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        The Racist, Sexist Attacks on Kamala Harris
        Adam Serwer

        Less than 48 hours after Vice President Kamala Harris won the support of enough delegates to secure the Democratic nomination, Republican Party leadership had a modest proposal for members: Please stop being so overtly racist and sexist."House Republican leaders told lawmakers to focus on criticizing Vice President Kamala Harris' record without reference to her race and gender," Politico reported, "following caustic remarks from some Republicans attacking her on the basis of identity."Having to m...

      

      
        These Millennials Can't Get Out of Their Head
        Hillary Kelly

        Over the past several years, thanks in large part to social media, therapy lingo has seeped into the vernacular and is now a normal part of everyday speech. Selfish people are "narcissists." Ungenerous behavior is a "red flag." Calming down is "self-regulation." Pathologizing others tends to be a way of enforcing unwritten social codes. Pathologizing yourself can be a way to exempt your own behavior from judgment (you're not being mean; you're drawing boundaries).Therapy-speak has taken over a gr...

      

      
        The Prosecutor vs. the Felon
        Elaina Plott Calabro

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.On a bright Sunday in January 2019, Kamala Harris introduced herself to Americans with an asterisk.She had no choice, as she launched her Democratic presidential primary campaign from her hometown of Oakland, California, but to acknowledge her past life as a prosecutor. Deputy district attorney in Alameda County, district attorney of San Francisco, attorney general of California--29 years of public service, and 27 of them ...

      

      
        What the Kamala Harris Doubters Don't Understand
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The June 27th debate was barely off the air when my phone began buzzing with messages from anxious Democrats I know: "He needs to pull out. Will he pull out?" President Joe Biden eventually did the patriotic thing and ended his campaign. But in the three weeks in between--as the text threads moved from "if" to "when" to "who"--I was shocked at the certainty with which people dismissed the idea of Biden being replaced by his...

      

      
        What Biden Didn't Say
        Mark Leibovich

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.President Joe Biden made his prime-time debut as a short-timer last night in an 11-minute address from the Resolute desk. He made the right call to leave the presidential race, and gave a good speech: gracious, high-minded, and moving at the end."Nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy," Biden said. "That includes personal ambition."Oh yes, about that. Let's acknowledge--and the president did not--that,...

      

      
        Poor Black Kids Are Doing Better. Poor White Kids Are Doing Worse.
        Annie Lowrey

        The yawning gap between the mobility of white children and Black children growing up in low-income families has narrowed sharply, according to a major new study released today, based on tens of millions of anonymized census and tax records. Yet the findings are not entirely comforting. Inequality narrowed not just because poor Black kids have grown up to earn more as adults but also because poor white kids are earning less.Children born in lower-income white families did not fall behind just rela...

      

      
        The Dramatic Contrast of Biden's Last Act
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Two political myths inspired the dreams and haunted the nightmares of the Founders of the American republic. Both these foundational myths were learned from the history and literature of the ancient Romans.Cincinnatus was the name of a man who, the story went, accepted supreme power in the state to meet a temporary emergency and then relinquished that power to return to his farm when the emergency passed. George Washingto...

      

      
        J. D. Vance's Insult to America
        Jessica Gavora

        On November 10, 1948, Vladimir Gavora jumped into the frigid waters of the Danube River. That year, a pro-Soviet government had seized power in his native Czechoslovakia. Vladimir was 17 years old, and had been caught tearing down the new government's propaganda posters. With the secret police on his tail, he decided to escape by swimming to Austria. He finished high school in a refugee camp in West Germany, won a scholarship to come to America, studied at the University of Chicago, and made his ...

      

      
        Evan Gershkovich's Soviet-Era Show Trial
        Anna Nemtsova

        In video taken at his trial in Yekaterinburg in the Ural Mountains, the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich looked older, gaunter, and grimmer than he did before his arrest last year. His head was shaved, and his eyes were flat and unsmiling. The change in his affect was hardly surprising: He had endured a year of questioning by Russia's internal security agency, the FSB, and was facing almost two decades in prison.Gershkovich's case makes visible to Americans what those following human...

      

      
        Inside U.S. Cricket's Shocking Victory
        Chris Heath

        When the players on the U.S. men's cricket team showed up at a stadium outside Dallas on the morning of June 6, they were well aware that few people who knew anything about the sport gave them a chance of winning. That the match was even taking place was curiosity enough. Their opponent was Pakistan, one of the great cricketing powers. In Pakistan, cricket is the nation's most popular sport, whereas in the U.S. many are surprised that America even has a cricket team of its own. The two teams had ...

      

      
        Fyodor Dostoyevsky's Five Principles of Personal Freedom
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.On December 22, 1849, the 28-year-old Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky faced a firing squad for anti-government activities, alongside 21 of his comrades from a radical dissident group called the Petrashevsky Circle. Blindfolded and tied to a post together, his friends were terrified, but Dostoyevsky maintained total equanimity. "We will be with Christ," he stated, matter-of-factly. Improbably, t...

      

      
        Biden Made a Healthy Decision
        Louise Aronson

        
As one of the physicians who recently expressed concern about President Joe Biden's health and his likelihood of significant decline over the next four and a half years, I was relieved when he ended his reelection campaign--and also overwhelmingly sad. In essence, as people keep saying, he had his car keys and driver's license taken away with the whole world watching. This evening as he gave a short speech from the White House about his accomplishments, his voice was weak, he stumbled occasionall...

      

      
        The Great Manliness Flip-Flop
        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.The men leading Kamala Harris's shortlist right now illustrate the differences in how the two major parties define modern masculinity.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	"I hope Trump kept the receipt."
	The Supreme Court fools itself.
	Kamala Harris and the threat of a woman's laugh
"...

      

      
        NASA Should Ditch the Spin
        Marina Koren

        Before Barry Wilmore and Sunita Williams took off for the International Space Station in early June, NASA removed some of their suitcases from their Boeing-made spacecraft. The ISS was in urgent need of a new pump for the system that recycles urine into water, so the personal items had to go. There's no laundry on the ISS, but no matter. For their inaugural mission on Boeing's Starliner, Butch and Suni, as the astronauts are known, were planning to stay on the space station for only about a week....

      

      
        Photos: Olympic Preparations in Paris
        Alan Taylor

        The city of Paris is making last-minute preparations for the 2024 Olympic Summer Games; the opening ceremony will take place on Friday, and events will last until August 11, followed by the Paralympic Games from August 28 to September 8. Athletes, fans, and supporters from around the world are pouring in as the city prepares dozens of venues, tightens security, and readies itself for the first Olympic opening ceremony to ever take place outside a stadium. Gathered here are images from Paris (and ...

      

      
        I Hope Trump Kept the Receipt
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Only a week ago, the Republicans were happy, united in their belief that God had spared Donald Trump for a higher purpose. Their convention looked like a wild, weird victory parade for an election that was already in the bag. And J. D. Vance, the newly announced vice-presidential candidate, was the party's golden child.Yeah, about that. Since Sunday, Joe Biden's abrupt exit and the smooth coronation of Kamala Harris as th...

      

      
        Kamala Harris's Biggest Advantage
        Jill Filipovic

        Of all the reasons Kamala Harris is better equipped than Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump in November--her relative youth, the fact that she's a former prosecutor challenging a convicted felon--her biggest advantage may be her record on abortion. Harris served as the Biden administration's de facto advocate for reproductive rights; it is her voice, not Biden's, that's been loudest in objecting to abortion bans and conservative efforts to curtail IVF and contraception. According to the White House, ...

      

      
        How Do You Solve a Problem Like Norman Mailer?
        Gal Beckerman

        The contemporary brief against Norman Mailer is long and sordid. He was a misogynist, a violent man who extolled violence. In his brawling and chest-thumping, he tried to out-Hemingway Hemingway and became a parody of Papa--a blowhard narcissist who provoked and offended like he breathed. For all his profuse writing (dozens of books, including two that won the Pulitzer, in a career that spanned six decades), what has lasted in the cultural memory is what he did with a penknife one night in 1960: H...

      

      
        AI's Real Hallucination Problem
        Charlie Warzel

        Two years ago, OpenAI released the public beta of DALL-E 2, an image-generation tool that immediately signified that we'd entered a new technological era. Trained off a huge body of data, DALL-E 2 produced unsettlingly good, delightful, and frequently unexpected outputs; my Twitter feed filled up with images derived from prompts such as close-up photo of brushing teeth with toothbrush covered with nacho cheese. Suddenly, it seemed as though machines could create just about anything in response to...

      

      
        Kamala Harris and the Threat of a Woman's Laugh
        Sophie Gilbert

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump doesn't really laugh. He smirks; he bares his teeth silently. Sometimes he folds his arms or shakes his head to register humor, as he did during a 2019 rally in Florida, when he asked the assembled crowd what to do about migrants crossing the border and a spectator shouted in response, "Shoot them!" But he hardly ever laughs out loud. Mary Trump, his niece, has said that Fred Trump, the former pr...

      

      
        When Women Fight Back Against Autocracy
        Xanthe Scharff

        In late December, I sat in an Istanbul criminal-court building and witnessed a scene unfold that has become depressingly familiar throughout Turkey. A man was accused of entering his ex-girlfriend's home, in violation of a preventive order, on four different dates in May 2023. He had threatened to kill her and destroyed her property. The victim was too scared to attend the proceedings.After a brief hearing, I watched the defendant scurry out of the courtroom, clutching a single piece of paper wit...

      

      
        Nothing Netanyahu Says Will Matter
        Yair Rosenberg

        "We can't rely on miracles. We need action to eliminate the threat. Only one action will accomplish this, and that's to topple the Hamas regime in Gaza." These fighting words were uttered by Benjamin Netanyahu--in 2009, when he was running to become Israel's next prime minister. "I want to say here and now: We won't stop ... We'll complete the task. We'll topple the regime of Hamas terror." A few months after making this promise, Netanyahu took office. He did not, in fact, topple Hamas.Fifteen years...

      

      
        The Supreme Court Fools Itself
        Adam Serwer

        The Trumpist justices on the Supreme Court had a very serious problem: They needed to keep their guy out of prison for trying to overthrow the government. The right-wing justices had to do this while still attempting to maintain at least a pretense of having ruled on the basis of the law and the Constitution rather than mere partisan instincts.So they settled on what they thought was a very clever solution: They would grant the presidency the near-unlimited immunity Donald Trump was asking for, w...

      

      
        Can Memes Really Win Elections?
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In some corners of the internet, Kamala Harris is the main character. Will her viral moment serve her?First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:
	J. D. Vance has a point about Mountain Dew.
	Kamala Harris's diversity hire
	Adrienne LaFrance: American fury
	The party is not over.
A Fine LineOn S...

      

      
        Want to See a Snake Eat Its Tail?
        David Sims

        The first Deadpool film, released in 2016, broke lots of rules. It was R-rated and hyper-violent, but it was also self-aware in the Family Guy way, frequently puncturing the fourth wall and mocking the seriousness of the superhero genre. Deadpool, played by Ryan Reynolds, knew he was in a movie--and a dumb one, at that. This intentionally juvenile humor bred massive success, and by 2018's Deadpool 2, our quippy antihero knew he was in a cinematic universe--albeit the junky one run by 20th Century S...
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The Racist, Sexist Attacks on Kamala Harris

The offensive is an expression of the GOP's values and its policy agenda, which, for this brief moment, is on display in all its ugliness.

by Adam Serwer




Less than 48 hours after Vice President Kamala Harris won the support of enough delegates to secure the Democratic nomination, Republican Party leadership had a modest proposal for members: Please stop being so overtly racist and sexist.

"House Republican leaders told lawmakers to focus on criticizing Vice President Kamala Harris' record without reference to her race and gender," Politico reported, "following caustic remarks from some Republicans attacking her on the basis of identity."

Having to make such a request means that it's already too late. Several Republican members of Congress had by then started referring to Harris as a "DEI hire," a reference to diversity, equity, and inclusion, but in reality an assertion that Harris is the nominee only "because of her ethnic background," as Republican Representative Glenn Grothman of Wisconsin put it. The conservative activist Tom Fitton engaged in some neo-birtherism, implying that Harris's Jamaican and South Asian parents render her ineligible to run for president. The former Trump campaign manager Kellyanne Conway called Harris lazy, saying, "She does not speak well; she does not work hard; she doesn't inspire anyone." Republican Representative Harriet Hagemen of Wyoming declared, "Intellectually, [she is] just really kind of the bottom of the barrel."

Read: What the Kamala Harris doubters don't understand

Then there were those who fixated on Harris's gender rather than her race, or on both at the same time. Of course it's possible to criticize politicians who are women or people or color without that criticism automatically being sexist or racist. That's not what's happening here. Right-wing activists on social media criticized Harris's dating history and accused her of having "slept her way to the top." The former Trump-administration official Sebastian Gorka told Fox News that Harris was the nominee "because she's female and her skin color is the correct DEI color." Other right-wing activists argued that Harris shouldn't be allowed to be president, "because she doesn't have biological children." This sentiment seems to be shared by Trump officials--liberal activists resurfaced a clip of J. D. Vance, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, attacking Harris, who is married and a stepmother to two, as one of the Democratic Party's "childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives."

Republicans will eventually refine these kinds of race- and gender-based attacks into more coded form, but this is not the same as rejecting them or their underlying premises. Trump-campaign officials told The Bulwark that they were planning to "Willie Horton" Kamala Harris--referring to the 1988 George H. W. Bush ad campaign that sought to foment and exploit racialized fears of crime. The first reason to take note of these attacks now is that they are being made when GOP officials are responding to President Joe Biden's exit from the race, and are therefore expressing their unguarded thoughts, shorn of the sanitizing message discipline that is sure to follow. They are saying these things because they really believe them. The second reason to take note is that their policy agenda is shaped around these beliefs--which when plainly expressed are repulsive to most voters, even many Republican-leaning ones.

Virtually everything being said about Harris was also said about Barack Obama. Questioning Obama's citizenship was how Trump became a right-wing hero in the first place. Conservatives called Obama an "affirmative-action president" instead of a "DEI hire" because this was years ago and the right-wing vocabulary was different. They called Obama dumb and lazy just as they are calling Harris dumb and lazy; they called him unqualified and said he achieved what he did only because of his racial background. Harris's politics might be too liberal for many Americans' tastes, but she was a district attorney, an attorney general, a senator, and then a vice president. She has not only more experience in elected office than Obama did when he ran, but more than either of the white men running on the Republican ticket.

The purpose of the "DEI hire" rhetoric is to diminish those accomplishments, and suggest that any Black person whom conservatives do not specifically approve of did not earn their place--an inversion of the history of racial discrimination in America such that white people become its true victims and Black people its beneficiaries. The purpose of this rhetoric is to stoke racial resentment by suggesting that few if any Black people have earned whatever success they have achieved, and that their success came at the expense of someone who is not Black. It has become a way to imply that Black people are less capable than white people--the problem is once you simply refer to every Black person in a position of prestige or authority this way, regardless of the circumstances, that sentiment is no longer hidden. Behind this racist fiction that almost every prominent Black figure is a "DEI hire" who doesn't deserve their position is the reality that the wealthy interests backing Trump's candidacy are bent on hoarding American prosperity for themselves and deflecting the blame for the economic consequences of their own greed onto others.

That worldview is married to the policy agenda of gutting or reversing antidiscrimination protections for nonwhites, so that discrimination on the basis of race in employment, voting rights, education, criminal justice, and housing can proceed without interference. As The Washington Post reported in 2020, "Trump presided over a sweeping U.S. government retreat from the front lines of civil rights."

Read: The Brat-ification of Kamala Harris

The attacks on Harris for her relationship history or lack of biological children similarly reflect a deeply ideological worldview. Vance deriding Harris as a "childless cat lady" implies that women who do not have children cannot meaningfully contribute to or care about America's future; it is indicative of a belief that women are human beings valuable not in and of themselves, but only as broodmares, whose primary purpose is as vessels for human reproduction. The underlying insinuation is that women who do not have children do not have value, that blended families are not real families, and that women should be subject to draconian limitations on their personal freedom that men will never face. This kind of rhetoric is also, on a personal level, exceedingly cruel to all those couples who struggle to have children but cannot, to extended family with no biological kids of their own who bear the responsibility of raising children, and even to godparents who take on the duty of rearing children they are not related to.

Vance, like the activists who would staff a future Trump administration, has said that he believes abortion should be "illegal nationally" and that he wants to prevent women from crossing state lines to get the procedure. Notwithstanding misleading media coverage about Trump's position on abortion, the new GOP platform takes the position that abortion rights violate the Fourteenth Amendment and should therefore be illegal everywhere. As Laura K. Field writes in Politico, Vance has also argued that getting divorced is too easy, a strange position for a man running alongside the thrice-married Trump, but one that is consistent with a totalizing ideological opposition to women's individual freedom.

Trump's longevity as a bombastic celebrity has muted the GOP's ideological extremism to many American voters. Although Trump shares much of that deeply ideological worldview, it is often obscured by the juvenile nature of his schoolyard insults. Expressed in frank, unguarded terms by Republican apparatchiks, however, it becomes creepy and off-putting even to many conservative voters. When that happens, many Republicans find themselves attempting to distance themselves from it, as Trump has tried to do with Project 2025, the policy agenda his staffers intend to pursue if he is given another term in office. The Republican strategy hinges on exploiting racism and sexism, but most Republican voters are not as fanatically ideological about their prejudices as the new Trumpist elite--right-wing lawmakers, staffers, intellectuals, and commentators. There is a reason that abortion rights tend to win popular referendums even in conservative states, and that the Republican leadership is attempting to tamp down all this vocal sincerity regarding Harris's background.

An ABC News headline reported that Harris "faces racial 'DEI' attacks amid campaign for the 2024 presidency," as though they were falling from the sky like rain and not directed at her by Republicans. A New York Times headline warned that "Trump's new rival may bring out his harshest instincts," as though it was Harris's fault for provoking him by being a Black and South Asian American woman. A Washington Post headline warned that Harris "would have to contend with DEI, culture war attacks," without naming those doing the attacking. This framing, however well intentioned, assigns less agency to Republicans for this political approach than GOP leaders have.

Harris is not to blame for these kinds of attacks on her. These are simply expressions of the GOP's values and its policy agenda, which, for this brief moment, is on display in all its ugliness. Republicans are telling the public not just what they believe, but what they want to do with power once they get it: make a world where the remarkable American story of a biracial woman born of immigrant parents becoming president is not possible. You may see Harris's story as inspiring. They find it grotesque and unjust. They are announcing as much, as loudly as they can. At least until they learn to use their inside voices again.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/racist-sexist-attacks-kamala-harris/679232/?utm_source=feed
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These Millennials Can't Get Out of Their Head

In Halle Butler's new novel, young people won't stop pathologizing others--or themselves.

by Hillary Kelly




Over the past several years, thanks in large part to social media, therapy lingo has seeped into the vernacular and is now a normal part of everyday speech. Selfish people are "narcissists." Ungenerous behavior is a "red flag." Calming down is "self-regulation." Pathologizing others tends to be a way of enforcing unwritten social codes. Pathologizing yourself can be a way to exempt your own behavior from judgment (you're not being mean; you're drawing boundaries).

Therapy-speak has taken over a group of millennials living in the midwestern college town of X, the setting of Halle Butler's Banal Nightmare. The novel lives up to its name in a variety of ways, none of which make for a very pleasant reading experience--though that's never seemed to be Butler's goal. Over the course of her two earlier novels she established herself as the Millennial skewerer in chief: She's here to chronicle and cackle at all the ways members of her generation have learned to psychologically chase their own tail. For more than 300 pages, character after character implodes in a mess of overthinking and a tendency to assume that they possess unique insight into human behavior.

Banal Nightmare is primarily about Margaret "Moddie" Yance, an unemployed, perennially agitated 30-something who clings to the periphery of every social group she encounters and alternately berates and celebrates herself for each decision she makes. She's recently left her long-term boyfriend, Nick, "a megalomaniac or perhaps a covert narcissist," in Chicago and moved back home to her childhood town of X, where she hopes to "recover from a stressful decade of living in the city." X is supposed to be like rehab for Moddie, a place where she can find herself again. Instead, she smokes weed on her couch while she watches bad network procedural dramas, humiliates herself at lame parties, and ties herself into emotional knots like a nihilistic Looney Tunes character. In one relatable moment, Butler writes: "Sometimes she felt she would give anything to leave her own mind for just one second."

