and 2020 like a spin-off now speaks of little else but winning.

This may all be the stuff of reverential narratives. Yet there is no denying the consequence of Trump's evolution on one tactical front: voting by mail. In 2020, the president railed against the practice, refusing to heed the advice of campaign aides who told him, given the shifting nature of consumer behaviors during the pandemic, that absentee votes would almost certainly decide the election. This time around, Wiles led a months-long effort to educate her boss on the practice, explaining how Republicans in Florida and elsewhere had built sprawling, successful operations targeting people who prefer not to vote in person. Wiles pressed Trump on the subject over the course of at least a dozen conversations, stretching from the pre-Iowa season all the way into the late springtime, pleading with him to bless the campaign's effort to organize a voter-contact strategy built around absentee ballots.

"It wasn't like we went in there one day and said, 'Okay, today we're gonna say we like mail-in ballots.' It doesn't happen that way," Wiles told me at one point. "As he better understood campaign mechanics, he understood, you know, why this--"

"Winning!" LaCivita chimed in, palms raised, growing impatient with the explanation.

Wiles shot him a look. "Why this was important," she said.

The funny thing, Wiles noted, is that she can't take credit for convincing Trump. It was "a person who will remain nameless"--someone from outside the campaign, who happened to be kibitzing with the former president about his own reasons for voting by mail--who said something that jolted Trump's brain. "That's when the switch flipped. And that is very typical," Wiles said, chuckling. "You work on something, work on something, work on something, and then in some bizarre, unexpected way, somebody phrases it differently--or it's somebody that he particularly respects in a particular area who says it--and that's it."

The campaign is now engineering a mobilization program aimed at making absentee voting seamless and customizable based on each voter's jurisdiction. (The initiative, dubbed "Swamp the Vote," comes with face-saving disclaimers about this being necessary only to defeat the sinister, election-stealing left.) This project might not assuage the Trump-fueled fears of Republican base voters, but that's hardly the point. His campaign sees the mail-voting push as a path to attracting a slice of the electorate that the Republican Party has spent two decades ignoring: low-propensity left-leaning voters, especially young men of color, who, due to some combination of panic and boredom, turned out for Biden in 2020.

These voters are one explanation as to how Democrats ran up an unthinkable 81-million-vote total in the last presidential election--and, more to the point, increased their margins in places such as Phoenix, Detroit, Milwaukee, and Philadelphia. For the past several years, however, polling has shown Black and Hispanic men drifting further right--a trend sharply accelerated by the Biden-Trump rematch. If the Republican nominee can siphon off any significant chunk of those voters in November--persuading them to mail in a ballot for him instead of sitting out the election--the math for the Democrats isn't going to work. That could make November a realignment election, much like Obama's win in 2008: one that shifts perceptions of voter coalitions and sends the losing side scrambling to recalibrate its approach.

Ironically enough, it was Obama's dominant showings with nonwhite voters in 2008 and 2012--winning them by margins of four to one--that inspired a Republican autopsy report that called for kinder, gentler engagement with minority communities. Now record numbers of Black and Latino men might be won over by the same candidate who prescribes mass deportations, trafficks in openly racist rhetoric, and talks about these voters in ways that border on parody. "He says stuff like 'The Blacks love me!''" LaCivita remarked to me at one point. He threw his arms up, looking equal parts dumbfounded and delighted. "Who the fuck would say that?"

Wiles, for her part, wanted to be clear about the campaign's aims. "It's so targeted--we're not fighting for Black people," she said. "We're fighting for Black men between 18 and 34."

Ronald Brownstein: How Trump is dividing minority voters

When she told me this, we were standing together backstage--LaCivita, Wiles, and me--at the Turning Point USA event in Detroit. Most of the faces in the crowd were white; the same had been true a few hours earlier, when Trump spoke at a Black church on the city's impoverished west side. But that didn't matter much to Wiles and LaCivita. The voters they're targeting wouldn't even know Trump was in Detroit that day, much less come out to see him. These aren't people whose neighborhoods will be canvassed by Republican volunteers; rather, they will be the subject of a sweeping media campaign aimed at fueling disillusionment with the Democratic Party.

As we stood chatting, I remembered something that one of Trump's allies had told me months earlier--a sentiment that has since been popularized and described in different ways: "For every Karen we lose, we're going to win a Jamal and an Enrique." Wiles nodded in approval.

"That's a fact. I believe it. And I so believe we're realigning the party," she told me.

Wiles paused. "And I don't think we're gonna lose all the Karens, either. They buy eggs. They buy gas. They know. They may not tell their neighbor, or their carpool line, but they know."

Just to be clear, I asked: If the Trump campaign converts significant numbers of Black and Hispanic voters, and holds on to a sizable portion of suburban white women, aren't we talking about a blowout in November?

"We are," Wiles said.

This is the scenario Trump craves, the one he's been talking about at all of his recent rallies: winning by margins that are "too big to rig." I had to wonder, though: What if the campaign's models are wrong? What if, yet again, the election is decided by thousands of votes across a few key states? Wiles and LaCivita had accommodated Trump's request to spend lavishly on an "election integrity" effort. But had they accommodated themselves to his lies about the last election--and what might be required of them next?

One afternoon in early June, as we sat in the hallway of an Arizona megachurch--Trump was delivering some fire and brimstone inside the sanctuary, decrying the evils of illegal immigration and drawing chants of "Bullshit! Bullshit! Bullshit!"--I asked LaCivita if he felt additional pressure running this particular campaign: Winning meant Trump would avoid further criminal prosecution; losing could mean more convictions and even incarceration. Either way, I suggested, this would be Trump's last campaign.

"I don't know," LaCivita said, a smile spreading across his face. "I read somewhere that he was gonna change the Constitution so he could run again!" He was soon doubled over, howling and smacking both palms on his knees. It was an odd scene. When he finally came up for air, LaCivita told me, "I'm being sarcastic, of course." Another pause. "I'm joking. Of course I am!"

If he was really joking, I replied, there was no need to keep clarifying that it was a joke.

"No, no," LaCivita said, straightening his tie. "I just get a kick out of it."

LaCivita tries to laugh off stress whenever possible. The Trump campaign, he said, is a "360-degree shooting gallery" in which "everybody is coming after you, internally and externally," all the time. On any given day, he might be cleaning up after a particular staffer who has gone rogue with reporters, or extinguishing rumors he says are being spread about him by Trump's confidant Richard Grenell ("he just likes to cause trouble"), or refuting supposed policy plans for the second Trump administration being floated by "those quote-unquote allies" on the MAGA right. ("It's the Project '25 yokels from Heritage. They and AFPI"--the America First Policy Institute, another think tank--"have their own little groups that raise money. They grift, and they pitch policy," LaCivita said. "They have their own goals and their own agendas, and they have nothing to do with winning an election.") In his mind, all the "noise"--Trump's authoritarian spitballing very much included--is a source of levity.

There was a time, however, when LaCivita didn't find it so funny. According to several people close to him, he was alarmed by Trump's rise in 2016. After he came to terms with Trumpism, as so many in the party eventually did, his qualms were rekindled by the January 6 insurrection. Then came the opportunity to help run the 2024 campaign. Once again, LaCivita hesitated. And once again, LaCivita gave in--only to find himself, a few weeks into the job, working for a man who was dining with a neo-Nazi and toying with the idea of terminating the Constitution. After a while, he became resigned to these feelings of dissonance, friends told me, and eventually desensitized to them altogether. His focus was winning: demolishing Biden, electing Trump, ushering in massive Republican legislative majorities. But had he given much thought to what that success might mean?

Not long after our conversation in Arizona, I met LaCivita for breakfast on Capitol Hill, near his office at the RNC. Later that day, his boss would meet with House and Senate Republicans--many of whom, like LaCivita, had been ready to throw Trump overboard a couple of years ago, and who now stood and saluted like the North Korean military. As we sipped coffee, I asked LaCivita about the potential "termination" of the Constitution that the former president floated in 2022.

"I don't know if he used the word terminate," LaCivita said, squinting his eyes. "I think he may have said change or something." (Trump did, in fact, say termination.)

Certainly it's plausible that a hired gun, someone who cares about winning and winning only, could have genuinely forgotten the language used by his employer. And yet, according to several people familiar with the fallout, LaCivita--a Purple Heart recipient who lost friends in the Gulf War--was so bothered by the social-media post that he confronted Trump about it himself.

LaCivita confirmed to me that he'd called Trump about the post. In his telling, Trump responded that people were twisting his words, then agreed to issue a statement declaring his love for the Constitution. And that was that, LaCivita said, offering a shrug. He likened it to football: When the quarterback throws an interception, the team has to move on. No dwelling on the last play.

As he shoveled over-hard eggs into his mouth, Marine Corps cufflinks were visible beneath his dark suit. LaCivita had sworn an oath to the Constitution; he'd risked his life for the Constitution. Didn't a part of him, when he read that post, think about the implications beyond political strategy?

"I mean, he took an oath to the Constitution too, as president of the United States," LaCivita said. "I never put myself in a position of judging somebody."

LaCivita thought for a moment. He told me that he'd sat in the courtroom on the second day of Trump's hush-money trial in May. "Listening to the stuff they're saying, meant for no other reason than to harm the guy politically--it just pissed me off," he said. "It made me that much more determined."

Now we were getting somewhere. Do the people who enter Trump's orbit, I asked, become hardened by the experience? Do they adopt his persecution complex? Do they take the insults to him personally?

"I don't psychoanalyze myself, and I sure as hell don't psychoanalyze the people that I work for," LaCivita told me. "But I truly believe that the things that he can do as president can actually make the country a whole lot better. You don't do this at this level for transactional purposes."

No doubt LaCivita is conservative by nature: pro-gun, anti-abortion, viscerally opposed to Democratic orthodoxy on illegal immigration and gender identity. At the same time, he has worked for Republicans who span the party's ideological spectrum--most of them moderates who, he admits, reflect his own "center right" beliefs.

Just recently, I told LaCivita, I'd read an interview he'd given to his hometown newspaper, The Richmond Times-Dispatch, more than a decade ago. One quote stood out. Reflecting on his appetite for the fray--as a Marine, as a hunter, as a political combatant--LaCivita told the interviewer: "A warrior without war is miserable."

When I looked up from reading the quote, LaCivita was nodding.

"People hire me to beat Democrats," he said. "That's what I do. That's what Chris LaCivita does. He beats Democrats, period."

He paused. "And Donald Trump gave me the opportunity of a lifetime."

That much is true. Political consultants spend their careers dreaming of the day they're called upon to elect a president, and those who succeed gain a status that guarantees wealth and prestige. I couldn't help but think of how Wiles, the seasoned strategist who'd been humiliated by Florida's young hot-shot governor, had hitched her career to Trump during his post-January 6 political exile. "The last time he was in Washington," she said, "he was being run out of there on an airplane where nobody came to say goodbye." Now Trump was barging his way back into the White House--and those same Republicans who once accused him of treachery, she noted, were cheering him on.

"He didn't change," Wiles told me. "They changed."

I wanted to know if Wiles had changed. She boasted to me, during one conversation, that she had been somewhat successful in getting her boss to cut back on the rigged-election talk on the campaign trail. ("People want to have hope, they want to be inspired, they want to look forward," she said.) But in that same conversation, Wiles could not answer the question of whether the 2020 election had actually been stolen. "I'm not sure," she said, repeating the phrase three times.

And her boss?

"He thinks he knows," Wiles said.

She paused, seeming to catch herself. "But we know," Wiles added, "that it can't happen again."

Her moment of hesitancy stood out. One of the maxims of this campaign, something LaCivita drills into his staff, is that self-doubt destroys. ("You're either right or you're wrong," he said. But you can't second-guess decisions "once the bullet leaves the chamber.") Which, as we sat inside that diner on Capitol Hill, one block from the scene of the January 6 carnage, returned us to the question of Trump's threat against the Constitution. If LaCivita were to acknowledge his trepidation about the man he's working for--

"Boom!" he said, interrupting with a faux gunshot noise. "You're done. You're done. Hesitation in combat generally gets you killed."

Even if you're hesitating for good reason?

"Hesitation in combat gets you killed," LaCivita said again, leaning across the table this time. He pounded his fist to punctuate every word: "I. Don't. Hesitate."

In that moment, the sum of my conversations with LaCivita and Wiles and their campaign deputies began to make sense. For all their lofty talk of transformation--transforming their boss's candidacy, transforming Republican politics, transforming the electorate, transforming the country--it continues to be Trump who does the transforming.
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Stop Soft-Pedaling the GOP's Extreme Positions

The party's platform on abortion and LGBTQ rights is just as radical as ever.

by Adam Serwer




The idea that Donald Trump is forcing the Republican Party to moderate its extreme positions on abortion and LGBTQ rights would make for an interesting story. So interesting, in fact, that the story was all over the mainstream press. The only problem with this very interesting story is that it didn't happen.

On Monday, a draft of the GOP platform began circulating ahead of the Republican convention. The coverage of the platform's position on abortion was remarkable in its uniformity. The New York Times' headline blared, "Following Trump's Lead, Republicans Adopt Platform That Softens Stance on Abortion." NBC News announced, "Trump Pushes New GOP Platform Softening Party's Positions on Abortion and Same-Sex Marriage." The Washington Post concurred: "GOP Adopts Platform That Softens Language on Abortion, Same-Sex Marriage." These headlines could not be more misleading. (One outlet, The 19th, commendably got it right.)

First, although the new platform omits language from the 2016 version opposing marriage equality, it is silent on equal rights for same-sex couples, and certainly does not endorse them. That omission is meaningful, and should not be interpreted as moderation. The Trumpified right-wing majority on the Supreme Court has already taken quiet aim at the decision that granted same-sex couples the right to marry, and some of the sitting justices, such as Samuel Alito, have denounced that decision outright. Once the right-wing bloc on the Court has the numbers and the right case, that decision will likely be overturned.

Read: What would Trump really do on abortion?

In other words, the removal of the previous opposition does not amount to a recognition of equal rights for same-sex couples. It is a strategic silence asserted in the belief that the Roberts Court will narrow those rights in its own time without the GOP having to pay a political price for making that happen. Other language in the new platform refers to being able to "act in accordance with those [religious] Beliefs, not just in places of Worship, but in everyday life." This is about justifying religious exemptions to anti-discrimination laws, which will target LGBTQ Americans and women, among others. This is an agenda that contemplates second-class citizenship for anyone who is not a right-wing Christian, and elevated status for those who are.

Second, if the party's stance on marriage equality is a matter of strategic silence, the media coverage of the abortion language amounts to strategic illiteracy. Here is the plank, under a heading that reads "Republicans Will Protect and Defend a Vote of the People, From Within the States, on the Issue of Life":

We proudly stand for families and Life. We believe that the 14th Amendment to the Constitution of the United States guarantees that no person can be denied Life or Liberty without Due Process, and that the States are, therefore, free to pass Laws protecting those Rights. After 51 years, because of us, that power has been given to the States and to a vote of the People. We will oppose Late Term Abortion, while supporting mothers and policies that advance Prenatal Care, access to Birth Control, and IVF (fertility treatments).


The key language here is "We believe that the 14th Amendment to the Constitution of the United States guarantees that no person can be denied Life or Liberty without Due Process, and that the States are, therefore, free to pass Laws protecting those Rights." The actual language of the Fourteenth Amendment, plain to anyone who has read it, says, "No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws."

The doctrine that a fetus is morally equivalent to a fully born child is called "fetal personhood"; it asserts that a fetus obtains constitutional rights at the moment of conception, and therefore, ending a pregnancy is identical to murder. In its 2016 platform, the Republican Party made this claim by saying that the Fourteenth Amendment's due-process protections guarantee that "the unborn child has a fundamental right to life which cannot be infringed," and calling for a constitutional amendment to enshrine this understanding. Eight years later, the Trump-appointed justices on the Supreme Court who helped strike down Roe v. Wade have conservatives hoping that an amendment won't actually be necessary to change the interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment--that the right-wing justices will simply rewrite the Constitution to ban abortion nationally on those grounds. Instead of calling for an amendment, this year's platform asserts the same belief in fetal personhood, and says that protecting it is up to state law.

But this is incoherent. If the Fourteenth Amendment bars abortion--the implication of the doctrine of fetal personhood--then no state laws are necessary to enforce that constitutional guarantee. The wording of the platform restates the same radical position that Republicans took in the 2016 platform, but makes it more confusing. There is no softening of the GOP's position on abortion here, just a garbled reiteration of the party's position that abortion for any reason should be illegal everywhere in the United States, hidden behind an irrelevant aside about states' rights.

From the January/February 2024 issue: A plan to outlaw abortion everywhere

Furthermore, there is no "states' rights" version of the Fourteenth Amendment. The entire point of the Fourteenth Amendment is that the states cannot do whatever they want, that they cannot violate the fundamental rights of their residents. In the interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment adopted by the Republican Party in its platform, abortion rights are unconstitutional because a fetus is a person and therefore entitled to those constitutional protections.

The point, presumably, of the muddled and contradictory language adopted by the platform was to get the media to run with a bunch of headlines announcing that the party was moderating on abortion, while allowing the language to serve as a promise to anti-abortion activists, who fully understand that Donald Trump intends to follow through on their agenda while in office. That includes, as my colleague Elaine Godfrey reported in February, banning abortion through novel enforcement of the 19th-century Comstock Act without any need for Congress. As Godfrey wrote at the time, "Any Trump endorsement of a national abortion limit is nothing more than strategic messaging--a ploy to win over moderate voters in the general election." The same is true of this new state-by-state approach.

Trump and the Republican Party have records on abortion that show what they would do with federal power. Trump appointed three of the six justices who issued the decision overturning a national right to an abortion after he promised to do just that. Republican-controlled states acted swiftly to ban abortion as soon as they could, not just enacting draconian bans and restrictions on speech and movement related to abortion, but seeking to criminalize leaving the state to get an abortion or providing information on how to get one. Republicans in the Senate blocked a bill to protect in vitro fertilization. As with anything else, what politicians have actually done is a much more reliable guide to what they will do than what they say they will do.

If Trump returns to the White House, the power of the federal government will likely be focused on restricting Americans' rights to free expression, travel, and bodily autonomy in the name of preventing abortion. Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation blueprint for a second Trump administration, which Trump has unconvincingly attempted to disavow despite the plan having been written by veterans of his first administration, details possible avenues for such restrictions. The Project 2025 agenda contemplates allowing employers to deny health-care coverage for contraception to their workers, allowing hospitals to refuse to provide abortion care when someone's life is at risk, and otherwise limiting access to abortion medication and contraception. Project 2025 also wants to use the Department of Health and Human Services to force states to track abortions in order to crack down on what it calls "abortion tourism," that is, women being forced to leave their home state to obtain medical care that they are prevented from getting where they live. Last year, a Texas mother named Kate Cox had to flee the state to get an abortion because her fetus had a fatal abnormality, and carrying the pregnancy to term could have endangered both her life and her ability to get pregnant again. This is what the people who would run the next Trump administration regard as "abortion tourism."

The idea that Republicans would not do such things because they are unpopular ignores the fact that abortion bans are also deeply unpopular--even conservative voters in some red states have rejected them since the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision--and many Republican-run states instituted draconian bans on abortion anyway. Red states' response to voters rejecting Republican extremism on abortion at the polls was not moderating on the issue, but attempting to take the decision out of voters' hands entirely by preventing abortion from being the subject of statewide referendums in which abortion bans keep losing.

The GOP platform is an obvious bait and switch, and it doesn't even try very hard to hide the switch. As the writer Jessica Valenti notes, "The platform doesn't change a single thing about what Trump would do if elected, nor does it mean that there's an actual rift between his campaign and the anti-abortion movement. This is political theater, and the mainstream press is handing out programs." The GOP platform on abortion does not show Trump or the GOP "softening" or shifting on abortion rights; it shows them trying to avoid the political consequences of their position on the matter by hiding them in plain sight.

It has been clear from the beginning that Trump regards abortion rights as a political vulnerability for Republicans and would seek to seem moderate on the issue, just as it's clear that the anti-abortion camp understands that Trump will do its bidding when in office, as he did last time. One reason he may get the chance is mainstream press organizations' embracing the narrative of Trump as an abortion moderate--despite all available evidence to the contrary.
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Alice Munro Was a Terrible Mother

But we shouldn't stop reading her stories.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




By now, we should be used to this story: A beloved artist is undone by their own bad behavior, knocked off their pedestal, their works removed to a remote shelf. Since the #MeToo movement began, publishing, just like film and music, has seen its share of idols abandoned. But the distress over the Nobel Prize-winning author Alice Munro has a different tenor.

The death of Munro, at 92 years old in May, was followed by an outpouring of encomium by her many fans. Her obituary in The New York Times called her the closest thing there was to a "literary saint" in her native Canada. But this week her daughter Andrea Robin Skinner published an op-ed in the Toronto Star revealing that her stepfather, Gerald Fremlin, had molested her when she was a child, and that Munro had remained married to him even after learning the truth. As a young woman, Skinner went to the police and--in part on the strength of letters Fremlin had written to Skinner's father and her stepmother that graphically described the abuse--he was convicted of indecent assault. But Skinner never spoke publicly about the case, or about her estrangement from her mother, until now. "She was adamant that whatever had happened was between me and my stepfather," Skinner wrote. "It had nothing to do with her."

Measuring horrors is an unpleasant business. Although Munro did not herself abuse her daughter, her behavior was unfathomably revolting. In his letters, Fremlin blamed Skinner for what happened, saying the 9-year-old girl had been a "Lolita" who seduced him. The decision to stick by him suggests that Munro may have accepted this disgusting defense. According to Skinner, whose account has been backed up by many sources, the abuse was an open secret not just in their family, but in literary circles. Her mother was protected by her fame and persona, and, Skinner wrote, "I was alone."

Read: What Alice Munro has left us

How, many of Munro's fans are now wondering, can they ever reconcile the saint with this history? Can they still read and admire her stories?

The #MeToo movement has given us one answer to the question of how to manage art we love after it has been recategorized as the output of a morally "bad actor." We throw it out. We rip the artist from their pedestal and cast the films, music, novels, paintings, clothing that we formerly admired into the nearest cultural refuse bin. We do so with such great public ceremony that even engaging with the contents of the bin thereafter, even trepidatiously approaching it, becomes a violation. There are now scores of films we should not watch, albums we should not stream, and brands we should not wear.

In the beginning this was, I admit, a thrilling act. As woman after woman came forward with long-kept secrets about powerful men, we found catharsis in rising against these protected predators. We were invigorated by seizing our power as consumers of art and devaluing perpetrators with so much wealth and fame and glory.

But this reaction was not only culturally immature; it was also unsustainable. At this rate, we risk throwing away the art and culture that define us. In the gray and nauseating light of the Munro revelations, we can perhaps see a different answer to the question of how to separate the art from the artist: We can exalt the art without deifying the artist.

There is a cascading effect to genius: We think that because someone has all that talent, they must have the virtues to go with it. And because Munro was a woman, that virtue extends to our presumptions of her as a mother (perhaps one of the few benefits of sexism). We seem unable to imagine that someone who was such a good writer could be a bad mother.

But it is our very investment in that cascade of genius, and in the idea of the virtuous artist, that has protected so many predators. Of the many outrages in this story, one of the most upsetting is that the family stayed silent in part because they felt an obligation to preserve Munro's reputation. This happens all the time, though most members of the protected class of genius have been men, whose misdeeds must be kept behind locked doors because there is--always--"too much at stake." I wrote about such a man in my most recent book: a character based on the art titan Carl Andre, a sculptor who was accused and acquitted in a trial by a judge of murdering his wife, Ana Mendieta. Though doubt lingered around the acquittal, he largely enjoyed the defense and support of the art establishment up until his own death at 88.

Inevitably, someone is reading this and thinking: If we don't shun the work, how will we punish the artist? That's the wrong question to ask. For one thing, Munro is dead and doesn't care anymore what we think. But even for artists who are alive and well, the more effective response is to stop putting them on pedestals in the first place.

Just as there are terrible, troubled people who are excellent mechanics or stock brokers, there are terrible, troubled people who make excellent art. Perhaps they are even overrepresented. Perhaps, in some cases, it is precisely their troubled terribleness that helped make that art excellent. That, alone, might be reason enough to keep engaging with the art after our idols have fallen. Not blindly, like acolytes. But critically, to see what it was about their work that made it resonate. Art is powerful not because it mirrors only our innate goodness, but rather because it reveals our innate complexity: the delicate balance of love and sin that exists, to varying degrees, within us all.

Read: A quiet genius

Munro published a story called "Vandals" in The New Yorker soon after she was first told, in a letter from her daughter, about the abuse. The story is about a woman whose husband molested a much younger neighbor. The woman can't or won't admit that she knows, at some level, what happened, and she does nothing. It was the last story in her 1994 collection Open Secrets. It should not only be read again; it should be read again in that gray and nauseating light of what we know now.
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Age Isn't Biden's Only Problem

Even if he could prove that his debate performance was an outlier, he would remain a deeply unpopular president with a deeply unpopular record.

by Roge Karma




As Democratic Party insiders, pundits, and your high-school friend group debate whether Joe Biden should drop out of the presidential race, the conversation remains tightly focused on the question of his age and fitness. The Keep Joe camp argues that, with enough strong public appearances, the president can prove that he's still up for the job, and that his disastrous debate performance was an aberration. The Coronate Kamala camp, meanwhile, contends that Biden should step aside and hand the nomination to his younger, more energetic vice president, who, as Biden's second in command, would presumably fill the role of "Biden, but younger."

Both arguments suffer from a crucial blind spot: Most Americans don't seem to want a younger version of Biden, because age is only one of the president's problems. His other problem is that too many voters think his administration has been a failure. A Biden rejuvenation or a Harris nomination might solve the first problem, but would do little to address the second. If Biden does decide to step out of the race--which so far he insists he will not--the strongest replacement candidate will be one who can distance themselves from the White House's record.

Even those Democratic insiders who want Biden to drop out generally agree that he has been an effective president. There's plenty of evidence to support that argument: The U.S. economy is in tremendous shape by both historical and international standards, and Biden has racked up an impressive list of major legislative accomplishments. But what Democratic insiders think of Biden's job performance won't matter much in November. What matters is what voters think, and they don't think Biden has done a very good job at all.

As of this writing, the president's approval rating sits at 37 percent, the lowest of any president at this point in their first term since George H. W. Bush (who lost his reelection bid). Nearly six in 10 voters say that Biden's policies have left the country worse off, including a fifth of voters who supported him in 2020, and majorities disapprove of how the administration has handled basically every important issue, including inflation, immigration, and foreign policy. Despite strong headline numbers, Americans feel worse about the economy now than they did 15 years ago, in June 2009, when the economy was in recession and unemployment was 9.5 percent. The administration's attempts to improve its standing with the public don't appear to have made a dent.

Some of this disapproval might be a product of Biden's age. Perhaps his numbers would be better if voters thought he was a strong, capable leader. But the evidence suggests that voters' pessimism has more to do with macro forces--what the pollster Patrick Ruffini described to me as a "post-COVID inflationary malaise"--than with the individual attributes of their leaders. Incumbents in democracies around the world have been deeply unpopular for the past few years. Many leaders of wealthy nations have even lower approval ratings than Biden; in the past nine months, the ruling parties in the United Kingdom, France, South Africa, the Netherlands, and India have suffered electoral defeats. After years of rising prices and global instability, voters all over the world appear eager for change. Incumbency, long considered an automatic electoral advantage, has become a liability. "The old rules of presidential elections just don't apply anymore," the political scientist Lee Drutman told me. "A huge portion of the electorate is deeply dissatisfied with how things are going, and there's not much politicians in power can do to change their minds."

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

Biden appears to be in denial about this fact. In the face of mounting pressure for the president to drop out of the race, his team has scheduled a flurry of live events and interviews in a last-ditch effort to reassure the public that concerns over their boss's age are overblown. But even if Biden did somehow rediscover the vigor and lucidity of his younger self, he would remain a deeply unpopular president with a deeply unpopular record. "It's frustrating to all of us that Biden isn't getting credit for this miraculous presidency," a veteran Democratic strategist who is close to the White House told me. "But at this point we have to bow to political reality."

Given the Biden administration's unpopularity, replacing the president with his younger vice president would be even riskier than it sounds. As Biden's second in command, Harris would inherit much of her boss's baggage. Everything that voters currently blame Biden for--high prices, border chaos, the ongoing wars in Gaza and Ukraine--they would likely blame Harris for. Even worse, early in her tenure, Harris was tasked with the thankless job of trying to fix the root causes of America's migrant influx--a problem that she of course failed to solve and that has since become arguably Democrats' biggest political vulnerability.

Donald Trump, with his knack for sniffing out political weakness, attacks Biden on prices, immigration, and international disorder every chance he gets. "Under crooked Joe Biden the world is in flames, our border is overrun, inflation is raging," Trump said at a recent rally. With Harris as the nominee he would hardly have to alter that message--except, perhaps, to add in the accusation that Harris participated in an effort to cover up Biden's diminished capacity. The Trump campaign is already referring to Harris as Biden's "border czar" and "enabler in chief." Instead of prosecuting the case against Trump, Harris could end up spending her hypothetical candidacy playing defense.

If Biden eventually does decide to leave the race, Democrats might be better served by opening the nomination process to challengers who aren't directly tied to the Biden administration, such as California Governor Gavin Newsom and Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer. Those leaders don't have the name recognition that Harris does--which probably explains why they are currently a few points behind her in national polls--but they have the benefit of distance from the administration's record. That dynamic appears to have helped Democrats in recent elections: Democratic congressional candidates outperformed all expectations in the 2022 midterms, and, as the polling expert Nate Silver recently noted in a New York Times op-ed, every single 2024 Democratic Senate candidate is running well ahead of Joe Biden. Meanwhile, even as voters rate the national economy terribly, they view their state and local economies much more positively, suggesting that a politician from outside Washington could run on a stronger economic record.

Which politician, exactly? That remains an unanswered question. Last week, Representative Jim Clyburn, the South Carolina congressman whose endorsement saved Biden's campaign in 2020, floated the idea of a "mini primary" to decide on Biden's replacement, should the president drop out of the race. Other experts have subsequently filled in some of the details. Candidates, presumably including Harris, would give speeches, sit for interviews, hold town halls, and debate one another as they made their respective cases for the nomination. This approach would amount to a wager that a yet-to-be-determined younger candidate unburdened by Biden's low approval ratings would have a better chance to defeat Trump in November.

Supporters of Biden and Harris warn that a mini-primary would tear the party apart, just like the 1968 Democratic National Convention--a chaotic affair held after embattled and unpopular President Lyndon B. Johnson announced he would no longer seek reelection. But they tend not to mention the outcome of that convention: The party nominated Hubert Humphrey, who lost to Richard Nixon in the general election. Humphrey was Johnson's vice president. He couldn't quite shed the baggage of the administration he had helped run.
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The Worst Argument in Favor of Keeping Joe Biden

The president's allies say he has earned American voters' loyalty. Really?

by Conor Friedersdorf




As Democrats debate whether to replace President Joe Biden, an ill-conceived argument for retaining him as the nominee is alarmingly common.

Its premise is that Biden has earned voters' loyalty--as if the question that confronts Americans is what we owe an individual politician rather than what's best for the country. No matter how one feels about Biden, that premise is deeply flawed.

Vice President Kamala Harris put it this way last week: "President Joe Biden has devoted his life to fighting for the people of our country. In this moment, I know all of us are ready to fight for him."

California Governor Gavin Newsom declared, "Joe Biden's had our back. Now it's time to have his."

Governor Wes Moore of Maryland told reporters, "The president has always had our backs, and we're going to have his back as well."

Loyalty can be a virtue, but this invocation of it is appalling.

I am glad that Biden prevailed in 2020. I am grateful for his public service, despite disagreeing with his ideology. But do Harris, Newsom, and Moore really believe that if a president works on behalf of the public--that if he does the job that he sought out and was paid to perform--he is owed reelection, even if his cognitive capacities suddenly decline or other circumstances arise to make him less capable of doing his job well?

Their loyalty statements do not argue that Biden is the Democrat most likely to beat Donald Trump, or that Biden would make the best president of any electable Democrat, or that Biden will be cognitively capable of serving four more years as president, or even that his present cognitive abilities are sufficient. They appeal to a duty of reciprocity, treating other questions as less important or irrelevant.

That's frustrating because all those other questions are of much greater importance. If loyalty is a virtue at all, the loyalty we owe to family members, to friends, to colleagues, and to country--that is, to our roughly 336,706,000 fellow Americans--will always compel us to put what's best for them before what's best for any politician, including any president, no matter how much he has achieved or sacrificed.

Graeme Wood: A scheme for Biden to preserve his dignity

Democratic National Committee Chair Jaime Harrison told Al Sharpton that in the Black community, he is seeing intensified support for Biden (something that is not evidenced in polls), because "people understand this: that Joe Biden has always had our back, and we're going to have his." That always is itself preposterous. For instance, Biden was on the wrong side of the school-integration efforts of the 1970s. But even if it were true, voters who prioritize the interests of Black Americans, or Americans generally, should ask Who will serve us best these next four years? not Who has served us best in the past? Should the answers differ, the civic responsibility is to back whoever is most likely to improve lives going forward, not to reward past performance at the future's expense. No honorable politician would want that.

Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania stated, "I'm unwilling to discard a great president, a decent man and a loving father after 50 years in public service, over a 90-minute debate. Responding with disorder, panic, and disloyalty is not meeting this moment." By injecting questions of loyalty and disloyalty into his argument and implying that deciding that a politician lacks the cognitive fitness to do the toughest job in the world is somehow tantamount to discarding him, Fetterman failed to meet the moment. Forced retirement at 81 is not exile. Many have sacrificed more for the common good.

Democrats would do better to run Vice President Harris than Joe Biden, and better still to run whichever Democrat polls best, in terms of approval rating and in head-to-head matchups with Trump. But even Democrats who think Biden should stay in the race should abandon the flawed loyalty argument.

Most Americans, including most independents and undecided voters, will be understandably alienated by a Democratic talking point that amounts to Ask not what the presumptive Democratic nominee can do for you, but what you owe the presumptive Democratic nominee.

Americans do owe our elected officials fair-mindedness, appreciation of how hard governing is, and thanks for a job well done, when earned. To Biden and other past presidents, we also owe a pension, Secret Service protection, and the option to be buried at Arlington National Cemetery. But we owe them loyalty exactly never.
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A Scheme for Biden to Preserve His Dignity

Asking the country to trust him is no longer a credible option. He should release the delegates and run in an open convention.

by Graeme Wood




Senility is part of the human condition, but dignity is usually a choice. I pity Joe Biden for having to make what may be the most humiliating decision in presidential history. The questions Are you senile yet? Are you sure? have no dignified answer--which is why Biden should consider an option midway between resignation and denial, and persist in a way that is not, to my knowledge, being considered.