Butler's characters have always been remarkably, hilariously alienating. The protagonist of Jillian, Butler's first novel, scrabbles around her disappointing life as a gastroenterologist's assistant, scanning images of diseased anuses and sweatily lusting after a colleague's seemingly more fulfilling life. Millie, the protagonist of The New Me, is physically repulsive--her face smells like a bagel, and her underwear has holes in it from her crotch scratching. At the furniture showroom where she temps, she continually fails to make friends or climb the corporate ladder, mostly because she lacks social awareness and the good sense to lie low. In Butler's novels, self-improvement is always just out of reach.

Read: The paradox of caring about 'bullshit' jobs

In our digital world, transformation feels tantalizingly close everywhere we look. Instagram is a sea of before-and-after split screens: a curvier body on the left and a leaner one on the right, a dilapidated house on one side and a crisp paint job with fresh furniture on the other. But people aren't just sitting back and observing these metamorphoses. Everyday speech, on social media and in person, has adopted an overly simplistic vocabulary of emotional growth and well-being.

Of course, a greater openness to talking about mental health has its benefits. Plenty of people who may not have otherwise sought out therapy might find relief, and some form of clarity, in social-media accounts that promote self-care or from online counselors such as the "Millennial therapist" Dr. Sara Kuburic. At the same time, some of these figures have helped usher in a one-size-fits-all approach to mental health, with advice that is liberally sprinkled with jargon. Millions of viewers can scroll past therapy-coded guidance on how to "make space" for "uncomfortable truths" or "forgive your past self." It can sometimes feel like everyone--influencers, friends in your group chat, your sister who lives in Portland--has adopted this type of language in their daily life and appointed themselves behavioral experts.

Likewise, the characters in Banal Nightmare--not just Moddie but also her childhood friends and their extended circle--are each sure that they alone possess the power to accurately read social dynamics, and so they peck at one another, interpreting every facial expression and utterance as evidence of psychological fault. As Butler examines her characters' dogged (mis)interpretations, she casts each one as a little Freud in the making, and turns their world into a mirror of ours.

Kim, a college administrator and a vague enemy of Moddie's, is the kind of woman who thinks everyone comes to her with their problems. "She was good at listening and good at understanding things from multiple angles," Butler writes, "probably because her mother was a therapist." Kim then proceeds to use her so-called expertise to write a series of emails to friends in which she explains that they are "slightly patronizing" and have "undercut" her, so she'd like "some kind of reparations" and hopes "this falls on open ears." (Spoiler: It does not.)

Couples fight via diagnosis, each member thinking they've hit the bull's-eye on their partner's deficiencies and using psycho-jargon as a cover for their own flaws. "It's pretty egotistical, if you think about it," says one friend, Craig, to his longtime girlfriend, Pam. "Not everything in my life is about you, and when you make my problems about you, I think it makes it really difficult for you to empathize with me and give me the patience and support I clearly need." Bobby puts it more bluntly when he talks about Kim, his wife: "She's a fucking psycho, and any time I disagree with her, she says I'm gaslighting her."

Read: How anxiety became content

At the center of things is Moddie. She feels sure that NPR's dulcet tones "had something to do with the coddling infantilization of her generation who, though well into their thirties, seemed to need constant affirmation and authoritative direction to make it through the week." Moddie is clearly self-aware, but she also feels trapped. A trip to Target for a sweat suit is, she claims, "triggering." While she's driving down a broad midwestern highway, "a car passed her on the right going much too fast, and she verbalized a lengthy fantasy about the driver's personal inadequacies." Moddie wants to get out of her own mind, but she also can't quite get a handle on whether or not her grievances are sincere. Nobody can.

But what keeps Banal Nightmare nailed to reality is the fact that, underneath all of this emotional turmoil, we eventually learn that Moddie has suffered real, serious harm--dare I call it a trauma. She just might, as she says at one point, have PTSD. She probably was gaslit by her ex. Her former friend group really may warrant the label toxic. The story comes in dribs and drabs, and then in a big rush. It's met with the same language her friends apply to everything else. But it also elicits something else: real sympathy, from some of Moddie's friends and perhaps from readers too, who can see that all this therapy-speak is drowning out the signal in the noise.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/07/banal-nightmare-halle-butler-novel-review/679213/?utm_source=feed
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The Prosecutor vs. the Felon

Kamala Harris is finally embracing her law-enforcement record, though Republicans see it as a vulnerability.

by Elaina Plott Calabro




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


On a bright Sunday in January 2019, Kamala Harris introduced herself to Americans with an asterisk.

She had no choice, as she launched her Democratic presidential primary campaign from her hometown of Oakland, California, but to acknowledge her past life as a prosecutor. Deputy district attorney in Alameda County, district attorney of San Francisco, attorney general of California--29 years of public service, and 27 of them had been spent in a courtroom. This was her story, and yet not five minutes into her announcement, she was already catching herself as she told it. "Now--now I knew that our criminal-justice system was deeply flawed," she emphasized, "but ..."

Trust me, she seemed to be insisting: I know how it looks.

So it would go for the next 11 months, a once-promising campaign barreling toward spectacular collapse as Harris pinballed between embracing her law-enforcement background and laboring to distract from it. Rather than defend her record against intermittent criticism from the left, she seemed to withdraw into a muddled caricature of 2020 progressive politics--suddenly calling to "eliminate" private health insurance, say, and then scrambling to revise her position in the fallout. By the end, no one seemed to have lost more confidence in the instincts of Kamala Harris than Kamala Harris herself.

Five and a half years later, Harris is again running for president--but this time as a prosecutor, full stop. In her announcement speech on Monday in Wilmington, Delaware, the day after President Joe Biden had dropped his bid for the Democratic nomination and endorsed his vice president to succeed him, Harris heralded her law-enforcement experience without caveat. "I took on perpetrators of all kinds," Harris said. "Predators who abused women. Fraudsters who ripped off consumers. Cheaters who broke the rules for their own gain. So hear me when I say: I know Donald Trump's type." Harris fought a smile as her campaign headquarters erupted in applause.

Sophie Gilbert: Kamala Harris and the threat of a woman's laugh

The enthusiasm seemed only to build as Harris proceeded to tick off her accomplishments as a local prosecutor, a district attorney, and an attorney general. Within hours, Harris had locked in all the Democratic delegates needed to become the party's nominee; the next morning, her campaign announced that, in the little more than 24 hours since Biden had withdrawn from the race, Harris had raised more than $100 million.

After years of struggling to find her political voice, Harris seems to have finally taken command of her own story. "I was a courtroom prosecutor," she proudly said to open her next stump speech, in Milwaukee. Just as in Wilmington, she spoke with the confidence of a politician who knows that what she is saying is not only true but precisely what her audience wants to hear. Four years after the fevered height of "Defund the police," "Kamala is a cop" has a different ring to it--and with the Republican nominee a convicted felon, Harris's appeal, her allies believe, is now the visceral stuff of bumper stickers: Vote for the prosecutor, not the felon.

Harris's decision to reclaim her record has seemed to satisfy the many Democrats who have long urged her advisers to "let Kamala be Kamala." But she still has only three months to rewrite the story of a vice presidency defined by historically low approval ratings. And making her law-enforcement background a key feature of her candidacy will bring renewed Republican attacks on its complicated details.

Of the various factors behind Harris's sudden acclaim, one might be that her career has finally assumed the tidier logic of narrative. In my time covering her vice presidency, I've learned that this, more than anything else, is what otherwise sympathetic voters have consistently clamored for when it comes to Harris: some way to make sense of the seemingly disjointed triumphs and valleys of her tenure in national politics. The voter could be a lifelong Democrat or a Republican disdainful of Trump, but the story was more or less the same. In 2018, they'd been impressed--so impressed, they'd reiterate--by the Senate newcomer's questioning of Trump's Cabinet and Supreme Court picks. But then they'd watched her presidential campaign flame out before the first primary vote; then they'd seen her get all tangled up in the Lester Holt interview as vice president; and then, well, they weren't particularly sure of anything she'd done in office since, but the occasional clips they saw online suggested that things weren't going well. In retrospect, their initial excitement about Harris had come to feel like something born out of a fever dream.

This confusion helps explain Harris's historically low favorability ratings as vice president. It is also a key source of exasperation for Harris's team: Through the latter half of her vice presidency, Harris has cut a more accomplished profile as she's represented the U.S. abroad and spearheaded the administration's response to the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision. Yet a combination of poor stewardship by Biden and inconsistent media attention, her allies argue, has kept those early days of disaster at the forefront of the popular concept of her. Embracing her prosecutorial background anew, then, could prove to be the reset that Harris has been looking for.

David Frum: The Harris gamble

"Prosecutor had a 'cop' connotation to it when she initially ran," the Democratic pollster Celinda Lake told me. "It does not now. It has a connotation of standing up, taking on powerful interests--being strong, being effective--so it's a very different frame." She went on: "I just think it's the right person at the right time with the right profile." To the extent that the "cop connotation" still exists for some, it might actually work in Harris's favor: A recent Gallup poll showed that 58 percent of Americans believe the U.S. criminal-justice system is "not tough enough" on crime--a significant change from 2020, when only 41 percent, the poll's record low, said the same.

For the Harris campaign, this has translated into an opportunity to reach more moderate voters, or at least reclaim those whose support for Harris might have fallen off since the Brett Kavanaugh hearings. "What was considered baggage for her in the last election is now one of her greatest assets going into this one," Ashley Etienne, the vice president's former communications director, told me. "As a prosecutor, she can kind of co-opt the Republican message on law and order--not crime, but law and order."

Which is to say that, much like in 2020, the political environment appears to be dictating Harris's presentation of her record. Yet unlike in 2020, that environment happens to align with an authentic expression of her worldview. (The Harris campaign did not respond to requests for comment.)

Over the past three weeks, Harris's friends and advisers have insisted to me that the hard-nosed prosecutor has always been there; people just haven't cared to pay attention. But there are some problems with this argument. Despite her extensive record on border-security issues as California's attorney general, Harris often seemed disengaged on even her narrowly defined assignment in the Biden administration's immigration strategy. In 2021, when Democrats began negotiating criminal-justice-reform legislation, Harris was virtually absent, even though she had been expected to play a central role in those efforts.

When I interviewed David Axelrod, the former senior strategist for Barack Obama, last fall, he wondered why Harris had not already, as vice president, embraced her law-enforcement expertise as a key part of her brand. "She has an opportunity to talk about the crime issue that's clearly out there, particularly around the urban areas, and talk about it from the standpoint of someone who's been a prosecutor, an attorney general, and I haven't seen that much of that," he said. "Maybe she or they see some risk in that, I don't know, but I see opportunity."

Read: Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?

Before Election Day, Harris's law-and-order presentation will need to overcome her party's larger polling deficit on issues of crime and safety. "By effectively bypassing the primary process in 2024, Harris did not have to 'play to the base,' so to speak, this time, but crime is also much more salient these days--and not in Democrats' favor," the Republican pollster Kristen Soltis Anderson told me. Trump's co-campaign manager Chris LaCivita recently told The Bulwark that Republicans are looking to spotlight elements of Harris's record as a prosecutor, including her 2004 decision not to seek the death penalty against a man who had murdered a San Francisco police officer. (The murderer was sentenced to life in prison.) The Trump campaign and the Republican National Committee have already begun recirculating posts and clips featuring moments from Harris's 2020 campaign: her support for a Minnesota bail fund amid the George Floyd protests; her vacillation on defunding the police; her raising her hand on the debate stage in support of decriminalizing border crossings.

At the same time, Republicans seem to be ready to paint Harris, when it comes to low-level offenders, as too tough on crime. When I spoke recently with Shermichael Singleton, a Republican strategist, he noted in particular Harris's aggressive prosecution of marijuana offenses, and her championing of a truancy law as attorney general, which resulted in the incarceration of some parents. (Harris expressed remorse about the truancy law during her 2020 campaign.) As my colleague Tim Alberta has reported, Trump allies plan to use this record to accuse Harris of "over-incarcerating young men of color," who have been drifting away from the Democratic Party. "Younger Black men, Black men without a college degree, younger Latino men, younger Latino men with or without a college degree--I'm not convinced yet that these numbers move more in her corner," Singleton said.

For now, the frenzied and unfocused nature of Republicans' attacks on Harris has allowed her the first word on her candidacy. Over the past few days, many Harris allies have told me they believe that her most urgent task is this: defining her candidacy and her vision for the country before the Trump campaign, Fox News, and the like can fill the void. On that front, Harris seems to have succeeded so far. Her Monday announcement was portrayed across much of the media as a politician introducing herself "on her own terms," as a New York Times headline put it.

But this narrative, tidy as it might be, implies that, until now, Harris has been operating on something other than her own terms. That's understandable enough when you're vice president. Yet at some point, Harris will be forced to reckon with the unanswered questions from her previous campaign for president: why, at the first blush of criticism, she seemed to cede her convictions to the loudest voices in her party--and whether, the next time prosecutors fall out of fashion, Americans should expect her to do the same.
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What the Kamala Harris Doubters Don't Understand

Barstool punditry has its blind spots.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




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


The June 27th debate was barely off the air when my phone began buzzing with messages from anxious Democrats I know: "He needs to pull out. Will he pull out?" President Joe Biden eventually did the patriotic thing and ended his campaign. But in the three weeks in between--as the text threads moved from "if" to "when" to "who"--I was shocked at the certainty with which people dismissed the idea of Biden being replaced by his obvious successor: Vice President Kamala Harris.

Let me be specific. It was not "people" dismissing her; it was men. I have many male friends, and they frequently include me in barstool-punditry sessions where they pontificate, often with wisdom and insight, on the issues of the day. Usually I enjoy this, but over the past few days, I've found myself more and more irritated.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

I've had men I know (and love) explain to me the many reasons Josh Shapiro, Wes Moore, J. B. Pritzker and--as if to prove that it's not a "woman thing"--Gretchen Whitmer would all be better and more exciting candidates. I've been told about Harris's mediocre polling (yes, I know about it), reminded of her awkward 2020 presidential bid (yes, I remember). My male friends bring up "likability," and her made-for-Fox News-fodder role as border czar. I get it: Asking whether someone can actually win is one of the most basic questions in politics. But when I push back on their trepidation, many give me some version of: "I have no issue with her; I'm just worried about how she will play with white midwestern male voters."

I have been haunted by this unnamed white midwestern male voter for longer than I can remember. He turns up anytime a woman runs for anything, tucks his polo shirt into his jeans, and starts listing all the ways the candidate just doesn't share his values. If only I could find him and talk with him! If only we could grab one of those proverbial beers. I would explain that although he matters and is important, now is not the time to make things about himself. Now he has to do what I and so many women and people of color have done in this country for generations: hold our nose and vote for a politician who might not totally get us, but whom we have to trust to do their best by us anyway.

I lived through the roller coaster of Hillary Clinton's candidacy. I watched Elizabeth Warren supporters campaign while Bernie bros told them they were wasting their time. Then the Supreme Court took away the right to choose that I had thought belonged to all American citizens. Now I've run out of patience. My friends' barstool logic is not only maddening; it's dangerous.

It is not that I don't understand the electoral map, or that I'm dismissing the importance of the white male swing voter. Of course he's important, and of course there's a very good chance that, after leaving a diner and speaking to a reporter about what really matters to voters like him ... he's going to vote for Donald Trump. But the Harris candidacy is no longer hypothetical. She is almost certain to be running against Trump, and our democracy hangs in the balance. What do my male friends gain from fretting so much over this particular voter now? I'm beginning to think that they bring him up because they don't want to admit to their own biases--that he's a cover for their own hovering doubts about a female candidate, and an excuse for why they're not getting more enthusiastic about Harris.

Such doubts may reflect a deep desire to defeat Trump. But these men--and the women who secretly or not so secretly agree with them--can't afford them any longer. The only way to beat Trump is to support Harris. And all sorts of other voters are already doing so. In that spirit, I thought I would provide nervous Democrats with a list of them.

Black voters, and especially Black women, have saved the Democratic Party time and again. Yet non-Black voters continually dismiss the power and potential of this community, which includes supporters, donors, and many swing-state residents. Some people have questioned Harris's appeal among Black voters. She is half South Asian, and married to a white man, and was a prosecutor whose work, Republicans will point out, resulted in the incarceration of young Black men. But if the past few days are any indication, many Black voters aren't just enthusiastic about her; they're gleeful. Harris has long been vocal about issues that affect Black women, such as their disproportionately high mortality rates during childbirth. And she's a graduate of a historically Black university, where she was a member of a Black sorority.

On the night Biden endorsed Harris, the group Win With Black Women mobilized more than 44,000 women to join a Zoom call; they donated more than $1 million in three hours and some stayed on past 1 a.m. One friend told me she "couldn't log off, because I didn't want to miss a word." The next night, a similar call for Black men was organized.

If Harris wins, she will be the first Asian American president. Her mother was an immigrant from India; the now viral "coconut tree" meme came from one of her mother's favorite expressions. South Asian Americans are not only the largest Asian American group in America; they are the most politically engaged on many issues. Many live in swing-state cities like Philadelphia and Atlanta. And, despite the high profiles of conservatives such as Nikki Haley and Bobby Jindal (and now Usha Vance), most South Asian Americans are Democrats. Tech investors and entrepreneurs such as Nihal Mehta are already lining up behind Harris.

The vice president has the potential to excite women of all races. Anyone who says that they don't think America is "ready to vote for a woman" has not been paying attention. In 2016, many felt that voting for a woman was a way to shatter glass ceilings and celebrate "girl power." This time is different. It is not about a milestone. It is about our bodily autonomy and right to control our own health care. Which is why, over the past two years, women have come out even in the most conservative states to vote against ballot measures limiting their reproductive rights. No man can campaign as passionately on this issue as a woman can.

Harris has already gone on a "Fight for Reproductive Freedom" tour in battleground states. And who can forget her exchange with Justice Brett Kavanaugh during his confirmation hearings? Harris, like many senators, tried to get him to say what he thought about Roe v. Wade. When he wouldn't, she asked him something different: whether he could "think of any laws that give the government the power to make decisions about the male body?" He could not. When comparing her with the retrograde MAGA president who put American women in this predicament in the first place, people wouldn't need to even like Kamala Harris all that much to confidently vote for her.

Perhaps one of the most surprising things about her candidacy is how quickly she's been embraced by young people on the internet. At nearly 60, Harris would hardly be considered young in any other context. But after watching last month's Showdown at the Geriatric Corral between a septuagenarian and an octogenarian, Harris seems positively sprightly. Not only can she walk (in heels!) with a spring in her step, but she can dance, and have that dance go viral on TikTok and Instagram. As the rapper Charlie XCX has already proclaimed to her youthful followers: Kamala is brat. If you don't know what that means, it doesn't matter.

Read: The Brat-ification of Kamala Harris

What matters is that young people are meme-ing and tweeting and engaging with this candidate. Celebrities like Cardi B, who had previously said they'd sit the election out, are now endorsing Harris. (Or "Momala," as her 20-something stepkids call her.) For the cynics who say "Young people don't vote," I won't refute that. But ... they might. And in the run-up to November, their excitement will influence the culture. I am old enough to remember when everyone was behind a seasoned political figure named Hillary Clinton until it became clear that all the cool kids were supporting a young senator from Chicago who'd made a speech at a political convention.

On Monday, in her first speech since Biden dropped out, Harris asked: "Do we want to live in a country of freedom, compassion, and rule of law? Or a country of chaos, fear, and hate?" It's a pressing question. And the kind that reminds us that another broad voter group might be moved to support Harris: people who want to feel optimistic about America again.

Harris is kind of a goofball. She's earnest when you wouldn't expect earnestness. She tells awkward stories. She laughs often and loudly. She is not at all cool. And people seem to like it? Many of these things worked against her back in 2020, but now it's like seeing an ex at a high-school reunion: Suddenly the old flaws look different. Is it us? Are we lonely and desperate now? Probably.