Having harvested enough delegates for the nomination, he now has sole authority to release them and let them choose another nominee at or before the Democratic National Convention in August. To release them and glide toward retirement would invite speculation about whether being unfit to run for president means he is also unfit to serve as president for the rest of his term. Failure to release them would feel a lot like Biden is holding the party hostage, and forcing its members to defend his debility with such preposterous vigor that no one will believe anything they say ever again.

The dignity-preserving option is to release the delegates and run in an open convention. Asking the country to trust him is no longer a credible option. But inviting delegates to witness his continued vigor and competence, and his superiority to other candidates, is a possible path forward--indeed, the likeliest one to end in another Biden term. He would have to give a speech to explain this choice. It might go something like this: You saw me looking old. For the next month you'll see much younger Democrats and Republicans eating my dust. And if in August, my party thinks this old man is ready for retirement, I'll be thrilled to finish my term, support the nominee, and work on my golf handicap come January.

Franklin Foer: Biden has fallen into a psychological trap

Only one cognitive test really matters, and that is the test administered by voters over the course of a campaign, and scored by them in the booth after seeing a candidate dominate or falter. Biden's decline seems either to have been hidden from the public or to have come relatively quickly, too fast for the primary season to reveal it in full. (This second possibility is, incidentally, why I consider him unqualified for a second term: We all age slowly, and in some ways get better at decision making as we age slowly. But sudden fast-aging is a sign of impending catastrophe, so whenever there is any evidence of it, an old president should resign.) Biden would be offering them, through their party proxies, a second chance to stress-test his frontal lobes.

The alleged downside of this option, or any option that leads to an open convention, is that the Democrats would waste time and money fighting one another when they could be fighting Donald Trump. This argument reminds me of a cornball line I heard from Tom Harkin, then the Democratic senator from Iowa, when his party was watching with concern as Barack Obama vigorously contested Hillary Clinton's sovereign right to the Democratic presidential nomination in 2008. "When I was a boy," Harkin said, "I heard cats yowling underneath the porch." They sounded like they might be killing each other, so he reported his concern to his mother. "Don't worry," she told him. "It just means that there are going to be more cats." Competition is healthy, and what sounds to naive ears like a death match is an essential step in the propagation and survival of the party.

I'm not sure what to say to someone who thinks the Democratic Party's problem is that it has been too open to debate, internal competition, and challenges from outsiders. Maybe they are confusing themselves with members of the politburo. More likely, I think, the party that is poised to nominate an 81-year-old career politician would benefit from a season of intense open auditions--to figure out which junior talent deserves promotion, which senior talent deserves retirement, which policies animate the party's supporters, and which policies should go. The candidates who emerge with the most support from this compressed process--which would be the most-watched gladiatorial match in American political history--will be the party's future.

The Republicans underwent this process in 2016, when Trump dispatched candidate after candidate and showed beyond denying that theirs was the party of immigration restriction and protectionism. I fully expect the Democrats to reveal themselves enthusiastic about policies worse than Biden's in a number of ways. But if they do, they were that party all along.

And Biden will either continue or conclude his career with a fight. I predict he will lose it, and badly. In some ways that would be the ideal outcome for him, too: to lose by invigorating his party; to lose by picking a fight instead of dodging one; to avoid the fate of winning and then spending the next few years being publicly monitored for drooling and signs of disorientation. Dignity is a choice, but not a choice that remains available forever.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/biden-release-delegates-dnc-option/678925/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Jill Biden's Momentous Choice

First ladies have unique influence over their husband's decision to embark on a presidential campaign, and over the presidency itself.

by Felicia Kornbluh, Julia E. Sweig




This weekend, first lady Jill Biden has a momentous choice to make. Does she encourage her husband to overlook his personal well-being, recover from last week's debate debacle, and keep up the campaign until November? Or does she persuade him to step aside, and yield the nomination to someone else?

Biden isn't the only first lady to face a choice like this one. As their wartime husbands undertook reelection campaigns, both Eleanor Roosevelt and Lady Bird Johnson faced difficult decisions, and they came to very different conclusions. Roosevelt supported her husband's candidacy in 1944 without reservation, although she believed that he might not survive the term in office that followed. Johnson, in contrast, was the main voice in her husband's inner circle calling for him not to run in 1968 for a second full term.

Each historical circumstance is different, but first ladies have unique influence over their husband's choice to embark on a presidential campaign, and over the presidency itself. As scholars of gender, politics, and power, we strongly advise Jill Biden to adopt Lady Bird Johnson's approach and to regard Eleanor Roosevelt's as a decidedly cautionary tale.

Franklin D. Roosevelt was gravely ill by the spring of 1944. He had severe, long-untreated hypertension, which resulted in an enlarged heart as well as difficulty breathing, sleeping, and concentrating during the day. He may also have had cancer that metastasized to his stomach. His doctors were cagey, underplaying his diagnosis and his recommended treatment. Regardless, the president, his closest advisers, and his family members knew for the entirety of the election year that his health was subpar.

Read: Biden's loved ones owe him the truth

Eleanor Roosevelt was a believer in the vigorous life, and a nonbeliever when others expressed frailty or claimed that they needed rest. Still, she knew that her husband was not his former robust self. She nevertheless believed that he should run. Perhaps sounding more resolute or sanguine than she felt, the first lady told a friend that she believed in FDR: "If he can accomplish what he set out to do, and then he dies, it will have been worth it."

That calculation made sense to the first lady and her husband in 1944. The country was still at war. Allied forces were on the advance, but the tricky negotiations with Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin over the meaning of their imminent victory had just begun. President Roosevelt had successfully assumed the mantle of "Dr. Win-the-War." Perhaps Eleanor, even more than he, eagerly anticipated the time when he could bring Congress along in fulfilling the domestic agenda that he had only half-accomplished before the rise of Hitlerism in Europe.

Campaigns were different then. There were no head-to-head, 90-minute-long televised debates. In April and May 1944, Roosevelt even took a "rest cure" for almost a month, sleeping nearly 12 hours a night. The three wire-service journalists tagging along kept their distance and allowed the president peace and quiet (as well as unreported visits from his former mistress, Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd).

A three-time Democratic standard-bearer, Roosevelt faced no serious opposition before or at his party's convention. In the general election, the Republican Thomas Dewey called the administration a regime of "tired and quarrelsome old men." The president felt the need to campaign actively only in the month prior to the election. He gave barnstorming addresses and toured large East Coast cities in an open car during rainstorms, demonstrating his health even as he imperiled it. Roosevelt beat Dewey by more than 3 million votes. He died less than six months later, the prescriptions of "Dr. New Deal" still largely unfilled.

In Lyndon B. Johnson's case, the country was also at war, although an unpopular one that the United States was by many measures losing. But LBJ's decision to forgo the 1968 election didn't have its roots in the debacle of Vietnam, in Eugene McCarthy's standout showing in the New Hampshire primary, or in Robert F. Kennedy's entry into the race that spring. Instead, it traced back to a May 1964 memo that Lady Bird Johnson wrote to her husband, who was then wavering about the upcoming convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Lady Bird proposed a timeline for his presidency, specifically casting ahead to "February or March of 1968" as the right moment for him to announce that he would not run for a second term. He was only five months into his post-assassination presidency, and already pressure to escalate in Vietnam and a Senate filibuster on civil rights signaled to both him and his wife that LBJ might not be able to hold on to the goodwill of the country over the next eight years.

As with Roosevelt, health was a major concern. Lyndon's heart disease and depression were always top of mind for both Johnsons. His father and his uncle had each died of heart disease before turning 60. In 1955, a massive heart attack nearly killed him. At the time, he was merely the Senate majority leader. His chronic depression, "the black beast," as Lady Bird called it, shadowed him and made him ever more reliant on his wife for emotional ballast. Once in the White House, he also relied on her help to clarify his political possibilities and limitations. Even in 1965, with two civil-rights bills passed, the Great Society in full gear, and Vietnam yet to compel a sizable protest movement, a bout with depression after gallbladder surgery moved LBJ, with Lady Bird at his hospital bedside, to secretly dictate his resignation to Abe Fortas, his adviser and by then an associate justice of the Supreme Court.

Fast-forward to October 1967, when Lady Bird began her private campaign to find the right time to persuade LBJ to make her strategy public, and when Lyndon himself began to discuss the prospect with two more confidants. By 1968, now a doting grandfather and the father-in-law of two men bound for service in Vietnam, he was speaking often with Lady Bird about how to survive Washington long enough for their growing family to thrive in their post-presidency. On March 31, 1968, when Lyndon surprised even his closest staff in announcing that he would not run for a second term, his statement--tucked into a speech about Vietnam--was an amalgam of drafts, including two that Lady Bird had written herself.

Lady Bird approached her husband's decision with a combination of clarity and ambivalence. She wanted him alive and well for a peaceful retirement and saw how the presidency was destroying that prospect. Yet she knew that, ultimately, the decision was his and his alone. Lyndon's decision to abstain from a run at a second term, and not to attend the Chicago convention that August--not even for a valedictory speech--was muddled by his desire to deepen his social and civil-rights policy agenda and his belief that he could extricate the country from Vietnam. But Lyndon had been ambivalent about his own personal stamina and national standing for the position since 1960, when John F. Kennedy added him to the ticket. Lady Bird was, in effect, leaning on an open door as she pressed LBJ to execute her 1964 strategy, enlisting the likes of Fortas, Texas Governor John Connally, his doctors, and her daughters in her campaign.

Jill Biden is dealing with a very different president. Historians may quibble, but Joe Biden's quest for the presidency, however the narrative has been shaped by Biden staff and family members, reads as a straight line of ambition and effort, thwarted at turns, and finally manifest. His wife has been central to this success. But now her own legacy rides on leading him out of his historically successful presidency--not just for her sake or for his, but for that of American democracy.
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Biden Isn't Listening

Just over a week after the president's disastrous debate performance, Democratic voters seem down on his chances, and ready for an alternative candidate.

by John Hendrickson




At Joe Biden's rally in Madison, Wisconsin, this afternoon, the men and women who had crammed into a middle-school basketball gym dutifully clapped, yelled words of support, and waved signs bearing the president's name. But when it came time to chant "Four more years," they sounded as if they were merely going through the motions. Most of the attendees I spoke with said they were more committed to the Democratic Party than its 81-year-old leader. Some told me that, if they could talk with the president one-on-one, they would encourage him to bow out of the race right now.

Just over a week after the president's disastrous debate performance, Democratic voters seem down on his chances, and ready for an alternative candidate. But this is a political reality that has still not gotten through to Biden. Never has the president seemed more defiant. Never has he appeared more invested in proving himself and rebuilding his damaged self-worth.

"Let me say this as clearly as I can: I'm staying in the race!" Biden shouted from the podium. "I will beat Donald Trump! I will beat him in 2020!" Yes, he said the wrong year, a gaffe that did not go unnoticed. Biden sounded, at times, like an old man yelling at a cloud, but also a bit like Harrison Ford in the movie Air Force One shouting, "Get off my plane!" He also felt the need to announce: "I am the nominee of the Democratic Party!"

David A. Graham: Joe Biden doesn't understand the post-debate reality

Ask Democratic strategists what this election is about, and they'll tell you it's about democracy. Specifically, saving democracy from Trump. But these days, Joe Biden seems to think it's about Joe Biden. Whereas he once leaned heavily on we, Biden is now leaning into I, inadvertently sounding like his opponent. Of course, Biden's message is not apocalyptic or despotic like Trump's--"I am your retribution"; "I alone can fix it"--but Biden is nonetheless happy to remind you of everything that he, Joe Biden, has done for you while serving as the oldest-ever president. "I wasn't too old to create over 50 million new jobs!" Biden shouted. "I wasn't too old to relieve student debt for nearly 5 million Americans!" As he's done for the past several days, Biden argued that his poor debate performance was just a blip. "I'm not letting one 90-minute debate wipe out three and a half years of work."

He looked tan. His voice boomed. But as his 17-minute speech wore on, his gaze alternated between engaged and adrift. And he began to stumble, swallowing whole words and phrases, even sometimes losing track of his thoughts despite the teleprompter. When discussing the multilayered threat posed by Trump, he took an odd pivot: "I couldn't ... ponder." He suddenly stopped himself. "I guess I shouldn't say." It was unclear where he was headed. "I couldn't be prouder to have your support, and the support of our great vice president of the United States, Kamala Harris."

Read: What Biden's stutter doesn't explain

Four years ago, Biden promised he'd bring about a return to normalcy; he'd be boring; Americans wouldn't have to worry about him. But the hours before today's Madison rally were filled with tension and nervous anticipation. The Biden campaign is more interesting now, and not in a good way. One attendee in my earshot wondered aloud if the campaign had staged the event to announce that the president was stepping down. Speaking to reporters later in the day, Biden dismissed the prospect altogether: "I'm completely ruling that out." Everyone around him was still ruling it in.

Biden cannot win the presidency without Wisconsin. It is one of three "blue wall" states, along with Pennsylvania and Michigan, that Democrats must capture in November in order to reliably reach 270 electoral votes. Biden is polling two points behind Trump in Wisconsin; at this point four years ago, he was six and a half points ahead.

Wisconsinites traveled from all over the state this morning to see the president in person. They're true supporters. (Notably absent from the event was Wisconsin's Democratic senator, Tammy Baldwin.) Many of them are hopeful that last Thursday's debate was just a "bad night" for Biden as opposed to the new normal. But even they aren't wedded to the idea that Biden is the best candidate to take on Trump come November.

Read: There's only one reason Biden won't drop out

A 44-year-old woman named Catherine Emmanuelle had driven 160 miles from her home in Eau Claire, where until two years ago she served on the city council. Emmanuelle pulled out her phone to show me photos of the day she and her daughter met Biden more than a decade ago, when he was campaigning for reelection with Barack Obama. She spoke of her deep affection for the president, but told me that she would love for the Democratic Party to have "brave and courageous conversations about if it's time for him to step aside" and instead use his wisdom and expertise to usher in a new leader. "I think there's a way to make this a win-win," she said.

An 18-year-old named Kellen Klein had driven in from Pewaukee, just outside Milwaukee, and this fall will be his first time voting in a national election. Klein told me he plans to support the Democratic ticket no matter what, but is personally in favor of an open convention. I asked him what he would say to the president if he came out to talk with his supporters in line outside the venue. "I would probably say that I would prefer that he drops out," Klein told me flatly.

Ruth Ann Summers, an 80-year-old retired nurse from Cuba City, Wisconsin, told me she first saw Biden at an Iowa campaign event during the 2020 election, and conceded that he seems different now. She told me that she would prefer to see Harris at the top of the ticket. "I mean, if you really want to know the truth, I think if women ran the world, it would be a much better place."

For now, Biden shows no signs of listening to the supporters who think it's time for him to step aside. After the president concluded his speech, Tom Petty's "I Won't Back Down" played on a loop. The intended message was far from subtle. But I left humming a track that had played earlier in the day--a cover of Sam Cooke's "A Change Is Gonna Come."
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Joe Biden Doesn't Understand the Post-debate Reality

The president told George Stephanopoulos that he'd drop out only if "the Lord Almighty" directed him to do so.

by David A. Graham




No interview could reverse the damage that Joe Biden did to his campaign in the first presidential debate, but his conversation with George Stephanopoulos tonight showed that the president doesn't even understand how profound the damage is.

The 20-minute interview, which aired this evening on ABC, featured a combative Biden, more like the president who gave a widely praised State of the Union address in March than the one who crumbled on a debate stage last week. Biden clearly believes that he can and will win the race against Donald Trump, but he seems stuck on June 26, unable to recognize the doubts that his party and voters have about him after the first presidential debate.

One of the interview's most striking moments came when Stephanopoulos pressed Biden on whether he would submit to an independent neurological assessment. He refused. "Look, I have a cognitive test every single day," Biden said, pointing to the duties of the presidency. If that's true, he failed the test on June 27, and no interview, no matter how strong, can erase that failure.

The president didn't dispute his poor performance in the debate. "It was a bad episode. No indication of any serious condition," Biden said, blaming his own preparation, a bad cold, exhaustion, Trump shouting at him despite his microphone being off, and Trump's many lies.

All of that may be true--though were the lies really a surprise?--but Biden simply isn't reckoning with just how damaging the performance was. Biden didn't merely have a "bad night," as he said at one point, the way former President Barack Obama did during his first debate against Mitt Romney. No one who watched that encounter back in 2012 thought Obama was not up to the job. By contrast, a string of Democratic officials and donors has begun calling for Biden to drop out. Today, Governor Maura Healey of Massachusetts said he should step aside, and The Washington Post reported that Senator Mark Warner of Virginia is organizing a group of senators to pressure Biden.

Biden insisted to Stephanopoulos that he has the energy to be president. "Can I run the 100 in 10 flat? No. But I'm still in good shape," he said, and denied that he was frailer than four years ago: "No. Come keep my schedule." Rather than his stunned, vacant stare at the debate, he met the most challenging questions with a classic gleaming Biden grin.

The trouble is that Biden's go-to answer for concerns about whether he can handle another four years is to cite his accomplishments during the past four, including turning around the economy, marshaling support for Ukraine, and expanding the U.S. microchip industry. His administration has been extremely productive, and--as he emphasized--exceeded many expectations. Biden no doubt feels it is unfair to not be recognized for these achievements, but his record has nothing to do with whether voters believe he can go on.

Whatever steps Biden has lost, he remains as stubborn as ever, and he demonstrated it throughout the interview. He denied that he is losing to Trump. ("Do you think polling data's as accurate as it used to be?") He wrote off signs of Democratic discontent as a creation of the press. And he said he'd drop out if "the Lord Almighty" came down and directed him, but refused to say what he would do if top Democratic allies told him it was time to go: "I'm not going to answer that question. It's not gonna happen." That prediction will be tested soon enough.
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What Is the Biden Campaign's Theory of Victory Now?

Or rather, does it still have one?

by David A. Graham




The Biden campaign's theory of the presidential race before the June 27 debate may not have been bulletproof, but it was plausible. Now it's not clear what the theory is at all.

President Joe Biden had been trailing former President Donald Trump for months, but by the eve of the debate, he had narrowed that gap. Several recent national polls showed him even or slightly ahead (though within the margin of error). The forecasting site 538 actually gave Biden a very slight edge in probability of victory.

Roge Karma: It's wasn't just the debate

The Biden team hoped that the debate, the first of the general election, would decisively shift the momentum toward him. The president's campaign had maneuvered to have the debate in late June, far earlier than normal. Biden's allies contended that once voters were confronted with the spectacle of Trump, they would remember all the reasons they had twice rejected him in the popular vote and punished his party in midterm elections where he was the central figure. And they believed that Biden could quiet concerns about his age and acuity with a commanding performance, as he had done with the March State of the Union. That's not what happened.

Now the Biden team is in a defensive crouch--trying to fend off the media, donors, Democratic elected officials, and ultimately voters in an effort to buy time to salvage Biden's candidacy. The campaign team contends that everyone is overreacting. Allies point to a few polls that have shown only a small post-debate drop for Biden, or they argue that any drop will be transitory. Jen O'Malley Dillon, the campaign's top strategist, "warned Democrats over the weekend that a dip in the polls might be coming because of 'overblown media narratives' about Biden's performance," The Washington Post reported.

This is not based on nothing. Political scientists have found that debates have historically had little impact on the trajectory of presidential races. The problem is that the Biden campaign's theory of the race eight days ago was that the debate would drive a drastic change, one that would put the president on top.

For the sake of argument, let's grant the new premise: Say that within a couple of weeks, the race has returned to the status quo ante. That still puts Biden in a position of trailing Trump nationally, and lagging behind him in key swing states that Biden will need to win to have a chance in November. Even cherry-picking the most favorable polls offers an only slightly rosier view: roughly a coin-flip chance that a man who tried to steal the last election, and whom most Democrats view as a threat to democracy, will go back to the White House in 2025.

In other words, even if the campaign is right and the race remains stable, it's insufficient for Biden. The president's hopes seem to rest on him remaining perfect in public appearances from now until November, and on everyone forgetting what they saw last Thursday. Inertia is a powerful force, but it's not a campaign strategy--at least not when you're already losing.
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Biden Has Fallen Into a Psychological Trap

The same approach that has long driven his success now threatens to destroy his legacy.

by Franklin Foer




Every neutral observer regards Joe Biden's debate performance as a historic debacle. To Joe Biden, it's simply life repeating itself.

Since childhood, Biden has suffered recurrent episodes of brutal humiliation, when the world has mocked and dismissed him. On each occasion, Biden has stubbornly set out to prove his worth. Persistence became his coping mechanism, his effective antidote to humiliation. Triumph was always just a matter of summoning sufficient grit.

In most ways, this tendency of Biden's has made for a resilient, healthy psyche. Right now it is his psychological prison, a mental habit that might doom American democracy.

Humiliation--and its transcendence--is Biden's origin story. Born with a speech impediment, he faced the cruel bullying of peers. Even the nuns who taught him mocked him, so much so that he once left in the middle of class and ran home. (In 2019, he vividly recounted this chapter in his biography to my colleague John Hendrickson.)

Adam Serwer: Biden must resign

In response to the abuse, Biden equipped himself with emotional armor. He acquired a charming persona that made him harder to victimize. And he spent endless hours in pursuit of self-mastery. He stood in front of the mirror, reciting oratory and poetry; he learned the techniques that would allow him to muscle through the moments when his stutter sought to impose itself on his brain.

Indignity, he came to understand, was an omnipresent fact of human existence, one of life's worst sensations. His father kept experiencing it. He lost his job, and the Biden family's social status slipped. He moved the family from Scranton, Pennsylvania, to Wilmington, Delaware, in search of work. He took a job repairing boilers, far beneath his previous station.

But his father preached the imperative of ferociously clinging to self-respect at moments of perceived weakness. In another foundational story, his father described a Christmas party hosted by his boss, the owner of a car dealership. The owner hurled a bucket of silver coins onto the dance floor, to watch his employees scramble to collect them. Rather than endure this abuse, his father left the party and quit his job.

A similar pattern has repeated itself in Joe Biden's political career: He keeps suffering profound embarrassments that would crush the esteem of less resilient people. When he ran for president in the mid-'80s, his campaign crumbled in a plagiarism scandal. Elites in Washington began to roundly describe him as a not terribly smart blowhard. When he ran for president again in 2008, he floundered after he described Barack Obama as "articulate and clean," a description mocked as racist, and emblematic of his tendency to always say the wrong thing. When it was finally his turn, as the sitting vice president, to be the Democratic nominee, Obama told him to step aside in favor of Hillary Clinton. He was being tossed onto the junk heap of political history, by a supposed friend, without ever winning the prize he coveted.

Roge Karma: It wasn't just the debate

Biden's response to these episodes was to rush headlong into the future, to work furiously to prove the doubters wrong. After the plagiarism scandal, he became one of the hardest workers in the Senate, a voracious consumer of briefing books, determined never to look stupid again. After Obama cast him aside, Biden ran for president in 2020, despite all the elites who considered him out of step with the zeitgeist.

In a remarkable number of instances, Biden has succeeded in overcoming his humiliations. His persistence paid off. But the result of this pattern is unease, a worry that he always stands on the brink of another crushing embarrassment. Even after becoming president of the United States, he continued to resent how the media failed to credit his many accomplishments. He hated how aides needed to repair his verbal missteps with embarrassing clarifications. His desire for another term, at least in part, is born of his desire for external validation, according to some of the people who know him best.

Now, in the greatest crisis of his career, he's falling back on his ingrained instincts, his desperate desire to prove himself. But at the moment, given the stakes, his instincts feel less redemptive than delusional. Rather than bowing to the reality of his humiliation, he is doing everything in his capacity to resist it, even if hardly any sane political analyst shares his faith in his ability to recover--even if there's no reversing the screamingly obvious biological facts of aging.

If his aides and fellow politicians want to help him back away from this disaster, they need to understand his temperament. When they have conversations with Biden about his future, they must respect his dignity, and acknowledge his extraordinary achievements. But the truth can't be painted over. A man who will do whatever it takes to escape humiliation needs to understand that suffering the near-term indignity of stepping down will allow him to avoid the long-term indignity of being remembered as one of history's great fools. To prove the doubters wrong, he needs to summon sufficient grit one last time--and relinquish the nomination.
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There's Only One Reason Biden Won't Drop Out

His campaign's rationalizations for the status quo don't add up.

by Jerusalem Demsas




Updated at 4:30 p.m. ET on July 6, 2024

Why is Joe Biden still in the presidential race? In the days since his disastrous debate performance last week, pressure on the 81-year-old incumbent to step aside has continued to mount, forcing the candidate and his defenders to put forth elaborate rationales for why the only option is the status quo. One that has gained traction among Biden's supporters is that the campaign war chest, about $240 million, is his alone--or, at best, could go only to Vice President Kamala Harris.

On Sunday, Rob Flaherty, Biden's deputy campaign manager, sent an email to the president's supporters arguing that a contested convention would be "chaos," all of which would be "in service of a nominee who would go into a general election in the weakest possible position with zero dollars in their bank account."

Jerusalem Demsas: Dropping out is Biden's most patriotic option

The point of arguments like this is to make you think, Well, I suppose the party's hands are tied. That's not true. And Biden's supporters know it's not true. Ultimately, nothing is holding back a change of candidate besides the people who don't want to see one happen. No law or regulation prevents Biden from retiring and even endorsing whoever he truly believes is the strongest candidate. The choice is entirely up to Biden. Whatever comes next is up to him.

So what would happen if Biden were to relinquish the reins?

The Stetson University law professor Ciara Torres-Spelliscy told me that the Democratic National Committee or state party committees could get all of the Biden-Harris cash and dispense it for the benefit of another candidate. The Federal Election Commission is clear, she explained, that "a candidate's authorized committee may transfer unlimited campaign funds to a party committee or organization." For a small portion of the overall war chest, the party would have to seek donors' permission to redirect their contributions.


 But if the Democrats field a different ticket, the only way the new presidential nominee enters the race with "zero dollars in their bank account" would be if Biden wanted that to happen. Just as the Biden campaign can make cash donations to party committees, it can also make "in-kind" contributions, such as offices, computers, cellphones, and other campaign infrastructure, which could be used on behalf of a new candidate. The torrential downpour of donations sure to drop on any Democrat challenging Trump makes the campaign-finance argument doubly empty.

The argument that campaign-finance laws will punish any nominee other than the incumbent is an embarrassingly weak one for the president's campaign team to be making. But it's attractive to Biden boosters because it has the veneer of conclusiveness. It spares Biden and his aides from engaging with tougher considerations, such as that several alternative candidates (including Harris, Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, California Governor Gavin Newsom, and Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer) outperform him in every battleground state.

Adam Serwer: Biden must resign

Other superficially decisive arguments have been floating around--for instance, that at least in some states no Democrat besides Biden would be able to get on the ballot at this point. This claim is also not true. The UCLA legal scholar Richard Hasen told me that if a candidate were to be replaced, "this is a good time for it to happen, before there's been an official nomination." That's because, according to Hasen, state laws typically say that for major political parties, whoever is nominated at the convention is who goes on the ballot. "I don't know how there's a state law that locks Joe Biden in at this point as the Democratic candidate," the state-election-policy lawyer John Ciampoli recently told the nonprofit newsroom NOTUS. "How can a state make someone a candidate when the party hasn't made him their candidate yet?" After the convention, and particularly once states begin to print ballots, the logistics become far trickier.

But the Democrats still have choices. As The New York Times' Ezra Klein recently pointed out, "If Joe Biden, God forbid, had some health crisis that made it so he could not run, Democrats would not just curl up into the fetal position and hand the election to Donald Trump." The Democratic Party has an army of lawyers, consultants, and staffers waiting to be deployed to try to prevent Trump's victory. The only binding constraint is the will of a handful of people at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.

People in power rely on a deference to the status quo. They rely on the difficulty of imagining change, of plotting a path to a better outcome. They rely on making you feel like you have to accept the hand you're given. And right now they're pretending there's no way for anything other than the Biden-Trump matchup the country dreads.



This article has been updated to clarify the campaign-finance rules applicable to money transfers.
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The White House's Kamala Harris Blunder

Joe Biden's most effective promotion of his vice president could be entirely inadvertent.

by Elaina Plott Calabro




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


When Ron Klain admitted to me a year ago that the White House could have worked harder to elevate Kamala Harris's profile, he didn't know that the Democratic Party, and perhaps American democracy itself, would soon be riding on her readiness to be president. But perhaps he should have.

It was July 2023, and while interviewing President Joe Biden's former chief of staff in his law office in downtown Washington, D.C., I'd asked if the administration had done enough to showcase Harris as a governing partner to the oldest president in history. Promoting one's vice president is "always hard," Klain, who was known to be an advocate of Harris's, told me then. "Obviously, I wish, you know--you could always do more, and you should do more."

Four months before the election, and one week after Biden's disastrous debate performance against Donald Trump, Harris's capacity to lead the Democratic Party and the free world has never been more relevant. And yet many Americans, after three years of the West Wing's poor stewardship of Harris, are now looking at their vice president as if for the first time.

In another version of the Biden presidency, this would indeed be Kamala Harris's moment. A growing list of prominent Democrats, including Representative James Clyburn of South Carolina and, in a conversation with me this week, Senator Laphonza Butler of California, are touting Harris as the candidate best positioned to take on Trump in the event that Biden decides to withdraw from the race. Tim Ryan, the former congressman from Ohio who challenged both Biden and Harris in the 2020 Democratic primary, has taken his support one step further, calling on the president to "rip the band aid off" and promote Harris immediately. A recent CNN poll shows the vice president now running closer to Trump than the president is.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

It is precisely the sort of moment that the 81-year-old Biden had once professed to anticipate, or at the very least to be ready for: when, after assessing soberly the diminishing returns of his leadership, he would stand aside for a new generation. But if you believe Biden ever took seriously that it could come to this, that he would be pressured to cede his party's leadership to her, then I have a bridge to sell you in Wilmington.

That would be the same bridge, of course, that Biden marketed to voters in 2020, when he pitched his presidency as a reset to a nation clamoring for normalcy, a lawn-tending exercise just until the party's next leader was ready to step in. "Look, I view myself as a bridge, not as anything else," he said in March 2020, campaigning alongside then-Senator Harris, Senator Cory Booker, and Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, a few months before he formally selected Harris as his running mate. "There's an entire generation of leaders you saw stand behind me. They are the future of this country."

Four years later, it is fair to ask how seriously Biden ever took the work of bridge-building. In the course of reporting a profile of the vice president last year, I learned that Biden's team did not especially enjoy discussing whether Harris was prepared for the presidency--not so much because they had doubts about her ability to lead the country, it seemed, but because they resented the implication that there might soon come a time when she would have to. For all of Biden's early efforts to frame his presidency as a generational handoff, those around him seemed dismissive of the notion that his legacy could be irrevocably tied to hers. My questions about Harris's preparedness were regularly brushed off as a distraction, purportedly informed by talking points then being pushed by Republican-primary candidates, including Nikki Haley, about how a vote for Biden was, in fact, a vote for President Harris.

"People who are polling near the bottom do things and say things to try and be relevant and get oxygen," one official told me then. Yet Biden was the oldest president in history, I'd said: Was asking about Harris's ability to do his job so ridiculous? "She is the closest to the presidency, as all of her predecessors have been," the official replied.

Mark Leibovich: So much for Biden the bridge president

When I interviewed Jeff Zients, Klain's successor as White House chief of staff, I asked if he could recall a time when Biden had "noticeably leaned on Harris for guidance." Zients noted that Harris had been essential to making "equity" a priority of the administration's COVID response, but he was unable to call up another moment immediately; he said he would have his team get back to me with an additional example. I followed up several times, but the anecdote never came.

I asked Tim Ryan on Tuesday if he thought Biden had done enough in these past three years to encourage public confidence in Harris. "I don't think so," he said. "I mean, she was very much under wraps for a long time." Echoing a complaint that many Harris allies have had since Biden took office, Ryan argued that the vice president's portfolio had been stocked at the outset with unwinnable assignments, including immigration; Harris was tapped early on to lead the administration's approach to the so-called root-causes element of border policy. "You send her to do immigration, but then aren't willing to do anything on it," Ryan said. As a result, he went on, Democrats have now "completely lost" the issue to Republicans. "And you certainly can't blame her for that."

The White House did not respond to a request for comment. Ernesto Apreza, the vice president's press secretary, wrote in an email: "Vice President Harris is proud to be a governing partner to President Biden. As the President has said, he counts on her advice and counsel, and together they will continue to lead the nation forward for the rest of this term and the next."

Adam Serwer: Biden must resign

Of course, Harris's staggering unpopularity with voters--both she and Biden have approval ratings below 40 percent--is by no small measure of her own making. As I noted in the fall, her first year as vice president was defined by a string of brutal headlines, her office beset by dysfunction as senior and junior staffers alike quit in short succession. Her communication struggles quickly came to define her public image; even today, it is difficult to have a conversation about Harris without someone bringing up the infamous Lester Holt interview, in which she inexplicably insisted that she'd traveled to the southern border when she hadn't.

Still, when commentators accuse Democrats of "political malpractice" for having kept Harris "under wraps," as CNN's John King did following Harris's post-debate interview on the network, they're only half right. The White House has seldom put Harris center stage, but it's not as if she's been hiding. As I wrote in the fall, Harris by then had traveled to 19 foreign countries and met with 100 or so foreign leaders. She spent the lead-up to the 2022 midterm elections crisscrossing the United States as the administration's spokesperson on abortion, one of the few officials in Washington who correctly intuited the salience of the issue for voters.

Harris's work on reproductive rights has since come to anchor her vice presidency. Senator Butler, in her previous job as president of EMILY's List, a political-action committee that aims to elect pro-abortion-rights women, launched a $10 million investment in promoting that work. So when the senator watched Biden talk incoherently on the subject of abortion at the debate last week, "it was definitely painful to hear," she told me. I asked if she would support Harris, a longtime friend, at the top of the ticket should Biden step aside. "Nobody should ever question whether or not I support Kamala Harris for president," Butler said. "I think I'm on the record as having all the confidence in the world, and I remain confident, and so the answer that question is yes."

Since the debate, Harris has fiercely defended the president and worked to assuage donors' concerns about the viability of his campaign. Many of her aides and allies I've spoken with in recent days have been frustrated by the kind of wonderment with which these showings--cable-news interviews and fundraisers--have been greeted. "We've just seen Vice President Harris do an amazing job when it's crunch time," Representative Joyce Beatty, chair emeritus of the Congressional Black Caucus, told me. But for Beatty, after years of interacting with Harris--co-sponsoring legislation with her during her Senate days, personal visits with Beatty's grandchildren in the White House--Harris's rave-reviewed appearances last week were not any different from the performances she's become accustomed to. "So maybe, yes," Beatty said, "we should pay more attention."

For the vice president and her team, the perverse irony is that it ultimately took Biden imploding onstage for many Americans to finally take notice of her. "She's been out there, on the front lines of the campaign since it launched," as a former Harris adviser, who requested anonymity to speak frankly, put it to me. "It got more focus, and will get more focus, because of what happened with his performance."