The point is that for some time now, the only place for laughter in politics has been at a Trump political rally, in response to one of his cruel jokes. Politics has been about mass death and mass deportations. Harris takes these things seriously, but she can also provoke joy, which this country desperately needs. At that event Monday night, Harris told Biden--with warmth and sincerity--that she loved him. And then she spoke with a smile on her face about the future prospects for our country. Listening, I felt transported to a time before Trump came down the gilded escalator and turned the conversation from hope to carnage. We live in an era of cynicism, but Americans are still attracted to joy. We might find that even our white midwestern male voters want more of that.
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What Biden Didn't Say

"It's about you," the president declared in his speech last night. But for a long time, it was about him.

by Mark Leibovich




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


President Joe Biden made his prime-time debut as a short-timer last night in an 11-minute address from the Resolute desk. He made the right call to leave the presidential race, and gave a good speech: gracious, high-minded, and moving at the end.

"Nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy," Biden said. "That includes personal ambition."

Oh yes, about that. Let's acknowledge--and the president did not--that, until a few days ago, he was waging an exasperating battle on behalf of personal ambition: his own. And he seemed quite determined to keep the job he'd spent much of his life gunning for. He fretted, fumed, and stalled.

Eventually he came around. Or at least had nowhere to go and spun a new and noble story. "This sacred task of perfecting our union is not about me," Biden said last night. "It's about you." It's also about polls, fundraising, and fleeing supporters, all of which fueled the anguish of this saga and the outcome. No one should understate the power of the great big "me" in the middle of this story.

David Frum: The dramatic contrast of Biden's last act

"The truth, the sacred cause of this country, is larger than any one of us," Biden added last night. The truth is also pretty simple sometimes. Although Biden did not want to abandon his campaign, a large majority of Democrats thought he should. This had to be difficult to accept. No doubt it still is. Biden looked wistful and tired as he spoke.

Reaction to the speech was warm, fawning at times, and a bit eulogistic. Biden was praised for his patriotic act. "'The sacred cause of this country is larger than any of us,'" former President Barack Obama wrote on X. "Joe Biden has stayed true to these words again and again." The actor and director Rob Reiner gushed over "one of our greatest Presidents," exactly one week after publicly pleading with Biden to leave: "The handwriting is on the wall in bold capital letters," he'd said.

This praise parade began within minutes of Biden's exit announcement on Sunday. Breathless statements rolled in from big-name Democrats about how selfless, statesmanlike, and heroic Biden was for finally submitting to reality. Obama, Nancy Pelosi, and Chuck Schumer all released communiques hailing Biden as "a genuine public servant" (Obama), "one of the most consequential presidents in American history" (Pelosi), and someone who "put his country, his party, and our future first" (Schumer).

They all conveniently left out the words "kicking and screaming," "took him long enough," and "after stewing and dillydallying for nearly a month."

In fact, to varying degrees, each of these leaders had been running out of patience with Biden, and was convinced he would lose to former President Donald Trump and possibly cost Democrats the House and Senate. According to various reports, they all worked behind the scenes to nudge Biden along to his eventual decision, which dragged on like a prolonged lobotomy of a wounded psyche.

Stuart Stevens: How is this going to work?

All's well that ends well, you could say. In fact, this all could have ended a lot better. Or, certainly, sooner: three weeks, if not three years, sooner. In the end, Biden's drawn-out hemming and hawing after his debate disaster on June 27 left Democrats in a hell of a bind.

Prominent Democrats have quickly rallied behind Vice President Kamala Harris, which, if nothing else, should spare the party a divisive battle for the nomination. But this rushed "process" is no substitute for an actual primary with a full field of candidates. That would have produced a better-vetted, better-known, and better-prepared nominee. Harris is off to a good start, but remains unproven. She will have her moments and make her mistakes, some of which could have been ironed out months ago.

As it stands, Biden left time for only a late scramble. And little room to heal the rifts that have arisen from this awkward affair. If Harris loses to Trump, Biden will come in for a healthy dose of the blame.

I don't mean to kick the president while he's in retreat. Biden should be given space to process this ordeal, mourn the end of his long career, and enjoy the over-the-top tributes (even the ones from the busybody backstabbers in his party). He should have plenty of time for valedictories. They will be well deserved.

But the full story of Biden's legacy and his performance through this chapter will be incomplete until a big cliff-hanger is resolved--in November.
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Poor Black Kids Are Doing Better. Poor White Kids Are Doing Worse.

A major study reports good and bad news.

by Annie Lowrey




The yawning gap between the mobility of white children and Black children growing up in low-income families has narrowed sharply, according to a major new study released today, based on tens of millions of anonymized census and tax records. Yet the findings are not entirely comforting. Inequality narrowed not just because poor Black kids have grown up to earn more as adults but also because poor white kids are earning less.

Children born in lower-income white families did not fall behind just relative to the gains made by their higher-income white peers or their peers in Black families across the income spectrum. They fell behind in absolute terms. Poor white kids born in 1992 were earning $1,530 less at age 27 than poor white kids born in 1978, after accounting for inflation. Fewer were married, fewer had graduated from college, and more were incarcerated too. Poor Black kids born in 1992, on the other hand, were making $1,607 more than those born in '78. As a result of these simultaneous shifts, the chance of Black and white kids leaving the lowest-earning income quintile and reaching the middle class converged.

From the August 2019 issue: The economist who would fix the American dream

The rising inequality among white families and the entrenchment of poverty in low-income white communities is sobering. Yet the gains among Black families are remarkable, given how deep-rooted and long-standing racial inequality is in American life. The study's takeaway is that opportunity is "malleable" in a short time frame, Raj Chetty, an economist and one of the paper's authors, told me. "The reason the U.S. has had such persistent gaps by race in terms of income, wealth, health--whatever disparity you're interested in--is because we basically have had no change in terms of rates of mobility," he told me. But if the trends in this paper continue, within a few generations, Black families "will see a catch-up phenomenon."

There is a lot of catching up to do: The United States is an intensely unequal place, and as a result, its rates of intergenerational mobility are low. Americans in the top 1 percent of the earnings spectrum make 22 times as much as those in the bottom 10 percent. The disparity is even greater in terms of wealth: The top decile of households accounts for 67 percent of the country's net worth, and the bottom 50 percent just 2.5 percent.

Class is strongly heritable: A kid born in the bottom quintile of the earnings distribution has a 43 percent chance of remaining there; a kid born in the top quintile has a 40 percent chance of staying there. The top of the income distribution remained ossified in the new study: Rich white kids are overwhelmingly likely to remain rich, and rich Black kids somewhat less so.

"Change in these sorts of fundamental, structural problems is glacial," David Grusky of Stanford, who was not involved in the study but reviewed the findings, told me. The change found in this study--both the "important" narrowing of the racial gap and the "horrible" expansion of the class gap--"is not glacial. It's quite prominent."

Earlier studies by Chetty and others have shown that upward mobility is much likelier for Hispanic and white kids than for Black and Native American kids, and downward mobility much likelier for Black and Native kids than for white and Hispanic kids. Inequality on class and racial lines remains a central feature of American economic life, the new paper finds: "Black children born in 1992 in counties with the highest levels of upward mobility for Black children still have poorer outcomes in adulthood on average than white children born in counties with the lowest levels of upward mobility for white children."

Still, some large and persistent gaps are closing, and fast. The new study--by Chetty, Sonya Porter of the Census Bureau, and Will Dobbie, Benjamin Goldman, and Crystal Yang, all of Harvard--finds that kids born in low-income Black families in 1978 were 14.7 percentage points likelier to remain low-income than their white peers. In the 1992 cohort, they were just 4.1 percentage points likelier to do so.

Neither governmental programs nor labor-market conditions precipitated the mobility changes among low-income households, the paper finds. The changes seemed to have little to do with choices made by families themselves, either. Much of the data "can be explained by a single variable," Chetty told me. "White kids were increasingly growing up in communities where low-income parents were not working." That was not true of Black kids, who in both cohorts were growing up in neighborhoods where parents might not be earning much but were likely to be employed.

Read: The secret to reclaiming the American dream

The paper shows the employment rate of low-income white parents dropped from 66.2 percent to 55.8 percent between the 1978 and 1992 cohorts; for low-income Black parents, it declined a far smaller amount, from 74.9 percent to 71.3 percent. (The study finds that it was not just kids whose parents were unemployed who had lower earnings at age 27; kids with employed parents did as well. In other words, the issue was the neighborhood, not the specific family circumstances.) The authors also found a sharp increase in the rate at which poor white parents were dying, from 4.2 percent in the 1978 cohort to 5.8 percent in the 1992 cohort. The mortality rate remained stable for poor Black parents, moving from 4.8 to 5 percent.

The study does not emphasize broad geographic trends; this is not about the decline of the Rust Belt, or poverty in Appalachia, or increasing inequality in superstar cities. Rather, it shows that race gaps grew smaller and class gaps grew wider across metro areas, neighborhood by neighborhood. The lesson for policy makers is that communities matter--not just in terms of wealth or public resources but in terms of social capital and societal expectations.

"I describe place-based policies as one of the most important early-childhood interventions," John Lettieri, the president of the Economic Innovation Group, a Washington-based think tank, told me. "Neighborhood conditions are an early-childhood intervention, positive or negative, shaping what a child is going to become. Think of those early impressions: What is an adult? What does an adult do? How do adults behave? What kind of opportunities are people engaging in? That all happens silently," he said. "But kids pick up on it."
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The Dramatic Contrast of Biden's Last Act

In his address to explain why he was relinquishing power, the president marked himself as a modern Cincinnatus--and his Republican rival as a new Catiline.

by David Frum




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


Two political myths inspired the dreams and haunted the nightmares of the Founders of the American republic. Both these foundational myths were learned from the history and literature of the ancient Romans.

Cincinnatus was the name of a man who, the story went, accepted supreme power in the state to meet a temporary emergency and then relinquished that power to return to his farm when the emergency passed. George Washington modeled his public image on the legend of Cincinnatus, and so he was depicted in contemporary art and literature--"the Cincinnatus of the West," as Lord Byron praised him in a famous poem of the day.

Against the bright legacy of Cincinnatus, the Founders contrasted the sinister character of Catiline: a man of depraved sexual appetites who reached almost the pinnacle of power and then exploited populist passions to overthrow the constitution, gain wealth, and pay his desperately pressing debts. Alexander Hamilton invoked Catiline to inveigh against his detested political adversary, Aaron Burr:

He is bankrupt beyond redemption except by the plunder of his country. His public principles have no other spring or aim than his own aggrandisement ... If he can, he will certainly disturb our institutions to secure to himself permanent power and with it wealth ... He is truly the Cataline of America.


President Joe Biden's speech last night adapted the story of Cincinnatus: "Nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy," he said. "That includes personal ambition." By presenting the next election as a stark choice between, on the one side, "honesty, decency, respect, freedom, justice, and democracy" and, on the other side, the opposites of those things, Biden cast his chief political adversary in the ancient role of Catiline.

Biden's act of renunciation gives power to his words of denunciation. By demonstrating that he cared about something higher than personal ambition, the president became more credible when he accused his chief opponent of caring for nothing other than personal ambition. By surrendering the power that he'd once hoped to keep, Biden condemned by contrast the predecessor who clung to the power he'd lost. Biden's July 24 rebuked Trump's January 6.

The names and stories of Cincinnatus and Catiline are no longer well remembered. But their symbolism survives even after the details have blurred: self first versus country first; appetite versus conscience; ego versus law.

The last act of the drama decides how the whole show will be remembered. Biden gave 50 years of his life to public service. It was a career of highs and lows, victories and defeats--all of it now backlit by the glow of its magnificent end.

Donald Trump's career has not ended quite yet--though it, too, is backlit. Any hope or promise it might once have carried vanished long ago. His final chapter seems at hand. It won't be good--and after the contrast with Biden's finale last night, it will look worse than ever.
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J. D. Vance's Insult to America

My dad came here for a reason, and it wasn't the dirt of a graveyard.

by Jessica Gavora




On November 10, 1948, Vladimir Gavora jumped into the frigid waters of the Danube River. That year, a pro-Soviet government had seized power in his native Czechoslovakia. Vladimir was 17 years old, and had been caught tearing down the new government's propaganda posters. With the secret police on his tail, he decided to escape by swimming to Austria. He finished high school in a refugee camp in West Germany, won a scholarship to come to America, studied at the University of Chicago, and made his way to the then-territory of Alaska. There, he built a successful business and raised a family of nine children--one of them, me. When he died in 2018, he was hailed as the man who did more than any other to shape the development and growth of his corner of the Last Frontier.

I thought of Dad last week, when the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, said something that profoundly misjudged and disrespected his memory.

"America is not just an idea," Vance said in his introductory speech to the American people at the Republican National Convention. Americans won't fight and sacrifice for "abstractions." Shared history, he assured us, is what we care about. And shared dirt. He used the morbid image of a cemetery plot in Kentucky coal country, where generations of his family have been laid to rest. He expressed his desire for his children to one day bury him there and--carrying his morbidity to the extreme--for them to eventually follow him.

The notion that America is an idea has always lifted up our country, and for good reason. The fact that America was founded on the principles of the Declaration of Independence and the governing limits of the Constitution makes us unique among nations. Most countries trace their origins to tribal identity. But America has its origins in the revolutionary idea that the government cannot deny men and women an equal opportunity to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Both our friends and foes have recognized this difference. No less than Joseph Stalin railed against American "exceptionalism" when our workers refused to join in solidarity with his murderous revolution of the proletariat.

Read: Hillbilly excuses

Vance went out of his way to trash this exceptionalism, to say that America is not distinguished by its creed, no matter what Stalin thought. In the same speech, he acknowledged the contribution of immigrants like his wife's parents, who came here from India. But in repudiating the American ideal, he insulted the reason immigrants come to America in the first place.

Did Dad have the preamble to the Declaration of Independence in mind as he swam across the Danube to freedom? Probably not. Was it the abstraction that "all men are created equal" that kept him company as he huddled in the trunk of a car through the Soviet zone of Austria? Dad never talked with me about what exactly was in his head during that fateful crossing. But I assume it wasn't the ringing words of Thomas Jefferson. So, okay, Dad may not have been driven by the idea of America. But he was driven by what that idea--the American creed of equal opportunity-- created in the American nation. He was driven to find a place where he knew he could control his destiny.

Some, generally on the left, have accused Vance of advocating Christian nationalism or white supremacy by denigrating America's founding ideals. In fact, he is doing something even more damaging to the American experiment. The words all men are created equal have always served as (at least) a moral voice and (at most) a legal bulwark for poor, powerless Americans. The words have not always been honored, and we have taken far too long to fulfill their true meaning. But they have been there, through slavery, through Jim Crow, through anti-Jewish and anti-Catholic bigotry. They have changed this country for the better.

What these words confer to all Americans is agency. This is one of the most underrated words in American politics. Better even than freedom, agency captures both the opportunity and the responsibility that is promised by the American idea. Our founding documents are a guarantee not of success, but of the opportunity for success.

Vance used to understand this. His masterful autobiography, Hillbilly Elegy, electrified a nation on the verge of electing Donald Trump precisely because it acknowledged the agency of the people in the poor, drug-addicted community and family into which he'd been born. Vance took a hard look at where he came from and saw a self-destructive culture that had turned its back on its agency. He understood that economic forces were working against his community, but he bravely took that community to task for its self-imposed victimhood. Vance described how, one after another, his relatives, friends, co-workers, and neighbors refused to take responsibility for their situation. Young men walked away from good jobs. Single mothers used their food stamps to buy soda that they sold for cash. Everyone's lives were tough, but it was always somebody else's fault.

That bracing message took a 180-degree turn last week. And it's no coincidence that Vance used the same speech in which he denigrated the idea of America to deny the agency he once subscribed to his fellow hillbillies. Suddenly, he was describing people who work with their hands in midwestern swing states as helpless victims with no responsibility for their plight. "America's ruling class wrote the checks," he said. "Communities like mine paid the price."

Does Vance really believe what he is saying? It's hard to reconcile these words with the courage of the young author. But he wouldn't be the only one to have given up on the American ideal. What my father saw in America is something that too many Americans no longer see for themselves. We do not teach our children the gifts and responsibilities of their birthright. Our elite universities see the founding ideals of America as either racist lies or plain old lies. One result is that too many young Americans feel entitled to be saved by the government, rather than working to save themselves.

Read: I hope Trump kept the receipt

In Czechoslovakia, the government confiscated our family's liquor business and sent my grandmother to a work camp for burying her share of the inventory in her backyard. That is the lack of agency my father escaped. He came to Alaska with a degree in economics from Milton Friedman at the University of Chicago. When the job he was promised at the University of Alaska fell through for lack of funding, he didn't sue the university for breach of contract. He took the first job he found in the want ads: delivering milk. He was the most overqualified milkman in Alaska, if not America. He ended up owning all of the stores he once delivered milk to.

Dad was born and grew up in a small town in Czechoslovakia. Like Vance, he lived near a cemetery. It is full of Gavoras going back generations. But Dad is buried 4,700 miles away on a hillside overlooking Fairbanks, Alaska. He had no past there. No native culture. No native language. But he left his homeland behind for a successful, chosen life--a life made possible by the idea that is America.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/jd-vance-insult-to-america-and-my-dad/679225/?utm_source=feed
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Evan Gershkovich's Soviet-Era Show Trial

Putin's security service is reviving pressure tactics from a terrible past.

by Anna Nemtsova




In video taken at his trial in Yekaterinburg in the Ural Mountains, the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich looked older, gaunter, and grimmer than he did before his arrest last year. His head was shaved, and his eyes were flat and unsmiling. The change in his affect was hardly surprising: He had endured a year of questioning by Russia's internal security agency, the FSB, and was facing almost two decades in prison.

Gershkovich's case makes visible to Americans what those following human rights in Russia have already clocked: Russian prosecutions of political prisoners have become particularly brutal in the past couple of years, as the FSB has been reviving Soviet tactics of times gone by.

The security service has even invited public participation in these practices. Dmitry Muratov, the Nobel Peace Prize-winning newspaper editor, recalled on a recent podcast the means by which one inmate, an elderly woman, was denied the morale-boosting food parcels from loved ones that have long been allowed in Russian prisons: "I cannot get out of my mind the 20 packages of salt that some patriot with shiny eyes sent the woman," he said. These were meant to take up her allotment for parcels. In Russia, "cruelty has become a synonym for patriotism."

Read: Evan Gershkovich's year in captivity

Gershkovich was first locked in the notorious Lefortovo prison in Moscow, where nobody ever meets with family. He was assigned an investigator, Aleksey Khizhnyak from the First Service of the FSB, who is well known for pressing espionage cases against both foreigners and Russians. Last month, Gershkovich, who has denied the spying allegations, was moved to the Ural Mountains for a secret trial. Last week he was sentenced to 16 years in prison.

Photographers and videographers were allowed to capture courtroom images of the Journal reporter for just 15 minutes, and journalists were told that he would not give interviews. So the world saw Gershkovich standing silently, with arms folded against his chest, observing his colleagues from a glass cage known as an aquarium. For months, the public had seen hauntingly similar images and videos of Alexei Navalny, as the Russian opposition leader seemed to waste away behind the dim, sepia glass of his cage.

Exhausted-looking defendants facing charges such as treason, espionage, extremism, discrediting the army, and terrorism have become a routine sight in Russia, paraded before cameras at Kafkaesque court hearings that turn on forced confessions. President Vladimir Putin has shown no sign of rebuilding the Gulag system that once entombed millions of Soviet political prisoners. But Tanya Lokshina, the associate director for Europe and Central Asia at Human Rights Watch, told me that today's long sentences for political crimes, and the prosecutions of artists meant to coerce their silence, are ominously reminiscent of Soviet tactics.

So, too, is the use of duress to force confessions, another Moscow-based human-rights activist told me, speaking on condition of anonymity out of concern about reprisals. The NKVD in the Czarist era, then the KGB in the Soviet one, elicited these by humiliating, beating, and torturing prisoners, as well as separating parents from their children. Since the war began in Ukraine, says Sergei Davidis, who runs the Moscow-based NGO Political Prisoners Support, the FSB has revived the practice of coercing confessions.

Prison confessions are useful "for the most obviously fabricated cases against innocent people, in cases of terrorism, state treason, extremism, or espionage," Davidis told me. "Prominent political prisoners don't break, but dozens of arrested bloggers around the country admit their guilt, hoping to avoid long prison terms. The FSB, just like NKVD and KGB before them, need that for propaganda purposes, to prove their point where they have no evidence."

Ivan Pavlov runs a team of Russian defense lawyers in exile that has worked on about a hundred espionage and state-treason cases. They call their group the First Service, echoing the name of the FSB department that handles state-treason cases. Pavlov told me that pressure to confess is not reserved for only activists and politicians: The FSB has turned the screws on "journalists, doctors, artists, scientists, pensioners, and even schoolchildren." He worries that lawyers in political cases "advise clients to shut up, they advise them to bend to not make things worse," he told me. "That is utterly wrong. Political prisoners are left alone, face-to-face with the most powerful secret police."

Political Prisoner Support, Davidis's group, counts 778 political prisoners in Russia, not including an estimated 7,000 Ukrainian civilians incarcerated in relation to the war. The United Nations calculates that Russia is holding more than 33 journalists behind bars. Appearing in an aquarium is a good indicator that a defendant is likely to do prison time, Davidis noted. A week before the Gershkovich trial, he told me, "There is no hope of acquittal for Gershkovich right now; of course he is going to be pronounced guilty."

The targets of many current political trials are not even people accused, however falsely, of espionage, or of helping the West implement sanctions. They are independent thinkers, such as the playwright Svetlana Petriychuk and the director Yevgenia Berkovich, who produced a play about the exploitation of Russian women's loneliness by Islamist radicals. Both ended up in glass cages, facing charges that their award-winning play justified terrorism.

As they awaited trial, Petriychuk wrote in a letter published by Rain TV, the authorities "put us in a cell with real murderers," including a woman accused of cannibalism: "Somebody did not like a play, so they put a director and a playwright in such a cell." On July 8, Berkovich and Petriychuk appeared handcuffed in court, where they were sentenced to six years in prison for "justifying terrorism" in their theatrical production. Neither accepted the charges.

Pavlov told me that many people facing such charges do hold out. "The FSB offered one of my clients, a 76-year-old professor named Viktor Kudriavtsev, leniency if he testified against one of his students. Kudriavtsev refused," Pavlov said.

I spoke with some older Russian intellectuals who told me that Soviet repression under Leonid Brezhnev, or even Yuri Andropov, was mild compared with what dissidents now suffer under Putin. "We are dealing with street thugs in power," Victor Shenderovich, a 65-year-old satirist, told me earlier this month. "The bandits know too well how to handcuff their victims to a pipe and make people suffer for a confession, or just for the fun of it. The Soviet regime was ugly, but nobody thought of killing the No. 1 political prisoner, Andrei Sakharov. Putin's executors don't blink."

On February 27, another famous defendant, 70-year-old Oleg Orlov, appeared in handcuffs at a show trial in Moscow. Orlov, a co-chair of the Nobel Peace Prize-winning human-rights group Memorial, had documented the Kremlin's abuses for more than three decades. A dozen muscle-bound security guards paraded him out of the courtroom to serve a two-and-a-half-year prison term for criticizing the army. He was not given a chance to say goodbye to his wife of 50 years.

Khizhnyak, the prosecutor in Gershkovich's case, is well known for his coercive skills. Paul Whelan, the Canadian American citizen who was charged with espionage in Russia in 2018, was also assigned to Khizhnyak. Whelan petitioned for a change on the grounds that, as he told the court, "The Saptain of the FSB Aleksey Khizhnyak humiliates my dignity and threatens my life." His request was denied, and today Whelan is serving a 16-year sentence in a prison camp in Mordovia, where he is not allowed to receive mail or read books.

Read: How I lost the Russia that never was

In 2019, Khizhnyak investigated an accusation of state treason against Antonina Zimina, the former head of a Baltic cultural center in Kaliningrad. She told prison observers that Khizhnyak directly informed her that he would never allow a doctor to see her.

Pavlov has known Khizhnyak for many years. "He is not a big man in size, in his 40s, not anybody you'd remember," he said. FSB operatives, like the Gulag guards before them, are very often nondescript and mostly forgotten. But the names of the dissidents they torment enter into history.

Here is one: Ilya Yashin, a 41-year-old opposition leader and former Moscow city-council member, is serving an eight-and-a-half-year sentence for disseminating "fake news" about the Russian army in December 2022. In May, he was put in solitary confinement in a concrete box, called a "shizo" in Russian prison lingo, measuring 2 by 3 yards and reeking of sewage. The punishment was for 15 days, but as they reached a close, the guards added another 12.

In a court appearance on July 18, Yashin described his tiny cell as "kartser," a word for isolation punishments in the Soviet gulag. Political prisoners are supposed to suffer, go crazy, freeze, and starve there, he said: "It's not normal to torture people with smelly cells, hunger, and cold, and forbid them to see their relatives. There should not be methods once practiced by the NKVD and gestapo in our country, even if the president thinks that is an effective method."

The court ruled that Yashin should be moved--to PKT, or "cell-type confinement," a mere half step less punitive than shizo, for an indefinite time.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/07/putin-russia-soviet-political-prisoners-evan-gershkovich/679224/?utm_source=feed
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Inside U.S. Cricket's Shocking Victory

How an American team of retreads, castoffs, and one software engineer took down a dominant world power

by Chris Heath




When the players on the U.S. men's cricket team showed up at a stadium outside Dallas on the morning of June 6, they were well aware that few people who knew anything about the sport gave them a chance of winning. That the match was even taking place was curiosity enough. Their opponent was Pakistan, one of the great cricketing powers. In Pakistan, cricket is the nation's most popular sport, whereas in the U.S. many are surprised that America even has a cricket team of its own. The two teams had never faced off before.
 
 The website for USA Cricket contends that "America has one of the richest cricketing histories" of any country, but the argument is a dubious one. A timeline offers a few bright early moments--it notes, for instance, that in 1754, Benjamin Franklin brought a cricket rule book over from England; reports that the very first international cricket match took place in New York (America versus Canada, in 1844); and asserts that, at one time, there were up to 1,000 cricket clubs across the country. But it mostly details the waning of the sport, eclipsed by baseball in American life. From the 1960s onward, descriptions of purported achievements by U.S. national teams almost invariably include a phrase that lets slip the underlying reality: "narrowly miss out," "bottom of their pool," "not quite enough."

Although cricket is said to be the second-most-viewed sport in the world after soccer, those viewers have long been elsewhere. Its popularity has historically been concentrated in the handful of nations that have dominated the sport: India, Pakistan, Australia, England, New Zealand, the West Indies, South Africa.

The event in which the U.S. cricket team was playing this summer was the T20 World Cup, a biannual tournament. The U.S. team had never previously managed to qualify, and even on this occasion, its participation had not been earned on the cricket field. The 2024 World Cup was to be primarily hosted in the West Indies, but 16 early matches would be played in the United States. Cricket is overseen by a global governing body, the International Cricket Council, and this choice was in keeping with one of the ICC's declared goals, to grow cricket in the American market.

As a co-host, the U.S. cricket team automatically qualified to play in the tournament, beginning with a round robin against four other teams. The U.S. won its first match, against another lesser team: Canada. But in the next two matches, the United States would face Pakistan and another giant of modern cricket, India--opponents who, according to conventional wisdom, would be far beyond it. Finally, the U.S. would take on Ireland. Only the top two teams in the group would move on to the tournament's next stage. That these would be India and Pakistan was more or less considered a foregone conclusion.

Recently, there had been indications that the U.S. cricket team was making significant steps forward. Still, the players knew, ahead of the Pakistan game, that the odds were heavily stacked against them. As they prepared, they were thinking all the sensible things you think when you need reality to bend in a way you know it probably won't.

"We knew we wasn't supposed to win the game," the opening batsman Steven Taylor told me.

"We wanted to detach ourselves," the bowler Saurabh Netravalkar told me, "from the star-studded nature of the players that we are playing against."

"If we upset Pakistan," Taylor said, "that would be the biggest thing ever in any World Cup."

"I walked into the game," said Corey Anderson, who had played his first match for the United States less than two months earlier, "thinking, Yes, there's a world in which we beat them. There is a world in which we beat them. There's a lot of worlds where we don't."

The commonly expected narrative for how a player comes to represent their country is this: They grow up in that country, learning the sport there, gradually excelling. They rise through the ranks until one day, if their talent is sufficient and all goes as they hope it might, they are selected to play on the national team. That is not the story of the U.S. cricket team. Eleven players took the field on June 6 wearing U.S.-team shirts, and the above narrative just about describes one of them.

That exception is Steven Taylor. He was born in Hialeah, Florida, and raised in nearby Miramar. His parents had met in Jamaica, then moved to the States before he was born. His father worked for a construction company, and his mother worked at the airport until she hurt her back. Club cricket in the United States is typically played among those whose affiliation with the game comes from elsewhere, most usually from the Caribbean and South Asian diasporas, and when Taylor fell into the sport, he was following his father. "Because I love my dad dearly," he told me, "and he loved cricket as well. So anything my dad wants to do, I was always behind him."

Taylor, a precocious talent, joined a team in an adult cricket league when he was about 8 years old. It was pretty much all he cared about. "My friends used to call me 'the cricket guy' because I used to talk about cricket right through every time of the day," he said. Inevitably, many of them didn't really understand what he was talking about.

In his early 20s, Taylor moved to Jamaica to play professional cricket, but when his progress stalled, he moved back. He had another future in mind: to achieve greatness as an American cricketer. "I always had that passion," he said. He first played for the U.S. in 2010, way before anyone else on the current squad. The team wasn't always as good as he hoped, but he had no choice but to be patient.

Joseph O'Neill: America, cricket's next frontier

The first moment in the game against Pakistan that suggested something magical might be in the air involved Taylor. It happened about four and a half minutes into the match, one expected to last about three hours. The Pakistani opening batsman Mohammad Rizwan--one of the finest T20 batsmen in the world, a player who, on a different day, might have put the game out of reach all on his own--had already scored nine runs. But then a ball caught the edge of Rizwan's bat. It careened fairly close to where Taylor was standing, though not close enough for a catch to seem feasible. Taylor dived to his right, and the ball somehow stuck in his hand, just a few inches above the grass. "Oh my goodness!" the TV commentator exclaimed. "What a blinder!"

It was the kind of catch, Taylor now says, he figured he might take two times out of 10. In the aftermath--as he lay on the ground, his teammates swarming around him, only his right arm extended beyond the surrounding melee, the ball still cradled in his hand--he instinctively flicked the ball up and away, as if to say, Look what I just did.

Four and a half minutes after the match had started, the match had started.

Everyone still knew that there was a way that this match was supposed to go, but sometimes what you need most is simply a moment that makes the possible actually seem possible.

A brief word on how a T20 cricket competition works. One team of 11 players fields while the other bats. A bowler from the fielding side bowls six balls, known as an "over," at one of the two batsmen on the field at any given time. That's repeated 20 times, and then the teams switch places--so all of the first team's scoring is finished before the other team comes to bat. If a batsman's shot is caught by a fielder, or if he misses a ball that hits the posts behind him (called "stumps"), or if other, more complicated misadventures befall him, he is out, and replaced by a new batsman.

Players can qualify for a national cricket team in three ways: by birth, by nationality, and by residence. Until recently, that last rule typically required someone to have lived in a country for seven years before representing it. But in 2018, the ICC reduced the qualification period to three years. This was a crucial shift for the United States. Of the 11 U.S. players who stepped onto the field June 6, five of them qualified to play not through ancestry or birthplace, but through residency. Monank Patel, the team's captain--and now a U.S. citizen--had originally taken that path too.

Patel was born in India, and grew up near Ahmedabad, in Gujarat State. He started playing cricket when he was 10, and by the time he was 13, he was on the district team. "Schooling, college, and all, I just did for the sake of doing it," he told me. "I never had a goal to achieve anything from the education point of view." The only thing he cared about was cricket.

Where Patel lived, in what is probably the most cricket-obsessed nation in the world, there was a surfeit of good players, and it was easy to fall through the cracks. Eventually, he had to accept that the cricketing life he had imagined for himself was not his destiny. He had family in the United States, and already had a green card. In his early 20s, he moved to New Jersey. His extended family ran liquor stores and gas stations, and he started working in the family businesses.

After Patel had spent a year or two in New Jersey, an uncle encouraged him to move to South Carolina, where they opened a franchise of the restaurant chain Teriyaki Madness. When sales slumped, Patel had to double as both manager and chef. (I came across a photo of him there, red apron on, tossing food in a wok. He told me that the best dish was spicy chicken with noodles. When I asked him why it was good, he replied, "Because I used to make it.") Then he learned that his mother, in New Jersey, had cancer. He returned north, and went back to work in a liquor store.

Since coming to America, Patel had been playing club cricket on the weekends, getting used to the very different conditions of pitches here. In 2018, when he was first eligible, he got the attention of the U.S. team and was invited to try out. He was selected straightaway. Soon, he stopped working at the liquor store. He was a cricketer again.

On June 6, by the end of its 20 overs, Pakistan had scored 159 runs. That was probably less than what Pakistan had expected, and the U.S. team figured it truly had a chance. Then again, it was playing Pakistan. Somebody on the U.S. team needed to make a big score. The opening batsmen were Patel and Taylor. Taylor was counting on himself. Normally, he's the one who bats more aggressively, while Patel tends to be more conservative. But today, their roles somehow flipped; Taylor stuttered, while runs flowed for Patel. Soon enough, Taylor was out.

Batsmen can score runs one by one, by hitting the ball and running up and down the pitch past each other, as if two baseball players were running back and forth between two bases. Each of these trips counts as a single run. But batsmen can also score in bunches, by hitting the ball to the field's boundary (four runs) or over the boundary (six runs). Facing Shaheen Afridi--world Cricketer of the Year in 2021--Patel consecutively hit a four, then a six, to reach 50 runs. In celebration, he arched his head back so that he was facing upward, a private gesture to his mother. Before she died, she had watched her son's second cricket career take off, always encouraging him to be a better person and a better player.

"Every time I score a 50 or 100," Patel said, "I look up in the sky and just thank her."

At this point, the U.S. team was well on track to beat Pakistan's score.


The United States captain Monank Patel celebrates scoring 50 runs during the T20 World Cup match between the United States and Pakistan. (Tony Gutierrez / AP)



The tradition of writing about cricket in America, and predicting its just-around-the-next-corner rise, has been going on for a long time. There was a fine example in this magazine nearly a quarter century ago: Rob Nixon's "As American as Cricket" reported optimistically that "a movement has been growing to bring what was once the most English of sports into the American mainstream. It just might succeed." Nixon highlighted some of the indicators that cricket in America now had the wind at its back--a pilot program under way to get cricket into California schools; Disney's discussion of building a stadium in Orlando; a stadium already green-lit in Brooklyn, with $30 million raised from private investors.

But, of course, no. There is no cricket stadium in Brooklyn. There is no cricket stadium in Orlando. Away from the growing pockets of the American population who have inherited an affinity for the game from elsewhere, cricket remains a baffling mystery to most. Almost every sport, viewed from the outside, is a mystifying web of complicated rules, practices, and language. But even by this standard, it's easy to portray cricket as an outlier. Much of its lexicon sounds both unapproachable and, well, just weird: sticky wicket, googly, yorker, jaffa, daisy cutter, silly mid off, maiden over, tickle, nurdle, trundler, paddle scoop, popping crease, golden duck.

Beyond that, the purest version of the game--the one that, to many global cricket fans, remains the Platonic ideal--is only hinted at in the hectic T20 sprints of this World Cup. This much longer version of the game, in its international form known as a "test match," takes place over several full days of play, rather than a few hours. It is this version of the game that Nixon was talking about when he noted that, after mentioning to an American friend that Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter were ardent cricket fans, he got the memorable retort: "Of course. All that organized futility."

The U.S. cricket team has never even played a test match. (These are reserved for the 12 countries good enough, and with sufficient cricketing infrastructure, to be deemed "Full-Member Nations" by the ICC; the United States is a mere "Associate Member.") A quicker, one-day version of the game, in which each side bats for 50 or 60 overs, developed only in the 1970s, when it was widely considered a controversial oversimplification. The even shorter, more TV-friendly 20-over format of the T20 World Cup was introduced this century.

In no version of the game has a U.S. team made any significant impact. No wonder many cricket fans around the world might be only dimly aware that a U.S. cricket team exists. Or maybe not even aware at all. Including, it turns out, some of those eligible to play for it.

Aaron Jones was born in Queens, to parents who had moved there from Barbados. When Jones was 3 or 4, his mother, fed up with the cold winters, insisted they move back to Barbados. There, he excelled at soccer and cricket, but he bowed to his parents' wisdom that, for a Caribbean boy, the prospects were better for a cricketer.

In October 2018, Jones went to a cricket match in Barbados with some friends, as a spectator. It was part of a minor regional tournament in which Jones had expected to play for the Barbados team, but this time hadn't been selected. In that day's game, the U.S. team was playing. "I didn't know that U.S.A. had a team," Jones told me. He did, however, personally know one of its players, Steven Taylor; they'd bonded in an earlier competition over their shared Caribbean heritage. That day, Taylor spotted Jones in the crowd and messaged him after the game, inviting him to hang out at his hotel. That evening shifted the path of Jones's life.

In the course of conversation, Jones mentioned that he had a U.S. passport. Taylor was surprised. "He was like, 'So why don't you just come and play for U.S.?'" Jones recalled. This, it soon became clear, wasn't some vague, airy notion. By the time Jones got home, he said that he had messages from three or four members of the U.S. cricket board. The next day, he was invited to practice. A few days later, he made his first appearance in a U.S. shirt. He's been a regular on the team ever since, and is currently the national team's vice captain.

In the June 6 Pakistan game, after Monank Patel reached his 50, he was out without scoring another run. The challenge to finish the job now fell to Jones and another of their best batsmen, Nitish Kumar.

What followed was the kind of yo-yo, tension-and-release breathtaking suspense that sporting events can sometimes supply. At certain moments, it seemed like the U.S. might win with ease; at others, it seemed almost impossible. Eventually, the contest came down to this: The team needed six runs from the last two balls to be bowled. From the first of these two balls, Jones scored one run. Then, from the final ball, Kumar miraculously scored four.

Given the high numbers involved in cricket scores, a tie is a rare event, but the teams were now tied. An equally rare protocol, known as a Super Over, kicks in when this happens. Effectively, what follows is a whole new competition of just one over per team. Six balls. Whichever team scores the most, wins.

It was up to Patel, and to the team's Australian coach, Stuart Law, to decide who should bat and who should bowl. They chose Jones as one of the two batsmen; he would face the first ball. Jones remembered feeling that 10 runs was the minimum he wanted for the Super Over, though he was hoping they'd get 12. But it went better than that: His shots flowed, and the Pakistani team, seemingly rattled, made mistakes. "Everything worked in my favor that day," Jones said.

In the Super Over, the U.S. scored 18 runs; the team was nearly there.


The American cricketer Aaron Jones during the Super Over in the match against Pakistan (Tony Gutierrez / AP)



A telltale peculiarity of the U.S. cricket team is what its players informally call the "no Hindi" rule. They have agreed that all shared conversations will be in English. Those who slip up are fined $20 for each violation, money put toward the team beer fund. Though the "no Hindi" shorthand presumably acknowledges the fact that seven of the full 15-man World Cup squad were primarily raised in India, there are other shared tongues too, each to be avoided.

"If I speak in my full Caribbean slang," Jones said, "they wouldn't understand. So they see us as disrespectful ... And then if they speak Hindi, I can't understand, or if they speak Urdu, I can't understand, or if the Afrikaans speak Afrikaans, then we can't understand."

"If we're playing for America," Taylor explained, "we only talk one language."

Each player on the U.S. team has followed his own pathway to where he now finds himself. But if there is a theme that tends to repeat, it is that, whatever the chain of circumstances, the U.S. team represents a second chance in many of the players' cricketing lives--one that emerged, in some cases, long after the first chance had evaporated. Corey Anderson, for instance, was a young cricket star in New Zealand whose career had waned; his second chance opened up only after he was stranded in Dallas with his girlfriend (now wife) during the pandemic, when he signed a contract to play in the upstart Major League Cricket. (A typical MLC contract is in the neighborhood of $60,000, though stronger players can command six figures.)

Saurabh Netravalkar's story is of the same kind. He grew up in Mumbai, playing street cricket with a tennis ball in the backyards of apartment buildings, and in time he was selected for India's under-19 squad, enjoying early success. But from the start, Netravalkar also excelled academically, and loved that too. In 2013, after graduating with a computer-engineering degree, he faced a difficult decision about what to do professionally. He chose cricket, but his career didn't take off as he'd hoped. "There are so many good cricketers in India," he told me. "It was frustrating. I used to get low sometimes."