It could be that, in the end, Biden's most effective promotion of his vice president was entirely inadvertent.
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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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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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        China's Self-Imposed Isolation
        Michael Schuman

        In late June, a Chinese man stabbed a woman from Japan and her child at a bus stop for a Japanese school in the eastern city of Suzhou. Two weeks earlier, four foreign teachers from a U.S. college were attacked by a knife-wielding local as they strolled through a park in the northeastern town of Jilin. In a country where violence against foreigners has been practically unheard-of in recent years, the assaults have led to some uncomfortable soul-searching among a shocked Chinese public.Are hard ec...

      

      
        Iran's Supreme Leader Is Worried
        Arash Azizi

        Iran has taken a turn that hardly anyone could have seen coming a few short months ago. For years, Iran's reformist faction has languished in the political wilderness, banished there by hard-liners more aligned with Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and by a disillusioned electorate convinced that its votes did not matter. Few imagined this year that the reformists were about to make a comeback and elect a president for the first time since 2001. Yet on July 5, this is precisely what happened...

      

      
        The Running of the Bulls 2024
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The annual nine-day Fiesta de San Fermin began in Pamplona, Spain, last week. The festival, including the famous running of the bulls, attracts thousands of visitors every year. The fiesta kicks off as massive crowds await the chupinazo in Pamplona's town square, followed by a carnival, fireworks, ...

      

      
        U.S. Allies Are Already Worried About Another Round of Trump
        Michael Fullilove

        Most of America's allies would like Joe Biden to win the U.S. presidential election in November. He has been a fine president. His foreign-policy team is first-class. But what if Donald Trump should win instead? In the aftermath of Biden's poor debate performance, the anxieties in allied capitals are spiraling.Allied leaders know that Trump views their countries not as friends but as freeloaders. As president, he threw shade on the principle of collective defense and carelessly handled the intell...

      

      
        Nothing Good Would Come of an Israeli War in Lebanon
        Kim Ghattas

        Last week, former Israeli Minister and retired General Benny Gantz said that Israel could destroy Hezbollah's military in a matter of days. But if such a thing could be done, Israel would have already done it. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu similarly promised "total victory" against Hamas after October 7.These declarations are dangerous bluster. Not only do they ultimately portend devastation, for Lebanon as for Gaza, but the military goals they suggest are maximalist and largely unattainable....

      

      
        Now Keir Starmer Has to Decide If He'd Use Nukes
        Brian Klaas

        Following a landslide victory for the Labour Party, Britain has a new leader. The moment Keir Starmer is officially made prime minister of the United Kingdom, he will be given a flurry of briefings, piles of documents, and the urgent business to run the country. Lurking among those papers is a moral land mine.Starmer will be given a pen and four pieces of paper. On each paper, he must handwrite identical top-secret orders that--hopefully--no other human being will ever see. The previous set of orde...

      

      
        How Labour Defeated Populism
        Anne Applebaum

        They didn't use emotional slogans. They tried not to make promises they can't keep. They didn't have a plan you can sum up in a sentence, or a vision whose essence can be transmitted in a video clip. They were careful not to offer too many details about anything.Nevertheless, Keir Starmer and the Labour Party will now run Britain, after defeating two kinds of populism. Yesterday they beat the Conservative Party, whose current leaders promised back in 2016 that simply leaving the European Union wo...

      

      
        How Macron Lost France to the Extremes
        Rachel Donadio

        One short month ago, France seemed like a relatively stable Western democracy whose president, Emmanuel Macron, may have been losing altitude but was at least expected to serve out his mandate until 2027.  Then, in June, he shocked the country and most of his own cabinet by calling snap elections. Now the far right is on the brink of power in France for the first time since World War II: One in three French voters last Sunday chose Marine Le Pen's National Rally, an animated leftist coalition is ...
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A greased-pole walk in Massachusetts, a heavy-metal music festival in France, destructive wildfires in California, hurricane damage in Barbados, a hot-dog-eating competition at Coney Island, scenes from the Glastonbury Festival in England, sumo wrestlers at the Lincoln Memorial, and much more
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China's Self-Imposed Isolation

Xi Jinping's policies are cutting off his country from the world, to no one's ultimate benefit.

by Michael Schuman




In late June, a Chinese man stabbed a woman from Japan and her child at a bus stop for a Japanese school in the eastern city of Suzhou. Two weeks earlier, four foreign teachers from a U.S. college were attacked by a knife-wielding local as they strolled through a park in the northeastern town of Jilin. In a country where violence against foreigners has been practically unheard-of in recent years, the assaults have led to some uncomfortable soul-searching among a shocked Chinese public.

Are hard economic times fueling a dangerous spike in nationalism? some ask in online debates. Has the Chinese school system, with its focus on patriotism, fed people bad ideas? they wonder. Occasionally, a bold voice risks angering China's censors by posing an even more sensitive possibility: Could the government be to blame?

Chinese state media bombard the public with warnings about foreign spies, plots, and threats, as well as deluging them with negative portrayals of the United States, Japan, and other countries. "What impact," one commenter on the social-media platform Zhihu asked, will this "false and one-sided content have on ordinary people's cognition and social trends?"

That's a salient question. Some dissonance has emerged in China's mixed messaging and contradictory aims. In recent months, senior Chinese officials have made a strenuous effort to appear welcoming to foreigners. The Chinese leader Xi Jinping took the unusual step of meeting with American CEOs in San Francisco last November, and again in March, in Beijing, to convince them that China is as open for business as ever. Xi also recently said he'd like to see 50,000 American students studying in China over the next five years.

Yet such aspirations seem detached from the reality of Beijing's growing hostility toward the U.S. and its partners. Fewer than 900 American students were studying in China this past year, according to the U.S. State Department--down from 15,000 a decade ago. Foreign investment in China sank to a 30-year low last year.

In essence, Xi is building a new Great Wall. His does not exist physically, in stone, but is designed to serve the same purpose as the old one--to shield the nation from foreign threats. Today's invaders infiltrate not as warriors on horseback but as visitors on planes, or as contacts and connections forged through data networks, media reports, even personal conversations. To protect China from these modern marauders, Xi is raising a novel type of fortification made up of digital firewalls, legislation, and intensified repression.

This deeper trend means that China's connections to the outside world are withering. As China and the West "decouple," in the diplomatic jargon, the best hope for stabilizing their fraught relations remains with continued exchange--the face-to-face encounters involved in business deals, tourism, and education programs. If, instead, mutual trust between China and the West further deteriorates, the social glue binding them may not prevent a descent into geopolitical confrontation.

The cost to China could be steep as well. Arguably, no other country has benefited more from a globalized world order. To withdraw from that, even partially, will put those benefits at risk and inhibit China's further rise.

Jonathan Rauch: The world is realigning

China's economic slowdown is contributing to these frayed ties by making foreign investors cautious. The legacy of China's self-imposed isolation during the coronavirus pandemic is a factor, too. But Xi's security-obsessed policy is a major--perhaps the primary--cause. Xi aims to expand China's global influence, but in crucial ways, he is engineering a turn inward. He replaced the Communist Party's long-cherished guiding principle of "reform and opening up," which encouraged China's integration into the global economy, with one of "self-sufficiency," a more autarkic, security-first approach of substituting domestic production for foreign trade.

Xi also deliberately fuels nationalist anger over perceived Western slights to gin up popular support. The need to maintain his grip on Chinese society means that he exerts ever-greater control over the information that flows in and out of the country.

To prevent such unwanted intrusions, Xi reinforced China's internet Great Firewall to screen his populace from such foreign dangers as democracy and K-pop. Xi also created new regulations to give his surveillance state even greater power. In February, for instance, the Chinese government broadened the types of information that it considers a national-security risk to include something called "work secrets," an ill-defined term that appears to mean commercial data or knowledge that, if revealed, could harm China's interests.

This focus on security "is having a chilling effect on foreign business," James Zimmerman, a Beijing-based lawyer and a former chair of the American Chamber of Commerce in China, told me. "In everything you do, in the back of your mind, you have to be concerned about potentially crossing a red line."

Charles A. Kupchan: Isolationism is not a dirty word

The task of stamping out foreign threats is not confined to the state. It's a civic duty. "The entire society must mobilize against espionage," the Ministry of State Security, China's top spy agency, told the public last year through its social-media account. To help citizens spot bad guys, the ministry issued a series of comic strips of supposedly real-life heroics. One depicts a female agent tracking down a blond man and wrestling him to the ground. Another shows a different blond man isolated in a dark room--such xenophobia, racial profiling even, is a consistent feature--after being detained as a spy suspect.

In this tense atmosphere, some foreigners now prefer to avoid traveling to China. German inspectors for the pharmaceutical industry, fearful of being arrested as spies, are refusing to visit China and vet its factories, which has caused disruption to medical supplies. Dan Harris, a lawyer who focuses on business in China at the firm Harris Sliwoski, told me that he hardly ever had clients inquiring whether it was safe to travel to China before, but over the past two years, he's had about 20 such requests. "People don't trust China anymore," he said.

The chances that the Chinese government will toss a visiting CEO in a dungeon are probably low. But the fear is not unfounded. Well-publicized detentions and mistreatment of foreign nationals, together with China's opaque legal procedures, have made the authorities appear capricious and abusive. In March last year, a Japanese pharmaceutical executive named Hiroshi Nishiyama disappeared. The Chinese foreign ministry revealed that he was suspected of espionage; Nishiyama remains in detention while Chinese authorities decide whether to prosecute him. An Australian journalist named Cheng Lei spent three years in a Chinese cell. Her crime was to break an embargo on the release of a government document by a few minutes. For that, she endured six months' isolation in a small room with a tiny window that was opened for just 15 minutes a day.

Read: The limits of Chinese isolationism

"I tell officials here that their arbitrary actions against foreign companies and businesspeople run counter to their stated desire for foreign investment and tourism," Nicholas Burns, the U.S. ambassador to Beijing, told me. Among the hazards for Americans in China, he noted the "increased scrutiny of U.S. firms, the risk of wrongful detention," and the issuing of "exit bans on U.S. citizens without a fair and transparent process under the law."

Chinese citizens who have extensive contact with foreigners are also under suspicion. An official at a top anti-graft agency warned that the country's diplomats will face extra vetting because of their frequent interactions with foreigners. "The risk of them being infiltrated, instigated, and roped into corruption is relatively high," the official said. In February, the Ministry of State Security warned that Chinese students studying abroad should be vigilant of foreign spies seeking to recruit them.

Understandably, some Chinese people have become fearful of engaging with foreigners who might be politically sensitive. Last summer, I was invited with other journalists from American media organizations to a dinner with visiting U.S. academics who were meeting counterparts at major Chinese universities. I had expected at least some local scholars to join this informal gathering, but none did.

Informal ties are unraveling, too, as fewer people move in and out of China. The country largely missed out on the post-pandemic resurgence in international travel. Last year, the number of scheduled international flights from China reached just 40 percent of their 2019 total, according to the aviation analytics firm Cirium, and border crossings by foreigners were down to less than 40 percent. Chinese nationals themselves took only a third as many outbound trips last year as they had in 2019 (excluding travel to Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan).

Some expatriate communities in China are shrinking. In 2023, 215,000 South Korean citizens lived here, down from 350,000 a decade earlier. The number of Japanese nationals has also declined, from some 150,000 in 2012 to about 100,000 last year. A recent survey of U.S. companies from the American Chamber of Commerce in China found that a third of respondents said their top candidates were unwilling to move to China, a problem never cited in pre-pandemic times.

As the recent wave of seemingly random attacks suggests, xenophobia is not limited to the Chinese security state. Rising nationalism has made the populace at large more suspicious of things foreign. Official policy and popular sentiment cross-fertilize a dangerous antipathy.

China's richest man, Zhong Shanshan, the founder of the bottled-drinks company Nongfu Spring, recently faced online accusations of disloyalty. The red caps on his bottled water, social-media posters complained, were similar to the sun on the national flag of Japan, suggesting a closet sympathy for China's regional rival. Zhong's critics also speculated that his company's assets could be transferred to the U.S. because his son holds an American passport. The fact that this criticism was permitted on the carefully censored Chinese internet implies that the authorities tacitly approved.

Michael Schuman: China is doing Biden's work for him

China's digital nationalists do not, of course, speak for all Chinese people. I have never experienced hostility from regular people (as opposed to officials) in my many years in China, yet the smaller number of foreigners now coming here is very evident. The bureau in Beijing where I renew my resident visa always used to be jam-packed, with hours-long waits to get paperwork done. At our most recent visit, in October, my wife and I were the only ones there.

Beijing's impulse to shore up its regime by sealing China off from the outside has deep historical roots. The Great Wall, now simply a tourist destination, was constructed mainly by the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644). That barrier was a response to a serious security threat. Nomadic hordes from the Central Asian steppe routinely mounted raids across China's long northern frontier; the walls were the dynasty's effort to defend its empire. But protection against external threats can do little to forestall internal failures. Finally, in 1644, amid the Ming's collapse, a Chinese general guarding the northern frontier was so dismayed by the domestic chaos that he allowed a Manchu army to slip through the Great Wall and form a new dynasty, the Qing.

Modern efforts to exclude foreign influence and limit exchanges may be similarly undermined. Knowing a life less immured, many Chinese people do not relish seeing new walls go up. Much of the social-media response to the recent stabbings of foreigners expressed dismay that they might scare off foreign business, and many posters championed the brave Chinese woman who confronted the assailant at the Japanese-school bus stop and died from her own wounds.

Some of them also made concerned reference to the Boxer Rebellion, a popular movement that sought to purge China of foreign influences at the turn of the 20th century by targeting missionaries and besieging diplomatic legations. That episode ended in catastrophe, when an allied military force that included the U.S. and Japan invaded China and chased the Qing's empress dowager from the Forbidden City. That dire outcome--when nativist violence provoked geopolitical retaliation--has an ominous resonance today.

So far, Xi has been unwilling to temper his government's xenophobic rhetoric or rein in his security state to avoid such geopolitical fallout. He appears to believe he can erect barriers that protect his political interests but permit the foreign capital and technology China still needs. From outside, however, China appears to be sinking into isolation and paranoia that endanger the country's future. Xi is building walls when he should be building trust.
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Iran's Supreme Leader Is Worried

Why else would he bring his political rivals back in from the cold?

by Arash Azizi




Iran has taken a turn that hardly anyone could have seen coming a few short months ago. For years, Iran's reformist faction has languished in the political wilderness, banished there by hard-liners more aligned with Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and by a disillusioned electorate convinced that its votes did not matter. Few imagined this year that the reformists were about to make a comeback and elect a president for the first time since 2001. Yet on July 5, this is precisely what happened.

Masud Pezeshkian, a physician and longtime member of Parliament, defeated the ultra-hard-liner Saeed Jalili in a runoff with 54.8 percent of the vote. Turnout was extraordinarily low in the first round and only somewhat higher in the second, according to the official numbers--meaning that Pezeshkian will become president with a smaller share of eligible voters than any other president in the history of the Islamic Republic. For many of those who did come out, the main motivation was not love for Pezeshkian, but fear of his rival.

In effect, Iranian citizens sent two negative messages this election week: Those who didn't vote demonstrated their rejection of the regime and its uninspiring choices. Those who did vote said no to Jalili, who represented the hard core of the regime and its extremist agenda.

Khamenei could have avoided this outcome by simply not allowing Pezeshkian to run. The Guardian Council, an unelected body, vets all candidates for office and is ultimately loyal to the supreme leader. So why did Khamenei allow this election to become a binary choice pitting Jalili, whose vision dovetails with his own, against a representative of the reformist faction, which has proved more popular time and again?

Read: In Iran, the big winner is none of the above

The choice is particularly baffling considering that Khamenei had, in the past few years, finally achieved a long-standing dream: He had managed to fully populate the regime with hard-line zealots who paid him unquestioning obedience and shared his vision for an anti-West, anti-Israel, and anti-woman theocracy. In 2021, Ebrahim Raisi, a former hanging judge and an unimpressive lackey, was coronated president in an uncompetitive election.


(Morteza Nikoubazl / NurPhoto / Getty; Saman / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty)



Before Raisi, every single one of the four presidents who served under Khamenei ended up becoming the leader's political nemesis. Now Khamenei could say goodbye to all that. The Parliament, the judiciary, the Supreme National Security Council, and all the other major bodies of the regime, too, were dominated by conservatives and hard-liners in the Raisi era. Not only reformists, who had traditionally favored political liberalization, but even centrists, who adopted a pragmatic rather than ideological foreign policy, were booted out of positions of power. This past March, the Islamic Republic held probably its most restrictive parliamentary elections ever, a competition largely between conservatives and ultra-hard-liners. At long last, the 85-year-old Khamenei seemed to hold almost uncontested power.

So why would he jeopardize this state of affairs by allowing a reformist into the presidential race?

Khamenei has to be aware that the societal base for his regime is only shrinking. The mix of political repression and economic failure has proved unsurprisingly unpopular. A majority of Iranians refused to vote not only in this election but also in the three elections before it, starting in 2020. Even the reformists joined an official boycott this year, something normally more the province of young radicals and abroad-based opposition. Tens of thousands of Iranians turned out for street protests in 2017, 2019, and 2022-23, and hundreds were killed in violent crackdowns all over the country.

The regime put down those demonstrations, but its leaders have to know that they never addressed the problems that produced them. Millions of women continue to engage in acts of daily civil disobedience by refusing to abide by the mandatory-veiling policy. Prisons are filled with political detainees, including former regime officials such as Mostafa Tajzadeh, once a prominent reformist politician, and the well-known filmmaker Jafar Panahi. A terrible economy, poor growth, an ever-weakening currency, and skyrocketing inflation bedevil the country. Khamenei may well have calculated that if he doesn't change tack, he'll be due for no end of social explosions.

Read: How to be a man in Iran

The regime's international isolation may have also begun to feel untenable. Under President Raisi, Iran reestablished diplomatic ties with its historical foe Saudi Arabia and joined multilateral organizations such as BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Following Russia's 2022 invasion of Ukraine, Iran extended military aid and expanded ties with Moscow. But only a deal with the West can provide respite from the sanctions that are squeezing Iran's economy. Even dealings with anti-Western countries, such as China, are hampered by those restrictions, which complicate all of Iran's financial transactions. (On the campaign trail, Pezeshkian complained that China has demanded enormous discounts on oil as the price of doing business under the sanctions.) The Raisi administration held secret talks with the Biden administration, but they came to little. Now the possibility of Donald Trump's return may be focusing Khamenei's mind on this problem.

The regional situation surely also factored in. Iran's shadow war with Israel, which turned to direct mutual attacks in April, is at risk of escalating, and Khamenei may feel that managing it will require subtlety. Fundamentalists like Jalili are great for grandstanding speeches--less so for delicate international negotiations. Here, too, West-facing figures--such as Javad Zarif, the former foreign minister who was Pezeshkian's top aide during the campaign and is now the chair of his foreign-policy task force--once again have something to offer the Islamic Republic.

Raisi's death in a strange helicopter crash on May 19 provided the opening for Khamenei to recalibrate his relationship with the reformists and centrists. Pezeshkian was disqualified from running for president in 2021. Earlier this year, he was denied even a parliamentary run; Khamenei then personally intervened to allow him to enter and win the race for the Tabriz seat he has held since 2008. For this presidential election, he was the only one of three reformist candidates to be approved.

That Pezeshkian got the nod over the others is not an accident. Having served as a health minister under former President Mohammad Khatami, Pezeshkian has strong reformist credentials. He has often led the minority reformist caucus in Parliament, and he gave a courageous speech in 2009 condemning the harsh repression of that year's Green Movement. At the same time, however, he has demonstrated his loyalty to the Islamic Republic. In 2019, the Trump administration designated the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps a terrorist organization, and Pezeshkian, then the deputy speaker of Parliament, donned the militia's green uniform for the cameras and proudly identified himself with it. That same year, he celebrated IRGC's downing of an American drone.

As president-elect, Pezeshkian has already sought to reassure the regime's traditional partners. He wrote a letter to the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah promising continued support for the "resistance," and he spoke by phone with Russian President Vladimir Putin to pledge continued ties. The Kremlin must be feeling a little antsy, given that many Iranian officials in the orbit of former centrist President Hassan Rouhani, including Zarif, have expressed open dislike for the regime's recent break with Iran's tradition of nonalignment in order to orient the country toward Moscow.

Despite being nominally a reformist, Pezeshkian did not campaign for any serious reforms this year. During the televised debates and on the campaign trail, he professed more fealty to the supreme leader than his hard-line rivals did. To compare this new reformist president with the reformists of two decades ago--Khatami and his coterie imagined marginalizing Khamenei and democratizing Iran--is frankly depressing. Pezeshkian ran as a technocratic centrist, very much like his major conservative rival, Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf, who, despite the support of much of the IRGC's high staff, failed to garner more than 13.8 percent of the vote in the first round. Pezeshkian was endorsed by reformist grandees such as Khatami and the reformist cleric Mehdi Karroubi, who has been under house arrest since 2011. And yet, his campaign leads were mostly not reformists, but cabinet ministers from the centrist Rouhani administration.

Read: The fundamentalist, the technocrat, and the reformist

Still, some of Pezeshkian's personal qualities made him an attractive candidate, in a manner somewhat reminiscent of the hard-line populist Mahmoud Ahmadinejad: Pezeshkian sports a humble, plebeian look--he often wears a raincoat instead of a suit jacket--and speaks in plain, straightforward language instead of the jargon typical of Iranian politics.

The previous time a reformist won the presidency--Khatami, in 1997 and 2001--he did so on the back of a major social movement. Rouhani, too, had a strong mandate behind him, which gave him ballast in confronting the establishment hard-liners when he needed to. Pezeshkian's position is less secure, given last week's anemic turnout, and the institutions around him are controlled by hard-liners. His fealty to Khamenei, and his lack of experience in high politics, might also make him a meek match for the grand ayatollah and his minions.

Pezeshkian will nonetheless be judged on at least three issues that dominated the campaign: whether he can help loosen enforcement of the compulsory hijab, relax restrictions on the internet, and, most important, effect an opening with the West that could help lift sanctions and improve the country's economic outlook. On Saturday, which is the first day of the week in Iran, Tehran's stock index jumped high, reflecting the market's optimism about his prospects. But whether he can realize such hopes, especially given the limited power vested in Iran's presidency, remains to be seen.

One wind blowing in Pezeshkian's favor is the possibility of an alliance with some sections of the IRGC. He already has something of a tacit alliance with Qalibaf against the more extreme hard-line camp. Earlier this year, Pezeshkian's support helped Qalibaf win the speakership of the Parliament. In the second round of the presidential elections, Qalibaf dutifully endorsed Jalili, as a fellow conservative, but he didn't campaign for him, and many of his supporters endorsed Pezeshkian instead. Can this alliance extend into the Pezeshkian administration? And if so, how can the West-facing policy favored by Rouhani and Zarif be reconciled with the IRGC's sponsorship of anti-Israel militias in the region, and the proximity of certain segments of the IRGC to Russia? It is a truism that a change in president won't change Iran's core policies, because these are set by Khamenei. But the ever-shifting balance of power among factions of the regime does have policy consequences.

Iran's democratic and civic movements will have to decide how to navigate this rebirth of something like reform. During the election cycle, prominent activists and political prisoners were divided over whether to endorse Pezeshkian or call for boycotting the vote. Now they will need to plot their moves under his new government, weighing two competing impulses: to put demands on a possibly amenable administration, or call for the overthrow of the regime.

As for the octogenarian dictator, these waning years of his life resemble a Greek tragedy. Once a radical poet and a 1960s revolutionary who dreamed of building a better world, he has ended up overseeing a regime rife with corruption and incompetence, hated by most of its populace. Even many establishment figures know that revolutionary slogans won't solve the country's problems, hence their turn to technocracy.

Lenin once admonished that those who want obedience will get only obedient fools as followers. Khamenei never heeded that warning. Time and again, he pushed out independent-minded but impressive figures in favor of obedient fools. As he looks at the ragtag team of tinfoil-hat conspiracists and dour fundamentalists that surrounds him today, he must be somewhat embarrassed. Just five years ago, on the 40th anniversary of the Islamic Revolution, he spoke of cultivating a government dominated by "devout young revolutionaries." By opening up the political space to technocrats and centrists, he is perhaps admitting the defeat of that dream.
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        The Running of the Bulls 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	July 9, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The annual nine-day Fiesta de San Fermin began in Pamplona, Spain, last week. The festival, including the famous running of the bulls, attracts thousands of visitors every year. The fiesta kicks off as massive crowds await the chupinazo in Pamplona's town square, followed by a carnival, fireworks, the running of the bulls, and many bullfights. Gathered here are images from some of the first runs this year.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People lie on the ground in a small pile in front of a charging steer that jumps over them into a bullring full of other people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers brace themselves as a steer jumps over them at the San Fermin festival in Pamplona, Spain, on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A group of festivalgoers poses for the camera, each person smiling and wearing a T-shirt soaked in water and wine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers cheer during the official start of nine days of uninterrupted partying in Pamplona's famed running-of-the-bulls festival in on July 6, 2024.
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                [image: A view from a balcony, looking down on a huge crowd of people packed into a town square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A large crowd gathers for the ceremonial start to the festival, outside the town hall of Pamplona, on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people among a crowd raises their arms as water splashes on their heads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers are doused with water during the opening of the San Fermin festival on July 6, 2024.
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                [image: Lines of police officers open up a path through a packed crowd of festivalgoers, allowing a marching band to walk through.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The municipal music band La Pamplonesa performs during the Chupinazo, the opening ceremony, outside the town hall of Pamplona on July 6, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people are sitting, standing, and hanging from a wooden fence, waiting for the bulls to come.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers wait on the fence for the start of the first "encierro" (bull run) of the San Fermin festival, on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people, most wearing white T-shirts with red bandannas around their necks, fills a street surrounded by tall buildings, waiting. for a bull run to begin.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants prepare before a bull run on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: Participants run ahead of and alongside a group of bulls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants run ahead of and alongside a group of bulls in Pamplona on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: Several bulls pass by, surrounded by runners, making a turn on a cobblestone street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The bulls navigate a sharp corner during a bull run on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: Several runners fall as a bull bashes into them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants are struck by a Victoriano del Rio bull during a bull run on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of festivalgoers runs in front of and alongside a group of about 10 bulls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants run ahead of Cebada Gago bulls on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: A steer leaps over a pile of people that had lain down in front of it, into a bullring full of other people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers brace themselves as a steer jumps over them at the San Fermin festival on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: At least two festivalgoers are tossed by a steer, alongside a fence, inside a bullring.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants are tossed by a steer on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A steer paces inside an arena, surrounded by a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants surround a steer after the second "encierro" (bull run) of the San Fermin festival on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: A person is knocked to the ground by a steer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant is knocked to the ground by a steer on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: Medical workers carry an injured person on a stretcher along a cobblestone street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A reveler is taken away on a stretcher after being injured during a bull run during the first day of the running of the bulls, July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A person leaps gracefully over a running bull.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A "recortador" leaps over a bull in the Plaza de Toros bullring during a show on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A person tries to leap away from a charging bull, but one of the bull's horns has snagged and is pulling at their shirt.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bull snags the shirt of a "recortador" in the Plaza de Toros bullring on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a costume with a large head poses for photographs alongside people eating lunch at a long table, set up in a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of San Fermin Giants Comparsa Parade poses for a photo with a group of revelers during lunch at the San Fermin fiesta in Pamplona, on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: Adults and children run in a street at night, playfully being chased by a person carrying a statue of a bull that is shooting sparks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers run next to fire bull at the San Fermin fiesta on Monday night, July 8, 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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U.S. Allies Are Already Worried About Another Round of Trump

What should America's allies do if the leader of the free world doesn't care about the free world or want to lead it?

by Michael Fullilove




Most of America's allies would like Joe Biden to win the U.S. presidential election in November. He has been a fine president. His foreign-policy team is first-class. But what if Donald Trump should win instead? In the aftermath of Biden's poor debate performance, the anxieties in allied capitals are spiraling.

Allied leaders know that Trump views their countries not as friends but as freeloaders. As president, he threw shade on the principle of collective defense and carelessly handled the intelligence that allies provided to Washington. He threatened to withdraw U.S. troops from the Korean Peninsula and Europe.

So what should America's allies do if the leader of the free world doesn't care about the free world or want to lead it? In this ghastly scenario, they should retain their independence and their equilibrium--and be pragmatic.

Trump's instincts run counter to the worldviews of most U.S. allies. If he isn't an isolationist, he is certainly iso-curious. America's allies, by contrast, favor internationalism. He is bitterly opposed to free trade, whereas most allies benefit from it. He enjoys the company of autocrats such as Vladimir Putin and Kim Jong Un, whereas most allies are democracies. Finally, Trump is dubious about alliances themselves, even though both China and Russia would dearly love to have alliance networks as powerful and cost-effective as that of the United States.

The last time Donald Trump served as president, allied leaders fell into three categories: critics, sympathizers, and pragmatists. Angela Merkel was a prominent critic who never seemed comfortable with Trump and publicly contradicted him on refugees, tariffs, and other issues. During the 2018 G7 meeting in Canada, Merkel posted a striking photograph on Instagram that appeared to show her and other leaders confronting Trump, who sat in a defiant pose with his arms crossed.

McKay Coppins: What Europe fears

But picking a fight with the world's most powerful person is not always smart. Allies rely on the United States, which has the capacity to project military power anywhere on Earth, to protect them from adversaries such as Russia and China and provide essential public goods. Being at daggers drawn with Washington is rarely in an ally's interest. Merkel's poor relations with Trump, for example, contributed to his 2020 decision to withdraw 10,000 troops from Germany--a decision that President Joe Biden later reversed.

The second model for allies during the Trump administration was that of sympathizer. The former Australian prime minister Scott Morrison was a sympathizer: He identified himself politically with Trump, even joining the then-president in Ohio in 2019 to address a crowd of Trump supporters. Trump told the gathering that Morrison was "a great gentleman"; Morrison replied, "Together we are making jobs great again."

In May this year, during the criminal trial at which Trump was convicted on 34 felony counts, Morrison visited him at Trump Tower. "It was nice to catch up again, especially given the pile on he is currently dealing with in the US," Morrison later posted on X. "Good to see you DJT and thanks for the invitation to stay in touch."

Sympathizers figure that they need to get close to Trump in order to influence him. True, Trump's administration was animated by egomania and narcissism, and Trump relishes flattery. Praise can lead to goodies such as investment, political support, and decorations. But being intimate with Trump is unlikely to be popular back home--or good for the soul.

The pragmatists included former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. Japan operates in a tough neighborhood, facing security threats from China and North Korea and maintaining awkward relations with South Korea and Russia. Tokyo relies on Washington, and so Abe worked hard on his personal relationship with his fellow conservative Trump. In November 2016, Abe was the first world leader to call on the president-elect at Trump Tower. Over the next four years, he had dozens of conversations with Trump in meetings, on the phone, and on the golf course. In 2019, he arranged for Trump to be the first foreign leader to meet with Japan's newly enthroned Emperor Naruhito.

Abe was courteous and attentive without sacrificing his dignity or submerging himself in Trump's political identity. He stayed in close contact with Trump in order to avoid the nasty surprises other allied leaders endured. Rather than immediately contradicting Trump's misstatements in their conversations, Abe tended to deflect and return to the point later. As a businessman, Trump was a fierce critic of Japanese trading practices and ran newspaper advertisements accusing Japan and other allies of "taking advantage of the United States" by failing to pay for the protection Washington provided. But through his skillful dealings with Trump in office, Abe managed to soften that hostility. As president, Trump was well disposed to Japan and even signed off on a trade deal between Washington and Tokyo.

David Frum: A test of strength 

Another former Australian prime minister, Malcolm Turnbull, was also a pragmatist. "Whether in the Oval Office or on the playground, giving in to bullies encourages more bullying," Turnbull recently wrote in Foreign Affairs. "The only way to win the respect of people such as Trump is to stand up to them." So when Trump threatened to walk away from an Obama-era deal between the United States and Australia on asylum seekers and to impose tariffs on Australian steel and aluminum imports, Turnbull argued with him. He did so mainly in private, however, resisting the temptation to talk down to Trump in public. In their meetings, Turnbull also made much of their shared business backgrounds.

Criticizing Trump is risky for an ally's national interest. Sympathizing with him is risky for one's self-respect. The best way to thread the needle is to be pragmatic. Don't sneer, but don't gush, either. Assemble your arguments carefully and make sure they relate to Trump's interests. Fight your corner where required, preferably in private. Find common ground with Trump where you can, without betraying your values or doing something you will later regret.

A lot of leaders will find the prospect of fraternizing with Trump distasteful. But they need to grimace and bear it. The alternatives--to turn away from the United States or hug Trump tight--are worse.

Allied leaders will also need to work closely with other parts of the U.S. system, including Congress, the agencies, and the military. And they should work much more closely with one another. Trump is not wrong when he says that many allies have become overreliant on America's security umbrella. They should build up their own national capabilities and work with one another to reinforce the liberal international order that Trump disparages even as it is being undermined by Moscow and Beijing. As beneficiaries of that order, U.S. allies will have to serve as its bodyguards.

Mariia Hyten: Time is running out for Ukraine

Trump's plans to "make America great again" neglect a fundamental pillar of American greatness--its system of global alliances. If he is reelected, allied leaders will need to retain their autonomy, balance, and perspective. Like everything else in life, the Trump era, too, shall pass.
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Nothing Good Would Come of an Israeli War in Lebanon

A military blow isn't going to make Hezbollah disappear.

by Kim Ghattas


Workers harvest tobacco leaves near the border between Israel and Lebanon. (Chris McGrath / Getty)



Last week, former Israeli Minister and retired General Benny Gantz said that Israel could destroy Hezbollah's military in a matter of days. But if such a thing could be done, Israel would have already done it. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu similarly promised "total victory" against Hamas after October 7.

These declarations are dangerous bluster. Not only do they ultimately portend devastation, for Lebanon as for Gaza, but the military goals they suggest are maximalist and largely unattainable. Israel tends to underestimate the militias it's fighting and to take a hammer to a problem that a hammer has never fixed.

War has been a fact of life for civilians on both sides of the Israel-Lebanon border since October 8, when, after 17 years of relative calm there, Hezbollah launched its first missiles against northern Israel in support of Hamas. Israel's relentless, methodical shelling of a five-kilometer-deep area along the border inside Lebanon has created a de facto, uninhabitable dead zone. Some 90,000 Lebanese have been displaced, and civilian infrastructure, livestock, and agricultural land have been destroyed. Israel has targeted Hezbollah fighters with some success, killing 349 of them--but at least 50 Lebanese civilians have also been killed.

Graeme Wood: Israel is ready for another war

Hezbollah's shelling of Israel has been less intense and damaging, but it has struck deeper into Israeli territory. Some 60,000 Israelis have been evacuated from their homes in the north. Twenty-five Israelis, including civilians and soldiers, have been killed. The conflict has remained at a steady simmer but is now threatening to boil over as both sides stockpile weapons and Israel masses troops on the border. U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin has warned that full-blown war would be "catastrophic."

The contours of a deal that would stop the fighting are already known. Israel wants Hezbollah to end cross-border attacks and withdraw its top fighters and heavy weapons from the border area, and the Lebanese army to deploy in larger numbers near the frontier. Hezbollah wants Israel to stop shelling Lebanon, withdraw from disputed border points, and stop overflights of Lebanon. And yet, diplomacy has stalled--in part because Hezbollah has tied Lebanon's fate to the prospects for a cease-fire in Gaza, while Netanyahu's political survival is linked to the continuation of that conflict.

The alternatives to diplomacy are grim. As I have written before in this space, neither Hezbollah's patron, Iran, nor Israel particularly wants a full-scale war in Lebanon. But that doesn't mean it won't happen. The most destructive scenario would involve a widespread Israeli bombing campaign in Lebanon along with a ground incursion. Hezbollah would then fire barrages of missiles against northern Israel--enough to overwhelm the Iron Dome and cause substantial damage and loss of life. A protracted war might restore Hezbollah's credibility as a resistance movement against Israel, an aura it lost when it became a major player in Lebanon's corrupt political system and fought in the Syrian civil war to support the rule of the dictator Bashar al-Assad.

No definitive blow could take out Hezbollah's military capability within a short period of time. A full-scale war would embroil Israel and Lebanon for months, even years. Today's Hezbollah is not the militant group that Israel fought to a stalemate in 1996 and 2006. It now has 150,000 missiles at its disposal, including precision-guided ones, and hundreds of battle-hardened men who have fought in Syria and elsewhere. A conflict in Lebanon could draw in militias from Iraq and Syria. In the ultimate nightmare scenario, such a war could pull in Iran and the United States.

Maybe the two sides could manage a more limited escalation, focused on specific areas and military targets, with unspoken but clear rules of engagement. In this scenario, Israel would increase the tempo of its strikes against Hezbollah and Iranian targets in Syria, as well as strikes against Hezbollah targets in southern Lebanon and the Beqaa Valley, without targeting Lebanese infrastructure, such as the airport, power plants, or bridges, which it has often struck in the past. Hezbollah would likely respond with more sustained barrages into Israel, mostly in areas that civilians have vacated, and by targeting military sites and launching cyberattacks. But real life is not a war exercise, and keeping such an escalation within bounds would be difficult and dangerous.

The border clashes could also continue at their current intensity, a war of attrition with no clear end in sight. But in hardly any scenario would Israel gain more from military confrontation with Hezbollah than it would through diplomacy. And Israeli leaders should know this from history: Fighting Hezbollah, even before it grew as strong as it is today, has never delivered the resounding defeat that Gantz and others have promised, nor has waging outright war in Lebanon.

Hezbollah was born after Israel's 1982 invasion of Lebanon--an incursion initially meant to push Palestinian guerrilla fighters operating there away from the border with Israel. But the Israeli government didn't stop there. In his book Slopes of Lebanon, the Israeli journalist and peace activist Amos Oz writes that Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin imagined that he could "clean up, once and for all, the mess in the Middle East." Israel sent troops all the way to Beirut, seeking to install a friendly Christian president in Lebanon, pound the Syrian military positioned there into submission, and finish off the Palestinian Liberation Organization. Israel laid siege to Beirut for two months, and the fighting left 17,000 dead in Lebanon.

The PLO did indeed leave Beirut, but in every other sense, the war was a strategic disaster for Israel. The Christian president was assassinated, Lebanon canceled the peace agreement it signed with Israel within a year, Syria became even more powerful, Iran gained a foothold in Lebanon, and Israel wound up occupying southern Lebanon for two decades.

And yet, this was not the last time Israel went to war there. In 2006, Hezbollah kidnapped and killed several Israeli soldiers at the border, and Israel responded with a devastating military campaign against Hezbollah and Lebanon. Prime Minister Ehud Olmert declared that Israel's goal was not only to bring home the captured soldiers but to destroy Hezbollah.

Read: Hezbollah goes to the theater

Israel later adjusted its goals, saying that it intended only to cut down Hezbollah's capacity to launch rockets against Israel. Within a month, Israel had sent troops into Lebanon and was bogged down, asking the U.S. to call for a cease-fire. Lebanon had lost 1,200 lives and a good deal of infrastructure, but Hezbollah could still fire as many rockets as ever. Although Hezbollah's leader, Hassan Nasrallah, later expressed regret about the devastation the group's initial operation had brought onto Lebanon, the militia declared victory, and its popularity rose across the Arab world. Mutual deterrence was established, and calm on the border held for almost two decades. In that time, Hezbollah built up its arsenal, amassed political power in Lebanon, and became a regional paramilitary force, with influence and fighters in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. It has much to lose if war erupts, which is why it has shown remarkable restraint--though those living in northern Israel might not see it that way. But like Hamas and other guerrilla groups, Hezbollah knows it can play the long game much better than a traditional army, even one as mighty as Israel's.

The 1982 invasion of Lebanon was the first time Israel fought a guerrilla force instead of a traditional army, as it had previously done, successfully, against Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. It was also the first time it invaded and bombarded an Arab capital. It didn't win that war and hasn't won one since. In 1982, Oz wrote that "there can be no atonement for what we did in Beirut." Yet that campaign became a template. Today, Gaza lies in ruins and thousands are dead, but most of the hostages are still in Hamas captivity, and the group is still standing. The war has been a strategic disaster for Israel. Netanyahu may consider it a kind of victory, if only because he is still in power. But as he looks to the north, where a much more formidable adversary awaits him, he should remember the lessons of the Begin era, when he was deputy ambassador to the United States: There is no military victory to be had in a large-scale war against Lebanon.
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Now Keir Starmer Has to Decide If He'd Use Nukes

Becoming the British prime minister means giving top-secret orders--immediately--that could determine the fate of the world.

by Brian Klaas




Following a landslide victory for the Labour Party, Britain has a new leader. The moment Keir Starmer is officially made prime minister of the United Kingdom, he will be given a flurry of briefings, piles of documents, and the urgent business to run the country. Lurking among those papers is a moral land mine.

Starmer will be given a pen and four pieces of paper. On each paper, he must handwrite identical top-secret orders that--hopefully--no other human being will ever see. The previous set of orders, written by outgoing Prime Minister Rishi Sunak, will then be destroyed, unopened. These top-secret papers are called the "letters of last resort."

Since 1969, Britain's nuclear deterrent has operated at sea, with nuclear missiles that could be launched from at least one continuously deployed submarine. Destroying those vessels would eliminate the United Kingdom's nuclear deterrent, so the secrecy of the patrolling submarine's location is paramount. Once deployed, the submarine may not transmit messages, only receive them, to maintain its crucial cloak of concealment.

Today, there are four submarines--one always on patrol--which is why there are four identical copies of the letters. Each handwritten letter is placed inside a safe, which is housed inside another safe, on board the nuclear-armed submarine. Right now, one of those submarines is patrolling the world's oceans, its location known only to a tiny number of people at the highest levels of the British government.

Read: The nuclear question America never answers

During the Cold War, British authorities constantly feared that London could be wiped out in a surprise nuclear attack by the Soviet Union. If the British government ceased to exist in a blinding flash of atomic light, and everyone in the civilian chain of command was dead, who would have the authority to launch a counterattack? Without the credible threat of a "second strike" in response to a nuclear assault on the capital, Britain lacked a deterrent.

The letters of last resort are the solution to that dilemma: They allow the prime minister to issue orders for a counterattack from beyond the grave. If the submarine captain has reason to believe that London has been destroyed in a nuclear blast (one of the cues is said to be that the BBC has stopped broadcasting), then the captain is to make every attempt to verify that the British government no longer exists. Once satisfied that the worst has indeed taken place, only then may the captain open the two safes, unseal the letters, read their contents, and execute the order from the now-deceased prime minister. Should the United Kingdom release its nuclear arsenal and retaliate--or not?

The briefings with the prime minister are secret, but four main options are typically presented to the incoming leader: retaliate, don't retaliate, put the submarine under the control of the United States Navy, or leave it to the commander of the submarine to decide. Because it's impossible to forecast what has occurred, the letters must be elastic enough to respond to the annihilation of the British government, whether caused by Russia, North Korea, or a rogue terrorist group that has somehow acquired weapons of mass destruction. There is just one letter per submarine.

"The prime minister can write on that piece of paper anything that he likes," Robin Butler (also known as the Right Honourable Lord Butler of Brockwell) told me when I met him in his flat in Westminster a few years ago. He had served as the private secretary to five prime ministers, briefing the newly elected ones on the responsibilities they'd assumed. During the Cold War, the very existence of the letters was top secret--nobody outside the highest echelons of the British government knew of them--so the need to draft them came as a shock to incoming prime ministers still riding the euphoria of being elected. Even though the letters are not a secret today, writing them is still daunting. A new prime minister must decide whether he or she is willing to engage in nuclear warfare. (Liz Truss may have failed to outlast a head of lettuce, but she did decide whether she would use nuclear weapons.)

Read: Goodbye to Tory Britain

After explaining the protocols, Lord Butler would tell incoming prime ministers to write down what they had decided. "All I did was to leave successive prime ministers with a piece of paper and a pen to write out what those instructions should be," Butler told me. "But it must be, above everything else, the thing that brings home to them what the weight of their responsibility is." Britain has, by accident, designed a protocol ensuring that new prime ministers cannot come to office thinking only of themselves, but must contend psychologically with the burden of power, too.

If the worst were to happen, the letter on board the patrolling submarine would be opened. If the prime minister had given orders to retaliate, the crew would immediately fire as many as eight Trident missiles comprising up to 40 warheads, with a payload that would make the Hiroshima blast look comparatively minor. The trigger mechanism incorporates a handle from a modified Colt 45 revolver. (The training trigger is black, whereas the real one is red.) It will operate only when the captain has turned a key to the "Fire" position, ensuring that two people are required to initiate a launch.

This weekend, Keir Starmer, like all prime ministers for the past five decades before him, will write his orders for what to do if the British government is wiped out. Unlike American presidents, who must only contemplate the terrifying nuclear power they control, British prime ministers must actually decide--definitively--whether they would use that power.

Prime ministers are hesitant to discuss the letters of last resort, and none of the handwritten orders has ever been seen. That's understandable, because if the letters included any orders other than for a full-blown second strike, Britain's adversaries would know that, and it could heighten the risk of a nuclear attack.

Nonetheless, former British Prime Minister Tony Blair spoke with me in 2020 about the letters of last resort. On taking office in 1997, Blair told me, "Whereas everyone else was euphoric, I really wasn't. I was oppressed by the weight of the responsibility that was descending upon me and very conscious of it--very conscious of the fact that campaigning for office and governing in office are two very different things."

The letters themselves didn't weigh that heavily on Blair, however, because he took power during a period of comparative peace and prosperity, when the prospect of nuclear war seemed far-fetched. "Yes, of course, I paid a lot of attention deciding how I drafted the letters," he said. "But it didn't seem to be anything other than an extraordinarily remote possibility, so I can't say it occupied my thoughts greatly."

The same is unlikely to be true for Starmer, who takes office at a moment of global peril. Russia's invasion of Ukraine has raised concerns that nuclear weapons could again be used in warfare. North Korea's eccentric dictator continues to test his arsenal. Iran is more openly flirting with acquiring nuclear bombs. And one of the options prime ministers usually consider--turning over Britain's nuclear arsenal to the United States Navy--could soon mean putting even more nuclear firepower in the hands of Donald Trump.

If the letters are opened, and they call for the awesome power of Britain's nuclear arsenal to be unleashed, a deafening sound will follow--of missiles traveling at 18,000 miles an hour before exploding in a cacophony of death. This weekend, Keir Starmer must contemplate the destructive capability he now wields, while listening to a much quieter sound: the scratches of his pen on four pieces of paper that could determine the future of humanity.
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How Labour Defeated Populism

Keir Starmer<span>'</span>s party beat the far right and far left by addressing real voters<span>'</span> problems.

by Anne Applebaum




They didn't use emotional slogans. They tried not to make promises they can't keep. They didn't have a plan you can sum up in a sentence, or a vision whose essence can be transmitted in a video clip. They were careful not to offer too many details about anything.

Nevertheless, Keir Starmer and the Labour Party will now run Britain, after defeating two kinds of populism. Yesterday they beat the Conservative Party, whose current leaders promised back in 2016 that simply leaving the European Union would make Britain great again. Instead, Brexit created trade barriers and dragged down the economy. To compensate, the Tories leaned hard into nationalist rhetoric, looked for scapegoats, and shuffled through five prime ministers in eight years. None of it worked: Labour has just won a stunning landslide victory of a kind no one would have believed possible after the last election, in 2019.

Helen Lewis: Goodbye to Tory Britain

Long before this election, Starmer, the new British prime minister, also ran a successful campaign against the far left in his own party. In 2020, he unseated the previous party leader, Jeremy Corbyn, who had led Labour to two defeats. Systematically--some would say ruthlessly--Starmer reshaped the party. He pushed back against a wave of anti-Semitism, removed the latter-day Marxists, and eventually expelled Corbyn himself. Starmer reoriented Labour's foreign policy (more about that in a moment), and above all changed Labour's language. Instead of fighting ideological battles, Starmer wanted the party to talk about ordinary people's problems--advice that Democrats in the United States, and centrists around the world, could also stand to hear.

"Populism," Starmer told me Saturday, thrives on "a disaffection for politics. A lack of belief that politics can be a force for good has meant that people have turned away in some cases from progressive causes." We were speaking in Aldershot, a garrison town known as the unofficial home of the British army, where he had just met with veterans. "We need to understand why that is, to reconnect with working people," he said. "The big change we've made is to restore the Labour Party to a party of service to working people. I believe we'd drifted too far from that."

His official statements from Aldershot, and indeed from everywhere else, used that kind of language too: working people. Service. Change. In his first speech as prime minister, he promised to "end the era of noisy performance." The rest of his party also talks like this. David Lammy, Britain's new foreign secretary, described that same philosophy to me last week. "You have to deliver for working people," he said. "You have to address how they feel about crime, how they feel about health, whether their children will have lives as good or better than them. That has got to be your focus. You cannot get distracted by social media, cancel culture, and culture wars that I'm afraid are totally tangential to most people's day-to-day lives."

Listen: Britain's conservatives are about to lose big

It's a different story from the one unfolding in other democracies. In a year when millions of Americans are preparing to vote for a serial liar who offers his voters "retribution," and only days after French voters flocked to both far-right and far-left extremes, the British have just elected an unflashy, unpretentious, hypercautious Labour Party led by a gray-haired prime minister whose manifesto talks about economic growth, energy, crime, education, and making the National Health Service "fit for the future." The party won without generating huge enthusiasm. Turnout was low, Starmer's popularity is lukewarm, and many votes went to small parties, including both a far left and a far right that are certainly not beaten for good.

But Starmer's campaign was not designed to create enthusiasm. Instead, Labour sought to persuade just enough people to give it a chance. This is a shift not only from the Corbyn years, but also from the style of previous Labour governments. Starmer clearly differs from the departing prime minister, Rishi Sunak, a wealthy former hedge-fund manager, but he is also very unlike his most famous Labour predecessor. In 1997, Tony Blair brought Labour from the far left to the center by oozing charisma and courting the British middle class. Blair rebranded his party as New Labour, gave moving speeches, and unleashed a kind of public-relations hysteria that felt fresh at the time. I covered that campaign for a British newspaper, and once interviewed Blair on his campaign bus. Two other journalists were sitting with him as well. We all had different agendas, and there was a surreal, breathless quality to our questioning, as I summarized it later on: "What is your favourite book / will you join the common currency / what do you do in your free time / don't you think Helmut Kohl is going to eat you alive, Mr Blair?"

Starmer, by contrast, sometimes campaigned as if he had never used the term public relations, and for most of his life, he probably didn't. His father was a toolmaker in a provincial factory; Starmer himself didn't run for Parliament until the age of 52. Before entering politics, he was a lawyer who rose to run Britain's Crown Prosecution Service. In Aldershot, where Blair would have staged a grand entrance, Starmer and John Healey, now the incoming defense secretary, entered the dim room without any fanfare. Ignoring the television cameras lined up against the wall, they sat down at scruffy tables, poured tea, and chatted with the mostly elderly veterans, well out of earshot of the press.

This is clearly Starmer's personal style. Understated comes to him naturally. Critics might also add opaque. But, again, this is also a strategy. Throughout the campaign, Labour sought to portray itself as a party of men and women who take nothing for granted and will toil ceaselessly on your behalf. "We've got to prove ourselves over and over again" is how Rachel Reeves, now the first female chancellor of the exchequer, put it a few weeks ago. The message isn't exciting, but it isn't meant to be. And maybe this is what anti-populism has to look like: There is no ideology. The middle-of-the-roadness is the point.

Labour's 180-degree turn on foreign policy--especially NATO, the transatlantic alliance, and the importance of the military--is part of this story too. Corbyn was skeptical of all of those things, and a faction of the party still is. But Starmer is leaning into them. The meeting in Aldershot was organized by Labour Friends of the Forces, a group that was founded more than a decade ago, faded away in the Corbyn years, and has now been revived. The party also selected 14 military veterans as parliamentary candidates. At the train station in Aldershot, Healey told me that he hoped they would eventually become part of a cross-party veterans' caucus of the kind that exists in Congress.

The party's foreign-policy language is also different. When I met Lammy, he had just been to a briefing at the Foreign Office and was on his way to MI6, the foreign-intelligence service (last week, he was still without his own headquarters, and we spoke in a room above a restaurant). Lammy's parents arrived in Britain as part of the postwar wave of Caribbean immigrants. He was raised by a single mother in a poor London neighborhood, but eventually acquired a master's degree from Harvard Law School, where he met Barack Obama. He will be, he often says, "the first foreign secretary descended from the slave trade."

Like Starmer, Lammy is an institutionalist and an avowed centrist. He told me he wants to follow neither "Jeremy Corbyn, preoccupied with the kind of leftist socialism of the last century, the 1970s," nor the nationalism epitomized by former Prime Minister Liz Truss, who was "trapped in a kind of ideological slash-and-burn worldview." He uses the term progressive realism to describe this philosophy and talks a lot about facing reality, "meeting the world as it is." That means recognizing Vladimir Putin's "new fascism" as well as being "realistic about the support that Ukraine needs." It also means "meeting Israel as we find it, with a complex political landscape at this time, not as we might wish it to be or as it may have been 30 years ago."

Both he and Starmer have been to Ukraine and have met its president, Volodymyr Zelensky. Both were quietly planning, as the campaign drew to an end, to attend next week's NATO summit. Lammy told me he wants to revive the legacy of Ernest Bevin, the Labour postwar foreign secretary who helped create NATO, who was "pretty hardheaded about the dangers of the atomic bomb," and "pretty hardheaded on the need to bind the U.K. to Europe, to the United States." He wants people to understand that transatlanticism is not just a Tory quality, but in the Labour DNA too.

Read: The British prime minister bowed to the inevitable

Policy toward the EU is a harder call. At the very end of the campaign, Starmer, who supported remaining in the EU, ruled out rejoining in any form "in my lifetime," and the party sometimes seems to be spooked by the very word Brexit, a hornet's nest it doesn't want to poke. Instead, Starmer, Lammy, and their colleagues all speak, without much detail, about better trade relationships and different arrangements with Europe. Reeves recently told the Financial Times that she might, for example, seek to align British regulations with European regulations where it suited particular industries, something the Tories were determined to avoid for ideological reasons: They had promised that Britain would always chart its own course. Nobody voted for Brexit, Reeves scoffed, because "they were not happy that chemicals regulations were the same across Europe."

Helen Lewis: The eerie silence over Brexit

Certainly the mood music around U.K.-EU relations will be different. Instead of projecting hostility--Truss once said that the "jury is out" on whether France is a friend or a foe--Lammy hopes to build a new security pact with Europe, and to immediately refresh Britain's links to France, Germany, and Poland. "I think one of the saddest things of recent years is that the U.K. has drifted," Starmer told me. "We have to reset on the international stage, and make sure that Britain is seen once again as a country that abides by its word; believes in international law, in international standards; and is respected around the globe."

Part of that change could have harder edges. Lammy's team is planning a serious assault on kleptocracy and international corruption, some of which the U.K. facilitates. Oligarchs from Russia and elsewhere have long been attracted to London, not least because buying property anonymously there was so easy, and because the city's financial experts were always willing to help anyone move money around the world. British overseas territories, including the British Virgin Islands and the Cayman Islands, have become tax havens notoriously used by the autocratic world as well. Lammy told me he wants to go beyond just sanctions on Russia, to stop "the enablers of dirty money: the lawyers, the accountants that enable this behavior." The billions laundered through the U.K., he has said in the past, are "fueling crime on British streets, runaway house prices, and the severe Kremlin threat."

The window for this kind of dramatic policy shift might be very small. Labour will have a very brief honeymoon, if it has any honeymoon at all. The impact of Brexit can't be reversed quickly, years of austerity have run down the health service and schools that Labour wants to rebuild, and the country has no easy source of money to do the kinds of things that would immediately make people feel optimistic and engaged again.

Populism, of both the right-wing and left-wing varieties, hasn't gone away--on the contrary. Reform, the new anti-immigration party led by Donald Trump's friend Nigel Farage, fared well in the polls and now has several parliamentary seats. As the second-largest party in many constituencies, it could benefit, in any future vote, from any anti-establishment or anti-Labour surge. Just a day before the election, one of Starmer's left-wing critics also fired a warning shot in The New York Times, attacking the Labour leader for being "obsequious toward big business, advocating austerity at home and militarism abroad" and condemning Starmer's "small-minded attempts" to silence critics. Starmer's tendency to hedge his positions in an effort to occupy the center ground between these poles has made him a lot of enemies.

For now, this balancing act has paid off. Tom Baldwin, the author of a best-selling Starmer biography, told me that to understand the new prime minister, you have to imagine a man standing in a field. "He takes one step forward and stops. A step to the left, and he stops. One step back, two steps to the right, and he stops again. What he's doing looks weird. It's inelegant; it's confusing. But he's crossing a minefield. And this is the best way to get to the other side."

Although Labour has been more often out of power than in power over the past century, Starmer did get to the other side. Labour won. And in the end, election victories, not ideological battles, are what matter most.
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How Macron Lost France to the Extremes

He ran France like a tech bro excited to break things, rather than a political leader who made voters feel part of a collective project.

by Rachel Donadio


Supporters of the far-right National Rally celebrate the European election results in Paris on June 9. (Lewis Joly / AP)



One short month ago, France seemed like a relatively stable Western democracy whose president, Emmanuel Macron, may have been losing altitude but was at least expected to serve out his mandate until 2027.  Then, in June, he shocked the country and most of his own cabinet by calling snap elections. Now the far right is on the brink of power in France for the first time since World War II: One in three French voters last Sunday chose Marine Le Pen's National Rally, an animated leftist coalition is trailing not far behind, and Macron's political center has collapsed.

What just happened here? And what will happen next? Polls project that the National Rally and its allies will either win an outright full majority in the second and final round of the vote, on July 7, or, more likely, there will be a hung Parliament, split between far-right and leftist blocs, which will be virtually unable to govern. Either scenario would be an earthquake in hierarchical France, where much of the economy and social cohesion--fraternite--depends on the government. A volatile period is sure to follow.

Paris is to France as Washington, New York, and Hollywood combined are to the United States--and tout Paris has been in stunned shock and full of dread since June 9, when Macron announced his dramatic choice to dissolve the National Assembly and call legislative elections following his party's disastrous showing in elections for the European Parliament. Two days later, the singer Francoise Hardy died, and the airwaves were filled with her mellifluous, sexy voice singing "Le temps de l'amour," now the soundtrack to an epochal political reckoning.

France votes for legislators and presidents in different elections, so no matter what the results are on Sunday, Macron will remain president. But he will have diminished clout. "In a sense, Macron is dead, but the problem is the way he will die, and that will really depend on the result of the election," Gerard Araud, a former French ambassador to the United States, told me. One possibility is that the country will become so ungovernable that Macron will be forced to step down and call early presidential elections.

Like most of the French establishment, Araud is critical of Macron, if not furious with him. "Narcissus died because he loved his own reflection too much," he posted on X a few days after we spoke. In another post, Araud quoted Ecclesiastes: "Woe to you, o Land, when your king is a child." That seemed aimed at Macron, but if the far right wins an absolute majority, Jordan Bardella, the TikTok-savvy head of the National Rally, could become prime minister--and he is 28, barely touched by the 20th century.

Macron, nicknamed "Jupiter," has governed France with extreme confidence to the point of recklessness, certain of his judgment and heedless of the damage. His wager in calling early elections was that the left couldn't unite in three weeks and the center right would support him. Instead, the left united within days, and some on the center right are now supporting the far right. What was once unthinkable has become all but unavoidable.



The dam that used to hold Bardella's party and its predecessor, the National Front, back from actually governing France may not hold on Sunday. The far right once occupied the outer fringe of acceptability in French politics; in recent years, it has both remade itself in search of populist appeal and become normalized. Macron won the presidency in 2017 and was reelected in 2022, in large part because political forces united to block Le Pen from coming to power. But she still won 41 percent of the vote in 2022. Her father, Jean-Marie Le Pen, who founded the National Front in 1972, once called the Nazi gas chambers "a detail of history." Today, in an ironic twist, the younger Le Pen and Bardella have cast themselves as defenders of Jews against Muslim anti-Semitism and Islamist terrorism, doubling down on their party's attacks on Muslim immigrants.

This turnabout has played well for the National Rally in some quarters. Jean-Luc Melenchon and his far-left France Unbowed party have alienated many French Jews with recent anti-Semitic outbursts, including toward some French Jewish lawmakers. France Unbowed has been heavily courting Muslim voters by making its support for the Palestinian cause a central campaign issue. For this reason, Serge Klarsfeld, an activist who has spent his life tracking down Nazis, has said that he would support the National Rally over a leftist coalition in this election. The public intellectual Alain Finkielkraut also said he wouldn't rule out voting for the National Rally against the leftist coalition.

The far right has picked up other new bedfellows. Le Figaro, the bourgeois center-right daily, came out this week for the National Rally, calling the election (not quite accurately) a showdown between Bardella and Melenchon. A recent poll by the Financial Times found that French people trust the National Rally with the economy more than they would a leftist government. The leftist coalition has proposed raising the minimum wage and bringing back a wealth tax that Macron eliminated in a move that helped bring foreign investment to France.

Eric Ciotti, the head of the center-right Republicans, broke with his Gaullist party's position and called for an alliance with the National Rally after years of saying the party would never do so. Ciotti and Marine Le Pen sat in the front row like proud parents at a recent news conference in Paris where Bardella presented the party's platform, which includes lowering fuel taxes (hiking them sparked the Yellow Vests uprising against Macron in 2018), lowering the retirement age for some workers (reversing a Macron policy that also provoked street protests), cutting French contributions to the European Union's budget, and eliminating birthright citizenship for children born in France to foreign-born parents. He also proposed banning cellphones in schools and insisting that primary and secondary students use the formal vous to address their teachers.

This mix of blood-and-soil nationalism, law-and-order tough talk, and economic incentives has helped the party expand its appeal to French citizens who feel squeezed by rising prices and stagnant wages. The party has used criticism of Macron to advance a divisive agenda that would include banning dual nationals from sensitive public posts. In last Sunday's vote, the National Rally increased its standing significantly among women, retirees, voters under 35, and those who live in large cities and have relatively high incomes, a poll by Ipsos reported. The poll also found that half of voters under the age of 25 voted for the leftist coalition, which won 28 percent of the vote and includes the Communist Party, the Socialist Party, a green party, France Unbowed, and the center-left party of Raphael Glucksmann. Glucksmann's coalition performed almost as well in the European elections as Macron's.



What happened to the center? Renaissance and its allies won about 20 percent of the vote last Sunday. The crisis has been long in coming and is also of Macron's own making.

Macron rode personal charisma to power in 2017 after a center-right candidate collapsed. He never had the support of a grassroots movement behind him, and he went on to run France like a tech bro excited to break things, rather than a political leader seeking to build alliances and consensus, or to make voters feel that they were part of a collective project that would improve their lives. Many of Macron's reforms likely left France in better shape. But to pass some of them, he used constitutional powers to circumvent the National Assembly, and in doing so, he weakened French democracy.

Macron has won the admiration of urban elites, the foreign press, and investors. His labor reforms helped the economy by allowing managers to more easily hire and fire workers; raising the retirement age lightened the burden on the state. But these measures also made people feel less secure. The French heartland knows Macron as a "president of the rich"--a reputation he hasn't even tried to shake. He doesn't make voters feel seen, heard, or recognized. Macron and his allies communicate with ideas, whereas the far right and the far left communicate with emotions.

The election has revealed Macron's technocratic centrism as a fragile facade, behind which the country is still deeply divided, as is much of the West, between right and left, urban and rural, rich and poor, educated and not, globalist and nationalist, young and old. Results after the first round of voting on June 30 showed the centrists winning only in large urban areas, and the leftist bloc winning in the banlieues and some left-leaning smaller cities. The rest of the electoral map belonged almost entirely to the National Rally.

According to a study by a commission affiliated with the French government, 84 percent of National Rally voters say that they live less well than they used to--almost twice the proportion of Macron voters. This sense of declassement, of going backwards, is pervasive in la France profonde, as swaths of rural and small-town France are known. These voters also feel a strong pull toward degagisme--French for "throw the bums out."

At a street market in Avallon, a pretty town in Burgundy, every vegetable and food vendor I spoke with ahead of the elections was enthusiastically supporting the far right. When I asked why, Didier Martinez, who was selling sausages, told me, "We can't take in all the misery of the world." He said there were too many immigrants, too much delinquency, too much petty crime. "We no longer feel at home," he said.

Right-wing media amplify this existential dread, especially the radio and television networks owned by Vincent Bollore, a conservative Catholic businessman associated with the 2017 launch of CNews, France's answer to Fox News. The week before the election, CNews ran prime-time ads for home-security alarms and home-security cameras amid its right-wing commentary, targeting an audience presumed receptive to the National Rally's call for order, rules, enforcement, and borders.

From the December 2021 issue: Why is France so afraid of God?

Le Pen has said that she would ban headscarves in public if she became president. Hijabs are currently banned in French primary and secondary schools. In St. Ouen, a northern suburb of Paris that will host some events for the Summer Olympics, which begin on July 26, I spoke with Massilya Oualghazi, a 19-year-old French Moroccan medical student in a cotton-candy-pink abaya. She follows politics closely and supports the far-left France Unbowed. "It respects the rights of the Muslim community," she told me. "The National Rally favors the interests of Macron and the ultrarich."