So after two years, Netravalkar reversed his decision. "It was a very emotional call for me," he said, "because my dream was always to grow up and play for the country, play for India." Instead, he decided to get a master's in computer science at Cornell. When Netravalkar flew out of Mumbai, he left his cricket spikes somewhere in the attic of his family home.

In this other life, Netravalkar prospered. After Cornell, he was hired by Oracle, and moved to the Bay Area. In 2019, he and a colleague were granted a patent for a novel method of doing wildcard searches. (One sentence from the patent's abstract: "In an embodiment, a plurality of query K-gram tokens for a term in a query are generated.") But Netravalkar was wrong to imagine he'd leave cricket completely behind him.
 
 After he settled into his job, he started playing club cricket seriously on the weekends. Matches in the Bay Area were played on synthetic pitches, a poor substitute for a serious cricketer, so he soon got into a routine where he and a few teammates would drive six hours to Los Angeles on Friday night, play a Saturday game on a proper grass pitch, then drive straight back to the Bay Area for another game on Sunday. "And back to work on Monday," he said.

Netravalkar had some club teammates who played for the U.S. team, but as he understood it, the applicable qualification period was seven years. Then, just as he reached the end of his third year here, the eligibility rules changed. Without an invitation, he flew himself to a team training camp in Los Angeles. A few months later, he got the call.

Netravalkar has continued his other career, at Oracle. For the 2024 World Cup, he initially arranged to be away from work until June 17. If the U.S. progressed in the tournament, he would have to ask for a further extension.

On June 6, he did plenty to make this more likely. It was a ball off his bowling that Taylor caught after four and a half minutes, that first hint that this might be their day. Now, right at the end of the match, Netravalkar was chosen to bowl the Super Over: to deliver six balls that would end in either victory or defeat.

From the moment Netravalkar's first ball managed to evade the bat, Pakistan's task, already steep, became nearly impossible. Then, on the third ball, one of the Pakistani batsmen was out after a fine diving catch near the boundary from the substitute fielder Milind Kumar. That was more or less it. Minutes later, the result was official. As the Karachi-based news site Dawn would summarize it: "In a downright embarrassing moment that will go down in Pakistani cricket history, our cricket team lost to the United States." The match earned rare attention from American outlets too; CNN called it a "shock defeat."

The crowd in Grand Prairie that day was sparse, but to sounds of surprised celebration, one of the American players lifted a grinning Netravalkar into the air.
 
 "Slowly it digested," Netravalkar said, "that this was a historic win."

"We were out of the moon," Patel said. "Out of the world, I would say."

Briefly, cricket in America was a hot ticket, though this had less to do with what the U.S. had just achieved than with the team it was to play next: India. This game was scheduled six days later in a temporary stadium on Long Island that had been built for the tournament. The evening before the match, on the tournament's official ticket site, the remaining few seats at the back of the grandstand cost $300; everything else was $1,000 or more.

At first sight, most spectators that day were wearing or holding something that identified them as supporting India. Closer up, a more complicated story became apparent. A small but significant subset were also carrying U.S.-team merchandise. As the day began to heat up, someone sitting near me took off their Indian-team shirt, revealing a U.S shirt underneath.
 
 Before the match, a presenter, live on the big screens, was shown wandering around talking to people in the crowd. One woman, holding an American flag but wearing an Indian shirt, explained to him that she was born in India but lives here. "Definitely rooting for both teams," she declared. The interviewer, failing to overcome a lifetime's experience of partisanship, blurted out in response, "That's not how sport works!" But here, today, it seemed to.


Fans pose for a photo prior to the World Cup match between the United States and India at Nassau County International Cricket Stadium on June 12, 2024, in East Meadow, New York. The face on the poster belongs to India's Virat Kohli. (Pankaj Nangia / ICC / Getty)



The high point for the U.S. team came when Netravalkar bowled his first over. The Indian batsman Virat Kohli is probably the most famous cricketer currently playing the game. But Netravalkar's first ball to him deftly swung away and was edged off Kohli's bat into the safe hands of another U.S. player. Kohli had been dismissed first ball for no runs, the humiliation known as a golden duck.

As Kohli departed and the new batsman made his way onto the field while the stadium DJ played "Empire State of Mind," there was briefly a waft of something in the air. But soon enough, India eased back into control. As the game progressed, people continued to cheer U.S. achievements almost as heartily as Indian ones; I have a hunch that might have changed if the result had felt in jeopardy, but it never did, and soon the Indian victory, to no one's surprise, was comfortably completed.

With one further match to play, the math was now simple. To advance to the next stage, the U.S. had to beat Ireland. Two days later, a modest crowd filed into Central Broward Stadium, in Florida. It had rained earlier that morning, and the field was still considered too wet for play. Should the game be called off, the U.S. team would proceed into the tournament's next round by default. Nearly three hours after the scheduled start, the skies opened--"Thankfully," Anderson told me, "mother cricket had the rain come in"--and the match was canceled.

When the U.S. players arrived at their hotel, the mood was good. Qualifying for this next stage of the tournament, known as the Super 8s, is a big deal. It not only meant that they would travel to Antigua and Barbados to play three more of the world's top teams: South Africa, the West Indies, and England. It also meant--both for the team and, more important, for the enduring growth of cricket in America--that they automatically qualified for the next World Cup.

By definition, tournaments like the T20 World Cup eventually end in defeat and disappointment for all but one team. Once the U.S. team reached the Caribbean, things soon unraveled. It ran South Africa close, but then was pulverized by the West Indies and England. It would play no further part. (India would ultimately triumph in a thrilling seesaw final against South Africa; Kohli, the Indian hero, would be top scorer and man of the match, his momentary humiliation against the U.S. long forgotten.)

Still, the past few weeks had clearly changed the narrative about American cricket. The hope is that everything builds from here: that the attention is sustained, then grows; that the flimsy national infrastructure improves, in terms of both facilities and instruction; that a wider segment of the population learns the game; that the U.S. cricket team goes further at the 2026 T20 World Cup, and shines in front of home crowds at the 2028 Los Angeles Olympics, where cricket will be included for the first time (well, if you ignore, as you probably should, the two-team Olympic competition between England and France in 1900).

And if it turns out to be nothing but a blip? If someone, a quarter century from now, goes through these words and points out everything that was expected to follow, and didn't? Well, magical blips are to be celebrated too. In fact, they're one of the greatest gifts that sports offer to memory. Because, whatever comes after, this happened. On June 6, the Pakistan and U.S. cricket teams played each other for the very first time.

"It's almost like I don't think guys understood what they'd done," Anderson said. "How we won the game, I think, was what made it even sweeter. It wasn't like, 'Oh my God, we fluked that; we got lucky'... It was a little bit more of: 'We actually just beat Pakistan.' Pakistan didn't lose to the U.S.A. U.S.A. beat Pakistan."
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Fyodor Dostoyevsky's Five Principles of Personal Freedom

The Russian writer's work might not be everyone's idea of lightness and joy. But look within and you shall find.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

On December 22, 1849, the 28-year-old Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky faced a firing squad for anti-government activities, alongside 21 of his comrades from a radical dissident group called the Petrashevsky Circle. Blindfolded and tied to a post together, his friends were terrified, but Dostoyevsky maintained total equanimity. "We will be with Christ," he stated, matter-of-factly. Improbably, the men were granted a stay of execution: Before any shots were fired, a courier arrived with an imperial reprieve, reducing their sentence to temporary confinement in a labor camp.

Because he was at such ease with the imminent prospect of his death, you might assume that Dostoevsky must have been a calm and composed person--and, quite likely, an unquestioningly religious one. But you'd be wrong on all counts: Dostoyevsky was a tortured soul--a philosophical wanderer who accepted nothing and questioned everything, including his own faith. Yet precisely this deep uneasiness with life led him to create a blueprint for living centered not on comfort and enjoyment, but on meaning. This sense of meaning gave him the composure he showed in what he believed to be the final moments of his short life, as well as at the true end of his longer one, 32 years later.

You may have a bit of Fyodor in you--many of us do: a little uncomfortable in our own skin, a bit at odds with the world, easily pushed into an existential funk. A dose of Dostoyevsky's philosophy, though quixotic and challenging, might be just what you need to achieve some peace, not only in your final moments but now and anytime.

Arthur C. Brooks: The Tchaikovsky cure for worry

Unlike many of his 19th-century-thinker contemporaries, Dostoyevsky never laid out his master philosophy in a particular text designed for that purpose. Rather, he revealed it largely through novels such as The Brothers Karamazov and The Idiot, as well as short stories, novellas, and occasional essays. Through the recurring themes in his writing, a set of rules for living a meaningful life emerges.

1. The journey is the destination.
 In The Idiot, published in 1869, Dostoyevsky speculated on Christopher Columbus's emotions on his voyage across the Atlantic: "You may be quite sure that he reached the culminating point of his happiness three days before he saw the New World with his actual eyes." How so? "What is any 'discovery' whatever compared with the incessant, eternal discovery of life?"

Here, Dostoyevsky identifies one of life's great paradoxes: Happiness requires purpose; purpose requires a sense of direction; a sense of direction requires goal-setting--but happiness cannot be had by realizing those goals. I have written previously about the arrival fallacy, in which people believe that achieving big objectives will give them a lot of happiness and then are bitterly disappointed to find that doing so is a letdown. After a big achievement, many people experience depression. True satisfaction comes from progress in the struggle toward the goal.

2. To be alive is to embrace freedom.
 Besides Crime and Punishment, Dostoyevsky's best-known work is The Brothers Karamazov (1880). Within that novel is a self-contained story titled "The Grand Inquisitor," about Jesus returning to Earth at the height of the Spanish Inquisition. Encountering Jesus, the Grand Inquisitor arrests him on grounds of Jesus's belief that human beings must be free to choose what is good. No, argues the Inquisitor: That path leads to guilt, anxiety, regret, and doubt. To be happy, he insists, people must cede their freedom and follow a prescribed path. "We have corrected Thy work," the Inquisitor chillingly tells Jesus, condemning him to death by burning.

Before you scoff at this as satire, consider that the Inquisitor could be right. We know that, in fact, unbounded freedom is most assuredly not the secret to happiness. As psychologists have long pointed out, freedom--especially in an individualistic culture--easily becomes a tyranny for precisely the kinds of reasons listed by the Grand Inquisitor. The secret to contentment might well be to think conventionally, settle down, and thoroughly conform. You might as well relax and enjoy the world's distractions--and stop torturing yourself with all of this philosophical nonsense.

Obviously, Dostoyevsky did not agree; he was on the side of moral choice--the side of Jesus, not the Inquisitor--even when it was painful. More on that pain in Rule 4.

3. Beware the palace of crystal.
 Dostoyevsky believed that what the world offers in exchange for your freedom is utterly counterfeit--a "palace of crystal," as he called it in his 1864 novella, Notes From the Underground. His time, similarly to ours, was dominated by technocratic utopianism, a popular belief that the complexity of human life and love could be simplified and solved through the expertise of science and government--if we submit to these forces. Dostoyevsky was having none of this promised future, "all ready-made and worked out with mathematical exactitude." Such efforts, he argued, would drug us and strip us of our humanity.

Was he wrong? The past century and a half has brought technological progress that has improved human well-being in many ways, it's true. But scholars today caution us about the dehumanizing effects of the excessive use of digital media and smartphones as they displace analog interactions and in-person relationships. Dostoyevsky would argue that facing the anguish of being fully alive out in the real world is much better than languishing, tranquilized, in the palace of crystal.

Arthur C. Brooks: An Emersonian guide to taking control of your life

4. The pain is the point.
 When it comes to that existential anguish, he goes further: Even if he could make it stop, he says, he wouldn't--because that kind of suffering is the inevitable and necessary cost of realizing what we all truly seek in life: love. In 1877, Dostoyevsky published a short story titled "The Dream of a Ridiculous Man," in which the narrator has a vivid dream of a parallel Earth exactly like this one but without suffering. What initially appears wonderful quickly becomes terrible, as it dawns on the narrator that this other world has no place for love. At this point, he pines for the pain that accompanies love. "I long, I thirst, this very instant, to kiss with tears the earth that I have left," he says, "and I don't want, I won't accept life on any other!"

Before you dismiss Dostoyevsky's contention that love requires suffering, think about the agony you may have felt in the early, thrilling stages of your last romantic start-up. If that was too long ago to recall, consider that neuroscientists have also found that we mirror the anguish we see in our loved ones (though not that in strangers). We almost literally feel their pain: If, for example, you see a photo of your beloved in pain, that will stimulate your anterior cingulate cortex and insula, brain regions that process mental pain.

5. Look up.
 The lessons so far might seem too difficult to absorb in the empirical circumstances of our daily experience. Recognizing this, Dostoyevsky argued that we should attune ourselves to the supernatural dimension of human existence, for only thus can we realize what we truly crave in the struggle of life. "So long as man remains free he strives for nothing so incessantly and so painfully as to find some one to worship," he writes in The Brothers Karamazov. This perception was correct: Researchers at the University of Oxford in 2011 concluded that to believe in a god or gods and an afterlife is inherent to human nature. Typically, we also conceive of the mind and the body as separate, which gives rise to a widespread belief in the soul. Based on this and other research, you might even say that humans have a "religion instinct."

And if you doubt the supernatural? Welcome to the club, fellow wanderer. Belief is a question of commitment, Dostoyevsky thought, not emotion or reason. This was Dostoyevsky's central point about his own Christian beliefs when he wrote in the last notebook he kept during his lifetime: "I believe in Christ and confess him not like some child; my hosanna has passed through an enormous furnace of doubt." That statement, made very close to the end of his life, takes us right back to the scene of his youth: What he assumed were his last words, before the firing squad, were a profession of the beliefs he chose, not simply an expression of what he might have been feeling at that moment.

Arthur C. Brooks: Jung's five pillars of a good life

If, like Dostoyevsky, you have a turbulent soul, you can benefit by trying to embrace his path. Here are five resolutions, which have worked for me, that you might want to embrace:

1. My goals in life are mere intentions, not attachments. I will focus on the struggle, the journey.
 2. Conformity of thought and deed is more comfortable than freedom. But I will question everything, and think and act for myself.
 3. I will turn away the narcotic snares of tech distraction that steal my time and attention in exchange for my freedom of thought.
 4. I will embrace the anguish that freedom and individuality bring, because I demand the right to experience love.
 5. The world as I see it is not all that exists, nor does it explain all things. I will embrace the transcendent as I seek to understand it.


This is the formula that Dostoyevsky himself lived by, to the very end. When he died, at the age of 59, of a pulmonary hemorrhage, he was surrounded by his wife, Anna, and his children. On his deathbed, he read from St. Matthew's Gospel the story of Jesus's baptism: John, at first, protests that he should be baptized by Jesus, not the other way around, but Jesus answers, "Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness." So John baptizes him, and Jesus receives God's blessing.

After this reading, about a perfect submission of the human to the divine, Dostoyevsky looked at his wife--in whom he saw refracted through his earthly life just such heavenly love--and said, "I have always loved you passionately and have never been unfaithful to you ever, even in my thoughts." With that, he breathed his last.
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Biden Made a Healthy Decision

Difficult conversations about a person's decline--even in private--are still too rare in American life.

by Louise Aronson





 As one of the physicians who recently expressed concern about President Joe Biden's health and his likelihood of significant decline over the next four and a half years, I was relieved when he ended his reelection campaign--and also overwhelmingly sad. In essence, as people keep saying, he had his car keys and driver's license taken away with the whole world watching. This evening as he gave a short speech from the White House about his accomplishments, his voice was weak, he stumbled occasionally over his prepared remarks, and his physical presence was diminished from what it once was.



For months, I have wished that I could have Biden in my exam room, not as the president of the United States, but as a patient in my geriatrics clinic. Instead, watching from afar as he insisted on running, I wondered if his doctors were talking to him honestly about his concerning symptoms, and his disappointing odds of fulfilling the requirements of the office for another term. I hoped that if they were discussing his future, they were pointing out the advantages of taking charge in this situation, even when no available option was Biden's ideal. But, given what they and the president said in public before he ended his campaign, I worried that little of this was happening. Despite the aging U.S. population, few clinicians are trained to care for aging bodies, much less to discuss the developmental stages of elderhood and identity-threatening realities of later life.



In medicine, we use the term difficult conversations to refer to discussions of existential issues, particularly those with inherent uncertainty and ambiguity. They work best when the patient, perhaps in the presence of family or friends, shares their view of their own health and their hopes or concerns for their future, before--if they're open to it--hearing a physician's view and having a chance to explore the possibilities of the coming years in more depth. I might have asked the president what worries or scares him and what brings him joy and meaning, and worked to identify what his best- and worst-case scenarios would look like.



Part of what was so excruciating about watching Biden hold on to his hope of winning a second term was seeing someone struggle to accept that their best-case scenario might be impossible. Variations of this situation play out daily in clinics and hospitals, and if you have a shred of empathy, it's always heartbreaking. Yet few such difficult conversations--or the loud silences that too often take the place of these conversations--happen so publicly. Watching this one reminded me how unwelcome they are in American life, even in the offices of physicians delivering bad news.

Admittedly, in denying the evident changes in how he walked, spoke, and looked, Biden contributed to the painful and public way that questions about his next four or five years of life were discussed. But his actions were of a piece with common age-denying choices and behaviors: Think of the gray hair diligently covered by many people over 50, the carefully cultivated older gym body, the graduation date dropped off a resume, and the popular falsehood that "age is just a number." These choices and statements are a response to a culture that views the diminishment of advanced age not as the natural progression for living organisms but as a personal failure. And people in this country do have reason to dread advanced old age. It can be deeply isolating, and many people end up warehoused and treated in ways that make little sense in a health-care system that hasn't kept up with the numbers or needs of older adults.



This election cycle in particular has inundated Americans with signals that "old" and "disabled" are categories no one should want to join. Magazine covers have shorthanded politicians' old age and questions about their competence with images of walkers. In the past, Donald Trump has ridiculed a disabled reporter and refused to be seen in the company of wounded veterans. In March, he mocked Biden's stutter, and his nephew claimed today in Time magazine that Trump said people with disabilities "should just die." (Trump has not yet responded to this.) Pundits and politicians alike have simplified, distorted, disparaged, and lumped all people over age 70 into an inaccurate whole. Many octogenarians are cognitively and physically healthy, and the right person at Biden's age might have made a fine candidate--as would a person who uses a walker or other assistive device, whatever their age.



By staying in the race after he began to present such a concerning picture of health, Biden himself may have contributed to public conflations of old age and frailty. The driving analogy is apt: Most of us will need to retire from driving at some point, and it's a much more positive experience for those who get to choose when to stop. Still, retiring from driving, work, or anything else can feel like that much harder a choice to make in a country where the Republican presidential nominee has used his considerable platform to suggest, repeatedly, that people who are old or not fully able-bodied are not worthy of our compassion or attention.



Ironically, Trump is now the oldest candidate ever to be nominated for president. He has made a show of his relative robustness compared with Biden, a line of argument that puts him in a precarious position. Although he doesn't appear frail, health records released during his presidency indicated that he was obese and had hypercholesterolemia and heart disease. And although he doesn't drink alcohol or smoke, he eats a lot of fast food and seemingly doesn't exercise beyond slow-paced golf games. It's impossible to diagnose a person from afar, but his multiple instances of inaccurate recall and disjointed, tangential speech call into question his basic communication and leadership abilities, and raise the question of cognitive change beyond that of normal aging. If Trump came to my clinic, I would do the same physical and cognitive assessment on his as I would on Biden. I would also explore his interest in taking a healthier approach to aging given how his many risk factors increase his chance of adverse health events, functional loss, and death. I hope Trump's doctors are having such conversations with their patient now.

For Biden's part, he now has to engage in another difficult--though also potentially exciting--conversation with himself and his family: What comes next? Clearly, after 81 years, most of his life is behind him. No one chooses how many years they have left.  But with the privileges of free time and enough money, he can choose how to pursue his own health and happiness--to consider what matters most to him, what he enjoys most, and what he wants to do to avoid regrets when he comes to the end of his life.