The collapse of Macron's center has thrown open the doors of power to the far right and to a leftist coalition that includes the far left. The question now is whether the extremes will moderate if they're in power. For all its centralized strength, the French state has never seemed so fragile.
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        Photos of the Week: Puffin Parent, Cow Cabin, Blue Frog

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	July 5, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A greased-pole walk in Massachusetts, a heavy-metal music festival in France, destructive wildfires in California, hurricane damage in Barbados, a hot-dog-eating competition at Coney Island, scenes from the Glastonbury Festival in England, sumo wrestlers at the Lincoln Memorial, and much more


This photo essay originally misidentified the artist Daniela Capaccioli.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge dome, covered in LED lights, displays the eyes and mouth of an emoji face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Sphere lights up on June 29, 2024, in Las Vegas, Nevada.
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                [image: Two large stone busts sit on an open hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Statues of Genghis Khan and Kublai Khan are seen at the Guaishan scenic area in the city of Tongliao, Inner Mongolia Autonomous region, on June 29, 2024.
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                [image: Six sumo wrestlers wearing traditional gear stand in front of the Lincoln Memorial.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sumo wrestlers with the Sumo and Sushi exhibition event visit the Lincoln Memorial during a tour of Washington, D.C., on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two dancers leap together on a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Birmingham Royal Ballet performs "Interlinked" on the Pyramid Stage during day five of the Glastonbury Festival 2024 in Glastonbury, England,  on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: Two deer run along a ridge at dusk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Deer run along a ridge at dusk in San Antonio, Texas, on July 1, 2024.
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                [image: A wildfire on burns a wooded hillside at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Thompson fire burns around Lake Oroville in Oroville, California, on July 2, 2024. A heat wave is sending temperatures soaring, resulting in red-flag fire warnings throughout the state.
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                [image: A woman in a long white dress and a purple headscarf walks in a lavender field, in one of many long rows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks in a lavender field in Valensole, France, on July 3, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wearing a costume shaped like a peace symbol stands onstage in front of a huge video screen that shows an image of the crowd in front of her.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Serbian conceptual and performance artist Marina Abramovic calls on the crowds to hold a seven-minute silence on the third day of Glastonbury 2024, in the village of Pilton in Somerset, England, on June 28, 2024.
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                Competitors race past a sunflower field in the Emilia Romagna countryside during the second stage of the 111th edition of the Tour de France cycling race, between Cesenatico and Bologna, in Italy, on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A girl sits on someone's shoulders, between trees, as fireworks explode in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl watches the Macy's Fourth of July fireworks over New York City on July 4, 2024, in Hoboken, New Jersey.
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                [image: A performer opens their mouth and arms wide while wearing a huge and feathery costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Boi Bumba Caprichoso association performs during the Boi Bumba folklore festival at the Bumbodromo in Parintins, Amazonas State, Brazil, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds up a championship belt, cheering, beneath a sign that reads "51."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Miki Sudo celebrates after winning the women's title during the 2024 Nathan's Famous Fourth of July hot-dog-eating competition at Coney Island in the Brooklyn borough of New York on July 4, 2024. Sudo won after consuming a record-breaking 51 hot dogs.
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                [image: A goalkeeper stretches and jumps to block a soccer ball.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mert Gunok of Turkey saves a headed shot by Christoph Baumgartner of Austria (not pictured) during the UEFA EURO 2024 round-of-16 match between Austria and Turkey at Football Stadium Leipzig on July 2, 2024, in Leipzig, Germany.
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                [image: A boy plays with a football, falling in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy plays with a football in the water during a warm day at the El Cuilio pool in San Salvador, El Salvador, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A temple and tall pagoda stand partially submerged in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows partially submerged temple and pagoda atop the island of Luoxingdun, as water levels at Poyang lake are nearing historic highs following heavy rainfall in Lushan, Jiangxi province, China, on July 4, 2024. Click here to see a photo of the same location during a period of extreme drought in 2022.
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                [image: Many fishing boats lie at unnatural angles in a storm-damaged harbor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fisherman looks at fishing vessels damaged by Hurricane Beryl at the Bridgetown Fisheries in Barbados, on July 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds three wet owlets with gloved hands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A municipal worker shows owlets rescued from a fallen tree after a powerful storm in Montenegro's capital, Podgorica, on July 2, 2024.
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                A Bengal tiger rests in a shaded area in a zoo in the Karatay district of Konya, Turkey, on June 24.
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                [image: Flames roil on the tires and interior of a burning pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle burns as flames engulf a home during the Thompson Fire in Oroville, California on July 2, 2024.
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                [image: A plane drops red fire retardant in a large plume over a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An air tanker drops fire retardant over a house during the Toll Fire in Calistoga, California, on July 2, 2024.
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                [image: A puffin with a beak full of small eels flies into a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Atlantic puffin with a beak full of sand eels heads to feed its chicks on Skomer Island, in Pembrokeshire, Wales, on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A small blue frog sits on the edge of a leaf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rare blue-colored tree frog holds on to a leaf in the Karacabey district of Bursa, Turkey, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: An athlete prepares to throw a shot while wearing sunglasses and a decorated face mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Raven Saunders wears a mask as she competes in the women's shot-put final on day nine of the 2024 U.S. Olympic Team Track & Field Trials at Hayward Field, on June 29, 2024, in Eugene, Oregon.
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                [image: A dancer in costume stands beneath a cable car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A folkloric-music dancer stands beneath a cable car in La Paz, Bolivia, on June 30, 2024
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                [image: A person walks past an art installation made up of dozens of enormous human-skull sculptures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A photo shows the art creation "Mass" by Australian sculptor Ron Mueck, on display at the Voorlinden Museum, in Wassenaar, Netherlands, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks outside a large mosque with a green doorway and several green domes on its roof.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man arrives at the Grand Mosque for Friday prayers in Nouakchott, Mauritania, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: Boaters and kayakers watch as a person tries to walk along a horizontal pole that has been placed above water and covered in grease.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Contestants walk along a 40-foot greased pole over water in an attempt to grab the flag at the end of the pole during the 94th annual Sunday Greasy Pole contest at St. Peter's Fiesta in Gloucester, Massachusetts, on June 30, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Joseph Prezioso / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A singer performs at a festival, carried aloft by a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Frank Carter and the Rattlesnakes perform live onstage at the Hellfest Open Air Festival in Clisson, France, on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A cyclist falls during a practice run on a steep dirt hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cyclist falls during practice ahead of the Challenge Downhill mountain-biking race, in La Paz, Bolivia, June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A worker transports many share bikes using a small three-wheeled truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker transports share bikes to a tourist destination in downtown Beijing, China, on June 29, 2024.
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                [image: A person dangles from a thrill ride set up on the side of a tall tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dangles from a Dive and Walk attraction at the landmark Tsutenkaku Tower, in Osaka, Japan, on July 1, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a large art installation in front of an opera house in a city square; it looks like a large fallen tree with no leaves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph taken on July 3, 2024, shows the art piece "Le Reve de Fitzcarraldo" ("Fitzcarraldo's Dream"), by the Brazilian artist Henrique Oliveira, displayed in front of the Nantes Opera in downtown Nantes, France, as part of the Voyage a Nantes art festival, which runs from July 6 to September 8, 2024.
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                [image: A cow stands inside a small cabin, poking its head out the open door.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cow stands inside a small uninhabited house in Hantay bag in the Bulgan province of Mongolia on July 1, 2024.
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                [image: A deer with electrical wiring tangled in its antlers walks in shallow water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A milu deer with electrical wiring tangled in its antlers walks in the Tiaozini wetland in Yancheng, in China's Jiangsu province, on July 3, 2024.
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                [image: Two wire-mesh sculptures shaped as humanlike spirits with antlers, arranged on a small lake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An art installation featuring wire-mesh sculptures by the Italian artist Daniela Capaccioli is seen on the lake at Parc Montsouris in the 14th arrondissement of Paris, France, 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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America Finally Has an Answer to the Biggest Problem With EVs

Used electric cars are not just cheap--they are cheaper than similar gas cars.

by Matteo Wong




For more than 40 years in a row, Ford's F-150 and its family of pickup trucks have been the best-selling vehicles in America. So when Ford released an electric version in 2022, the F-150 Lightning, it should have been a turning point for electric cars in the country--if not, that is, for the price tag. The bottom rung of the all-electric F-150 Lightning sells for about $26,000 more than the cheapest gas-powered model, and at the moment, few people seem willing to pay the premium: Of the more than 750,000 F-Series trucks sold last year, just over 24,000 were electric.



Such price tags have been the biggest hurdle stopping Americans from buying electric cars, in turn hampering the country's climate goals. A new EV costs $55,000 on average, according to one estimate--positioning these cars as luxury items. In a recent poll, more Americans balked at the cost of an EV than were worried about range or simply preferred gas. Electric vehicles made up about 8 percent of new car sales in the United States last year, compared with more than a quarter in China, where new EVs can go for about $10,000 or less. No matter how high-tech or eco-friendly these cars are, until America gets EVs that are at least as affordable as gas cars, a critical mass of drivers will have ample reason to avoid going electric.



But you can already buy a cheap EV in the United States. The typical price of a new EV certainly remains higher than that of a gas car--but the price of used EVs has cratered in recent years, so much so that a used EV is now actually cheaper than a comparable used gas car. In May, the average secondhand EV sold for $32,000, Ivan Drury, the director of insights at the car-buying website Edmunds, told me, down from $56,000 nearly two years earlier. Some estimates are lower: The average used price of a set of popular EV models has fallen to less than $24,000, according to Liz Najman, the director of market insights at the EV-monitoring start-up Recurrent. And that's all before you subtract up to $4,000 from a federal tax credit. Going electric may no longer just be the best option for the planet--it may also be best for your wallet.



Until recently, EVs were so novel that there weren't any used ones to speak of. A decade ago, supply was limited enough that secondhand Teslas sometimes sold at a premium, Drury said. As new EVs have become more common, so have used ones: Over the past few years, most major automakers have introduced at least one electric offering, if not several. As drivers have traded in leased electric cars or sold older ones, secondhand prices have gradually come down.



But it was really only starting last year that used-EV prices began to fall. What has become a great opportunity for Americans looking to go electric emerged from a troubling situation: Just as the country's interest in EVs briefly appeared to pick up, prompting carmakers to ramp up production in 2022, sales began to plateau. Automakers, it turned out, had been overconfident: The rush of early adopters--climate and car enthusiasts who were eager to pay a premium to go electric--quickly ran out. "That group has definitely been sated," Karl Brauer, the executive analyst for the used-car database iSeeCars, told me. Everyone remaining, many of them less EV-curious and less affluent, has been more hesitant.



Automakers have responded to falling sales for new EVs by slashing sticker prices. Tesla, which has long accounted for more than half of EV sales in the U.S., has reduced the price of various models by 17 to 35 percent since 2022, Najman told me. Other carmakers cut the prices of their EVs too, hoping to stay competitive with Tesla and get cars off their lots. Some companies are even producing fewer EVs and pushing back new EV-model release dates. At the same time, the rental giant Hertz has begun selling some 30,000 EVs, citing high costs to repair collision damage.



All of that would appear to spell disaster for the goal of electrifying America's roads. Automakers don't want to build EVs; rental companies don't want to maintain EVs; your neighbor doesn't want to buy an EV. The cumulative "psychological impact," Brauer told me, is that if "EVs [are] not working for Hertz, maybe they wouldn't work for me too."

Yet the discounts have sent secondhand prices plummeting. (Of course you wouldn't buy a used car if a new one is available at a similar price.) The average used Tesla lost 30 percent of its value across 2023, according to Najman--meaning that many people who initially bought a new Model Y for $60,000 a few years ago might now be selling it for $30,000. Hertz is off-loading dozens of Teslas from 2023 for less than $22,000. At such low prices, car buyers start to think, "Huh, well, maybe I can make an EV work for me," Brauer said. And there are signs that Americans are beginning to get excited about used EVs. In May, according to data from Edmunds, the average used EV selling for $20,000 to $25,000 took 30 days to find an owner, compared with 39 days for a used gas car in the same price range. The typical used Kia EV6 costs less than $32,000 and takes 24 days to sell, whereas a new EV6, at above $52,000, will typically sit on a lot for more than 100 days. Tax incentives for new and used EVs are bringing costs even lower.



The drop in secondhand prices could turn out to be a huge boon for helping electric cars go mainstream. Used-car sales more than double the number of new purchases and leases in any given year, and many secondhand buyers have different needs than new EV adopters do. The latter tend to be wealthier, live in a house, and own multiple cars, Brauer said. That means they can pay more up front, install a charger in their garage instead of relying on highly unreliable public chargers, and use their other, gas-powered car for longer road trips. Convincing a renter with a single car to accept the hurdles of EV charging and battery life could require a serious discount, and that's exactly what used EVs are now providing.



Used EVs alone won't push us into a new era of electrification. There aren't nearly enough secondhand EVs for most or even many Americans to drive yet. And at some point, the oversupply of new EVs and the dumped rental-agency cars will dwindle, Drury said. Growing interest in used EVs, Najman noted, will also keep prices from falling much further. In other words, there's a decent argument for buying a used EV soon, especially because only a finite pool of used cars qualifies for a government tax credit. Still, Brauer was hesitant to say that now is the best time to buy a used EV--the prices will bottom out, he told me, but he doesn't know when, or how low they'll fall.



Most of the discourse around EVs is about new cars: Every model launch and the latest high-tech EV feature elicits buzz; Joe Biden's climate agenda is all about new-EV sales. But the masses might first buy a used one--which means that how plentiful, dependable, and affordable used EVs are could be a key factor in decarbonizing America. "EV adoption is really going to skyrocket when people realize that used EVs are out there and they're reliable," Najman said. That might already have begun, one $22,000 Tesla at a time.
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Every Time You Post to Instagram, You're Turning on a Light Bulb Forever

Even simple actions online can take a toll on the environment.

by Arthur Holland Michel




One evening in the spring of 2015, I filmed a 15-second video out the window of an Amtrak train as it rattled across the barren flatlands of southern New Jersey. There's nothing artful or interesting about the clip. All you see is a slanted rush of white and yellow lights. I can't remember why I made it. Until a few days ago, I had never even watched it. And yet for the past nine years, that video has been sitting on a server in a data center somewhere, silently and invisibly taking a very small toll on our planet.



At some point since I made the video, the emissions of information and communications technology began to match those of the entire aviation sector. Data centers and data-transmission networks now account for as much as 1.5 percent of global electricity consumption, according to the International Energy Agency. In the years ahead, the advent of ubiquitous artificial intelligence could, as Matteo Wong wrote for The Atlantic last year, "push the web's emissions to a tipping point": Earlier this week, Google released a report showing that its emissions have grown substantially as a result of the AI boom, a major leap backwards from the net-zero goal it set just a few years ago.



With other forms of consumption that are bad for the planet, we all understand that the main burden of responsibility falls on the big players--industry, government, the rich and powerful. But we also acknowledge that everyone else has a part to play too. I stop running the water while I'm brushing my teeth. I carry groceries in a burlap tote. I turn off the lights whenever I step out of my apartment, regardless of whether I'm leaving for five minutes or a week.

Read: AI is taking water from the desert

Every time we make a new video or send an email, or post a photo of our latest meal, it's like turning on a small light bulb that'll never be turned off. This points to an uncomfortable, and eminently modern, question. "Everyone says it's really bad to fly," Tom Jackson, a professor at Loughborough University, in England, who studies the environmental impact of data, told me. "But also we've got to think about whether it's really bad to carry on with our current digital practices."



In other words: To help save the planet, should we be using less data? Given how much of modern life depends on megabytes and teraflops, the answer could be a key facet to living nobly in the AI age.







As the harms of global data use and storage have grown, it was only a matter of time until digital environmentalism became a thing. In 2020, the BBC reported on "a growing number of eco-conscious consumers trying to reduce their environmental impact online and on their phones." An infographic for aspiring digital environmentalists, from the carbon-credit company Climate Impact Partners, says that you shouldn't play videos if you only need the audio, for example. You should unsubscribe from newsletters you don't read. And whenever possible, you ought to go to websites directly instead of finding them via a search engine.



The reality is that it's not easy to get a clear sense of exactly how much these interventions help, or how much pollution our personal data are actually responsible for. "All these numbers are ferociously difficult to be exact about," Mike Berners-Lee, the author of The Carbon Footprint of Everything, told me. Headlines about how, for example, sending fewer unnecessary emails and cutting down on our Netflix time could save thousands of tonnes of emissions every year have been shown to be wildly exaggerated. But even our minor contributions can add up quickly.

By my estimate, following a formula included in a recent research paper, storing my train video has created about 100 grams of CO2 over the past decade. At first blush, this is effectively nothing: less than one three-100ths of a percent of the yearly CO2 emissions from a pet cat. But data slough off us like skin cells. Last year, I sent 960 videos to the cloud. Because phones record videos in much higher quality these days, most of these clips are larger than that 15-second video from 2015. And like many other people, I have a sprawling digital footprint; many of my stored videos have been either sent to or received from at least one other person who is also storing them on one or two cloud platforms.



And 100 grams is just a ballpark figure, anyway: The real number could be radically higher or lower depending on variables such as the type of server data the video is stored on. A major factor is where it's being housed. Google Cloud storage in Ohio, for example, creates five times more emissions than it does in Oregon; whether the grid is powered by clean energy makes a huge difference. Emissions will also fluctuate according to how often data are accessed and distributed: In 2020, Rabih Bashroush, a professor at the University of East London, estimated that every time Cristiano Ronaldo posts a photo on Instagram, the energy that would be needed to show the image to each of his followers--190 million at the time--could power a household for five to six years.



"We just need to start to think around the impact of every button we press 'Send' or 'Upload' on," Jackson told me. As a first step, he suggests going back through your phone and computer and getting rid of all the data that you'll never use again. (The industry term for such detritus is dark data; much of Jackson's research focuses on teaching companies to reuse old information instead of making new bytes.) That's easier said than done. When I was looking through old videos for this story, I found many clips that sparked cherished memories. None of these videos was particularly fascinating. But a data center had conserved the data for so long that watching them now transported me, joyfully, to a simpler time. Deciding whether to scrap any of these is not the same as deciding whether to turn a light bulb off when you step out of a room. "The light bulb, you can just come back and switch it back on," Jackson admitted. "Once you've gotten rid of data, it's gone."



Even my feelings about the train video--which did not spark any fond memories--remain unresolved. For now, it's still up there.







In a report published in 2021, Berners-Lee and a team of researchers found that if the information-and-communications sector is going to match the reductions necessary to keep global warming under the 1.5 degrees Celsius threshold, it will have to cut its carbon emissions by 42 percent by the end of this decade, and 72 percent by the end of the next.



Thinking that we could all chip in might be comforting. But others regard the whole premise of personal responsibility with profound suspicion--"micro-consumerist bollocks," as the columnist George Monbiot puts it. Generating data is a fact of life. The goal of climate action, Berners-Lee said, is "to leave the world's fossil fuel in the ground." In the absence of systemic change, agonizing over our individual data-usage decisions is "like trying to hold back a flood with a bucket and spade."



And if anything, the big players are making it harder for individuals to do even a very small part, as they roll out difficult-to-avoid AI features. Google recently announced that it is testing a Gmail feature that writes your emails with AI. In April, Meta announced new features for WhatsApp users in about a dozen countries, which means that when you search for a text message, you have to scroll past multiple suggested queries to "Ask Meta AI" before seeing your results. With Apple Intelligence, anyone with an iPhone, an iPad, or a Mac may struggle to check the weather or set a reminder without activating a large language model.



A similar phenomenon is happening with internet-connected products. Today, about 400 million homes worldwide have at least one "smart" device--refrigerators, dog collars, sex toys. By 2028, that figure is expected to nearly double. According to IBM, 90 percent of the material uploaded by these devices is dark data; it's never used. Not all of that growth is fueled by customer demand. Recently, I had to settle for an electric toothbrush with less battery life and less scrubbing power because the top-of-the-range model had "smart" internet-enabled features that I don't want anywhere near my mouth.

Read: Phones will never be fun again

We are, in other words, being ushered into a world where it's harder to do anything without turning on a digital light bulb. This puts eco-conscious consumers in a bind. "Do you really want to be someone who can't get their information properly because you're too busy keeping the carbon footprint of your searches down?" Berners-Lee asked me.



In this context, straining to reduce our data emissions out of a sense of responsibility for the planet might be exactly what the industry wants, Kate Crawford, a professor at the University of Southern California at Annenberg and the author of Atlas of AI, told me. In an email, she explained that the term carbon footprint, which was popularized by British Petroleum, "contributed to a strategic shift away from systemic harms and industrial activities at scale toward individual accountability."

It's not hard to imagine the tech industry, which continues to be highly reliant on fossil fuels, leading a similar crusade. Multiple digital-carbon-footprint calculators are already available online. I recently used one such calculator, developed by a carbon-reduction consulting firm with an obvious interest in making prospective clients believe that their footprint is huge. According to the calculator, my yearly work activities generate as much CO2 as a Ford Focus driving 3,000 miles. The dazzle of such figures--believable or not--easily washes out larger questions. Could the industry do more so that a year of working from home isn't as polluting as crossing the continent in a hatchback? And if ubiquitous AI turns that Focus into a diesel SUV, is it because the vox populi actually asked for it?



The digital carbon footprint could also obscure a deeper point. When we face a digital decision, the less data-thirsty option will often be the smarter one, regardless of whether we can measure how much it helps the environment. Blocking third-party tracking when we're on the web, for example, not only reduces the power consumption of internet browsing; it's also good for your privacy. AI-based search tools not only use more fossil fuels and water; they are prone to providing patently false information. Disconnecting our home appliances from the cloud makes them less vulnerable to hacking.



More fundamentally, maybe we don't need to turn everything into data. If I put down my phone the next time I'm on a train, it won't save the planet. But I'll be looking out the window with my own eyes, creating a memory that emits no carbon at all.
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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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Instagram Is Not a Cigarette

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

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




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



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



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

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

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



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



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

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

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



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

Read: The panic over smartphones doesn't help teens

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

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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/06/surgeon-general-social-media-warning/678721/?utm_source=feed
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Asthma Boulevard

Living and breathing in Southern California's pollution corridor

by Pablo Unzueta


Wilmington, Los Angeles (Pablo Unzueta)



J

o Franco still remembers the moment she realized that her nose worked. Growing up in Wilmington, a Los Angeles neighborhood dotted with oil refineries and next to one of the largest port complexes in the country, she'd always assumed she had a fever, or allergies: "I could never breathe through my nose at all," she told me. But when she moved away from the city for college, her breathing suddenly got easier. "It was this wonderful surprise," she said. "I could smell lemons."

Franco can still map Wilmington's refineries, and still remembers the chemicals they'd release into the sky. At 28, after moving back to California, she was diagnosed with cervical cancer. When she was in her 30s, former high-school classmates started dying. Then Franco developed another cancer: acinic cell carcinoma, a rare cancer of the salivary glands. Doctors sliced open the skin on the right side of her face to remove a tumor the size of a golf ball. Two years later, the tumor came back, and Franco underwent aggressive radiation treatment that made her feel like she got "punched in the jaw." She was in her mid-50s.


Jo Franco, 57, is a cancer survivor who grew up in Wilmington, California, next to a refinery. (Pablo Unzueta)




Shipping containers can be seen in the distance from Wilmington Cemetery, one of the oldest in Los Angeles. (Pablo Unzueta)




A truck drives past a storage company a block away from the Pacific Coast Highway. According to the South Coast Air Quality Management District, the region--which includes parts of the Inland Empire and Orange County--experienced unprecedented freight movement as 2021 ended. (Pablo Unzueta)



In 2020, after a childhood spent in Los Angeles County and several adult years in Long Beach, I embarked on documenting what longtime residents like Franco had been experiencing for generations in this industrial-port belt. I dodged 18-wheelers in between errands, saw fine dust lingering in the air, and biked along the trash-clogged Los Angeles River. I could see smokestacks pummeling the sky. Even inside, I could sometimes smell the rotten-egg odor from the oil wells, where tens of thousands of barrels of crude were produced every day, to be shipped around the world.

These photographs speak to this place, through which much of the nation's oil and many of its goods pass on their way to their final destination. More than 300,000 people live in communities near the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach, the first- and second-busiest in the country, and their neighborhoods are defined by the machinery of Big Industry. The I-710 routes thousands of diesel trucks through low-income areas; in 2023 alone, those trucks transported 8.6 million containers. The Wilmington Oil Field is the third-largest in the contiguous United States, and the seven refineries in Los Angeles County can produce 1 million barrels a day total, 60 percent of California's total oil-refining capacity. Recently, a warehouse and logistics boom throughout Southern California has transformed residential streets into commercial roads.


Hillary Landreaux, 80, stands in front of his home as 18-wheelers pass in Wilmington. Landreaux, now retired, has worked at a steel plant and an auto-repair shop throughout his life, and has lived in this home for about 40 years. His neighborhood is in the 90744 zip code. According to the South Coast Air Quality Management District, it ranks in the top 2 percent in the South Coast Air Basin for "air toxics cancer risk," which is attributed to diesel particulate matter, benzene, arsenic, and other chemicals. Landreaux lost his wife to cancer in 2004. "We didn't know what it was, or what caused it," Landreaux told me. "After so many years here, you just get used to everything." (Pablo Unzueta)




A portrait of Landreaux's late wife hangs in the home they shared, a short walk from the Marathon refinery. (Pablo Unzueta)




Jose Ulloa, 59, a 27-year resident of Wilmington, developed acute bronchitis in 2020, and has had severe asthma for more than two years now. He has trouble holding a conversation without coughing, so he uses an asthma inhaler for relief. (Pablo Unzueta)




A cross hangs above Ulloa's bed at his home in Wilmington. (Pablo Unzueta)




Left: Ulloa's well-used inhaler. Center: An inhaler used daily by 66-year-old Carlos Ovalle, who was diagnosed with asthma in 2010. Right: The inhaler that Franco, who has had trouble breathing for years, uses every day. (Pablo Unzueta)



Around the start of the pandemic, Jose Ulloa, a 27-year Wilmington resident, saw his street turned into a truck route. Parts of the neighborhood were quickly covered in thick layers of dirt, he told me, while dust and fumes hung in the air as trucks roared down the street. Some residents began to complain about their respiratory health. Ulloa was diagnosed with acute bronchitis, which eventually developed into a severe case of asthma that lingers today.

"Sometimes this cough won't let me sleep, or my family," Ulloa said, between wheezes. "And before, the cough was so bad, it would hurt my stomach [and] my back, almost like you were doing exercise." Our interview was cut short because he had a minor asthma attack. I watched him fumble to his bedroom and grab his inhaler for relief. "This has completely changed his life forever," said his wife, Imelda, shaking her head from the living room.


Smokestacks from the Phillips 66 refinery are seen from Figueroa Place, a residential street in Wilmington. (Pablo Unzueta)




Trash is strewn along the Dominguez Channel, a 15-mile river in the southern part of Los Angeles County. This river has become a drainage point for industrial runoff, which eventually makes its way to the Pacific Ocean. (Pablo Unzueta)




Gustavo Hernandez sits for a portrait in front of the home he has lived in since 1977, adjacent to the Phillips 66 refinery. The 50,000 people who live in Wilmington, mostly people of color, experience more pollution than up to 90 percent of California, according to a 2021 report by Grist. (Pablo Unzueta)



Bad air is invisibly violent. Nitrogen dioxide and chemically coated particulate matter--the by-products of industrial activity--have been repeatedly linked to cancer, decreased lung function, and chronic respiratory diseases. Children who are exposed to toxic air and develop asthma may have trouble breathing for the rest of their life, Joel Ervice, the associate director of Regional Asthma Management and Prevention, told me. Paul English, who recently retired from his job as a researcher and director for the Public Health Institute, told me studies have shown that particulate matter is especially concentrated in low-income neighborhoods.


A view from a front yard in Wilmington, with 18-wheelers going by (Pablo Unzueta)




Juan Sandoval, 53, who lives near Drumm Avenue, a once-residential street that has been converted into a main truck route, changes the fluids in a neighbor's car. "We keep the windows closed, and you can sometimes hear and see the windows shake from all of the trucks too," he told me. The Marathon refinery is just a short walk from here. (Pablo Unzueta)



Over the past few years, California has made efforts to regulate its dirty air. But Los Angeles has among the most ozone and particulate pollution of any U.S. city. According to new data, 41 out of the 45 reporting counties in California received an F grade for particle pollution, including most counties in Southern California.

I recently checked in with Franco. This year, another childhood friend was diagnosed with breast cancer, who recently finished radiation and begins chemotherapy this month. "It's one thing to hear people are dying of cancer," she told me. "But when the people are real, it goes to a whole different level." 


A view near the Terminal Island Freeway on the edge of West Long Beach and Wilmington, overlooking the railroad that connects to the ports and the Valero refinery (Pablo Unzueta)



Support for this story was provided by the Magnum Foundation, in partnership with the Commonwealth Fund.
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What the Supreme Court's Trump-Immunity Ruling Means for 2024

"[The Court's] own power is also enhanced by the fact that it will be judges deciding what are official or unofficial acts."

by The Editors




The Supreme Court made history this week by issuing a landmark ruling that dramatically expands the power of the presidency and helps protect Donald Trump from criminal prosecution.


"What this Supreme Court has done, not just for the presidential power but for its own power, is big," Joan Biskupic of CNN told the editor in chief of The Atlantic and Washington Week moderator Jeffrey Goldberg. "Its own power is also enhanced by the fact that it will be judges deciding what are official or unofficial acts."


Joining Goldberg to discuss this development and more are Bikuspic, Dan Balz of The Washington Post, Jan Crawford of CBS News, and Charlie Savage of The New York Times.

Watch the full episode here.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2024/07/supreme-court-immunity-donald-trump-2024-election-washington-week/678901/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Video | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Health | The Atlantic

      
        I Went to Death Valley to Experience 129 Degrees
        Ross Andersen

        A large digital thermometer sits at the entrance to the gleaming mid-century-modern visitor center in Furnace Creek, California. When I arrived on Sunday afternoon, it was thronged with people with their phones out, taking pictures. A mood of anticipation hummed through the crowd. A few hours east of us, in Las Vegas, temperatures would rise to 120 degrees Fahrenheit, smashing that city's record by three degrees. But news reports suggested that here in the heart of Death Valley National Park, the...

      

      
        Maybe She's Born With It. Maybe It's Neurocosmetics.
        Hannah Seo

        For just $65, the skin-care company Selfmade will sell you a kit that will purportedly help you feel more stable and confident in your relationships--and get better skin all the while. According to the kit's marketing copy, it comes with a serum that enhances "safety and comfort with self," a moisturizer that "promotes awareness that past negative experience and emotional states can carry throughout your life," and the best-selling relationship-psychology book Attached. Together, the "Securely Att...

      

      
        Asthma Boulevard
        Pablo Unzueta

        Jo Franco still remembers the moment she realized that her nose worked. Growing up in Wilmington, a Los Angeles neighborhood dotted with oil refineries and next to one of the largest port complexes in the country, she'd always assumed she had a fever, or allergies: "I could never breathe through my nose at all," she told me. But when she moved away from the city for college, her breathing suddenly got easier. "It was this wonderful surprise," she said. "I could smell lemons."Franco can still map ...

      

      
        There Are Exceptionally Sharp Octogenarians. Biden Isn't One.
        Ezekiel J. Emanuel

        Joe Biden's problem isn't his age. It's his ability to function.America has known a number of exceptional octogenarians who have demonstrated the cognitive and physical stamina to serve in demanding leadership roles. In 1787, at age 81, Benjamin Franklin, who a few years earlier had negotiated a highly advantageous treaty to end the Revolutionary War and had recently invented bifocals, played a pivotal role at the Constitutional Convention, persuading the delegates to allow citizens of the brand-...

      

      
        The Silence Doctors Are Keeping About Millennial Deaths
        Sunita Puri

        Several years ago, in my work as a palliative-care doctor, I cared for a man in his 60s who had been mostly healthy before he was diagnosed with stomach cancer. After three different treatments had failed him, his oncologist and I told him that a fourth treatment might buy him a few weeks at best. "Send me back to Boston," he said immediately. He wanted to smell the Atlantic, see his childhood home. He made it there, dying a week later.My patient died on his own terms: He was comfortable, fully i...

      

      
        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 ...

      

      
        Swap Your Meat for Cheese
        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...

      

      
        The Science of Pet Ownership Needs a Reality Check
        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 descr...
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I Went to Death Valley to Experience 129 Degrees

Sweating through one of the hottest days in history

by Ross Andersen


The sun sets over California Highway 190 winding across Death Valley National Park on July 7, 2024. (ETIENNE LAURENT / AFP / Getty)



A large digital thermometer sits at the entrance to the gleaming mid-century-modern visitor center in Furnace Creek, California. When I arrived on Sunday afternoon, it was thronged with people with their phones out, taking pictures. A mood of anticipation hummed through the crowd. A few hours east of us, in Las Vegas, temperatures would rise to 120 degrees Fahrenheit, smashing that city's record by three degrees. But news reports suggested that here in the heart of Death Valley National Park, the high could reach 130, matching the hottest-ever day reliably measured on Earth. At 1 p.m., the big thermometer was already flipping back and forth between 126 and 127.

A ranger told us not to get excited, as the thermometer runs a degree or two hot. Our hopes were undimmed: There were still several hours to go before the day reached peak heat. In the meantime, a circus atmosphere was taking hold. I saw a man kneeling close to the ground, surrounded by a camera crew. I edged closer, thinking that he might have caught a scorpion or tarantula, and saw he had a frying pan instead. He was trying to cook a raw egg in the sun. When the clear and runny part turned white, he brayed at his doubters in triumph.

People stood together in clusters, wearing floppy hats and neckerchiefs. I heard lots of French and German, and a bit of Dutch. Over the years, I've run into many Europeans in the big western parks. Europe has no great desert, and as a consequence, its people have become great pilgrims of arid expanses: seekers of heat, space, and light. A trio of Germans took pictures of themselves pointing to the temperature. I, too, was a tourist, and I, too, had retained a childish enthusiasm for superlatives. I wanted to experience world-record heat, not as a number in a headline, but with my body. I'd heard that Death Valley's summers were becoming hotter, as they have been in many other places. I imagined my physical person as a kind of tuning fork for planetary change.

At 3:18 p.m., the slightly overactive thermometer ticked up to 130; I later saw that, according to the National Weather Service, the temperature was only 129. I was no stranger to the scorching feel of a desert in high summer. My dad lived amid the red rock of Southern Utah for more than a decade, and I visited him in all seasons. I was just there a few weeks ago when temperatures reached 113. But 129 hits different. When you emerge into that kind of heat from an air-conditioned space, you feel its intensity before the door even closes behind you. It sets upon you from above. It is as though a clingy gargoyle made of flame has landed atop your head and neck. This gargoyle is a creature of pure desire. It wants only one thing, to bring you into thermal equilibrium with the desert. It goes for your soft spots first, reaching into the corners of your eyes, singeing your nostrils. After a few minutes pass, it tries to pull moisture straight through your skin. You feel its pinches and prickles on your forearms and calves. The breeze only makes things worse, by blasting apart the thin and fragile atmosphere of cooled air that millions of your pores produce by sweating. Your heart hammers faster and faster. Your cognition starts to blur. Only eight minutes in, I looked down at my phone. It had shut down entirely. I chose to view that as an act of solidarity.

The next morning, I went for a ride with Nichole Andler, the park's chief of interpretation. She helps visitors understand what they're looking at, so they do more than gawk at the park's spectacular geology. She'd sent me an email a few days earlier, "to set expectations." We could be outside her vehicle only for 10 minutes at a time, it said. I'd rolled my eyes--I confessed this to her later--thinking that her caution was excessive, but my encounter with the heat the day before we met changed my mind. We drove along the eastern side of the valley in a white Jeep Grand Cherokee. A walkie-talkie in the center console occasionally piped up with bursts of static or number-coded reports called in by other rangers. She pointed to a hill covered in black volcanic rock. She said that in the 1970s, Carl Sagan had used its terrain to test-drive a prototype of a rover that later landed on Mars. Death Valley has also stood in for fictional planets. The Tatooine scenes in Star Wars were shot in the park because it was the kind of landscape that could have plausibly been scorched by two suns.

We soon arrived at Badwater Basin, a playa wedged between two mountain ranges that shoot up straight from the valley floor. These mountains aren't thickly forested like the Appalachians. They're the stark, charcoal-and-brown peaks of the basin and range. The highest among them is 11,000 feet. A deep Ice Age lake once covered the valley, but after the planet warmed, it evaporated, leaving only trace minerals behind, mostly salt crystals. They lend the playa its distinctive white shimmer. At 282 feet below sea level, Badwater Basin is the lowest point in North America. There wasn't a single cloud in the sky, not even a cirrus wisp or fading contrail. (The next day I did see a small cloud hovering over the valley's edge, but it looked so out of place that I briefly wondered if it was a child's lost balloon.) There isn't much atmospheric cover, and July sunlight slams down into the valley, unimpeded, for 14 hours a day. The thick air near the bottom absorbs its heat, and rises, but not high enough to clear the mountains. Instead, the still-warm air settles back down to lower elevations and accumulates, an effect that Andler compared to that produced by a convection oven.

On certain days, she said, the heat feels like it has drilled through her skin and muscle and into her bones. After a brief spell outside in 120-degree heat, rangers are advised to take anywhere from 15 to 45 minutes to cool down. They do everything they can to shorten these cool-down periods, in case they're needed for a rescue or other urgent business. But they have to be careful: "Sometimes I get back into a hot Death Valley vehicle, turn the air-conditioning on, and start to feel refreshed, only to realize that my back is a completely different temperature than my front," Andler said. (I pictured the gargoyle smirking at her in the rear-view mirror.) Death Valley allows its rangers to leave their parked cars running, so they are ready to serve as cooling chambers.

The day before I arrived in Death Valley, the rangers had received a distress call from Badwater Basin. A group of six people had ridden motorcycles into the park and were showing signs of heat illness. "They were in the front country, and we knew their location, so rangers responded immediately," Andler said. One of them was declared dead at the scene, not far from where Andler and I stood on the valley floor. Three others were brought to the visitor center for emergency medical attention, including one who was evacuated to a hospital in Vegas. The evacuation took extra time, because the air was too hot to send a helicopter into the park. "It's tough when you're on a motorcycle, because you're exposed to the elements and you're wearing heavy gear," Andler said. "The only thing that I can assume is that they didn't take enough time to cool down." A sad silence passed between us.

Read: A new danger at America's national parks

That night, I went to Zabriskie Point to watch the setting sun turn the valley's wrinkled rock formations gold and pink. A crowd of extreme-heat tourists had assembled, but Andler's story about the bikers made me feel less festive. After the sun went down, I drove back to Furnace Creek. Desert mice flitted across the road in my headlights. They were the only nonhuman mammals I'd seen apart from a coyote that padded through some sand dunes I visited at sunrise. It took two hours for Death Valley to darken. When the moon is full, the park's salt flats take on an eerie glow, but that night the moon was just a thin crescent. It soon became so dark that I couldn't see my own outstretched hand. One of the Milky Way's starry arms arced from one horizon to another. I wanted to stargaze deep into the night, but could manage only half an hour: At 10:30 p.m., it was still 119 degrees on the valley floor.

On my way out of the park early the next morning, I turned onto a private road. I passed a no trespassing sign and made my way onto Timbisha Shoshone land. At a small administrative office, I met with Mandi Campbell, a 50-year-old woman who serves as the tribe's historic-preservation officer. We had just sat down to talk when an extreme-heat alert lit up both of our phones. I asked Campbell what the tribe made of all the people who come to the park just for the thrill of experiencing near-130-degree weather in person. "We think that they're crazy," she said. "We don't understand why they do it. I have a police scanner at home, and it keeps going off. I keep hearing, 'dehydration, dehydration, dehydration.'"

Campbell is one of 25 tribe members who live in the Timbisha Shoshone's ancestral homeland on the valley floor. Most have been here since birth. "This heat is nothing new to us," she told me. "We know how to hunker down inside of our homes and try to stay cool." Now that tribe members have air-conditioning, they live here year-round, but Campbell's ancestors had the good sense to decamp to  higher elevations during the hot months. They built a camp of summer homes on the shoulders of one of the park's peaks centuries ago. "It's 80 degrees up there right now," Campbell said. "It's nice."

The Timbisha Shoshone had been in Death Valley for more than 1,000 years when white settlers arrived during the Gold Rush. The environment proved difficult for the extractive industries. Less than a century later, the major mining company in the area pivoted to tourism. One of its executives lobbied Herbert Hoover to make Death Valley a national monument in 1933. Its first superintendent spoke openly about his desire to remove the Timbisha Shoshone. In 1957, after tribe members had left the valley floor for the summer, the park staff called in fire trucks, and ordered them to turn their hoses on the tribe's adobe buildings. Many of their walls were reduced to mud. Only six remain, including three that house tribe members to this day.

Despite this history, Campbell told me that she personally has a good relationship with the park, now that some of the tribe's land has been returned. "We have to work together to protect this place," she said. But she remains irked by the name Death Valley. "They called it that because they didn't care for this place," she said. "Their settlers weren't making it here. But there is nothing dead about this valley. It is alive. There is plenty of food. My ancestors hunted bighorn sheep here. They hunted rabbits. They collected mesquite beans and ground them into flour to make bread. They knew where all the springs were. They had their trails, their ways. That's how they were able to survive."

Campbell's aunt, Pauline Esteves, was the driving force behind the tribe's effort to reclaim its land from the U.S. government. She served as both chief activist and negotiator. I asked Campbell about her. I must have slipped into that subtle tone you use when you assume that someone is dead. "She is still alive," Campbell said, almost in retort. "She will be 100 in December." Esteves lives only a few houses away from the tribal office, as do two of the tribe's other eldest elders. "They're tougher than us," Campbell said, and then she started to laugh. "When the electricity goes out in the summer, we are screaming to leave, but not the elders. All they want is a wet sheet to be put over them. They don't want to go nowhere."
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Maybe She's Born With It. Maybe It's Neurocosmetics.

Skin care is coming for your brain.

by Hannah Seo




For just $65, the skin-care company Selfmade will sell you a kit that will purportedly help you feel more stable and confident in your relationships--and get better skin all the while. According to the kit's marketing copy, it comes with a serum that enhances "safety and comfort with self," a moisturizer that "promotes awareness that past negative experience and emotional states can carry throughout your life," and the best-selling relationship-psychology book Attached. Together, the "Securely Attached Kit" is a "ritual" that promises to reframe your attitudes to both your skin and self. It's cheaper and arguably less involved than therapy.

The Securely Attached Kit is part of a new generation of "neurocosmetics" that blur the rhetoric of beauty, brain science, and mental health. "It's the era of the 'neuro,'" says Amina Mire, a sociologist at Carleton University who studies cultural messaging surrounding women's aging and wellness. Americans have long equated skin care with self-care, but the rise of neurocosmetics marks a new escalation in the industry's messaging: Slather our product on your skin, and it will change your brain chemistry for the better. Or, as a recent blog post by the founder of Murad declared, "Skincare = brain care."

Such messaging draws from the established principle that the well-being of the skin and brain are interlinked. Certain aspects of so-called psychodermatology are well supported by research. For example, some skin conditions have psychiatric components and vice versa, says Mohammad Jafferany, a psychiatry professor at Central Michigan University. Acne and psoriasis can flare with stress--and they can in turn exacerbate poor mental health by lowering self-esteem. Psychological treatments such as cognitive behavioral therapy may improve certain skin conditions, including atopic dermatitis and psoriasis.

But acknowledging the link between mental and dermatological health is an entirely different prospect from claiming (or implying) that the active ingredients in some skin-care products can act directly on the nervous system. A "serotoner" by CAP Beauty, for example, touts its inclusion of griffonia, a plant whose seeds contain the molecule 5-HTP, a chemical precursor to serotonin, to encourage "happier, healthier and more joyful looking skin." Balms by NEUR|AE, a brand under the Sisley group that professes to be "elevated by neuroscience," combine "neuro-ingredients, neuro-fragrances and neuro-textures" to glaze users with feelings like harmony and serenity. A brand called Justhuman says its ingredients are formulated to control inflammation in the skin by stimulating the production of neuropeptides, chemical messengers that neurons use to signal one another.

Read: How skin care became an at-home science experiment

Both Justhuman and Selfmade say their ingredients stimulate beta-endorphins, a type of neuropeptide, to counteract the stress hormone cortisol and relax or rebalance the skin. Beta-endorphins are natural painkillers, mood enhancers, and mood stabilizers. There's some early evidence that ingesting certain plant extracts or smelling some essential oils stimulates the body to produce beta-endorphins, Angela Lamb, an associate dermatology professor at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, told me. Similarly, 5-HTP supplements taken orally can boost serotonin production. But to Lamb's knowledge, no double-blind placebo studies have shown that any substance applied topically will boost beta-endorphin or serotonin production, either locally in people's skin or throughout the nervous system broadly.

Instead, much of the research on these ingredients has been performed on animals or cell cultures. In an emailed statement, NEUR|AE's director of research, Jose Ginestar, wrote that the company's plant extracts are tested for efficacy on cell cultures to see how they modulate excess cortisol or boost endorphins. A representative for Selfmade said in a statement that the company drew on existing cell-culture studies when formulating its products, and has conducted studies via a third party on how its products affect users. (CAP declined to provide any information about its products.) Kelly Dobos, a cosmetic chemist, told me that broad conclusions drawn from cell-culture studies can be misleading. For one thing, applying a substance directly to a cell is different from applying it to the skin, an organ that has evolved, in part, to resist penetration. Plus, Dobos said, researchers typically apply high concentrations of a single ingredient to cell cultures instead of testing a product in its complete formulation, or at realistic levels.

None of this is to say that skin-care products can't affect the mental health of people who use them. But they're almost certainly acting less directly than their labels might imply. If, say, the embarrassment of cystic acne weighs on your self-esteem, clearing your skin might have wonderful mood-boosting effects. Tara Well, a psychologist at Barnard College and the author of Mirror Meditation: The Power of Neuroscience and Self-Reflection to Overcome Self-Criticism, Gain Confidence, and See Yourself With Compassion, told me that applying products to your skin can also simply feel good. Some evidence suggests that soothing self-touch can lower physiological signs of stress. By repeating a morning or evening skin-care routine, enjoying the sensations and smells of various creams and getting your "me time," you might also teach yourself to associate that routine and those products with an elevated mood, Well said.

Read: The real reason eye cream is so expensive

Psychologists even recommend lotion as a short-term coping mechanism for teens seeking mental-health treatment, Janet Lydecker, a psychiatrist at Yale School of Medicine, told me. Certain smells, such as lavender and rosemary, can have a calming effect, and self-soothing by feeling the texture of the lotion can also be grounding, Lydecker said. "If patients are in their head, preoccupied, ruminating on something that's causing distress, it's such a tangible way to cope," she told me. But such effects have little to do with the chemical makeup of the lotion, and are definitely not meant to act as stand-alone, long-term interventions for poor mental health.

Stephanie Lee, the CEO and founder of Selfmade, insisted in an interview that her products' formulas are boons to mental health. She acknowledged that a moisturizer alone won't result in big, lasting psychological changes, but she nevertheless argued that the company's products could have a role in helping young buyers cope with issues of anxiety and low self-worth, especially in the midst of America's teen-mental-health crisis. The mission of Selfmade, Lee told me, is to teach young folks how to "use skin as data for what might be happening in our minds"--in other words, to look to their skin as a sign of, and potential solution to, inner turmoil.

Some experts argue that conflating skin care and mental health will only further stigmatize wrinkles, pimples, and other perceived flaws. "Any time that we entangle appearance with morality, then people who don't look as good are judged for that in ways that are fundamentally unfair and problematic," Kjerstin Gruys, a sociologist at the University of San Francisco, told me. If having good skin and good mental health is a matter of buying a $65 skin-care kit, then not having both, or either, must be your own fault.

Read: The best skin-care trick is being rich

Several decades ago, when wellness movements began to enter the mainstream and serious academics were debunking ill-advised health fads, the beauty industry embraced the practice of marketing products as "cosmeceuticals," a blend of cosmetics and pharmaceuticals, to imply medicinal properties. Similar terms such as nutraceuticals and phytoceuticals followed. It's all too fitting that "neuro" cosmetics have taken over at a time when having a therapist, setting boundaries, and being fluent in therapy-speak have become markers of good health and character. The beauty industry has always named its products to evoke aspirations that go beyond the cosmetic, Lee told me. And so far, it's worked. After all, Lee said, "self-actualization sells."
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Asthma Boulevard

Living and breathing in Southern California's pollution corridor

by Pablo Unzueta


Wilmington, Los Angeles (Pablo Unzueta)



J

o Franco still remembers the moment she realized that her nose worked. Growing up in Wilmington, a Los Angeles neighborhood dotted with oil refineries and next to one of the largest port complexes in the country, she'd always assumed she had a fever, or allergies: "I could never breathe through my nose at all," she told me. But when she moved away from the city for college, her breathing suddenly got easier. "It was this wonderful surprise," she said. "I could smell lemons."

Franco can still map Wilmington's refineries, and still remembers the chemicals they'd release into the sky. At 28, after moving back to California, she was diagnosed with cervical cancer. When she was in her 30s, former high-school classmates started dying. Then Franco developed another cancer: acinic cell carcinoma, a rare cancer of the salivary glands. Doctors sliced open the skin on the right side of her face to remove a tumor the size of a golf ball. Two years later, the tumor came back, and Franco underwent aggressive radiation treatment that made her feel like she got "punched in the jaw." She was in her mid-50s.


Jo Franco, 57, is a cancer survivor who grew up in Wilmington, California, next to a refinery. (Pablo Unzueta)




Shipping containers can be seen in the distance from Wilmington Cemetery, one of the oldest in Los Angeles. (Pablo Unzueta)




A truck drives past a storage company a block away from the Pacific Coast Highway. According to the South Coast Air Quality Management District, the region--which includes parts of the Inland Empire and Orange County--experienced unprecedented freight movement as 2021 ended. (Pablo Unzueta)



In 2020, after a childhood spent in Los Angeles County and several adult years in Long Beach, I embarked on documenting what longtime residents like Franco had been experiencing for generations in this industrial-port belt. I dodged 18-wheelers in between errands, saw fine dust lingering in the air, and biked along the trash-clogged Los Angeles River. I could see smokestacks pummeling the sky. Even inside, I could sometimes smell the rotten-egg odor from the oil wells, where tens of thousands of barrels of crude were produced every day, to be shipped around the world.

These photographs speak to this place, through which much of the nation's oil and many of its goods pass on their way to their final destination. More than 300,000 people live in communities near the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach, the first- and second-busiest in the country, and their neighborhoods are defined by the machinery of Big Industry. The I-710 routes thousands of diesel trucks through low-income areas; in 2023 alone, those trucks transported 8.6 million containers. The Wilmington Oil Field is the third-largest in the contiguous United States, and the seven refineries in Los Angeles County can produce 1 million barrels a day total, 60 percent of California's total oil-refining capacity. Recently, a warehouse and logistics boom throughout Southern California has transformed residential streets into commercial roads.


Hillary Landreaux, 80, stands in front of his home as 18-wheelers pass in Wilmington. Landreaux, now retired, has worked at a steel plant and an auto-repair shop throughout his life, and has lived in this home for about 40 years. His neighborhood is in the 90744 zip code. According to the South Coast Air Quality Management District, it ranks in the top 2 percent in the South Coast Air Basin for "air toxics cancer risk," which is attributed to diesel particulate matter, benzene, arsenic, and other chemicals. Landreaux lost his wife to cancer in 2004. "We didn't know what it was, or what caused it," Landreaux told me. "After so many years here, you just get used to everything." (Pablo Unzueta)




A portrait of Landreaux's late wife hangs in the home they shared, a short walk from the Marathon refinery. (Pablo Unzueta)




Jose Ulloa, 59, a 27-year resident of Wilmington, developed acute bronchitis in 2020, and has had severe asthma for more than two years now. He has trouble holding a conversation without coughing, so he uses an asthma inhaler for relief. (Pablo Unzueta)




A cross hangs above Ulloa's bed at his home in Wilmington. (Pablo Unzueta)




Left: Ulloa's well-used inhaler. Center: An inhaler used daily by 66-year-old Carlos Ovalle, who was diagnosed with asthma in 2010. Right: The inhaler that Franco, who has had trouble breathing for years, uses every day. (Pablo Unzueta)



Around the start of the pandemic, Jose Ulloa, a 27-year Wilmington resident, saw his street turned into a truck route. Parts of the neighborhood were quickly covered in thick layers of dirt, he told me, while dust and fumes hung in the air as trucks roared down the street. Some residents began to complain about their respiratory health. Ulloa was diagnosed with acute bronchitis, which eventually developed into a severe case of asthma that lingers today.

"Sometimes this cough won't let me sleep, or my family," Ulloa said, between wheezes. "And before, the cough was so bad, it would hurt my stomach [and] my back, almost like you were doing exercise." Our interview was cut short because he had a minor asthma attack. I watched him fumble to his bedroom and grab his inhaler for relief. "This has completely changed his life forever," said his wife, Imelda, shaking her head from the living room.


Smokestacks from the Phillips 66 refinery are seen from Figueroa Place, a residential street in Wilmington. (Pablo Unzueta)




Trash is strewn along the Dominguez Channel, a 15-mile river in the southern part of Los Angeles County. This river has become a drainage point for industrial runoff, which eventually makes its way to the Pacific Ocean. (Pablo Unzueta)




Gustavo Hernandez sits for a portrait in front of the home he has lived in since 1977, adjacent to the Phillips 66 refinery. The 50,000 people who live in Wilmington, mostly people of color, experience more pollution than up to 90 percent of California, according to a 2021 report by Grist. (Pablo Unzueta)



Bad air is invisibly violent. Nitrogen dioxide and chemically coated particulate matter--the by-products of industrial activity--have been repeatedly linked to cancer, decreased lung function, and chronic respiratory diseases. Children who are exposed to toxic air and develop asthma may have trouble breathing for the rest of their life, Joel Ervice, the associate director of Regional Asthma Management and Prevention, told me. Paul English, who recently retired from his job as a researcher and director for the Public Health Institute, told me studies have shown that particulate matter is especially concentrated in low-income neighborhoods.


A view from a front yard in Wilmington, with 18-wheelers going by (Pablo Unzueta)




Juan Sandoval, 53, who lives near Drumm Avenue, a once-residential street that has been converted into a main truck route, changes the fluids in a neighbor's car. "We keep the windows closed, and you can sometimes hear and see the windows shake from all of the trucks too," he told me. The Marathon refinery is just a short walk from here. (Pablo Unzueta)



Over the past few years, California has made efforts to regulate its dirty air. But Los Angeles has among the most ozone and particulate pollution of any U.S. city. According to new data, 41 out of the 45 reporting counties in California received an F grade for particle pollution, including most counties in Southern California.

I recently checked in with Franco. This year, another childhood friend was diagnosed with breast cancer, who recently finished radiation and begins chemotherapy this month. "It's one thing to hear people are dying of cancer," she told me. "But when the people are real, it goes to a whole different level." 


A view near the Terminal Island Freeway on the edge of West Long Beach and Wilmington, overlooking the railroad that connects to the ports and the Valero refinery (Pablo Unzueta)



Support for this story was provided by the Magnum Foundation, in partnership with the Commonwealth Fund.
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There Are Exceptionally Sharp Octogenarians. Biden Isn't One.

The president's age isn't his problem.

by Ezekiel J. Emanuel




Joe Biden's problem isn't his age. It's his ability to function.

America has known a number of exceptional octogenarians who have demonstrated the cognitive and physical stamina to serve in demanding leadership roles. In 1787, at age 81, Benjamin Franklin, who a few years earlier had negotiated a highly advantageous treaty to end the Revolutionary War and had recently invented bifocals, played a pivotal role at the Constitutional Convention, persuading the delegates to allow citizens of the brand-new United States to vote without any property qualification. At the convention's closing, Franklin wrote one of the finest speeches of the early American experiment, urging compromise and a unanimous vote to support the Constitution.

That September, the Philadelphia socialite Elizabeth Willing Powel asked Franklin, "What have we got, a republic or a monarchy?" In response, Franklin spontaneously delivered an immortal description of the United States: "A republic, if you can keep it." Until his death at age 84, Franklin continued to invent new gadgets and write lucidly, humorously, and perceptively, including a petition for Congress to end the slave trade and a satiric takedown of southerners' justification for slavery, published just weeks before he died.

Franklin was an outlier. At an age when cognitive decline is common--when people tend to face challenges performing everyday activities such as managing money and organizing medications--he retained his capacity for mental focus, creativity, and sustained intellectual engagement. The same cannot be said of President Joe Biden. His disastrous debate performance last week indicated possible cognitive problems that interfere with his ability to function. Since then, his public speech has vacillated between energetic clarity and outright confusion. Some 80-year-olds are still sharp enough to be president. Biden has shown that he is not one of them.

Biden, following in Franklin's footsteps, is a remarkably active octogenarian. At age 79, he negotiated the landmark Inflation Reduction Act. Now, at age 81, he is supporting U.S. allies through wars in Ukraine and Gaza. In the months leading up to the debate, he has flown around the country to campaign for reelection, and around the world to meet with other heads of state. But the debate featured telltale signs that his age is catching up with him.

As people age, they tend to retain what is called crystallized intelligence, the knowledge and skills that accumulate over a lifetime. Barring any brain injury or neurodegenerative disease (Alzheimer's and its ilk), one's vocabulary, general storehouse of facts, and recall of how to do things, such as knitting and skiing, remain robust--and may even improve--into old age. Conversely, even in the absence of disease, a different set of cognitive skills--fluid intelligence--tends to peak in a person's middle years and then progressively decline with age.

Read: The kind of smarts you don't find in young people

Fluid intelligence describes our ability to pay attention, exercise mental flexibility, and solve problems. People use fluid intelligence when faced with unfamiliar information that must be organized, and when they have to solve a new problem or navigate a familiar one in unusual circumstances. It's what allows us to focus on important information or tasks while ignoring extraneous factors, and to hold one thing in mind while manipulating it, as we do when, say, calculating a tip.

In the debate, Biden displayed a striking deficit of fluid intelligence. He showed problems concentrating, difficulty with verbal fluency at the end of almost every response, an inability to spontaneously recall information, poor reasoning concerning issues that he was asked about, and a failure to respond to unexpected challenges by Donald Trump. Crucially, the debate was not unique. Biden has had good and bad days throughout his presidency, but diplomats, journalists, and even Democratic lawmakers have noticed and commented on his growing cognitive problems for many months.

Trump also displays many of these mental weaknesses--and others. His recall of names and events is poor, as is his capacity to concentrate, maintain his attention, and reason about new situations. Just consider his recent assertion that electric batteries could sink boats (and enable shark attacks), or that battery-powered airplanes would be grounded by the mere presence of clouds. But Trump's displays of cognitive lapses have in many cases been eclipsed by his shameless, chronic lying. He appeared more energetic and lucid than Biden at the debate, but his answers were stuffed with factually false claims--thrice as many as Biden made.

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

The different components of fluid intelligence begin to decline at different ages--mental-processing speed, for example, appears to peak in your 30s--and the exact timing and speed of that decay is highly variable from person to person. Some people's mental slowdown becomes more pronounced in their 60s. For others, fluid intelligence remains strong well into their 80s. The rate of decline depends on many factors, including genes, physical activity, and education. Brain diseases such as Alzheimer's and Lewy body dementia will accelerate the decline. Biden's cognitive changes do not necessarily indicate dementia or neurological disease. (The White House has denied that the president has Alzheimer's or any other form of dementia.) His performance is perfectly consistent with normal aging. And that is just as worrisome.

We need not go back 250 years to find examples of prominent older Americans with strong fluid intelligence. Warren Buffett is 93 and continues to be a successful investor, perceptive commentator, and masterful speaker at his shareholder conclaves. Nancy Pelosi is 84 and remarkably sharp. In her most recent term as speaker of the House, which ended when she was 82, she managed the passage of the American Rescue Plan and shepherded the bipartisan CHIPS and Science Act. She often went toe-to-toe with a younger President Trump and outshone him in wit. And the late Supreme Court Chief Justice William Rehnquist served capably in that role until his death at 80.

Early in his presidency, Biden asked perceptive questions, concentrated fully, and was engaged and lucid in his comments. I spoke with him in small groups on Zoom several times during the 2020 campaign, and was honored to serve on his COVID advisory board in 2020 and 2021. I did not notice any of the problems that have become so apparent in the past week. But now he has clearly deteriorated. His recent declaration that he will avoid events after 8 p.m. suggests that, somewhere inside, he recognizes the decline too.

Adam Serwer: Biden must resign

As a politician, Biden has been engaging in debates and Q&A sessions for some 50 years. His responses on expected topics such as abortion should come easily. Yet a slight change in setting--a silent stage with only Trump and CNN moderators for company--was enough to make his comments on the subject display a staggering failure of fluid intelligence: "Look, there are so many young women who have been, including a young woman who just was murdered, and he went to the funeral. And the idea that she was murdered by an immigrant coming in, to talk about that. But here's the deal. There's a lot of young women are being raped by their in-laws, by their, by their spouses. Brothers and sisters, by--it's just ridiculous. And they can do nothing about it. And they try to arrest them and they cross state lines." Such incoherence points to the kind of deterioration that was not known to have plagued Franklin or Rehnquist at Biden's age.

In the days since the debate, people close to Biden have insisted that he is as sharp as ever, if not at every hour of every day. Regardless of the cause--normal aging, disease, or both--people with declining fluid intelligence can experience fluctuations in their day-to-day functioning. But an elderly person's loved ones, and especially their family, tend not to recognize their deterioration until it is advanced. They see the person daily, so small changes often go unnoticed. They also accommodate their expectations to the decline. They tend to not be good diagnosticians unless asked very specific questions about daily habits and symptoms. But the rest of us, the American public, were shocked and shaken by what we saw, especially in contrast to Biden's relatively strong State of the Union performance just a few months ago.

Read: Joe Biden's 'cognitive fluctuations'

The White House and the Biden campaign have suggested that the president's problems at the debate stemmed from an exhausting travel schedule and a cold. Such explanations do not inspire confidence. Yes, it's common for elderly people to bounce back more slowly from stressors. But even if jet lag and illness exacerbated normal cognitive limitations, said limitations remain, ready to surface again. And who knows when the next life-and-death decision will need to be made? Crises don't wait patiently for presidents to be fully prepared. Someone whose cognitive competencies can be compromised as badly as Biden's were by routine travel and a mere cold may be able to live a normal life, but they'd be hard-pressed to endure the rigors of negotiating with Congress or a foreign leader, much less making multiple rapid decisions when some future domestic or global disaster emerges.

In 1796, at the end of George Washington's second term, he knew that the public would have elected him again and again, as many times as he wished. But he shocked the world by voluntarily relinquishing his executive authority. It made him a hero for all time.

Biden should take Washington's example and withdraw from the 2024 race. In so doing, he can teach the world how to rise above politics, to sacrifice for the greater good. He, too, could become a hero. This election will determine the fate of the democracy in this nation. Many talented Democratic leaders from swing states could beat Trump. One of them should take the baton from Biden. That would truly solidify Biden's legacy as a public servant and a successful president.
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The Silence Doctors Are Keeping About Millennial Deaths

Physicians who care for younger cancer patients are shying away from hard but necessary conversations.

by Sunita Puri




Several years ago, in my work as a palliative-care doctor, I cared for a man in his 60s who had been mostly healthy before he was diagnosed with stomach cancer. After three different treatments had failed him, his oncologist and I told him that a fourth treatment might buy him a few weeks at best. "Send me back to Boston," he said immediately. He wanted to smell the Atlantic, see his childhood home. He made it there, dying a week later.

My patient died on his own terms: He was comfortable, fully informed about his worsening cancer, and able to decide where he wanted to die, whom he wanted to be with. This is the type of proverbial "good death" that our medical system is slowly learning to strive for--but not necessarily for younger people.

In the hospital room next to this man was a young mother who, like me, was in her 30s. We bonded over our love of '90s music and the Southern California beaches where we'd built sandcastles as children and stayed out late as teenagers. She, too, was dying of Stage 4 stomach cancer; I first met her when her oncology team asked if I could help manage her pain and nausea. She would rest her hands on her protruding belly, swollen with fluid and gas because cancer blocked her bowels; she couldn't eat, so medications and liquid nutrition dripped through a large catheter threaded up a blood vessel in her arm and into her heart.

Like her older neighbor, she had been through many different treatments, which had failed. Yet when she asked her oncologist how much time the next medication might buy her, I remember him telling her that he didn't have a crystal ball while encouraging her to stay positive: She had made it through other harsh treatments, and she still had promising options. Her husband reminded her that she had a lot to live for.

Conversations like this one are happening every day: An unprecedented number of young Americans are dying of cancers typically found in older people, with diagnoses rising most rapidly among those in their 30s. Millennials born in 1990--at the peak of the generation--are twice as likely to develop colon cancer as Baby Boomers born in 1950. Younger adults are being diagnosed with cancers at more advanced stages, and may suffer from more aggressive tumors than older adults. In my work caring for these patients, I have seen the ways their age influences how their medical teams and families view them, the choices about treatment we hope they will make, the silence we maintain around their mortality. Their youth can become a justification to pursue physically devastating and at times ineffective treatment; the unspoken assumption is that they want to extend their life as long as possible, regardless of its quality.

My patient knew that her cancer was incurable, that every time one treatment stopped working, the next one was likely to be harsher and less effective. Though she had once found consolation in the possibility of more treatment, she now feared that it might worsen her struggle to make it through each day. Yet even as her cancer grew, both her doctors and her family hesitated to talk with her about the inevitability of her death, and what she wanted the rest of her life to look like.

Read: The meaning of silence in conversations about death

Younger adults face unique stressors when they are diagnosed with cancer: They might worry about whether they will be able to have children or see their children grow up. They may not have stable health insurance or be able to finish school. And they must face sudden uncertainty and grief while watching their peers move forward in their jobs and relationships. Physicians' efforts to be sensitive to this constellation of losses by delaying emotionally charged conversations may be well intentioned, but that instinct hurts younger patients in a different way, by depriving them of information and choices offered more easily to older patients.

And young patients want information about their prognosis and the opportunity to share how they'd like to be cared for at the end of their life. Without these discussions, many suffer through situations they wanted to avoid, such as dying in the ICU instead of at home, and physicians may overtreat younger people with harsher and sometimes unproven therapy strategies not offered as readily to older patients. Those treatments help even younger people survive only marginally longer.

My patient's oncologist believed that her body and healthy organs could endure toxic therapies; the question of whether she could endure, let alone enjoy, the life she was living came a distant second. Just because the majority of her organs still worked didn't mean that she'd want more treatment, or that more treatment would help her to live the life she wanted.

Listen: How to live when you're in pain

Still, her family wanted her to have every possible chance, even though she struggled to play with her son, who mostly saw her sick or asleep. "A chance for what?" she asked me, gesturing at her bruised arms and a bin filled with vomit. She craved freedom from hospitals and chemotherapy suites. She didn't know if she was allowed to want that.

Physicians' own understandable feelings sometimes delay these discussions. Abby Rosenberg, a pediatric oncologist at Boston Children's Hospital, has spoken about how physicians sometimes avoid starting distressing conversations because "we love our patients and don't want to cause them pain or harm," only to find that this "delay tactic ends up causing more distress down the road." Many doctors feel a profound sense of guilt and failure when they cannot save a young patient's life.

Yet age cannot stop the advance of Stage 4 cancer or change the fact that, at some point, treatment no longer works. Merely acknowledging that my patient was dying felt transgressive. But when an octogenarian is dying, there is often an unspoken--and sometimes spoken--sentiment that they have led a full life, that death is both natural and expected, somehow less devastating and easier to address.

From the October 2014 issue: Why I hope to die at 75

But what is a full life? How does anyone know that a young person hasn't lived fully, or that an older person has? Helping people find that satisfaction requires doctors to ask what that means to their patients. Their answers reflect who they are, what matters to them, and what they will make of their remaining time. These are important conversations to have with every patient: Plenty of people of all ages are still offered aggressive treatment as a matter of course, or end up facing death under circumstances they might not have desired. As the number of younger people with cancer continues to rise, physicians who embrace their duty to have truthful, compassionate conversations with all patients can help each person make choices that reflect their singular humanity.

I, too, struggled to see past my patient's age. It was simpler to talk about mixtapes we'd made in high school than the reality of her illness. But as she became sicker, I understood that avoiding that reality was protecting only me, and that my silence could deprive her of moments for grace with her family. Doctoring well required learning the difference between my distress and my patient's, how focusing on my emotions limited my ability to understand hers.

Knowing how to start a conversation about death with someone in their 20s or 30s can be difficult. Voicing My Choices, an advance-care-planning guide developed for young patients, offers gentle questions that may be useful in early discussions. In addition to posing routine questions about treatment choices and identifying a surrogate decision maker, the document prompts a health-care provider to ask how a person prefers to be comforted, how they would like to be supported when feeling lonely, how they may wish to be remembered, what they want to be forgiven for or forgive others for. These questions illuminate who a patient is and what they value--information that can shape their choices regardless of their age or diagnosis. Understanding the person who is making decisions helps families and physicians find greater peace in accepting that person's choices, whether they opt for the most aggressive medical treatments until they die or interventions that minimize their suffering.

Read: Where end-of-life care falls short

When her oncologist and I met with my patient next, she demanded to know what the point of more treatment was. Whatever choice she made, her oncologist told her, she probably had weeks to live. Her face relaxed. Just like my patient from Boston, she seemed relieved to hear aloud what at some level she already knew. She didn't want more treatment, and she and her family, craving privacy, weren't emotionally prepared for her to enter home hospice, which would bring medical professionals through their doors regularly. She opted, for the moment, only to continue medication to ease her nausea and pain; she'd come back to hospital for any other needs.

Before she left, she shared with me what she was looking forward to. Lemonade, even if she vomited. Sleeping in her own bed. Searching for stars outside her window with her son, even if, amid the winter's haze, they saw just a few.
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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 on 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 into 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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The Awkward Truth About Extinction

The disappearance of species is destructive, but it's also one of the most natural, creative forces on Earth.

by Leigh Phillips




Last year, hiking in Morocco's eastern Atlas Mountains, I found an ammonite, a fossil of those spiral-shape cephalopods that to many symbolize paleontology itself. The fossilization process had turned the animal into pyrite--fool's gold. It's about the size of a small button, and although its luster isn't great, the specimen is still special to me. It comes from my absolute favorite mass-extinction event--yes, I have a favorite mass-extinction event--and holding it is like holding that extinction in my hand and touching the black process intrinsic to evolution.

Pyritization of fossils occurs under unique geochemical circumstances, in this case widespread oxygen deficiency in Earth's oceans, which was one of the key drivers of the Late Devonian mass-extinction event--one of the "Big Five" mass extinctions, the worst there ever were. Extinction studies is a relatively young field, still filled with great debates over the contours of causation; mountain-building and massive volcanism may have played some role in the pulses of Late Devonian mass extinctions, but plants--in particular the world's first trees--appear to essentially have played the lead. The evolution of vascular systems--proper stems, branches, and roots--allowed them to conquer land, in the process breaking up rock, creating and stabilizing the first soils. The nutrients from these rocks and soils washed into the oceans, forming algal blooms that created vast dead zones and sucked up carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, which may have produced a global cooling. Overall, some 70 to 80 percent of animal species died off.

I call the Late Devonian my favorite mass extinction primarily because it shows that humans are far from the only organism to remake the Earth. Before the Late Devonian mass extinction, life on land was still very limited. The green terrestrial world we know today, of trees and bushes and flowering plants and all that depends upon and supports them, would not have developed had it not been for this mass-extinction event.

Likewise, the Carnian pluvial episode, a smaller mass-extinction event that I'm also fond of and that occurred some 230 million years ago, was so pivotal that the scientists who study this episode describe it as "the dawn of the modern world." For millions of years, an extremely dry climate had extended across the supercontinent of Pangaea, until an episode of massive volcanism made the planet hotter and much more humid. It rained for about a million years, perhaps in waves that matched the four eruptive peaks of the volcanism. This global wetting led to another profound disappearance of many species, particularly of herbivorous reptiles that had adapted to arid conditions. But on this newly wet planet, a dazzling diversification of more modern coral reefs, conifer trees, dinosaurs, crocodiles, insects, and mammals began. "The origin of modern systems was triggered by the crisis," Michael Benton, a prominent researcher of this extinction and a professor at the University of Bristol, in England, told me.

Extinction is often cast as a destructive force, but in this light, it is also generative. Even in the face of extinction, existing body plans--think of higher taxonomic categories such as phylum, class, or order--rarely disappear entirely. Meanwhile, the environmental changes that drive extinction events also drive the emergence of new body plans, notes the paleontologist Norman MacLeod, a professor at Nanjing University, in China. Extinction also removes the advantages of ecological incumbents--who themselves took advantage of a previous episode of rapid diversification, in many cases after an extinction event--and opens up opportunities for other groups. As a result, extinction has increased the overall range of diversity in the biosphere over time, a phenomenon known as evolutionary stacking.




"All these factors underscore the creative role extinction has played in promoting biodiversity," MacLeod told me. "If there had been no extinction over the course of Earth history, our planet would be home to a far less diverse array of species than it is."