Most people do not become president, so most people are not going to move into old age with a list of regrets that could include stepping aside in a presidential election and, perhaps, watching their opponent triumph. They would not include wondering if, after all, they might have won, if their best-case scenario had indeed been possible. I hope Biden never has those thoughts. Instead, I'd like to see him take a new leadership role by choosing a different best-case scenario: one in which he demonstrates how to embrace the opportunities of advanced old age, even if they are as simple as reliably getting a full night's sleep and spending time with his family.
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The Great Manliness Flip-Flop

When it comes to masculinity, Republicans have become everything they once accused Democrats of being.

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.


The men leading Kamala Harris's shortlist right now illustrate the differences in how the two major parties define modern masculinity.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	"I hope Trump kept the receipt."
 	The Supreme Court fools itself.
 	Kamala Harris and the threat of a woman's laugh




"Who the Real Men Are"

America after World War II celebrated traditional masculinity. It venerated images of the strong, silent types in popular culture, characters who exuded confidence without being braggarts and who sent the message that being an honorable man meant doing your job, being good to your family, and keeping your feelings to yourself. Heroes in that postwar culture were cowboys, soldiers, cops, and other tough guys.

Republicans, in particular, admired the actors who played these role models, including Clint Eastwood, Robert Mitchum, John Wayne, and, of course, Ronald Reagan, who turned art into reality after he was shot: He apologized to his wife for forgetting to duck and kidded with his surgeons about whether they were all Republicans before they dug a bullet out of him.

After the 1960s, the GOP defined itself as a guardian of this stoic manliness in opposition to the putative femininity of Democratic men. (Remember, by this point, Democrats such as Reagan had already defected to the Republicans.) Democrats were guys who, in Republican eyes, looked like John Lennon, with ponytails and glasses and wrinkled linen shirts. To them, Democratic men weren't men; they were boys who tore up their draft cards and cried and shouted and marched and shared their inner feelings--all of that icky stuff that real men don't do.

These liberal men were ostensibly letting down their family and their country. This prospect was especially shameful during the Cold War against the Soviets, who were known to be virile, 10-foot-tall giants. (The Commies were so tough that they drank liquid nitrogen and smoked cigarettes made from plutonium.)

Most of this was pure hooey, of course. Anyone who grew up around the working class knew plenty of tough Democratic men; likewise, plenty of country-club Republicans never lifted anything heavier than a martini glass weighted down with cocktail onions. But when the educational divide between the right and the left grew larger, Republican men adhered even more strongly to old cultural stereotypes while Democratic men, more urbanized and educated, identified less and less with images of their fathers and grandfathers in the fields and factories.

In the age of Donald Trump, however, Republicans have become much of what they once claimed to see in Democrats. The reality is that elected Democratic leaders are now (to borrow from the title of a classic John Wayne movie) the quiet men, and Republicans have become full-on hysterics, screaming about voting machines and Hunter Biden and drag queens while trying to impeach Kamala Harris for ... being female while on duty, or something.

Consider each candidate's shortlist for vice president. Trump was choosing from a shallow and disappointing barrel that included perhaps one person--Doug Burgum--who fell into the traditional Republican-male stereotype: a calm, soft-spoken businessman in his late 60s from the Great Plains. The rest--including Byron Donalds, Marco Rubio, J. D. Vance, and Tim Scott, a man who once made his virginity a campaign issue--were like a casting sheet for a political opera bouffe.

As I have written, Trump is hands down America's unmanliest president, despite the weird pseudo-macho culture that his fans have created around him--and despite his moment of defiance after a bullet grazed his ear. I give him all the credit in the world for those few minutes; I have no idea if I'd have that much presence of mind with a few gallons of adrenaline barreling through my veins. But true to form, he then wallowed in the assassination attempt like the narcissist he is, regaling the faithful at the Republican National Convention about how much human ears can bleed. As it turns out, one moment of brave fist-pumping could not overcome a lifetime of unmanly behavior.

And so, Trump's choice of Vance made sense. Vance, who honorably served four years in the Marines, is now a plutocrat who ran for Senate with artless griping about how childless cat ladies are going to destroy American civilization. It was a pick that probably seemed safe, even funny, when the Biden campaign was fading, especially if Trump thought he had found someone next to whom he could appear mature and tough.

Now consider the men on Kamala Harris's shortlist, including Governors Josh Shapiro of Pennsylvania, Andy Beshear of Kentucky, and Roy Cooper of North Carolina, and Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona. All of them are men of substance who have achieved political success as Democrats in states with heavy GOP representation. They have made reputations as guys who do their job and don't whine about it. You may take issue with some of their politics--I do--but these are serious people, unlike the performative clowns who abased themselves for a man whose values they once claimed to reject.

I do not lean in particular toward any of these shortlisters, and I have no special insight or information here that would lead me to speculate about outcomes in the veepstakes. Presidential ticket-balancing is often an ugly and unpredictable business, but I assume that Harris is not going to run on a ballot that is all female or all Black or, for that matter, all West Coast or all anything else. (The late, great P. J. O'Rourke captured the unloveliness of this process when he once snarked that, in 1988, the Democratic candidate, Governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts, "went with the high-concept ticket-balancing choice of [Texas Senator] Lloyd Bentsen, who was two hundred fifty years old and a little to the right of Albert Speer.")

Kelly, in particular, stands in stark contrast to the pitiable men of the national GOP. An Irish American born and raised in New Jersey, he became a pilot in the Navy after attending the United States Merchant Marine Academy. He flew 39 combat missions in Operation Desert Storm and then became an astronaut--just like his twin brother, Scott, who commanded the International Space Station.

On January 8, 2011, his wife, then-Representative Gabby Giffords of Arizona, was shot in the head by a deranged attacker while she was meeting with her constituents outside a supermarket. Kelly proceeded to fulfill one of the most important obligations for any man or woman: He took care of his injured family member. He retired from the military and left NASA shortly after Giffords was shot, and eight years later--after supporting Giffords through the grueling early stages of her recovery--he ran for Senate.

Kelly is not an electrifying speaker (nor is Cooper), but neither is Vance. Trump thought he was buying some sort of life story about hillbilly toughness with Vance, but he may find that his submissive running mate does not compare well with someone like the imposing Kelly, his years of military service, and his history of devotion to a wife nearly killed by an assassin.

One other thing I notice about Kelly, Shapiro, and Cooper: I hardly know what their voices sound like. John Adams once said of George Washington that he had "the gift of silence." I wish some Republican men had it. My ears have had to endure GOP officials who cannot stop talking--the streams of gibberish from Trump, the self-contradicting sophism of Lindsey Graham, the babbling of the insufferable Vivek Ramaswamy. It is a relief to hear men who talk like normal human beings instead of like a raging street preacher or the Guy Everyone Hated in Their Graduate Seminar.

More than 40 years ago, the British singer Joe Jackson wrote a song about men, their changing roles, and sexual identity. "But now and then," he sang, "we wonder who the real men are." I don't know the answer; like most men, I have tried to find my own way as a man, as a husband, and as a father. I've tried to learn from my own father's mistakes while emulating his better qualities. I know that, like many men, I've failed more often than I've succeeded. But I keep trying.

I also know this: The real men are not the ones who have to keep crowing about manliness and putting down women. Real men serve their nation, their community, and their family, and unlike Trump and his elected Republican coterie, they do it without whining or demanding credit.

Related:

	Donald Trump, the most unmanly president
 	Kamala Harris's white-boy summer




Today's News

	President Joe Biden will address the nation from the Oval Office at 8 p.m. ET tonight about his decision to withdraw from the presidential race.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu gave a speech to Congress defending the war in Gaza and condemning protesters in America.
 	FBI Director Christopher A. Wray testified in front of the House Judiciary Committee about the gunman who tried to assassinate Donald Trump.
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When Women Fight Back Against Autocracy

By Xanthe Scharff

In late December, I sat in an Istanbul criminal-court building and witnessed a scene unfold that has become depressingly familiar throughout Turkey. A man was accused of entering his ex-girlfriend's home, in violation of a preventive order, on four different dates in May 2023. He had threatened to kill her and destroyed her property. The victim was too scared to attend the proceedings.
 After a brief hearing, I watched the defendant scurry out of the courtroom, clutching a single piece of paper with the judge's ruling: He had been released without pretrial detention.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Nothing Netanyahu says will matter.
 	Kamala Harris's biggest advantage
 	NASA should ditch the spin.
 	How do you solve a problem like Norman Mailer?
 	AI's real hallucination problem




Culture Break
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Check out. These photos show last-minute preparations for the 2024 Summer Olympic Games, set to start on Friday.

Watch (or skip). Deadpool & Wolverine is for hard-core fans of superhero films, not casual viewers--and certainly not the nonbelievers, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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NASA Should Ditch the Spin

Americans deserve more transparency about Boeing's space-debut debacle.

by Marina Koren




Before Barry Wilmore and Sunita Williams took off for the International Space Station in early June, NASA removed some of their suitcases from their Boeing-made spacecraft. The ISS was in urgent need of a new pump for the system that recycles urine into water, so the personal items had to go. There's no laundry on the ISS, but no matter. For their inaugural mission on Boeing's Starliner, Butch and Suni, as the astronauts are known, were planning to stay on the space station for only about a week.

But one week turned into another, and then another, and then seven. Before Starliner launched, NASA had set a 45-day deadline for keeping the spacecraft in orbit for the sake of the capsule's batteries, which hadn't been tested in space yet. Today is day 48. According to NASA officials, the batteries are still performing well, and Starliner could remain docked to the space station as late as mid-August while the agency and its aerospace contractor troubleshoot issues with the spacecraft. SpaceX has been successfully shuttling astronauts to ISS for four years, and NASA badly wants a second option. But this historic mission--the first time Boeing has ever flown NASA astronauts--has turned into a debacle.

Officials at the agency and the aerospace company have insisted that Wilmore and Williams are not in any danger, but the public narrative--that the astronauts are stranded on the ISS--has not been flattering. Boeing has taken the brunt of the bad reviews, perhaps because public perception of the aerospace company is already suffering from well-publicized issues with its airplanes, including a door falling out mid-flight. But NASA, which hired Boeing to transport its astronauts, bears significant responsibility too: for its uneven supervision of Starliner's development leading up to launch and its overly guarded communications to the public since, which have done more to fan rumors about the state of the mission than dispel them.

NASA itself has previously acknowledged that it could have handled the Starliner program better. In an uncrewed 2019 test flight, in which Starliner failed to reach the ISS, engineers had to hurriedly patch a flight-software glitch that would otherwise have caused the destruction of the spacecraft and--if any astronauts had been on board--the loss of human lives. A NASA official later said that its oversight of the program had been "insufficient." NASA personnel have since worked more closely with Boeing employees, looking over the aerospace giant's shoulder as it has addressed software errors, corroded valves, and parachute concerns. By May of this year, in the lead-up to the long-awaited crewed flight, a Boeing official said the Starliner team was operating at "peak performance."

Then fresh problems appeared--a helium leak, a "design vulnerability" in the propulsion system--delaying the launch by a month. When Wilmore and Williams finally reached orbit, Starliner sprouted more helium leaks and some of its thrusters conked out, forcing the astronauts to delay their docking with the ISS. Nine days after the astronauts arrived, NASA announced the first of several postponements of their departure; the malfunctioning thrusters are on a part of Starliner that is discarded before reentry, and officials said they wanted to collect as much data as they can before it burns up in Earth's atmosphere. Eventually, NASA stopped setting new return dates altogether and began conducting tests of a Starliner thruster at a facility in New Mexico to better understand how the thrusters might perform during a return journey.

Read: Boeing was this close to launching astronauts

None of this, officials have said, means the astronauts are in dire straits. And to be fair, the "stranded" narrative is certainly exaggerated. (NASA maintains that it has no plans to retrieve Wilmore and Williams with SpaceX's trusty Crew Dragon.) And yet the agency's attempts to refute any stuck-ness narrative have been both ineffective and baffling. For weeks, officials have repeatedly claimed that, in an emergency, Starliner could whisk the astronauts away from the ISS and deliver them to the ground. But clearly a normal return is being held up, for reasons significant enough that NASA is willing to change certain mission parameters, as well as make time for running tests at home and reviewing the results.

Recently, I asked Steve Stich, the manager of NASA's commercial-crew program, whether Wilmore and Williams's journey home is directly contingent on the testing, which involves engineers disassembling a thruster and inspecting every bit for flaws. Stich didn't give a firm yes or no. Instead, he said that NASA wants to finish the testing first, to "make sure we're not missing anything before we commit to undocking and landing." NASA did not respond to a request for more information on Stich's reply, and Boeing did not respond to a request for comment on this story.

That sort of obfuscation forces observers to read between the lines. It's not unreasonable to conclude that NASA believes bringing the astronauts home before they've raked Starliner with a fine-tooth comb is simply too risky right now. "Of course they don't feel comfortable putting them in the vehicle," a retired NASA astronaut told me, speaking on condition of anonymity so that he could be candid. "Otherwise they would have put them in it already."

Read: Too much of a good thing at NASA

Maybe officials worry that admitting outright that a return journey is currently too risky would fuel more sensationalist coverage. Or perhaps NASA leaders want to protect Boeing. After all, they plan to fly more crews on Starliner, and any hint of frustration from the space agency could erode public trust in its already troubled contractor.

NASA would fare better if it leaned into uncertainty instead of avoiding the very mention of it. To borrow the agency's own mantra, Starliner's first crewed flight is a test mission. Anomalies are to be expected, and NASA is well equipped to handle them. This is the agency that rescued the Apollo 13 crew with a roomful of engineers, cardboard, and duct tape. It's no stranger to improvising solutions to unexpected problems. Even more important, NASA owes the public as much transparency as possible: It is a taxpayer-funded agency, and a few billion dollars of its budget have gone directly into the Starliner program. "It is discouraging that NASA appears more focused on shaping the story than on their mandate to provide unfettered information to taxpayers," Lori Garver, a former deputy NASA administrator and the author of the memoir Escaping Gravity: My Quest to Transform NASA and Launch a New Space Age, told me.

Engineers completed the testing campaign in New Mexico last week, and a public update on Starliner is expected tomorrow. Meanwhile, on the ISS, Wilmore and Williams have slotted into the rhythm of living in space, contributing to scientific research and station maintenance. Their lives may depend on Starliner working properly, so no one can fault NASA for taking an extremely cautious approach. But few, I believe, would fault the space agency for being more direct about it.
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        Photos: Olympic Preparations in Paris
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            The city of Paris is making last-minute preparations for the 2024 Olympic Summer Games; the opening ceremony will take place on Friday, and events will last until August 11, followed by the Paralympic Games from August 28 to September 8. Athletes, fans, and supporters from around the world are pouring in as the city prepares dozens of venues, tightens security, and readies itself for the first Olympic opening ceremony to ever take place outside a stadium. Gathered here are images from Paris (and Tahiti) from the past week.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elevated view of Paris buildings and part of the Eiffel Tower, with the Olympic rings mounted on the tower's side]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Eiffel Tower with the Olympic Rings, seen from the Arc de Triomphe, ahead of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, on July 21, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Several gymnasts practice on various equipment.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Simone Biles of Team USA practices on the balance beam during a gymnastics training session at the Gymnastic Training Center of Le Bourget on July 23, 2024, in Le Bourget, France.
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                [image: Five gymnasts pose with an Olympic-ring structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The German gymnasts Andreas Toba, Nils Dunkel, Pascal Brendel, Lukas Dauser, and Timo Eder pose at the Olympic rings inside the Olympic village on July 23, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: People ride bicycles in front of the Team Australia residence in Paris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride bicycles in front of the Team Australia residence in the Olympic Village on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: Four athletes in canoes drop from a starting platform into water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Athletes practice canoe slalom at the Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium in Vaires-sur-Marne on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a beach-volleyball arena in front of the Eiffel Tower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the beach-volleyball venue at Jardin de la Tour Eiffel, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: The interior of a historic exhibition hall that has been converted into a sporting arena]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the interior of the Grand Palais, where events in fencing and tae kwon do will take place during the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, seen on July 22, 2024
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                [image: Workers assemble bleachers along a river in Paris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers assemble bleachers and structures for the Paris 2024 opening ceremony on the Seine riverbank, seen on July 17, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of police officers stand together talking.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police officers receive instructions while preparing to patrol the city, near Bastille square, in Paris, on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: A pigeon-hunting falcon perches inside a tennis arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pigeon-hunting falcon perches inside Roland Garros Stadium, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person navigates a sailboat through a harbor, leaning over to hold the craft steady.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of Team Greece's sailing team trains at Marseille Marina, in Marseille, France, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Five people paddle and steer an inflatable raft, while another sitting in the raft holds an Olympic torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Olympic Torch is carried down the canoe-slalom course at Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium on July 20, 2024.
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                [image: A car that is completely covered with plush versions of the Paris 2024 Olympic mascot, a personified traditional red hat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car decorated with plush versions of the Olympic Phryge, the Paris 2024 Olympic Games mascot, seen near the Louvre on July 19, 2024
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                [image: A multiple-exposure picture of a gymnast flipping over the top of a high bar]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A multiple-exposure picture of a gymnast from Japan training in Bercy Arena, in Paris, on July 24, 2024
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                [image: A swimmer adjusts her snorkel before a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ariarne Titmus of Team Australia adjusts her snorkel during a swimming training session at Paris La Defense Arena on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: An athlete on a mountain bike traverses a path through boulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jiujiang Mi of China trains for a mountain-bike event on Elancourt Hill, in Trappes, France, on July 24, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Agustin Marcarian / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of the head of a horse that is wearing a knit cap with a British flag sewn onto it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Team Great Britain horse is pictured during training at Chateau de Versailles on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A diver raises his arms, preparing to make a dive.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tom Daley of Team Great Britain trains at the Olympic Aquatics Center on July 22, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: Three security officers patrol a river in a Zodiac, passing by a large decorative panel that shows a face detail from an oil painting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Security-team members patrol on a boat along the Seine river ahead of the opening ceremony of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: A skateboarder makes a jump above a railing at a skate park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kelvin Hoefler of Brazil trains for a skateboarding event at La Concorde 3, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A gymnast performing a release on an apparatus]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruby Evans of Team Great Britain, photographed during a Team GB artistic-gymnastics training session on July 21, 2024, in Reims
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                [image: Athletes are seen working out with free weights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Athletes from the Argentinean Olympic team work out in the gym at the Olympic Village on July 22, 2024.
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                [image: An interior view of a small apartment with two beds in it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A general view of the bedrooms, including cardboard bed frames, inside the Australian Athletes' Village, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: An underwater view looking up toward a surfer riding a wave]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andy Criere of Spain trains for an Olympic surfing event in Teahupo'o, Tahiti, French Polynesia, on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tropical shoreline featuring steep mountains and crashing waves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows the athletes taking part in a surfing training session in Teahupo'o, ahead of the start of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, on the French Polynesian island of Tahiti, on July 21, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Manea Fabisch / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person pushes another person in a wheelchair, who holds an Olympic torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Agence France-Presse (AFP) video journalist Dylan Collins pushes the wheelchair of the AFP photojournalist Christina Assi as she carries the Olympic torch during the Olympic Torch Relay, in Vincennes, near Paris, on July 21, 2024. Assi and Collins were injured in an attack by an Israeli tank on a group of journalists in southern Lebanon on October 13, 2023.
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                [image: A tennis player makes a swing during a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coco Gauff of Team USA trains during the tennis training session at Roland Garros on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Five gymnasts pose for a selfie in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Team Great Britain pose for a selfie during training at Bercy Arena, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A team of rowers, seen from the front at water level]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Xiaotong Cui, the stroke seat for Team China's women's quadruple sculls, trains at Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium on July 22, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists take pictures near the Eiffel Tower, which is decorated with the Olympic rings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists take pictures near the Eiffel Tower on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: Soccer players run sprints during a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Japan's soccer team attends a training session at Chaban-Delmas Stadium on July 23, 2024, in Bordeaux, France.
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                [image: Snoop Dogg poses while wearing a Team USA blazer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snoop Dogg tries on a blazer during the Team USA Welcome Experience ahead of the Paris 2024 Summer Olympics at Polo Ralph Lauren, on July 21, 2024. Snoop Dogg will be contributing to NBC's Olympics coverage, and it was recently announced that he will also act as one of the final torchbearers on Friday.
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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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I Hope Trump Kept the Receipt

J. D. Vance brought nothing to the ticket--the GOP already had the internet-edgelord vote sewn up.

by Helen Lewis




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


Only a week ago, the Republicans were happy, united in their belief that God had spared Donald Trump for a higher purpose. Their convention looked like a wild, weird victory parade for an election that was already in the bag. And J. D. Vance, the newly announced vice-presidential candidate, was the party's golden child.