Other than the emergence of new species, extinction is likely the most common evolutionary process on Earth. It is as necessary a part of evolution as death is of life, making space for new species--even whole new ecosystems--to emerge. And this kind of creative destruction is happening constantly: More dramatic events such as the Late Devonian fade into thousands or millions of more everyday extinction events that have made the world as we know it today.



Extinction's beneficent side puts us in an awkward, even discomforting position. The world, after all, is on the upslope of another significant extinction event. Climate change, habitat loss, pollution, and a slew of other environmental problems are radically transforming ecosystems and resulting in a loss of biodiversity unprecedented in the history of our species, according to the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES)--the global body of researchers aiming to do for our current crisis of extinction what the IPCC does for climate change. In Earth's history of extinctions, this one is distinct from all those previous in that it's clearly caused by us. In the pursuit of our own interests, humans are profoundly reordering every environment on the planet, and extinguishing multitudinous lineages of organisms--the assemblage of species we live alongside.

Where does this leave us? Extinction is a tragedy for the species affected, but if we are just the latest in a series of evolutionary pressures, should we then be indifferent?

The answer is the intuitive one: We absolutely need to be worried about what humans are doing to the planet. But we should be worried about the transformations we're causing and all the destruction of ecosystem services that they entail not because extinction is inherently bad, but--first and foremost--because these transformations might well destroy us.

Traditional environmental thinking tends to rely on the ideal of preservation to condemn human-driven extinction: Our actions are upsetting a supposed balance of nature that would persist if not for us, so our responsibility is to uphold that balance, guarding or re-creating a version of nature that does not so obviously reveal our influence. "The ravages committed by man subvert the relations and destroy the balance which nature had established between her organized and her inorganic creations," the diplomat George Perkins Marsh, perhaps America's first environmentalist, wrote in his 1864 text, Man and Nature--foundational to the conservation movement. More than a century and a half later, this same conceit governs environmental thought. You can see it, for instance, in the way environmental groups and thinkers describe the initiative to reintroduce wolves to Yellowstone National Park: After human actions "ruined" the ecosystem, the wolves were able to "restore balance" by reducing the number of elk in the park. (Never mind that for at least eight years after the wolves were returned, humans still killed more elk in the park than they did.)

Read: The most political animal

This continuously recurring notion of some harmonious stability ignores the reality of nature's constant dynamic flux. In trying to preserve an imagined natural balance, many conservationists assume that the current way the world is organized, with its current assemblage of species, is the way that it must always be. Evolution itself disproves that assumption: It has no purpose or direction, and does not end once a given condition is achieved. And any attempt to restore that imagined world in balance has involved making judgments, implicit or explicit, about which species are most worth saving. Beyond the self-interest of maintaining ecosystem services that benefit us, humans can and do have good reasons for trying to save polar bears, pandas, whales, tigers, sea turtles, rhinoceroses, orangutans, penguins, and other charismatic species from disappearing, but those decisions rely on human moral preferences. We have also deliberately eradicated the virus that causes smallpox, and if you accept that as a triumph or protest that those are just microbes, then you accept that not all species have an equal right to existence: that whales and orangutans--and people--are more important than bacteria and viruses.

Acknowledging that no perfect version of Earth exists--that extinction is as normal as any other evolutionary process, that the evolutionary-selection pressures humans are putting on the planet are as natural as the ones plants created in the Late Devonian--frees us to cop to those value judgments. A large extinction event today would just be another episode of Benton's ecosystem revolutions for life on Earth, but it'd be lousy for humans. By warming the Earth, we would have a hard time eliminating all life--even in the worst-case models, the planet is still cooler than in many past eras--but, as the late paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould put it, "we can surely eliminate our fragile selves."

The Canadian climate scientist Katharine Hayhoe has made a similar argument: "There is no one perfect temperature for the Earth, but there is for us humans"--the stable, moderate conditions of the Holocene epoch. Similarly, there is no perfect sea level for the Earth, but there is one for us: If it rises too high, many of our biggest cities and much of our arable land will flood. As IPBES scientists warn us, the current biodiversity crisis has already reduced the rest of nature's capacity to provide beneficial environmental processes such as protecting coasts, building fertile soils, pollinating crops, and filtering air and water. Global warming exceeding 1.5 to 2 degrees Celsius will likely make coral reefs extinct--affecting the more than 1 billion people who depend on them as fisheries as well as for protection from storms and erosion. Stockholm University earth scientists have tried to identify other planetary boundaries--of ocean acidity, flows of nitrogen and phosphorus, and levels of stratospheric ozone--that define a safe operating range for humans. What exactly those boundaries are is a matter of some contention, but the notion that there are some optimum conditions for human life on Earth is not.



In many ways, fidelity to the idea that humans upset nature's balance holds us back from addressing the perils of extinction. The conservation biologist Mark Vellend worries, for instance, that counts of biological diversity disregard new species in novel, human-influenced ecosystems--where extant species occur in new combinations or abundances. He gives the example of New Zealand. Since humans arrived, some three-quarters of that country's forest has been converted for their use, a sizable chunk of all endemic birds have gone extinct, and non-native species have multiplied. But in that same period, he says, the number of plant species has doubled, the number of bird species overall has stayed roughly the same, and dozens of land mammals have moved in where none had lived. So is New Zealand an example of a biodiversity crisis, or a biodiversity success?
 
 Vellend and others stress that this doesn't mean global biodiversity is doing fine. Rather, it indicates that the erroneous belief that evolution follows a particular direction may be skewing our assessment. And if we do want to maintain, more or less, the current global assemblage of species--the assemblage to which we humans are adapted--then scientists need to be able to measure it accurately.

Read: Earth is not in the midst of a sixth mass extinction

This skepticism of human influence is also getting in the way of mitigating the problems we have caused, perhaps nowhere more clearly than in agriculture. The notion that humanity is upsetting a natural balance is foundational to the widespread environmental opposition to genetically modified organisms, for example. Environmental groups regularly compare creating GMOs to playing God, casting them as yet another instance of our hubris running up against what nature intended, and bound to result in a disaster of unintended ecological consequences. Much the same naturalistic fallacy underpins support for organic agriculture: a belief that swapping in "natural" pesticides and fertilizers for their synthetic counterparts will lead to better outcomes for the Earth.

Yet the equation is not that simple. Both synthetic and natural fertilizers have the potential to run off fields and enter waterways, causing vast low-oxygen dead zones like that in the Gulf of Mexico. Left on fields, both types of fertilizer emit nitrous oxide, a greenhouse gas with some 300 times the climate impact of carbon dioxide. By contrast, GMO crops are one of our great hopes in sharply reducing agricultural greenhouse-gas emissions, for at least two major reasons. First, modifying cereal crops to produce nitrogenase--an enzyme that would allow them to convert atmospheric nitrogen into a usable form--would dramatically lessen the need for natural-gas-intensive fertilizer production and the resulting methane emissions. Nitrogen-fixing cereals would also avoid the problem of nitrous oxide wafting up from fertilized fields. (Another approach would genetically modify bacteria so that they can perform this nitrogen fixation in the roots of cereals.) And second, GMO crops that help farmers produce the same amount of food on less land can slow or stop the transformation of some of the world's most valuable habitat into farmland--a major cause of both climate change and biodiversity loss.

In Italy, for instance, farmers have been trialing Arborio rice that was altered using the CRISPR gene-editing technique to be resistant to rice-blast fungus, which is expected to spread more widely with global warming; if successful, this gene-edited crop will sharply reduce the need for fungicides. In June, environmental activists destroyed fields of these crops, as they have vandalized other plots of GM crops over the years, condemning them as unnatural.

Read: Can this company convince you to love GMOs?

Plenty of innovations that serve human needs have been destructive for the environments we inhabit. But rejecting these human creations such as GMOs on the grounds that they are unnatural is, if anything, counterproductive to the goal of preserving a planet that supports human life, and the rest of the life on Earth that humans care about. Adding a dose of humanism to environmentalism does not mean abandoning concern for climate change, biodiversity loss, or any of the other severe ecological challenges we face. We are pumping out greenhouse gasses at rates that are orders of magnitude greater than the mass volcanism that played such a key role in many past extinctions, and so will likely be radically reorganizing the assemblage of species and set of conditions to which we are adapted. We still know so very little about how those transformations will affect us. Until we know more, in MacLeod's mind, "the best thing we can do is take as much land as possible out of development and set it aside," he told me. If anything, this way of thinking strengthens the justification for national parks and other modes of wilderness preservation, even rewilding. Human flourishing requires these precautions.

Picking up that Late Devonian rock in Morocco, holding that pyritized ammonite in my hand, made concrete this grand evolutionary dialectic that stretches from deep time to today. Without the evolution of vascular plants, and the mass extinction that followed, we would not exist. If we were to go extinct, some other assemblage of life forms would certainly follow. The ecosystem revolution we are setting in motion is not an on/off switch for life, but a gateway to a parallel world, a sliding door that we do not want to pass through. To say that the planet needs saving may be a fallacy, but we do need to save the version of it that makes us possible.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/07/mass-extinction-species-humans-earth/678897/?utm_source=feed
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The Climate Is Falling Apart. Prepare for the Push Alerts.

In our era of extreme weather, this is how we'll watch the world change.

by Zoe Schlanger




Last July, I was living in Montreal when an emergency push alert from Canada's environmental agency popped up on my phone, accompanied by a loud alarm. It had been raining ferociously that afternoon, and the wind was picking up. The alert warned of something worse--a marine tornado, which "are often wrapped in rain and may not be visible"--and ordered, "Take cover immediately if threatening weather approaches."

I looked outside. The wind was howling louder now, and the sky was a strange gray. Radio signal was dipping in and out. I knocked on the ground-floor neighbor's door to shelter there. This particular tornado spared Montreal, touching down about 30 miles northwest of the city. But the alert worked: We took measures to protect ourselves.

I took a screenshot of that push alert--a memento from this moment in which extreme weather is increasing. Climate change is here; these are the emergencies that come with it. Each push alert marks the distance we're closing between the previous range of normal activity and the future that scientists warned us of.

I got another push alert this June, now living in a different city: "New York City USA Heat Wave: Please Take Precautions." This one came from an air-quality-monitoring app I'd downloaded--not from any governmental agency. A colleague got a similar alert from the National Weather Service through his Alexa app warning about degraded air quality, the result of ground-level ozone, which commonly forms in overheated cities. We both took a screenshot of the message we received. They still feel novel, for now.

But as climate change progresses and extreme events mount, these alerts will keep coming. Eventually, certain climate-related extreme weather events may become so repetitive that their danger--though no less threatening--might cease to feel exceptional. Some call this human quirk "shifting baseline syndrome." Emergency managers call it "alert fatigue." It may be one of the biggest problems facing their field as climate disasters mount.

Read: Tiny climate crises are adding up to one big disaster

Some emergency push alerts come from private apps, but my phone, and probably yours too, is attached to the U.S. Wireless Emergency Alert system. FEMA administers the channel, but authorized federal, state, tribal, and local emergency managers can all use it to disseminate a message on virtually everyone's phones in a specific area. (You probably received the blaring test of the system on October 4, 2023.) The system is remarkable, and can be lifesaving. But its usefulness is vulnerable to both bureaucratic misuse and the human capacity to normalize almost anything.

Jeannette Sutton, a social scientist who studies alerts and warnings at the University at Albany's College of Emergency Preparedness, told me that alert fatigue is likely fueled by poor use of the system. It's the Wild West, with badly worded or poorly targeted alerts being fired off too often. For example, Sutton thinks that the system shouldn't be used for road closures--"unless it's a bridge that's collapsed"--nor for Amber Alerts and similar notifications, except in the exact geographic area where the missing person is likely to be found. But Texas, for example, does use the Wireless Emergency Alert system for road closures, Sutton said, and it pushes Amber Alerts out statewide, even though the majority of people who receive the message are in the wrong place to do anything about it. (Texas is a very big state.) Paralysis and disengagement follow. The warnings are loud and intrusive. Texans might opt out of the system altogether.

Sutton trains emergency responders on communication, and maintains a website where she line-edits real emergency alerts; even the most necessary ones are prone to bad form. For example, a recent fire warning in Maricopa County, Arizona, was so full of jargon that the average person might have no idea whether they need to evacuate, she said. A good alert should have at least three basic elements: the affected location, plain-language guidance on what actions people should take to protect themselves, and the time of the threats, or the time by which people should take action. Commonly, alerts are missing one or more of these things. I thought about the push alert I'd gotten in the New York heat wave: "Take precautions." But what precautions?

By contrast, a well-worded emergency alert sent to Californians during a heat wave in 2022 was a major success: It urged people to conserve electricity, and they did, preventing heat-induced blackouts that could have been deadly for vulnerable people left without air-conditioning or elevator access.

Read: You have every reason to avoid breathing wildfire smoke

Even with the best-made alerts, though, some climate emergencies--including heat waves--would still pose an intractable communication problem. People need to be warned about their risk, but if that risk endures for days or weeks, or repeats every month, fatigue will kick in. "Staying on heightened alert is not healthy for us," Sutton said. "So how frequently do you tell people it's hot and it's going to be hot?" She and her colleagues are now surveying people on the West Coast to ask how many of them have opted out of the Wireless Emergency Alert system, and which message was their last straw. Understanding this is of particular importance for California and other western states, where evacuation orders during wildfires are sent via push alert through the system, and the U.S. Geological Survey's earthquake early-warning system disseminates messages on the same channel.

Some agencies that use these systems are aware of the possibility of overdoing it. Since 2012, the National Weather Service has sent approximately 69,000 push alerts to people's phones to warn them about hazardous weather in their area; the agency says that it hasn't done the full statistical analysis to know whether the rate of alerts has gone up in recent years, but that it is honing its strategies to be sure the alerts go out only when the threat is high. "For example, we can now issue Severe Thunderstorm Warnings for only those which are particularly dangerous, like a derecho," Chris Maier, the national warning coordination meteorologist for the service, wrote in an email.

Another problem for emergency alerts is the breakdown of X (formerly Twitter) as a real communication tool. It used to be a reliable way to track a fast-moving situation in real time, and acted as a direct-alert platform for agencies to push out information as situations changed. Agencies can't constantly pump out successive alerts, but they can continuously tweet crucial information to followers. But X is now a mess of disinformation, and has at times limited automatic posting, which was how some official agency accounts disseminated warnings and advisories. The loss to emergency management is "massive," Sutton said. Government agencies such as the National Weather Service "basically used Twitter as their critical infrastructure," and have yet to find a replacement.

Read: The internet broke emergency alerts

For now, climate push alerts are our new reality, and emergency managers will continue trying to figure out how to keep people engaged, pressing always against the slippage of attention that marks our strange human condition: When we're in danger, we might not be moved to do anything about it. But even if, psychologically, our baselines shift, we're still just bodies with deadly temperature limits and breakable bones. The heat waves and tornadoes will keep coming for us. So next time you get a push alert, take a screenshot and heed its warnings. Even if you feel a twinge of annoyance, don't opt out. A future alert might just save your life.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/07/climate-push-alert-emergency-warning/678936/?utm_source=feed
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Trump and the Napoleonic Rule of War

The former president won't simply stand by and watch the Biden campaign implode.

by John Hendrickson




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.


Copious adjectives have been used to describe Donald Trump's behavior. Restrained was rarely one of them--until recently. Below, I look at how the former president's newfound discipline is actually a mirage. First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is planning for a landslide win.
 	David A. Graham: The rebellion against Biden is over--for now.
 	Iran's Supreme Leader is worried.




A Fire That Needs Oxygen

When Joe Biden's team proposed a June general-election debate--the earliest in modern presidential history--their theory was clear: Trump's vitriol would make viewers recoil, while Biden would come across stately and presidential. Instead, Biden suffered arguably the worst night of his five-decade career, leaving 50 million viewers aghast. Not only is his 2024 candidacy now in jeopardy, but some people, including my colleague Adam Serwer, have made the compelling case that Biden should resign the presidency immediately.

Biden's team spent months arguing that this election would be "about Donald Trump." At the debate, Biden sought to remind voters of Trump's woeful character (including his recent criminal conviction). But, as ever with Trump, many voters seem ready and willing to look past his litany of misdeeds--which means that the Biden campaign's grand strategy is failing. "Donald Trump is on track, I think, to win this election. And maybe win it by a landslide and take with him the Senate and the House," Democratic Senator Michael Bennet of Colorado said on CNN last night. "I think we could lose the whole thing, and it's staggering to me." My colleague Tim Alberta, who spent months digging into Trump's reelection campaign, reported today that Republican strategists have arrived at the same conclusion.

Ever since the debate, Biden's party has been engaged in a war within itself--part private, part public--over how to avert disaster. Some elected officials, including Representatives Adam Smith of Washington and Pat Ryan of New York, have called on Biden to withdraw (as has the actor and Democratic fundraiser George Clooney). But most people with true power and influence over the president have yet to plant a flag. Representative Jim Clyburn of South Carolina has both offered his support for Biden and spoken forcefully about who should take his place if he drops out (Vice President Kamala Harris). Today, House Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi dodged the question of whether she personally believes that Biden should remain the Democratic nominee, then offered a follow-up statement that was still vague.

Against all this mess and dysfunction, Trump's standing among voters has only improved.

The Electoral College math is on Trump's side. Biden cannot win the presidency without retaining his "blue wall" of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania. Currently, according to the RealClearPolitics polling average, Trump is ahead in all three states--he leads Biden by about two points in Wisconsin and a whopping five in Pennsylvania. (Trump's lead in Michigan is narrower at approximately 0.6 points.) This time four years ago, Biden was ahead in all three--and ahead, in general. All Trump has to do, it would seem, is not screw everything up.

Trump was supposed to be center stage this week. After being found guilty on 34 counts of falsifying business records in New York, the former president was originally scheduled to be sentenced tomorrow, July 11, but his sentencing was delayed to September 18--assuming the courts do not decide that the recent Supreme Court ruling on presidential immunity renders such a sentencing moot. Instead of waltzing into the Republican National Convention as a freshly sentenced "political prisoner," Trump is navigating a moment when Biden is dominating headlines.

Last night, I asked one of Trump's longtime allies, the veteran GOP operative Roger Stone, how he thought Trump was approaching this particularly charged phase of the campaign. He replied with a quote often attributed to Napoleon: "Never interrupt your enemy while he's in the process of destroying himself." This idea--that Trump is shrewdly sitting back and avoiding attention while Biden flounders--has been parroted by many members of the media. But if you look a little closer, you'll see that Trump is still being Trump.

Just listen to some of what the former president said at his rally in Doral, Florida, last night. Trump admitted he didn't really know what NATO was before he was president, praised Hannibal Lecter again ("he was a lovely man"), lamented that Americans are falling out of love with bacon, and fearmongered that D.C. tourists get "shot, mugged, raped" when visiting the Jefferson Memorial. (He also revisited the most cringeworthy moment from the debate in the form of challenging Biden to an 18-hole golf match.)

But this wasn't just one night of sloppy reversion. This past weekend, Trump made the ludicrous claim on Truth Social that "every one of the lawsuits" he is involved in, including the civil suits, "were started by Crooked Joe Biden and his fascist government for purposes of election interference." This is a serious allegation, even for Trump. As ever, if these things were said by anyone except the former president, they would mark such a person as unfit for office and mentally unwell. But, as Dave Weigel and Benjy Sarlin of Semafor have noted, because Trump now exclusively uses his own niche social network instead of X, many of his strangest outbursts slip by unnoticed. Trump's bombast simply doesn't drive news cycles the way it did four or eight years ago.

Trump wants to wrest the spotlight back from Biden, even if that desire may end up hurting him. In order to win the election, Trump needs to keep peeling moderate and swing-state voters away from Biden. But he can't help himself from being ... himself. On Truth Social today, Trump called on House Republicans to subpoena "Deranged Jack Smith" and "look into his ILLEGAL INVESTIGATION of me immediately." And although he had reportedly pushed to remove a national abortion ban from the 2024 Republican Party platform, today, Trump dialed into Brian Kilmeade's Fox News radio show and boasted that "getting rid of Roe v. Wade" was "an incredible thing."

Some have argued that, over the past two weeks, the media has "piled" on Biden. But the truth is that what's plaguing Biden and the Democratic Party right now is an essential story worthy of rigorous coverage: Allies of the sitting president of the United States cannot agree on whether he is fit to serve another term, and the president, at the moment, is ignoring their concerns out of hubris.

Right now, the world feels like a fun-house mirror of the Trump era. Many Democratic leaders are saying one thing about their leader in public and the opposite in private. Trump, meanwhile, merely has to stand back and watch the fire burn, but he can't even do that. Trump himself is still a bigger fire, and all fires need oxygen.

Related:

	The rebellion against Biden is over--for now.
 	Democrats need to be more French.




Today's News

	American-made F-16 jet fighters are now being transferred to Ukraine, and NATO allies pledged to send Kyiv dozens of air-defense systems.
 	A federal judge seemed likely to dismiss Rudy Giuliani's bankruptcy case, citing "transparency" issues; he said he expected to make a final ruling by Friday.
 	Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez filed articles of impeachment against Supreme Court Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito, accusing them of failing to recuse themselves from certain cases and not disclosing gifts they've received while on the bench. The effort is likely to fail in the Republican-controlled House.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: In our era of extreme weather, we'll watch the world change through push alerts, Zoe Schlanger writes.
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Alice Munro Was a Terrible Mother

By Xochitl Gonzalez

By now, we should be used to this story: A beloved artist is undone by their own bad behavior, knocked off their pedestal, their works removed to a remote shelf. Since the #MeToo movement began, publishing, just like film and music, has seen its share of idols abandoned. But the distress over the Nobel Prize-winning author Alice Munro has a different tenor.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Adam Serwer: Stop soft-pedaling the GOP's extreme positions.
 	Roge Karma: Age isn't Biden's only problem.
 	China's self-imposed isolation




Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Keith Griner / Getty.



Listen. The country singer Zach Bryan is sending an important message about male loneliness and masculinity, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. The Garden Against Time, by Olivia Laing, presents gardens as land that can enrich people's lives.

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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Why NATO Still Exists

The democracies must continue their long fight against Moscow's barbarism.

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.


America is hosting the NATO summit this week. Russia's bombing of a children's hospital should remind every member that the Atlantic Alliance must do more for Ukraine.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The problem with coronating Kamala Harris
 	The new age of endless parenting
 	Good on Paper: Not everyone needs to go to therapy.




The World's Fight

NATO turned 75 this year, and remains the most powerful and most successful alliance in the history of mankind: It has deterred cataclysmic war, allowed almost 1 billion people to thrive under a shield of peace, and more than doubled its initial size because of the eagerness of so many nations to join it. When the first NATO nations, led by the United States, banded together in 1949, they were trying to stop a group of evil men bunkered in Moscow from threatening the peace of the world. The mission today is the same, as NATO's 32 members now consider how to deal with another group of evil men in the same city.

NATO's longevity is cause for celebration; the continued need for its existence is a tragedy.

Once upon a time, it seemed as if NATO might simply dissolve because it was no longer needed (and because no one seemed to care that much about it anymore). "NATO," the author Jack Beatty wrote in this magazine in 1989, "is a subject that drives the dagger of boredom deep, deep into the heart." He meant that, during the Cold War, the alliance was mostly a wonky policy area dominated by bureaucrats and military planners. By the time Beatty made his observation, the West's main worry--how I miss the days when peace seemed to be breaking out everywhere--was no longer that the mighty Reds would conquer Europe, but that the U.S.S.R. would collapse into chaos and war.

Only five months after Beatty wrote those words, ordinary Germans took hammers to the Berlin Wall. Two years after that, the Soviet Union was gone.

I was a young scholar at the start of my career back then. I was teaching my first course in Soviet politics at Dartmouth College when the Wall came down--so much for that syllabus--and the following year, I moved to Washington and took a position working in the Senate for the late John Heinz of Pennsylvania. I expected to be advising him mostly on Soviet arms-treaty issues, but as the world changed, it was a joy to write his 1990 floor statement welcoming German unification.

By 1990, with the Soviet Union about to collapse in defeat, I felt as though I were living in the bright alternate reality of a science-fiction novel. Even when Saddam Hussein's Iraq invaded Kuwait that year, I believed that America and the West were more than up to the task of dealing with new dangers now that the Soviet threat had been defeated.

The idea that NATO would ever need to expand was faintly ridiculous to me after 1991. I was a Reaganite Cold Warrior in my youth, but when the Soviet Union collapsed, I was as eager as any American for an era of peace and reduced defense spending. (I recommended, for example, that Heinz vote against continuing to fund the B-2 Stealth Bomber. Heinz told me as he came off the Senate floor: "I voted to do the conservative thing: save money." Such Republicans, men and women of consistency and principle, once existed.)

After I left Washington to return to teaching, I wondered if Russia and NATO would end up finding common cause on any number of issues. The entire world was facing growing threats from terrorism, rogue states, and nuclear proliferation. And for a time, Russia and some NATO nations did manage to cooperate and share information. (Even this year, the Americans took the dramatic step of warning Russian authorities of a possible terror attack that turned out to be the dreadful massacre at the Crocus City Hall near Moscow.)

I left Dartmouth for the Naval War College, where I taught military officers from the United States and around the world--including, for a time, a few Russians. I believed that NATO had helped the Western democracies win the Cold War, but I was reluctant to see a return to Cold War thinking about European security. I favored the immediate admission into NATO of Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Poland as a way of stabilizing post-Soviet Eastern Europe and rectifying, as best we could, the pain inflicted on those nations by Moscow in 1956, 1968, and 1980. But other nations, I thought, should join at a much slower pace. America and Russia were, if not friends, at least not enemies, and for years I argued for a closer Russia-NATO-America relationship, an effort that could be undermined by a stampede of new Alliance members.

NATO, slightly more than a decade older than me, marched on toward middle age, as did I. In 1999, the alliance turned 50. I attended an academic conference in Germany devoted to this golden anniversary, and while listening to the discussions, even I started to feel the sharp point of Beatty's dagger of boredom. NATO, I came to believe, should leave aside its roots as an anti-Soviet alliance and consider adopting the model of a collective-security organization, a group that reacts to aggression from anywhere and has no specific enemies. In this new role, the Atlantic Alliance would try to dampen or prevent wars and genocides where it could, and aid other parties to do so where it couldn't.

I was finally talked out of all this optimism by the best advocate NATO has ever had in its later years for a larger, more aggressive, and better armed alliance specifically aimed at deterring Russia: a former KGB stooge named Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.

Putin didn't sway me back to my Cold War roots immediately. When Putin first came to power, I hoped he would be a bureaucrat and workhorse. But he turned out to be a murderous, grubby dictator, a Mafia don at the apex of the gang of thugs who now infest the Russian government.

When Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, I admired the Biden administration's thoughtful restraint. Putin had blundered badly; despite his reputation as a sly, cool Russian spymaster, he is in reality quite emotional and not a particularly adept strategist. (Former U.S. Ambassador to Ukraine Steven Pifer has put it more concisely: "Putin overreaches, and he miscalculates.") The key for the West in those early months of the war was to help Ukraine survive--something I admit that in the first week or so I thought might be impossible--without accidentally sparking a wider regional or even global war.

Two years later, Ukraine is holding on, and it needs not only more of our weapons but also our permission to use them more effectively. The intelligent American strategy of 2020 has now become vapor-locked, stuck mostly where it was more than a year ago. The United States is sending weapons and better systems--finally--but the U.S. defense, diplomacy, and security establishments need to be jolted back into coordination and toward a more aggressive strategy, especially by lifting now-senseless restrictions on the use of American weaponry. ("Washington," Pifer wrote to me today, "should allow Ukraine to use US-provided weapons to strike military targets in Russia without restriction.") Biden's people can do this, but they need direction from the president; they need to focus on increasing the lethal effect of our aid instead of being paralyzed by abstract theories about controlling escalation.

I am older and grayer now. The optimism I felt 30 years ago has dwindled. As NATO's delegations were arriving in Washington this week, Putin's forces bombed a children's hospital in Kyiv. Russia's defense ministry issued a typically hazy denial in which it claimed that the Russian military does not strike civilian targets. But the Russians have been obliterating civilian targets since the beginning of the conflict--a campaign of atrocities and war crimes--as a way of warning the Ukrainians that if they do not kneel to Moscow, Putin will murder every last one of them, including their children.

NATO at 75 should resolve not only to continue sharing its arsenal with Ukraine but also to rekindle the spirit that led to victory against the Soviet Union. NATO's ministers should remind the world's democracies that Moscow's barbaric expansionism is a threat to civilized human beings everywhere.

Related:

	The war in Ukraine is the end of a world.
 	U.S. allies are already worried about another round of Trump.




Today's News

	Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi called Russian President Vladimir Putin a "dear friend" during his first visit to Russia since 2022. The meeting appeared to strengthen the strategic alliance between the two countries.
 	Russia issued an arrest warrant for Yulia Navalnaya, the widow of the former Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny. She is charged with participating in an "extremist organization."
 	Bloomberg Philanthropies, a charitable organization founded by former New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, donated $1 billion to Johns Hopkins University to pay tuition and living expenses for the majority of its medical-school students.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: White-collar work is just meetings now, Derek Thompson writes. It may not be the most efficient way to get things done.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic*



The Particular Ways That Being Rich Screws You Up

By Adelle Waldman

When a certain type of person reaches middle age without having achieved the level of professional recognition or personal happiness they feel they deserve, they're apt to take a page from sociologists who study poverty and start searching for root causes, the source of what went wrong ... All options are on the table--except, perhaps, those that locate the blame within.
 For the three unhappy adult siblings at the center of Taffy Brodesser-Akner's exuberant and absorbing new novel, Long Island Compromise, the go-to explanation for the various failures and disappointments that underlie their seemingly successful--successful-ish--lives is an event that is both lurid and tragic.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Conor Friedersdorf: The worst argument in favor of keeping Joe Biden
 	The awkward truth about extinction
 	Living and breathing in Southern California's pollution corridor




Culture Break


Vincent West / Reuters



Celebrate. These photos show the annual, nine-day Fiesta de San Fermin, which includes the famous running of the bulls, in Pamplona, Spain.

Watch. Season 3 of The Bear (streaming on Hulu) is more committed to its trauma plot than ever. Sophie Gilbert breaks down how the show is both better and worse for it.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I won't say the Cold War was fun. (Like many children of my generation, I had nightmares about nuclear war.) But I will say, after years of teaching a course on the popular culture of the era, that it produced some truly unusual moments when light entertainment collided with the most serious things in the world. I do not mean novels such as Fail-Safe and Alas, Babylon, both of which you should read if you're interested in the Cold War. I mean the nuttiness of a classic movie such as The Russians Are Coming, the Russians Are Coming, with the magnificent (and young) Alan Arkin in an early starring role, and especially the James Bond series, which were supposed to be popcorn movies but often relied on Cold War devices.

Yes, Bond was mostly fighting crazed supervillains, but usually those Mao-jacketed loons had done something that could cause World War III. In 1967's You Only Live Twice, Bond's archenemy, Ernst Blofeld, was hijacking U.S. and Soviet spacecraft; in The Spy Who Loved Me a decade later, Karl Stromberg--an underwater-dwelling Blofeld with webbed fingers, basically--was stealing British, U.S., and Soviet nuclear submarines.

But to get a sense of how something scary could intrude on something fun, watch for the scene in the 1983 Bond flick Octopussy where Bond realizes that a mad Soviet general--Steven Berkoff in full scenery-chewing glory--has planted a nuclear weapon at a circus on a U.S. air base in Germany. (The plot was clearly drawn from the real-life debate in the mid-1980s over stationing U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe.) Octopussy isn't great, but that moment, in which Roger Moore is wearing clown makeup and pleading with an American general to evacuate the base, is a great example of how there was just no getting away from the Cold War, even at the movies.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Double Standard in Trump-Biden Coverage

It's real, and it's not going anywhere.

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.


After President Joe Biden's disastrous recent public appearances, he and his supporters are attacking media outlets for a double standard in coverage of him and his opponent. They're right, but that double standard is structural and, unfortunately, will not end during this campaign.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Graeme Wood: A scheme for Biden to preserve his dignity
 	America finally has an answer to the biggest problem with EVs.
 	Gambling enters the family zone.




Shooting the Messengers

This morning, Biden released a letter he sent to his Democratic colleagues, in which he threw punches in multiple directions at those suggesting that he step down: "press," "pundits," "big donors," and a "selected group of individuals." (You could almost hear the part he didn't say: selected individuals, especially certain Democrats on the Hill.) He later called the MSNBC talk show Morning Joe to make many of the same points.

The president's crisis is of his own making. Biden is clearly no longer up to any kind of prolonged extemporizing, but his campaign gambled first on a debate and then on a hastily arranged interview, both of which went badly. Many of Biden's supporters are blaming members of the media for a pile-on of negative coverage, but there is no planet on which Biden's behavior isn't a major and continuing news story.

If I may paraphrase a line from Midnight Run, one of my favorite movies: Mr. President, you're in this mess because you're in this mess. The media didn't put you in this mess.

But critics of recent media coverage of Biden are dead right about one thing: Many outlets have for years been employing a significant double standard in covering Biden and his opponent, Donald Trump. When Biden stumbles over words, we question his state of mind; when Trump acts like a deranged street preacher, it's ... well, Tuesday. If Biden had suggested setting up migrants in a fight club, he'd be out of the race already; Trump does it, and the country (as well as many in the media) shrugs. Recognizing this inequity is the easy part, but here's the harder realization: The double standard is a structural problem, it won't change, and everyone in the prodemocracy coalition needs to grit their teeth and accept that reality.

The structural issue is that in an open society, almost all views may be expressed in the public square--even outright falsehoods. This principle of liberal democracy leaves Trump free to lie and propagandize, which he and his footmen do confidently and effortlessly. These tactics have been highly effective among a GOP base whose senses have been pounded into numbness by relentless propaganda, a daily barrage of Bullshit Artillery that leaves a smoking, pockmarked no-man's-land in the mind of almost anyone subjected to it for long enough.

Media outlets cannot counter this by responding with a similar "truth barrage," in part because there are simply not enough hours in the day. But it is also inaccurate to say that media outlets have not recently tried to cover Trump's bizarre behavior. The NYU professor Ruth Ben-Ghiat, who regularly warns about Trump's fascistic plans, posted in frustration yesterday that the top stories in several national publications were all about Biden, and not about "Trump and Epstein, Trump and Putin, Trump telling us to inject bleach, Trump wanting to deport up to 20 million." (If you're looking for in-depth reporting about the unique threats Trump poses to American democracy, I suggest revisiting the special package in our January/February issue, "If Trump Wins.")

In fact, all of those stories have been reported on--extensively--including Trump's interactions with Jeffrey Epstein, who was accused of several sex crimes in 2019 but died before he went to trial. (It's also worth noting that credible news outlets rarely treat a single deposition as adequate sourcing for incendiary accusations against any individual.) And the press would appear hopelessly partisan if it included a sidebar in every story about Biden that said "Joe Biden was incoherent today in a debate, but by the way: Trump and Putin," or "Democrats are raising doubts about Biden's candidacy, but remember: Back in 2020, Trump raised the idea that COVID might be treated by injecting people with disinfectants."

People who support democracy should think hard if they believe that the right model for a free press is, in essence, to take its assignments from political parties and their supporters and repeat stories just to balance bad news from the other side. Members of the media can take on would-be dictators (and have throughout history), and defend the American tradition of press freedom, without becoming openly partisan.

Some of Biden's supporters argue that the problem is an imbalance in quantity, pointing to the avalanche of coverage of Biden over the past couple of weeks. But they are less willing to accept that Biden has for many years gotten plenty of sympathetic coverage from a press that, until now, mostly gave him the benefit of the doubt about his age and competence. Media outlets are covering Biden as they would any accountable politician whose campaign has not been honest with the public--which means things are as they should be. In fact, the shock of the debate suggests that the media's present focus on Biden's cognition is not misplaced but overdue.

The real double-standard problem is not about coverage, but about interpretation. This is not "bias" in the political sense. It is, as Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg put it, a bias toward coherence, the inability to accept--and say--that one of the presidential campaigns is completely bonkers. "Trump overwhelms us with nonsense," Jeff notes, and so, when confronted with Trump's obvious mental instability, we work backwards: "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."

The result of this bias is that the press too often continues to present what should be appalling, even horrifying information as if it is just part of the normal give-and-take of a political campaign: Trump goes to Las Vegas and rants about sharks, and the press, likely trying to appear unbiased, instead pulls out a dull nugget about Trump's mention of not taxing tips. Trump vows to destroy the American civil service, and the headlines talk about his "plans to increase presidential power."

Why? Because it is not in the American journalistic tradition to say: Today in Las Vegas, one of the two major candidates said things so rabidly toxic and incoherent that they raised doubts about his sanity.

Media outlets should stop embracing the bias toward coherence; this is now a struggle between a free press and a would-be dictator. But people cannot expect journalists to provide a daily flood of truths about Trump--and they are sorely needed--while also ignoring grave questions about Biden's presidential fitness. A free and honest press committed to the truth doesn't work that way.

I am not counseling defeatism. Rather, I am counseling focus and perseverance. Trump's allies would love for major news outlets to call on him to drop out: They'd reprint it and fundraise off it. Instead, the media should report on Trump's behavior and emphasize that American candidates--and normal people--do not refer to their fellow citizens as "vermin" or muse about having them prosecuted by military tribunals. A steady recounting of Trump's ravings and his hideous plans is important--not because it is political, but because it is true, and the public needs to know about all of it.

Setting up a defensive perimeter around Biden won't change the fact that Trump stands at the head of a cult completely sealed in its own information bubble. Americans, including those who work in the media, can walk and chew gum; we can see that Biden's campaign is in crisis and also recognize that Trump is a dangerous autocrat. Many Americans are sophisticated enough to discuss multiple worrisome issues, but a fair number refuse to pay attention to politics at all. They don't like hard-edged partisanship. They are also put off by relentless bombast (one of my core skills, unfortunately). They are especially not interested in abstract debates over fascism. I remain convinced, however, that seeing a fascist every day, along with a reminder that this is not the American way, will have an effect on them. Indeed, understanding that Trump is an unhinged menace is what makes Biden's future such a crucial story for all of us.

Related:

	There's only one reason Biden won't drop out.
 	The unadorned truth about Donald Trump




Today's News

	Hurricane Beryl made landfall in Texas, knocking out power for millions and producing at least three tornadoes near the Texas-Louisiana border.
 	In a letter to Democratic lawmakers, President Biden said that he is "firmly committed to staying in this race."
 	France's snap election yesterday resulted in a deadlocked legislature and Marine Le Pen's far-right party coming in third place. Prime Minister Gabriel Attal, whose party no longer has a majority in the Parliament, submitted his resignation last night, which President Emmanuel Macron has refused to accept for now.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: What is a healthy level of sun exposure? Figuring out your personal relationship with sunshine can get complicated, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Suparna Hazra / Getty.



The Climate Is Falling Apart. Prepare for the Push Alerts.

By Zoe Schlanger

Last July, I was living in Montreal when an emergency push alert from Canada's environmental agency popped up on my phone, accompanied by a loud alarm. It had been raining ferociously that afternoon, and the wind was picking up. The alert warned of something worse--a marine tornado, which "are often wrapped in rain and may not be visible"--and ordered, "Take cover immediately if threatening weather approaches."
 I looked outside. The wind was howling louder now, and the sky was a strange gray ... This particular tornado spared Montreal, touching down about 30 miles northwest of the city. But the alert worked.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Jill Biden's momentous choice
 	U.S. allies are already worried about another round of Trump.
 	How liberal college campuses benefit conservative students
 	The Fifth Circuit won by losing.
 	What the VW-Rivian deal means for Big Auto




Culture Break


Shirlaine Forrest / TAS24 / Getty



Express yourself. Taylor Swift's brand of Millennial cringe gives her fans the "purest freedom of all, the freedom to be an absolute dork," Helen Lewis writes.

Read. These eight books will change your perspective.

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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Eight Absorbing Reads for Independence Day Weekend

Plus: The search for America's Atlantis

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.


Our editors compiled a list of eight absorbing reads for your Independence Day weekend. Spend time with stories about a billion-dollar Ponzi scheme, the search for America's Atlantis, why Americans can't access some of the world's best sunscreens, and more.



The Reading List

You're Not Allowed to Have the Best Sunscreens in the World

Newer, better UV-blocking agents have been in use in other countries for years. Why can't we have them here?


By Amanda Mull

The Billion-Dollar Ponzi Scheme That Hooked Warren Buffett and the U.S. Treasury

How a small-town auto mechanic peddling a green-energy breakthrough pulled off a massive scam


By Ariel Sabar

How Kids Learn Resilience

In recent years, the idea that educators should be teaching kids qualities like grit and self-control has caught on. Successful strategies, though, are hard to come by.


By Paul Tough

The Fertility Doctor's Secret

Donald Cline must have thought no one would ever know. Then DNA testing came along.


By Sarah Zhang

The Search for America's Atlantis

Did people first come to this continent by land or by sea?


By Ross Andersen

Can a Boxer Return to the Ring After Killing?

In 2019, Charles Conwell unintentionally ended Patrick Day's life with his fists. Now he's trying to make sense of his life, and boxing itself.


By Jacob Stern

Welcome to Pricing Hell

The ubiquitous rise of add-on fees and personalized pricing has turned buying stuff into a game you can't win.


By Christopher Beam

What the Longest Study on Human Happiness Found Is the Key to a Good Life

The Harvard Study of Adult Development has established a strong correlation between deep relationships and well-being. The question is, how does a person nurture those deep relationships?


By Robert Waldinger and Marc Schulz



The Week Ahead

	Fly Me to the Moon, a comedy-drama film starring Scarlett Johansson and Channing Tatum about a plan to fake the moon landing (in theaters Friday)
 	The Death of Slim Shady (Coup de Grace), a new album from Eminem (out Friday)
 	Long Island Compromise, a novel by Taffy Brodesser-Akner about a wealthy family that starts spiraling after the patriarch is kidnapped and held for ransom (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani. Source: Getty.



The Science of Pet Ownership Needs a Reality Check

By Michael Schulson

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."


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The goal that saved England
 	An antidote to the cult of self-discipline
 	The awful ferocity of midlife desire
 	Don't give up on tourism. Just do it better.
 	Blood and cheap thrills in '80s Los Angeles
 	Eva Longoria's escapist charms




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Anne Applebaum: How Labour defeated populism
 	Mark Leibovich: The lie Democrats are telling themselves
 	Something has gone deeply wrong at the Supreme Court.




Photo Album


Flames engulf a vehicle during the Thompson Fire in Oroville, California. (Josh Edelson / AFP / Getty)



Take a look at these photos from the past week that show wildfires in California, a hot-dog-eating competition on Coney Island, hurricane damage in Barbados, and sumo wrestlers in Washington, D.C.



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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Being in the Sun

Figuring out your personal relationship with sunshine can get complicated.

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.


Walking on the beach on the Fourth of July, I witnessed America the Sunburned. Reddened beachgoers strolled with ice cream or hot dogs; it would have been a lovely sight if not for the secondhand pain I was feeling.

On first glance, the path to healthy sun exposure seems simple: wear sunscreen and limit your time under the sun's rays. But figuring out your personal relationship with the sun is a little more complicated. For one thing, public-health guidelines haven't been totally up front with Americans about the benefits of moderate exposure. And U.S. consumers don't have access to some of the best sunscreens. Today's newsletter explores what happens when we spend time in the sun.



On the Sun

Against Sunscreen Absolutism

By Rowan Jacobsen

Moderate sun exposure can be good for you. Why won't American experts acknowledge that?

Read the article.

You're Not Allowed to Have the Best Sunscreens in the World

By Amanda Mull

Newer, better UV-blocking agents have been in use in other countries for years. Why can't we have them here?

Read the article.

The Problem Sunscreen Poses for Dark Skin

By Lola Fadulu

Certain ingredients are pushing people of color away from good skin care.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Please don't read at the beach: A case for going against the grain
 	Free sunscreen: Most Americans do not understand SPF ratings or how sunscreen is supposed to work. But they do care about "antiaging" effects, James Hamblin wrote in 2015.




Other Diversions

	Do navigation apps think we're stupid?
 	The pleasures of procrastination 
 	What color is a hot dog?




P.S.


Courtesy of SC, 69, South Burlington, Vermont



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "I've lost count of how many times I've photographed this driveway in Kinderhook, New York. It never ceases to evoke a sense of infinite mystery," SC, 69, from South Burlington, Vermont, writes.

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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A Happiness Expert's Frank Advice for Joe Biden

Arthur C. Brooks on the trap of staying on too long

by Matt Seaton




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.


Arthur C. Brooks, an expert on leadership and happiness, discusses the trap of staying on too long.

But first, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: How Labour defeated populism
 	The White House's Kamala Harris blunder
 	Trump's new racist insult
 	The silence doctors are keeping about Millennial deaths




The Essence of Retiring Well

In 2019, Arthur C. Brooks, a professor at Harvard who teaches courses on leadership and happiness, wrote an essay for the July issue of The Atlantic about professional decline: how to think about it and what to do about it. Since then, Arthur has joined The Atlantic, writing How to Build a Life, a weekly column that I edit about happiness. After President Joe Biden's dire debate performance last week, I wanted to hear Arthur's wisdom on dealing with what he called "the waning of ability in people of high accomplishment."

Arthur C. Brooks: So there's an addendum to my 2019 article. Because of the research I did for it, I decided to step back from my job as president of the American Enterprise Institute. The one person I told beforehand (someone I trust) said, You're about to make the biggest mistake of your life. That played right into my fears. All I had was my research--so do I trust the data or believe my gut, which says, Don't change: You're on a winning streak. Don't be a fool.

Matt Seaton: But you trusted the data, right?

Arthur: It was a war between my prefrontal cortex and my limbic system, and it always is when you have to make these changes. Some scholars believe we have four fundamental human needs: belonging, self-esteem, control, and meaningful existence. When you step away from a high-prestige job, you risk losing these.

My limbic system, specifically my dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, which is dedicated to resisting ostracism and rejection, was fighting me, saying, Don't make these changes, because you will become no one. But I went with what I believed was the objective truth, as opposed to my lying limbic system. That was the right call, and now I'm doing what I'm supposed to be doing at this age (I just turned 60).

Matt: Which wasn't exactly a retirement, though, was it?

Arthur: Ha, right! I was going from working 80 hours a week to working 65 hours a week--but I was doing a different kind of work, because I was using my crystallized intelligence (which is a science-y way to say "instructor brain" instead of "innovator brain") 95 percent of the time instead of 40 percent of the time. And therefore, I was more properly adjusted to this stage of life, in which I teach, write for The Atlantic instead of doing academic research, and give public talks to nonscientists.

Matt: So what you're calling retirement is not just moving to Florida and playing golf.

Arthur: It's moving into the productive role in life for which your brain and heart are ideally suited, which changes over time. At a certain point, for everyone, this means stepping away from power. But if your previous role was your entire identity, you're in trouble. There has been research on the tendency for people with a lot of prestige and power to become depressed when they retire.

Matt: What are the traps that cause people to persist beyond their best years?

Arthur: The first is rigidity of professional identity. It's hard to give up the way you see yourself if you're proud of it. You can even be the president of the United States, and you still have a dorsal anterior cingulate cortex that's fully functioning until the day you die--and it will be at war with your prefrontal cortex when it comes time to give up your source of identity.

Matt: Obviously we're talking about this because of Biden's performance in the debate last week. Did you watch that, and what was your reaction?

Arthur: I did, but I look at it not as a political analyst but as a social scientist. I saw all sorts of reasons to be concerned, of course. I get it. But I also saw in it an incredible opportunity for the president: the opportunity to move on and create a beautiful example for millions of people.

In the 2019 article, I talked about the ancient Hindu teaching on the stages of life, or ashramas, and the advice I received from a guru in southern India named Nochur Venkataraman. He taught me that many successful people get stuck in a stage called Grihastha--which is where you enjoy professional success and adulation--rather than progressing to Vanaprastha, which is where one should become more of a teacher ("crystallized intelligence").

But there's one more stage nearer the end called Sannyasa, which is to be fully enlightened and not working in the worldly domain. That transition is also sticky for many people--politicians, CEOs, sports figures, perhaps even the president--who struggle to stop doing what made them famous and admired. But that is the essence of truly retiring, and retiring well.

Matt: The United States seems to have the persistent problem of a geriatric ruling class. What's your analysis of why that appears in our political elite?

Arthur: Part of it is because we have a rigid system of power, and so we're ridiculously institutionalized in the way that people can rise and prosper. Americans speak a good line about meritocracy, but we don't have a meritocracy. When it comes to our politics, we have a gerontocracy that is based on seniority, loyalty, and tenure. We have leaders with tons of wisdom, but they don't have the vigor and the focus and the energy to be putting in the grinding work of national and international governance.

We need to have a senior role like the one played by Henry Kissinger or George Shultz: After they left public service, they became eminences but weren't expected to govern. Nobody wanted to elect Kissinger as president of the United States; people just wanted his opinion on the issues of the day.

Matt: Happiness is your principal subject, and your work usually frames it in terms of advice to the individual: How can you be happy? How can I be happy? But in this political moment, there's also a dimension of this that's about collective happiness, the public good--a general happiness that is at stake in Biden's decision. How do you balance that?

Arthur: You know the famous Zen Buddhist koan: What is the sound of one hand clapping? One interpretation of that koan is that the sound of one hand clapping is an illusion. And one version of that illusion is that your personal happiness is somehow meaningful. In fact, the clapping becomes a reality only when there's a second hand.

In other words, your happiness is real only when somebody else is happy as well. So if you're a public figure, then the good of the public is required to get the second hand clapping. Otherwise you'll be living in illusion.

Matt: Tell me how people should think rightly about their legacy, given that legacy is so bound up with achievement.

Arthur: There's a philosopher at the University of Cambridge named Stephen Cave who wrote a really important book called Immortality. In it, he talks about how one of the ways to become immortal is to build a legacy, and the way to think about that is the internal struggle of Achilles. Obviously, the Greek hero is a mythological character, but his story presents an emblematic dilemma: The best way to achieve immortality is to secure your legacy through a heroic end; the worst way to get immortality--and the most efficacious way to destroy your legacy--is to just hang around. Do you see the irony? People who hang around because of their legacy are diminishing their legacy.

Matt: Do you have any particular words of advice for President Biden?

Arthur: So there's personal advice and there's political advice. The personal advice is that for all successful people, there comes a time to decide between being special and being happy. Being special--staying on top--is hard, tiring work. But it is an addiction, which is why people keep at it way beyond what seems reasonable, at great harm to themselves and others. Get sober; choose happiness.

The political advice is based on a lesson from history, that the mark of great leadership is what happens after leaders leave the scene. Did they teach the next generation and set up those who came after for success? And then did they step aside with grace and humility? Be able to answer yes to both of those questions.

Related:

	Your professional decline is coming (much) sooner than you think.
 	Biden has fallen into a psychological trap




Today's News

	Keir Starmer was elected prime minister yesterday after the Labour Party secured a historic landslide victory in Britain's election. He announced a new cabinet today.
 	President Joe Biden will be interviewed tonight by George Stephanopoulos on ABC News; he is expected to address questions about his debate performance and campaign viability.
 	Donald Trump's attorneys are requesting a new schedule for his classified-documents federal trial so that they can address how the Supreme Court's presidential-immunity decision affects the case.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Wasting time can feel morally suspect--but it's essential to the creative process, Emma Sarappo writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: AI-generated images of Jesus Christ looking flagrantly gorgeous are suddenly everywhere on social media, Damon Beres writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



Every Time You Post to Instagram, You're Turning on a Light Bulb Forever

By Arthur Holland Michel

One evening in the spring of 2015, I filmed a 15-second video out the window of an Amtrak train as it rattled across the barren flatlands of southern New Jersey. There's nothing artful or interesting about the clip. All you see is a slanted rush of white and yellow lights. I can't remember why I made it. Until a few days ago, I had never even watched it. And yet for the past nine years, that video has been sitting on a server in a data center somewhere, silently and invisibly taking a very small toll on our planet.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Ezekiel J. Emanuel: There are exceptionally sharp octogenarians. Biden isn't one.
 	Jerusalem Demsas: There's only one reason Biden won't drop out.
 	Franklin Foer: Biden has fallen into a psychological trap.
 	Now Keir Starmer has to decide if he'd use nukes.
 	How Macron lost France to the extremes
 	What the Civil Rights Act really meant




Culture Break


Apple TV+



Watch. The glossy, aspirational pleasures of Land of Women (streaming on Apple TV+) make for a calming contrast to much of modern TV's dystopian programming, Hannah Giorgis writes.

Pick. For such a basic ingredient, cooking oil can be complicated--and Americans have lost the plot on which ones to use, Yasmin Tayag 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 Mystery of Hot Jesus

AI-generated images of Jesus Christ looking flagrantly gorgeous are suddenly everywhere on social media.

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.


Generative AI could do many things to our world. But one thing it has certainly done already is facilitate endless (and endlessly strange) representations of Jesus Christ.

In a recent article for The Atlantic, my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce writes about these synthetic images of Christ, which have flooded social-media platforms in recent months. They typically depict Jesus as hypermasculine and physically attractive; sometimes he is locked in combat with the devil. "Hot Jesus appears to be catnip for users on Facebook, where he is routinely posted to generate engagement," Caroline writes. "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."

Although the web has always offered oddities and offense in seemingly unlimited supply, image-generating tools such as DALL-E and Midjourney have arguably scaled up the weirdening. There is no escaping it, it seems--we can only pray for deliverance.




Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Heritage Art / Getty; Olha Danylenko / Getty.



Hot AI Jesus Is Huge on Facebook

By Caroline Mimbs Nyce

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 the full article.



What to Read Next

	AI has a hotness problem: Generative AI does tend to create unrealistically attractive people by default--Jesus or not. In a previous story, Caroline explored three possible explanations.




P.S.

Hot Jesus may highlight quirks in how various programs organize and process the tremendous amount of data they're fed. In this respect, it exemplifies a broader issue plaguing the internet today. As my colleague Ian Bogost writes in a new story for The Atlantic, mapping apps are similarly afflicted: "Google makes 50 million edits to its map per day ... 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."

-- Damon




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/07/the-mystery-of-hot-jesus/678922/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Pleasures of Procrastination

Wasting time can feel morally suspect--but it's essential to the creative process.

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. 

For writers, especially ones working in deadline-based industries such as journalism, pushing due dates is as natural as breathing. Sometimes the resulting time pressure--I really must file this to my editor now--unlocks flashes of brilliance, turning the carbon grist of my thoughts into an unlikely diamond. (More often it inspires mediocre metaphors like that one.) I'm dissatisfied with this tendency to dillydally. In my idle dreams of a perfect world, I see myself upright and regimented at my desk, sipping wholesome black coffee, and pleasantly tapping at my keyboard as I chip away at different tasks. Wasting time--or letting time pass without squeezing productivity out of it--feels morally suspect; in an essay this week, Hillary Kelly describes procrastination as "a tic that people are desperate to dispel." But, thankfully, she offers an antidote: Rosalind Brown's new novel, Practice, "a welcome gift for those who dither about their dithering."

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	"Eustasy," a poem by Nikky Finney
 	Don't give up on tourism. Just do it better.
 	The awful ferocity of midlife desire


The book is a long look into one Sunday in the life of Annabel, a young Oxford student whose task is to write a paper on Shakespeare. But, unsurprisingly to anyone who remembers their own school days, Annabel manages to put off the work with a brilliant list of important other things to get through. There are human needs to meet: She has to make tea, eat, use the bathroom, exercise. She's also distracted by the many branching paths of her thoughts--she dwells on lovers, friends, family, bad memories, idle questions. Her goal is to make her mind into a minimalist palace, a clean and shiny Apple Store-style temple to literature; from there, she will be able to smoothly choose and assemble the items she needs to finish her assignment. Instead, her head is a jumbled hallway closet, full of all the rattling stuff of life.

But the truly creative mind requires this kind of clutter, Kelly argues. The act of rumination--of wending through competing streams of thought, examining long-forgotten memories, elliptically orbiting an idea again and again--is crucial to imagination, and a militant focus on getting work done eliminates the hours we need to indulge in these processes. Procrastination is productive, in its own way. More important, it reclaims the space our culture is ceding to an unrelenting work ethic. Annabel doesn't finish her paper by the novel's conclusion; she ends the day with just a few scattered notes on Shakespeare's sonnets. But the time she spent thinking about it (and about other things) isn't wasted--and neither is the reader's. Ambling through a novel like this one inspires connections, epiphanies, excitement. These in-between moments when nothing tangible gets done are full of internal effort; rushing through them denies us one of the major delights of being alive.




An Antidote to the Cult of Self-Discipline

By Hillary Kelly

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

Dayswork, by Chris Bachelder and Jennifer Habel

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

From our list: Five books for people who really love books





Out Next Week

? The Anthropologists, by Aysegul Savas

? Long Island Compromise, by Taffy Brodesser-Akner


? Devil's Contract, by Ed Simon




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Clay Rodery



The Lies Los Angeles Was Built Upon

By Chris Stanton

If the movie [Chinatown] was to be about Los Angeles itself, [Robert] Towne wanted to intertwine the characters' personal drama with some sordid local scandal--and where better to look for inspiration than the actual history of how the city had stolen water from a valley 250 miles away, ravaging the valley in the process? Towne had found an original sin on which to build his story, but the audacity of the crime and the sheer depth of conspiracy required to pull it off seemed impossible to fit into a screenplay. His first draft was about 340 pages.

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 Running of the Bulls 2024 (20 photos)
        The annual nine-day Fiesta de San Fermin began in Pamplona, Spain, last week. The festival, including the famous running of the bulls, attracts thousands of visitors every year. The fiesta kicks off as massive crowds await the chupinazo in Pamplona's town square, followed by a carnival, fireworks, the running of the bulls, and many bullfights. Gathered here are images from some of the first runs this year.

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

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Puffin Parent, Cow Cabin, Blue Frog (35 photos)
        A greased-pole walk in Massachusetts, a heavy-metal music festival in France, destructive wildfires in California, hurricane damage in Barbados, a hot-dog-eating competition at Coney Island, scenes from the Glastonbury Festival in England, sumo wrestlers at the Lincoln Memorial, and much more

This photo essay originally misidentified the artist Daniela Capaccioli.

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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        The Running of the Bulls 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	July 9, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The annual nine-day Fiesta de San Fermin began in Pamplona, Spain, last week. The festival, including the famous running of the bulls, attracts thousands of visitors every year. The fiesta kicks off as massive crowds await the chupinazo in Pamplona's town square, followed by a carnival, fireworks, the running of the bulls, and many bullfights. Gathered here are images from some of the first runs this year.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People lie on the ground in a small pile in front of a charging steer that jumps over them into a bullring full of other people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers brace themselves as a steer jumps over them at the San Fermin festival in Pamplona, Spain, on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A group of festivalgoers poses for the camera, each person smiling and wearing a T-shirt soaked in water and wine.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers cheer during the official start of nine days of uninterrupted partying in Pamplona's famed running-of-the-bulls festival in on July 6, 2024.
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                [image: A view from a balcony, looking down on a huge crowd of people packed into a town square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A large crowd gathers for the ceremonial start to the festival, outside the town hall of Pamplona, on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A group of people among a crowd raises their arms as water splashes on their heads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers are doused with water during the opening of the San Fermin festival on July 6, 2024.
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                [image: Lines of police officers open up a path through a packed crowd of festivalgoers, allowing a marching band to walk through.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The municipal music band La Pamplonesa performs during the Chupinazo, the opening ceremony, outside the town hall of Pamplona on July 6, 2024.
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                [image: About a dozen people are sitting, standing, and hanging from a wooden fence, waiting for the bulls to come.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Festivalgoers wait on the fence for the start of the first "encierro" (bull run) of the San Fermin festival, on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people, most wearing white T-shirts with red bandannas around their necks, fills a street surrounded by tall buildings, waiting. for a bull run to begin.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants prepare before a bull run on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: Participants run ahead of and alongside a group of bulls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants run ahead of and alongside a group of bulls in Pamplona on July 9, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Cesar Manso / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several bulls pass by, surrounded by runners, making a turn on a cobblestone street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The bulls navigate a sharp corner during a bull run on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: Several runners fall as a bull bashes into them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants are struck by a Victoriano del Rio bull during a bull run on July 9, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of festivalgoers runs in front of and alongside a group of about 10 bulls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants run ahead of Cebada Gago bulls on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: A steer leaps over a pile of people that had lain down in front of it, into a bullring full of other people.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers brace themselves as a steer jumps over them at the San Fermin festival on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: At least two festivalgoers are tossed by a steer, alongside a fence, inside a bullring.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants are tossed by a steer on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A steer paces inside an arena, surrounded by a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants surround a steer after the second "encierro" (bull run) of the San Fermin festival on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: A person is knocked to the ground by a steer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant is knocked to the ground by a steer on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: Medical workers carry an injured person on a stretcher along a cobblestone street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A reveler is taken away on a stretcher after being injured during a bull run during the first day of the running of the bulls, July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A person leaps gracefully over a running bull.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A "recortador" leaps over a bull in the Plaza de Toros bullring during a show on July 7, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Miguel Riopa / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person tries to leap away from a charging bull, but one of the bull's horns has snagged and is pulling at their shirt.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bull snags the shirt of a "recortador" in the Plaza de Toros bullring on July 7, 2024.
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                [image: A person wearing a costume with a large head poses for photographs alongside people eating lunch at a long table, set up in a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of San Fermin Giants Comparsa Parade poses for a photo with a group of revelers during lunch at the San Fermin fiesta in Pamplona, on July 8, 2024.
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                [image: Adults and children run in a street at night, playfully being chased by a person carrying a statue of a bull that is shooting sparks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers run next to fire bull at the San Fermin fiesta on Monday night, July 8, 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: Puffin Parent, Cow Cabin, Blue Frog

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	July 5, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A greased-pole walk in Massachusetts, a heavy-metal music festival in France, destructive wildfires in California, hurricane damage in Barbados, a hot-dog-eating competition at Coney Island, scenes from the Glastonbury Festival in England, sumo wrestlers at the Lincoln Memorial, and much more


This photo essay originally misidentified the artist Daniela Capaccioli.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge dome, covered in LED lights, displays the eyes and mouth of an emoji face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Sphere lights up on June 29, 2024, in Las Vegas, Nevada.
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                Ethan Miller / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two large stone busts sit on an open hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Statues of Genghis Khan and Kublai Khan are seen at the Guaishan scenic area in the city of Tongliao, Inner Mongolia Autonomous region, on June 29, 2024.
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                CFoto / Future Publishing / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Six sumo wrestlers wearing traditional gear stand in front of the Lincoln Memorial.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sumo wrestlers with the Sumo and Sushi exhibition event visit the Lincoln Memorial during a tour of Washington, D.C., on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two dancers leap together on a stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Birmingham Royal Ballet performs "Interlinked" on the Pyramid Stage during day five of the Glastonbury Festival 2024 in Glastonbury, England,  on June 30, 2024.
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                Joe Maher / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two deer run along a ridge at dusk.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Deer run along a ridge at dusk in San Antonio, Texas, on July 1, 2024.
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                [image: A wildfire on burns a wooded hillside at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Thompson fire burns around Lake Oroville in Oroville, California, on July 2, 2024. A heat wave is sending temperatures soaring, resulting in red-flag fire warnings throughout the state.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Josh Edelson / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman in a long white dress and a purple headscarf walks in a lavender field, in one of many long rows.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman walks in a lavender field in Valensole, France, on July 3, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wearing a costume shaped like a peace symbol stands onstage in front of a huge video screen that shows an image of the crowd in front of her.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Serbian conceptual and performance artist Marina Abramovic calls on the crowds to hold a seven-minute silence on the third day of Glastonbury 2024, in the village of Pilton in Somerset, England, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: Five cyclists race past a sunflower field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors race past a sunflower field in the Emilia Romagna countryside during the second stage of the 111th edition of the Tour de France cycling race, between Cesenatico and Bologna, in Italy, on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A girl sits on someone's shoulders, between trees, as fireworks explode in the distance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl watches the Macy's Fourth of July fireworks over New York City on July 4, 2024, in Hoboken, New Jersey.
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                [image: A performer opens their mouth and arms wide while wearing a huge and feathery costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of the Boi Bumba Caprichoso association performs during the Boi Bumba folklore festival at the Bumbodromo in Parintins, Amazonas State, Brazil, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds up a championship belt, cheering, beneath a sign that reads "51."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Miki Sudo celebrates after winning the women's title during the 2024 Nathan's Famous Fourth of July hot-dog-eating competition at Coney Island in the Brooklyn borough of New York on July 4, 2024. Sudo won after consuming a record-breaking 51 hot dogs.
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                [image: A goalkeeper stretches and jumps to block a soccer ball.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mert Gunok of Turkey saves a headed shot by Christoph Baumgartner of Austria (not pictured) during the UEFA EURO 2024 round-of-16 match between Austria and Turkey at Football Stadium Leipzig on July 2, 2024, in Leipzig, Germany.
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                [image: A boy plays with a football, falling in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy plays with a football in the water during a warm day at the El Cuilio pool in San Salvador, El Salvador, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A temple and tall pagoda stand partially submerged in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows partially submerged temple and pagoda atop the island of Luoxingdun, as water levels at Poyang lake are nearing historic highs following heavy rainfall in Lushan, Jiangxi province, China, on July 4, 2024. Click here to see a photo of the same location during a period of extreme drought in 2022.
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                [image: Many fishing boats lie at unnatural angles in a storm-damaged harbor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fisherman looks at fishing vessels damaged by Hurricane Beryl at the Bridgetown Fisheries in Barbados, on July 1, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds three wet owlets with gloved hands.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A municipal worker shows owlets rescued from a fallen tree after a powerful storm in Montenegro's capital, Podgorica, on July 2, 2024.
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                [image: A tiger in fuzzy silhouette]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Bengal tiger rests in a shaded area in a zoo in the Karatay district of Konya, Turkey, on June 24.
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                [image: Flames roil on the tires and interior of a burning pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A vehicle burns as flames engulf a home during the Thompson Fire in Oroville, California on July 2, 2024.
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                [image: A plane drops red fire retardant in a large plume over a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An air tanker drops fire retardant over a house during the Toll Fire in Calistoga, California, on July 2, 2024.
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                [image: A puffin with a beak full of small eels flies into a field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An Atlantic puffin with a beak full of sand eels heads to feed its chicks on Skomer Island, in Pembrokeshire, Wales, on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A small blue frog sits on the edge of a leaf.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rare blue-colored tree frog holds on to a leaf in the Karacabey district of Bursa, Turkey, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: An athlete prepares to throw a shot while wearing sunglasses and a decorated face mask.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Raven Saunders wears a mask as she competes in the women's shot-put final on day nine of the 2024 U.S. Olympic Team Track & Field Trials at Hayward Field, on June 29, 2024, in Eugene, Oregon.
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                [image: A dancer in costume stands beneath a cable car.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A folkloric-music dancer stands beneath a cable car in La Paz, Bolivia, on June 30, 2024
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                [image: A person walks past an art installation made up of dozens of enormous human-skull sculptures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A photo shows the art creation "Mass" by Australian sculptor Ron Mueck, on display at the Voorlinden Museum, in Wassenaar, Netherlands, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: A person walks outside a large mosque with a green doorway and several green domes on its roof.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man arrives at the Grand Mosque for Friday prayers in Nouakchott, Mauritania, on June 28, 2024.
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                [image: Boaters and kayakers watch as a person tries to walk along a horizontal pole that has been placed above water and covered in grease.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Contestants walk along a 40-foot greased pole over water in an attempt to grab the flag at the end of the pole during the 94th annual Sunday Greasy Pole contest at St. Peter's Fiesta in Gloucester, Massachusetts, on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A singer performs at a festival, carried aloft by a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Frank Carter and the Rattlesnakes perform live onstage at the Hellfest Open Air Festival in Clisson, France, on June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A cyclist falls during a practice run on a steep dirt hill.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cyclist falls during practice ahead of the Challenge Downhill mountain-biking race, in La Paz, Bolivia, June 30, 2024.
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                [image: A worker transports many share bikes using a small three-wheeled truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker transports share bikes to a tourist destination in downtown Beijing, China, on June 29, 2024.
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                [image: A person dangles from a thrill ride set up on the side of a tall tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dangles from a Dive and Walk attraction at the landmark Tsutenkaku Tower, in Osaka, Japan, on July 1, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a large art installation in front of an opera house in a city square; it looks like a large fallen tree with no leaves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph taken on July 3, 2024, shows the art piece "Le Reve de Fitzcarraldo" ("Fitzcarraldo's Dream"), by the Brazilian artist Henrique Oliveira, displayed in front of the Nantes Opera in downtown Nantes, France, as part of the Voyage a Nantes art festival, which runs from July 6 to September 8, 2024.
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                [image: A cow stands inside a small cabin, poking its head out the open door.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cow stands inside a small uninhabited house in Hantay bag in the Bulgan province of Mongolia on July 1, 2024.
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                [image: A deer with electrical wiring tangled in its antlers walks in shallow water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A milu deer with electrical wiring tangled in its antlers walks in the Tiaozini wetland in Yancheng, in China's Jiangsu province, on July 3, 2024.
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                [image: Two wire-mesh sculptures shaped as humanlike spirits with antlers, arranged on a small lake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An art installation featuring wire-mesh sculptures by the Italian artist Daniela Capaccioli is seen on the lake at Parc Montsouris in the 14th arrondissement of Paris, France, on July 1, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Riccardo Milani / Hans Lucas / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/07/photos-week-puffin-parent-cow-cabin-blue-frog/678906/
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