Yeah, about that. Since Sunday, Joe Biden's abrupt exit and the smooth coronation of Kamala Harris as the Democrats' presumptive nominee have transformed the presidential race. Trump's campaign is no longer playing on easy mode. Senior Democrats who spent the past month fending off questions about the president's cognitive abilities are now getting airtime for phrases such as convicted felon, growing economy, and women's right to make choices about their own body. In her first rally after the Biden news broke, Kamala Harris, although never renowned as a charismatic orator, effortlessly cleared the low bar of seeming energetic and coherent.

Biden's departure allows the Democrats to turn their opponents' best attack line back on them: Maybe old men whose sentences go off on weird tangents shouldn't run for president? (If so, this is terrible news for Trump's favorite stump-speech riffs about Hannibal Lecter and being eaten by a shark.) Moving Harris up to the top of the ticket also allows her to select a vice-presidential candidate to broaden the Democrats' appeal, in both demographic and geographic terms.

Read: The Harris gamble

In that context, the Republican choice of J. D. Vance looks less like a masterstroke and more like the impulse purchase of a luxury good--an expensive handbag bought on a credit card the day before its owner gets fired. Trump should have kept the receipt.

As a senator from Ohio, Vance doesn't bring a swing state with him; even his family's roots in Kentucky have been the subject of a multiday roasting by that state's Democratic governor. Nor does he bring a strong personal following; in 2022, he underperformed the rest of the Republican slate in Ohio. And Vance obviously has no deep convictions, having once called his new boss "America's Hitler" in private and "cultural heroin" in public. Trump presumably loves watching a former critic debase himself for power, but voters can usually smell a phony.

Worst of all, Vance's real base is not the stout citizens of Appalachia, but the libertarian edgelords of Silicon Valley (who are largely voter-repellent when exposed to the light) and the right-wing memeplex (ditto). Unfortunately, the kind of material that has X users such as MAGA Barbie, Catturd, and The Dank Knight hammering the "Like" button is not a winning message in the real world. In 2016, we heard a lot about how the left didn't understand Trump's unique appeal, but Vance and his online boosters don't understand it either. The past decade of American politics suggests that you can indeed say the quiet part out loud, but only if you make it funny.

Trump's fundamental campiness--an attribute that most people would never have suspected was a winning one for a Republican presidential candidate--is essential to his success. Meatball Ron, Low-Energy Jeb, Pocahontas--the former president's insults are mean, but cartoonish, like material from a Netflix comedy roast or a WWE SmackDown. His many imitators have gotten the message that they can be gratuitously rude and bullying. But they have neglected to be funny.

What that looks like in practice is J. D. Vance flat-out stating that Kamala Harris is an unnatural woman for not having biological children. "We are effectively run in this country, via the Democrats, via our corporate oligarchs, by a bunch of childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they've made, and so they want to make the rest of the country miserable, too," he told Tucker Carlson in 2021, in a clip that immediately resurfaced after his nomination. "And it's just a basic fact if you look at Kamala Harris, Pete Buttigieg, AOC--the entire future of the Democrats is controlled by people without children."

Yes, plenty of people believe that having kids makes you a better person, because their own experiences of parenthood have given joy and meaning to their lives. But few people would be so crass as to preen about it before a television audience, which invariably includes people who desperately wanted to start a family and could not. And even fewer would imply, as Vance did, that stepkids like Harris's don't count. Neither, apparently, do the two kids whom Buttigieg and his husband adopted. "The really sad thing is that [Vance] said that after Chasten and I had been through a fairly heartbreaking setback in our adoption journey," Buttigieg said yesterday on CNN. "He couldn't have known that, but maybe that's why you shouldn't be talking about other people's children."

Vance's casually dismissive language demonstrates that he is not a man chosen to appeal to swing voters. This was a man chosen to delight people who were already planning to vote for Trump. The GOP has a problem with women voters, who are far less likely to support the party than men. Republicans know this. Before the convention, Trump's team successfully pushed for the party's platform not to include a federal abortion ban, well aware that the issue has become a huge liability for the right. Now the defining clip so far of their potential VP is a hack line about cat ladies that would have sounded sexist in 1974? Ouch.

The Republican response to the cat-lady discourse is split between claiming that it's unfair--the clip is three years old and has undoubtedly been pushed by Democrats who suspect it's a turnoff to swing voters--and that it's awesome. But it is representative of Vance's broader tone and (current) political positions: I watched him speak over Zoom at the National Conservativism Conference in London last year, and the main message he delivered was that Britain's then-ruling Conservative Party wasn't right-wing enough. Earlier this month, the Tories' subsequent hard-line positions on immigration and cultural issues helped bring about a generational defeat in this year's election, at the hands of a centrist.

Helen Lewis: Why so many conservatives feel like losers

Can Vance learn how to preach to anyone but the choir? His speech to the RNC featured a sweet passage about his mom's sobriety, but also a very strange riff about how, after his beloved grandmother died, the family found 19 loaded guns stashed around her house. "And so this frail old woman made sure that no matter where she was, she was within arm's length of whatever she needed to protect her family," Vance said. "That's who we fight for. That's American spirit." Look, I'm not American, so I'm wired differently on gun control, but is this a heartwarming story? Or is this a tragic fable about an old woman who had been told every day by politicians and talking heads that she was besieged in her own home? Does the Republican Party really believe that the American dream is having a gun in every room because the country is a lawless hellhole?

One of the emerging attacks on Harris is that she is cringe--she laughs oddly, and too loudly, and too often. Again, this would be an easier blow to land if the Republican vice-presidential pick hadn't just scored a viral moment claiming that the left thinks everything is racist. "I had a Diet Mountain Dew yesterday and one today, and I'm sure they're going to call that racist too," he said at a campaign rally. The room did not go wild. It went semidomesticated at best.

CNN recently reported that Vance has a negative rating among voters--the first for a VP pick immediately after his or her party's convention since 1980. How will that go down with Trump, a man who hates weakness and who has been known to disparage his allies in public?

Vance will presumably try to redeem himself by zeroing in on Harris's weak spots and pummeling them as hard as a vice-presidential candidate can. One of her liabilities is having taken a number of unpopular pandemic-era progressive positions and postures. The clip in which she announced her pronouns while wearing a COVID mask might have been grown in a lab for the specific purpose of enraging Elon Musk fans on X--or giving ammo to a culture warrior like Vance. But the Harris team knows that the perception of her as "woke" is a problem--hence the widespread assumption that her VP pick will be a white man with a track record of appealing to swing voters. By contrast, Trump picked an edgelord whose best punch line so far featured Mountain Dew.

Two weeks ago, that decision appeared a lot more sensible than it does today. And look--everyone will admire you for having a Dior handbag on your arm. But not if you lose your house as a result.
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Kamala Harris's Biggest Advantage

Abortion is a winning issue for Democrats, and the vice president is well positioned to use it.

by Jill Filipovic




Of all the reasons Kamala Harris is better equipped than Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump in November--her relative youth, the fact that she's a former prosecutor challenging a convicted felon--her biggest advantage may be her record on abortion. Harris served as the Biden administration's de facto advocate for reproductive rights; it is her voice, not Biden's, that's been loudest in objecting to abortion bans and conservative efforts to curtail IVF and contraception. According to the White House, she is the only vice president to have paid an official visit to an abortion clinic. As a senator, she famously grilled the Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh on abortion, asking him, "Can you think of any laws that give the government the power to make decisions about the male body?" (He could not.)

As California's attorney general, Harris investigated the anti-abortion activists who pretended to be researchers from a biologics company and illegally recorded videos that were edited to suggest that Planned Parenthood sold fetal parts. (After Harris left the AG's office for the Senate, her successor brought criminal charges, and Planned Parenthood eventually won more than $2 million in damages from a lawsuit against the activists.) It also doesn't hurt that Harris is running against a notorious misogynist who selected for his running mate a man who said as recently as 2022 that he would support a nationwide abortion ban.

In the tiny sliver of time in which she's been the potential presidential nominee, Harris has already reenergized Democratic voters, especially abortion-rights advocates. Laudatory press statements have been issued by abortion-rights groups including Reproductive Freedom for All (formerly NARAL) and EMILY's List, which is planning to donate millions to her campaign. If Harris is the nominee, Democrats will have the opportunity to make reproductive choice the leading issue of the 2024 campaign. And that might be enough to win.

  Since the Supreme Court, stacked with Trump-appointed justices, issued its ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization in 2022, Americans' support for abortion rights has soared to the highest levels since Gallup began measuring abortion attitudes, in 1995. Over the past two years, seven states, including solidly red ones, have asked their citizens to vote directly on laws either expanding or constricting abortion rights, and every single time, abortion rights have won. Only about one in 10 Americans think that abortion should be illegal in all circumstances--about as many as believe Jesus will return to Earth in their lifetime. So many voters are in favor of at least some abortion rights that Republican lawmakers across several states are trying to make it more difficult or even impossible for citizens to vote directly on ballot initiatives and constitutional amendments, even as they continue to push unpopular abortion bans through legislatures and the courts.

Read: The pro-life movement's not-so-secret plan for Trump

Abortion bans have irrevocably altered the lives of untold American women, but they've been political gifts to Democrats--one of the few advantages the party has this year. Voters have clearly expressed their displeasure with the current state of the economy, the border, and public safety, all of which have dragged down Biden's approval ratings. Polling from early July (before Biden dropped out) showed that Trump had more voters' trust on the border, the economy, the war between Israel and Hamas, and crime and safety. But abortion was the issue for which Trump received the least trust, and Biden the most.

And that's polling on Joe Biden, a man who has been at best uncomfortable with and at worst hostile to abortion rights for most of his career. As a young senator, he groused that the Supreme Court had gone too far in Roe v. Wade. In the 1990s, he boasted about voting some 50 times against federal funding of abortions; in 2006, he said, "I do not view abortion as a choice and a right."

By 2012, Biden was emphasizing his support for a woman's right to choose. As Barack Obama's running mate, he maintained his belief that life begins at conception but said, "I just refuse to impose that on others." And after the Supreme Court overturned Roe during his presidency, he called on Congress to codify that right. But he still takes pains to avoid even uttering the word abortion, skipping over it in his State of the Union address despite its inclusion in the prewritten text. His June 27 debate performance reached its nadir when he was asked an easy-win abortion question and responded by bungling the premise of Roe, struggling to rebuke a Trump fantasy about abortions "even after birth" (which do not exist), and saying that "the deal" with abortion was at least partly about "young women who are being raped by their in-laws." When Florida banned abortions after six weeks of pregnancy, Biden gave a sprawling speech in Tampa in which he used the word abortion just twice and quickly moved on to other issues, according to a Politico analysis. When Harris appeared in Jacksonville for a Biden-campaign event the next week, she spoke almost exclusively about reproductive rights, and said abortion 15 times.

Trump, like Biden, has proved malleable in his abortion politics, seesawing from "I'm very pro-choice" in 1999 to "I am pro-life" in 2011. In 2016, he said, "There has to be some form of punishment" for women who have abortions if the procedure ever became illegal (then quickly reversed his position), and he has more recently deemed himself "the most pro-life president in American history" and boasted that he "was able to kill Roe v. Wade." But this year, public opinion has swung so hard against abortion restrictions that even Trump, who said in 2016 he was sure that voters would look the other way if he shot someone on Fifth Avenue, pushed his party to scale back its stated opposition to abortion in its 2024 platform. Trump didn't mention abortion once during a record-length convention speech in which he found time to pontificate on Hannibal Lecter and a potential RNC in Venezuela.

Read: Suddenly Trump looks older and more deranged

That say-nothing strategy might have worked if the contest had remained between Trump and Biden. But instead, Harris seems poised for the nomination, and Trump picked a staunchly anti-abortion running mate in J. D. Vance. Although he started trying to soften his stance when he became Trump's VP pick, Vance previously voiced support for a national ban on abortion (though he acknowledged that it was unlikely in the current political climate) and for state laws that outlaw the procedure without exceptions for rape or incest.

Against these candidates, and with a single-issue advantage like this, talking about abortion nonstop is in Democrats' best interests. Abortion is certainly not the only issue voters care about, or even the one they care about the most, so Harris would be remiss if she made it her campaign's sole focus. Democrats have plenty of successes to tout from the Biden administration, including rescuing the post-COVID economy, investing big in infrastructure, and overseeing declining murder rates.

But focusing on abortion and reproductive freedom offers Democrats a rare opportunity to pick up swing voters and turn out dedicated pro-abortion-rights Democrats. Forty-one percent of Republican and Republican-leaning voters, including more than a quarter of self-described conservative Republicans, say abortion should generally be legal, according to a Pew Research Center survey conducted in April. In a Wall Street Journal poll from March, 39 percent of suburban women in swing states chose abortion as their most important issue--more than any other option. And because many people seem to see abortion through the lens of health, family, and personal freedom, the issue dovetails quite neatly with Democrats' other (limited) strengths: health-care access and protecting democracy from the threat of autocracy during a second Trump term.

Read: Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?

A Democrat like Harris, who speaks forcefully and passionately about abortion rights, is an ideal foil for Trump and Vance. Her position is strong in a nation where anger over abortion bans remains vigorous. A candidate who can galvanize abortion-rights voters is exactly what Republicans fear and Democrats need. If Harris makes reproductive freedom a cornerstone of her campaign, she just may be the woman who finally breaks the presidential glass ceiling--and who keeps Democrats in the White House.
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How Do You Solve a Problem Like Norman Mailer?

A new documentary offers a model for reassessing the lives of monstrous men.

by Gal Beckerman




The contemporary brief against Norman Mailer is long and sordid. He was a misogynist, a violent man who extolled violence. In his brawling and chest-thumping, he tried to out-Hemingway Hemingway and became a parody of Papa--a blowhard narcissist who provoked and offended like he breathed. For all his profuse writing (dozens of books, including two that won the Pulitzer, in a career that spanned six decades), what has lasted in the cultural memory is what he did with a penknife one night in 1960: He stabbed his second wife and the mother of two of his daughters, Adele Morales, just barely missing her heart. (She survived, and died in 2015 at 90 years old.)

To revive the Tasmanian devil that was Mailer at this historical moment, when much of the culture has correctly chosen to downgrade a writer who would engage in such violence and then years later still openly fantasize about keeping women in cages, demands two things: first, that we not turn away from the worst of him, that we run toward even his most deplorable acts and views; and second, that an active case be made that there is still something to gain from understanding how he lived his life and made his art.

A new documentary about Mailer, directed by Jeff Zimbalist, achieves both of these aims. The title itself captures the balancing act Zimbalist is attempting: How to Come Alive With Norman Mailer (A Cautionary Tale). What caution does a tour of Mailer's explosive existence suggest? Is it a caution against being someone like Norman Mailer, a man who held onto lit matches as long as possible no matter how often he was burned, or is it Mailer's own words of caution for us about the need to be unafraid, to offend freely, a posthumous bannerman in the fight against the censoriousness that has swept through the American left and right? Which is it? And can it be both?

Unless we are going to comb through the past thousand years or so and excise the work of any artist whose actions or words now seem monstrous to us--and to be clear, we should not do this--a need exists to find ways to productively depict the lives of deeply flawed and even morally repugnant artists. With this film, Zimbalist has done just that by embracing ambivalence. The documentary opens in medias res, on Mailer's darkest moment, with a news broadcast about him attacking his wife at a party and being committed to the psychiatric ward at Bellevue Hospital. Before we are told anything else about the great writer, we learn what he is capable of doing with his hands. His own words follow, a gravelly crunch that accompanies much of the film: "I think I'm a tough guy, and I think I'm a coward. I think that I'm smart, and I think I'm dumb. I think that I'm good, and I think I'm evil."

Though the film is structured as a series of answers to the title's question (Mailer's imagined tips for authentic living, such as "Don't Be a Nice Jewish Boy" and "Never Let Life Get Too Safe" are used to introduce each section), the story unfolds in a straightforward chronological style. Born in 1923, Mailer grew up in Brooklyn's middle-class Jewish ghetto of Crown Heights, son of a mother who bragged to the neighbors about his high IQ. He determined early on that he would be a great writer, even debating which front in World War II to fight in based on its potential as a setting for the war novel he intended to write. This ambition was realized with The Naked and the Dead, his best-selling brick of a book that is still considered among the most visceral depictions of how soldiers experienced that war. Fame followed, and then a transformation in the 1950s into a radical enemy of conformism. He pioneered the New Journalism of the late '60s and '70s, producing his most groundbreaking books by placing himself in the middle of the era's political tumult. By the '80s, he had settled into a long lion-in-winter phase, writing book after book, appearing on television, one of the last of a certain variety of celebrity author, as renowned for his fame as for his artistic output.
















The film spares Mailer nothing. Besides the erratic, drunken behavior that culminated in the stabbing in 1960, there are the two self-indulgent attempts to become mayor of New York City. In the second, in 1969, he and his running mate, Jimmy Breslin, called for the city to secede from New York State; their slogan was "The Other Guys Are the Joke." (I noticed something distinctly Trumpian in the footage of Mailer on the campaign trail--the shamelessness, the bombast, the glee at getting under the skin of others--which made me think that maybe Mailer's political ambitions were just ahead of his time.) Mailer's Maidstone, a bizarre work of cinema, is also well covered. This is the film he directed in which he plays an inflated version of himself in a captain's hat and cast his ex-wives to watch as he made out with other young women; it ends, infamously, with the actor Rip Torn smashing a hammer into Mailer's head in front of the author's own terrified children. Mailer's thick Popeye body, his boxer's gait, his snarl--all of it is here.

Zimbalist struggles with how to process this ugliness and sometimes just throws up his hands, taking a too-romantic and somewhat mystical approach to Mailer's behavior, intercutting at certain moments--in the documentary's most heavy-handed move--stock video of a bull fight, of a man wrestling a lion, of storm clouds raging. This is meant, I suppose, to signal Mailer's animalistic urges, an uncontrollable, primal quality to his nature. But Mailer was not a bull or a lion or a thunderbolt. He was just, very often, an enormous and unrelenting jerk.

Mailer's volatility and aggressiveness and self-aggrandizement are all freely acknowledged, so much so that a viewer can actually relax and take a fresh look at him, knowing that his significant blemishes are still within sight. This is what the film did for me, anyway, and I found that it allowed me to see qualities I could admire, ones that moreover feel lacking today--Mailer's intellectual risk-taking, his passion for ideas that pushed against the status quo, and his naked creative ambition; this was a writer who strove to be the Muhammad Ali of books. I could appreciate his embrace of reinvention. Mailer didn't go in for the trauma plot. One's origins were to be transcended. In order to be tough, you just needed to start acting tough, and soon you would be tough. All you had to do was witness his walk as he made his way onto Johnny Carson or Dick Cavett--fists balled, arms swinging as if about to punch, barrel chest pushed out like a rooster's. This was not how Jewish boys with high IQs raised in Brooklyn normally walked.

This confidence gave him the nerve to talk about American society in ways, it seems, only a prophet might dare. Mailer was a master of the jeremiad in an era in which a number of writers--notably Mailer's great frenemy, James Baldwin--reached for this register. Mailer's  voice, its supreme knowingness, is woven through the film: "The frightening aspect of modern life is that the opportunity to have existential experience--in other words, the opportunity to have experiences where we don't know if it's going to turn out well or badly--is getting more and more limited all the time. And to the degree we're not having an existential life, I believe we're extinguishing ourselves." Mailer looked at America and said, straight-faced, that what he wanted was no less than to make "a revolution in the consciousness of our time."

What American writer expresses himself or herself like this anymore? Starting in the 1950s, Mailer became a public figure who would poke and prod at the status quo. He would be the contrarian--as Gay Talese puts in the documentary, a figure who was "deliciously reckless, romantically reckless." Mailer's fundamental point: Americans needed to throw up all that was repressed, to confront one another, to fight it out. Rereading one of his most infamous essays, "The White Negro," from 1957, I was shocked by its racist essentialism--the argument that Black people have the sort of sexual freedom and release from civilizational hang-ups that white people should emulate ("the same old primitivism crap in a new package," surmised Ralph Ellison, accurately)--but there is also a muscularity and boldness to the prose itself that is hard to turn away from. It is inciting. "If the fate of twentieth century man is to live with death from adolescence to premature senescence," he writes, "why then the only life-giving answer is to accept the terms of death, to live with death as immediate danger, to divorce oneself from society, to exist without roots, to set out on that uncharted journey into the rebellious imperatives of the self."




He genuinely believed in confrontation as redemptive, and the only way to "come alive." This is an existence that would be exhausting for most of us, but Mailer seems to have taken it upon himself to become a kind of sacrificial offering, willing to put himself forward to suffer society's hatred and annoyance if it could bring all the necessary muck to the surface.

This tendency is also narcissism, and it could overwhelm his art, as he sought subjects who might mirror the greatness he saw in himself--see for example his lackluster books on Marilyn Monroe and Picasso. But narcissism was also at the source of his greatest literary accomplishments. In The Armies of the Night, he ingeniously wrote about himself in the third person, as a "Mailer" who helped lead the charge of anti-war activists on the Pentagon. And in The Executioner's Song, his greatest book, he explored his own obsession with violence by telling the true story of Gary Gilmore, a man who had murdered two people and was sentenced to be executed. In the documentary, Mailer is seen in candid footage at a kitchen table in 1979 with two of his sons and his last wife, Norris Church, explaining the premise of The Executioner's Song and trying to engage the wide-eyed boys in its themes. "There's a lot of violence in the world," he says. "How do you meet violence? Do you meet violence with your own violence, or do you try to avoid it?" Mailer himself sat back and offered no answer. The narcissism becomes a kind of courage to put himself on the front line of these big questions. As he said about himself, "I became a species of combat soldier in life rather than in war."

By the end, as his hair whitened and his paunch grew, Mailer's persona softened. He put down his fists and began to express more humility, even some deep regrets. The documentary includes most of his children, and they speak of him as a positive force in their lives, even though, as he apparently told one of his daughters, "I'm a writer first and a father second." The footage of Mailer in his dotage, sitting in an undershirt by the sea, presents a man struggling to the end to understand the contradictory forces within him. But the children all surrounded him on his deathbed, which perhaps says something. And their love for him seems genuine, if complicated.

Watching the documentary, I had my own moment of reassessment about just how nasty Mailer actually was. The film includes one of my favorite Mailer moments, from an extraordinary 1971 debate about the goals of the then-surging feminist movement. The event gathered together a who's who of icons--including Betty Friedan and Germaine Greer. Mailer had goaded the event into being like a pro-wrestling match. It's impossible to imagine something like it today, a culture war in which the combatants joyfully engage with one another in person, not just tweet from their corners. And Mailer serves himself up as the villain. At one point, the writer Cynthia Ozick stands up to ask a question from the audience that brings down the house: "Mr. Mailer, in Advertisements for Myself, you said, 'A good novelist can do without everything but the remnant of his balls.' For years and years, I've been wondering, Mr. Mailer, when you dip your balls in ink, what color ink is it?" It's a thrilling instance of an idol being smashed. But I'd forgotten what followed after all the laughter. Mailer says, humbly, "I will cede the round to you. I don't pretend that I've never written an idiotic or stupid sentence in my life, and that's one of them." A similar turnaround happens with Susan Sontag when she asks Mailer to stop using the term lady writer ("It seems like gallantry to you. It doesn't feel right to us"). Mailer immediately says he will cease.

Read: It's okay to like good art by bad people

He wanted to confront his feminist detractors head-on, and he was willing to admit his mistakes, to change. The violence he inflicted is something he regarded eventually with heartbreak. "What I've come to realize is that when I stabbed my wife with a penknife, it changed everything in my life," he said in an interview decades laters. "It is the one act I can look back on and regret for the rest of my life." He faced his own guilt: "I can't pretend that hadn't cost nothing. It caused huge damage." He had let down his children, he said, and he had let down God. As for Adele Morales, the film reveals little about what happened to her after the incident in which she nearly lost her life, besides that she became an alcoholic; one of her daughters said the stabbing was a "trauma" her mother "never got over."

It's a shame we can't hear directly from her. One wonders if she would have been able to see Mailer the way the documentary does--as someone who was deeply flawed but who seemed to redeem himself through an intimate awareness of those flaws.

When it came to his creative life, Mailer wanted to continuously make himself vulnerable, which is its own kind of pathology, stepping up to the brink of disaster as if he enjoyed the thrill of possible self-destruction only to see whether he could survive. The boxers who fascinated him were those who kept getting knocked out and got back up, overcoming humiliation after humiliation. This is how he saw himself. And in a literary landscape today in which careerism drives the impulses of so many writers , in which authors never raise the stakes for themselves in a serious way or take big swings that might cost them in social capital, Mailer presents an important provocation. "He embraced the idea that to start thinking for ourselves, we would have to be less afraid of the response," says the writer Daphne Merkin, another of the film's talking heads.

Martin Amis once described Mailer as "the most turbulent writer in America." And when I heard this word, it seemed exactly right. Turbulence spills your drink and makes you slam your head, but it also jolts you, widens your eyes, straightens your spine, and forces you to brace yourself. I wouldn't mind if we had a few writers who could do that.
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AI's Real Hallucination Problem

Tech executives are acting like they own the world.

by Charlie Warzel




Two years ago, OpenAI released the public beta of DALL-E 2, an image-generation tool that immediately signified that we'd entered a new technological era. Trained off a huge body of data, DALL-E 2 produced unsettlingly good, delightful, and frequently unexpected outputs; my Twitter feed filled up with images derived from prompts such as close-up photo of brushing teeth with toothbrush covered with nacho cheese. Suddenly, it seemed as though machines could create just about anything in response to simple prompts.



You likely know the story from there: A few months later, ChatGPT arrived, millions of people started using it, the student essay was pronounced dead, Web3 entrepreneurs nearly broke their ankles scrambling to pivot their companies to AI, and the technology industry was consumed by hype. The generative-AI revolution began in earnest.



Where has it gotten us? Although enthusiasts eagerly use the technology to boost productivity and automate busywork, the drawbacks are also impossible to ignore. Social networks such as Facebook have been flooded with bizarre AI-generated slop images; search engines are floundering, trying to index an internet awash in hastily assembled, chatbot-written articles. Generative AI, we know for sure now, has been trained without permission on copyrighted media, which makes it all the more galling that the technology is competing against creative people for jobs and online attention; a backlash against AI companies scraping the internet for training data is in full swing.



Yet these companies, emboldened by the success of their products and the war chests of investor capital, have brushed these problems aside and unapologetically embraced a manifest-destiny attitude toward their technologies. Some of these firms are, in no uncertain terms, trying to rewrite the rules of society by doing whatever they can to create a godlike superintelligence (also known as artificial general intelligence, or AGI). Others seem more interested in using generative AI to build tools that repurpose others' creative work with little to no citation. In recent months, leaders within the AI industry are more brazenly expressing a paternalistic attitude about how the future will look--including who will win (those who embrace their technology) and who will be left behind (those who do not). They're not asking us; they're telling us. As the journalist Joss Fong commented recently, "There's an audacity crisis happening in California."



There are material concerns to contend with here. It is audacious to massively jeopardize your net-zero climate commitment in favor of advancing a technology that has told people to eat rocks, yet Google appears to have done just that, according to its latest environmental report. (In an emailed statement, a Google spokesperson, Corina Standiford, said that the company remains "dedicated to the sustainability goals we've set," including reaching net-zero emissions by 2030. According to the report, its emissions grew 13 percent in 2023, in large part because of the energy demands of generative AI.) And it is certainly audacious for companies such as Perplexity to use third-party tools to harvest information while ignoring long-standing online protocols that prevent websites from being scraped and having their content stolen.



But I've found the rhetoric from AI leaders to be especially exasperating. This month, I spoke with OpenAI CEO Sam Altman and Thrive Global CEO Arianna Huffington after they announced their intention to build an AI health coach. The pair explicitly compared their nonexistent product to the New Deal. (They suggested that their product--so theoretical, they could not tell me whether it would be an app or not--could quickly become part of the health-care system's critical infrastructure.) But this audacity is about more than just grandiose press releases. In an interview at Dartmouth College last month, OpenAI's chief technology officer, Mira Murati, discussed AI's effects on labor, saying that, as a result of generative AI, "some creative jobs maybe will go away, but maybe they shouldn't have been there in the first place." She added later that "strictly repetitive" jobs are also likely on the chopping block. Her candor appears emblematic of OpenAI's very mission, which straightforwardly seeks to develop an intelligence capable of "turbocharging the global economy." Jobs that can be replaced, her words suggested, aren't just unworthy: They should never have existed. In the long arc of technological change, this may be true--human operators of elevators, traffic signals, and telephones eventually gave way to automation--but that doesn't mean that catastrophic job loss across several industries simultaneously is economically or morally acceptable.

Read: AI has become a technology of faith

Along these lines, Altman has said that generative AI will "create entirely new jobs." Other tech boosters have said the same. But if you listen closely, their language is cold and unsettling, offering insight into the kinds of labor that these people value--and, by extension, the kinds that they don't. Altman has spoken of AGI possibly replacing the "median human" worker's labor--giving the impression that the least exceptional among us might be sacrificed in the name of progress.



Even some inside the industry have expressed alarm at those in charge of this technology's future. Last month, Leopold Aschenbrenner, a former OpenAI employee, wrote a 165-page essay series warning readers about what's being built in San Francisco. "Few have the faintest glimmer of what is about to hit them," Aschenbrenner, who was reportedly fired this year for leaking company information, wrote. In Aschenbrenner's reckoning, he and "perhaps a few hundred people, most of them in San Francisco and the AI labs," have the "situational awareness" to anticipate the future, which will be marked by the arrival of AGI, geopolitical struggle, and radical cultural and economic change.



Aschenbrenner's manifesto is a useful document in that it articulates how the architects of this technology see themselves: a small group of people bound together by their intellect, skill sets, and fate to help decide the shape of the future. Yet to read his treatise is to feel not FOMO, but alienation. The civilizational struggle he depicts bears little resemblance to the AI that the rest of us can see. "The fate of the world rests on these people," he writes of the Silicon Valley cohort building AI systems. This is not a call to action or a proposal for input; it's a statement of who is in charge.



Unlike me, Aschenbrenner believes that a superintelligence is coming, and coming soon. His treatise contains quite a bit of grand speculation about the potential for AI models to drastically improve from here. (Skeptics have strongly pushed back on this assessment.) But his primary concern is that too few people wield too much power. "I don't think it can just be a small clique building this technology," he told me recently when I asked why he wrote the treatise.



"I felt a sense of responsibility, by having ended up a part of this group, to tell people what they're thinking," he said, referring to the leaders at AI companies who believe they're on the cusp of achieving AGI. "And again, they might be right or they might be wrong, but people deserve to hear it." In our conversation, I found an unexpected overlap between us: Whether you believe that AI executives are delusional or genuinely on the verge of constructing a superintelligence, you should be concerned about how much power they've amassed.



Having a class of builders with deep ambitions is part of a healthy, progressive society. Great technologists are, by nature, imbued with an audacious spirit to push the bounds of what is possible--and that can be a very good thing for humanity indeed. None of this is to say that the technology is useless: AI undoubtedly has transformative potential (predicting how proteins fold is a genuine revelation, for example). But audacity can quickly turn into a liability when builders become untethered from reality, or when their hubris leads them to believe that it is their right to impose their values on the rest of us, in return for building God.

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

An industry is what it produces, and in 2024, these executive pronouncements and brazen actions, taken together, are the actual state of the artificial-intelligence industry two years into its latest revolution. The apocalyptic visions, the looming nature of superintelligence, and the struggle for the future of humanity--all of these narratives are not facts but hypotheticals, however exciting, scary, or plausible.



When you strip all of that away and focus on what's really there and what's really being said, the message is clear: These companies wish to be left alone to "scale in peace," a phrase that SSI, a new AI company co-founded by Ilya Sutskever, formerly OpenAI's chief scientist, used with no trace of self-awareness in announcing his company's mission. ("SSI" stands for "safe superintelligence," of course.) To do that, they'll need to commandeer all creative resources--to eminent-domain the entire internet. The stakes demand it. We're to trust that they will build these tools safely, implement them responsibly, and share the wealth of their creations. We're to trust their values--about the labor that's valuable and the creative pursuits that ought to exist--as they remake the world in their image. We're to trust them because they are smart. We're to trust them as they achieve global scale with a technology that they say will be among the most disruptive in all of human history. Because they have seen the future, and because history has delivered them to this societal hinge point, marrying ambition and talent with just enough raw computing power to create God. To deny them this right is reckless, but also futile.

It's possible, then, that generative AI's chief export is not image slop, voice clones, or lorem ipsum chatbot bullshit but instead unearned, entitled audacity. Yet another example of AI producing hallucinations--not in the machines, but in the people who build them.
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Kamala Harris and the Threat of a Woman's Laugh

Criticism of emotional expression has long been a weapon of choice for those wanting to cut down women in political power.

by Sophie Gilbert




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


Donald Trump doesn't really laugh. He smirks; he bares his teeth silently. Sometimes he folds his arms or shakes his head to register humor, as he did during a 2019 rally in Florida, when he asked the assembled crowd what to do about migrants crossing the border and a spectator shouted in response, "Shoot them!" But he hardly ever laughs out loud. Mary Trump, his niece, has said that Fred Trump, the former president's father, drilled into his son that "laughing is to make yourself vulnerable, it's to let down your guard in some way, it's to lose a little bit of control. And that can't happen."

Clearly, for Trump, laughter is loaded. Caught short by the disorienting speed with which Vice President Kamala Harris has become the presumptive 2024 Democratic nominee for president, Trump has struggled to come up with attack lines against her. But his comments during a rally on Saturday suggested one specific target: Harris's laugh. "I call her 'laughing Kamala,'" he said. "Have you ever watched her laugh? She is crazy. You can tell a lot by a laugh ... She is nuts." Harris does indeed laugh; on TikTok, videos of her cackling joyfully during panel discussions and interviews have been making the rounds, with most commenters failing to find them anything but endearing. "Her laugh is wholesome," one woman wrote below a Daily Mail montage. "It's honest and human," another added, and a third said, "I love her laugh. It's genuinely hers."

This last point is what some on the right seem to be trying to latch on to--the idea that Harris's laughter might betray something else about her. "The woman continually laughs this ridiculous laugh," the far-right Australian commentator Teena McQueen said on Sky News Australia last year. "I don't know what drugs she's on, or what makes her so happy all the time, but she's an absolute disgrace and she hasn't done women any favors." Women who laugh in public have historically been associated with a lack of social modesty, with hysteria, and even with madness. In insisting that Harris's laugh is somehow a sign of psychological depravity or narcotic-induced lack of inhibitions, conservatives are doing their best to couple Harris in people's subconscious with a specific reaction: disgust.

Sophie Gilbert: Four more years of unchecked misogyny

As the philosopher Kate Manne notes in her 2017 book, Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny, disgust has long been the weapon of choice for conservatives faced with women who try to gain political power. Disgust, Manne writes, is "a moralizing influence that intensifies and even drives novel moral judgments--in some cases, powerfully. It turns out that even mild 'pangs' of disgust can cause some people to judge that someone is suspicious and up to no good, even when such judgments clearly have no rational basis--when what the person was doing was entirely innocent, even praiseworthy." And conservatives, as the science writer Kathleen McAuliffe reported in The Atlantic in 2019, are more likely to have disgust reactions triggered by specific images than liberals, which makes them more likely in turn to "make harsher moral judgments."

This is by no means the first time that the politics of disgust have been deployed--crudely but effectively--against women. In 2007, when Hillary Clinton first announced that she was running for president, Rush Limbaugh questioned on his radio show whether the country really wanted to see "a woman get older before their eyes on a daily basis." Clinton's laugh, too, was mocked, and associated with awkwardness and weirdness. When Trump cites Harris's laugh as evidence of the fact that she's supposedly "nuts," he's not just calling out a distinctive laugh; he's helping his audiences draw a connection in their own minds between her emotional composure in public and her moral standing as a political leader.

Conservatives haven't stopped at Harris's laugh. Over the past few days, Megyn Kelly has taken aim at Harris's personal life, writing on X that she "did sleep her way into and upward in California politics." Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, in archival footage from a Fox News interview with Tucker Carlson, lambasted her for not having had children, calling her a "childless cat lady" with no "direct stake" in America. Both of these attacks are aimed to engender disgust. Both are transparent attempts to get the public to see Harris as a promiscuous opportunist and a threat to the traditional social fabric of America. And both are wholly unoriginal lines with which to smear a woman in politics, which is perhaps why, for now at least, they're failing to stick.

Those who seem triggered by Harris's laugh, though, might feel the way they do for a reason. In her book The Unruly Woman: Gender and the Genres of Laughter, the media scholar Kathleen Rowe Karlyn remarks that when women laugh on film and television, they reframe themselves as subjects rather than objects, asserting their right to an emotional response "that expresses anger, resistance, solidarity, and joy." In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, as women became more politically active in the United States, wild rumors circulated that some who went to vaudeville shows or comic movies ended up laughing themselves to death. "Fun-loving women," the literature professor Maggie Hennefeld writes, "were being terrorized into believing that their unrestrained pleasure could destroy them."

In many recent cultures, laughter for women has been an outright transgressive act. Under Taliban rule in Afghanistan, the former first lady Laura Bush noted in a 2001 speech, women faced beatings if they were seen laughing. And when the former Turkish deputy prime minister counseled women in 2014 not to laugh in public, lest they signal their "moral corruption," Turkish women responded on social media by posting pictures of themselves defiantly laughing. "The men of a country in which women are not allowed to laugh are cowards," one man wrote in solidarity at the time.

Part of what makes the attacks on Harris's laugh seem so bizarre is that her laugh is both genuine and contagious--a sign of a woman expressing joy without neurosis or self-consciousness or repression. Laughter has a social function that binds people together and signals connection; we are 30 times more likely to laugh out loud in groups than we are alone. These acts of recognizable nonlinguistic communication are a key part of what makes us human. "Let me just tell you something: I have my mother's laugh," Harris told Drew Barrymore earlier this year. "And I grew up around a bunch of women in particular who laughed from the belly. They laughed. They would sit around the kitchen, drinking their coffee, telling big stories with big laughs." They also taught her, she said, not to be limited by "other people's perception" of how a person should be. What Trump interprets as vulnerability may end up being a sign of Harris's greatest strength.
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When Women Fight Back Against Autocracy

Turkish women's rights are in a precarious state. But feminists are pushing back and achieving real victories.

by Xanthe Scharff




In late December, I sat in an Istanbul criminal-court building and witnessed a scene unfold that has become depressingly familiar throughout Turkey. A man was accused of entering his ex-girlfriend's home, in violation of a preventive order, on four different dates in May 2023. He had threatened to kill her and destroyed her property. The victim was too scared to attend the proceedings.

After a brief hearing, I watched the defendant scurry out of the courtroom, clutching a single piece of paper with the judge's ruling: He had been released without pretrial detention.

"Cases like those end in murder," Evrim Kepenek, a Turkish journalist who follows domestic-violence cases, told me. "The man comes to court after violating the protective order and learns that nothing will happen, so he continues until he kills her."

I lived in Istanbul from 2014 to 2016, a relative high point for Turkish organizers intent on bringing global attention to domestic violence and other issues affecting women. When I returned for two weeks this past winter, I was struck by how much the situation has worsened for women facing domestic abuse. The country issues tens of thousands of preventive orders each year, but enforcement is weak. The Women's Rights Center of the Istanbul Bar Association examined hundreds of cases of preventive orders issued in 2022 and found that women have little recourse when orders are violated.

Turkish women's rights overall are in a precarious state. As prime minister of Turkey from 2003 to 2014, Recep Tayyip Erdogan promoted conservative Muslim traditions, such as the right to wear a headscarf in public institutions. Since being elected president, in 2014, he has been outright demeaning toward secular women, and he's gotten harsher in the face of new threats to his political power. Indeed, Erdogan's attacks on women are an example of a well-established pattern of autocratic leaders diminishing women to enhance their own position.

Read: How Erdogan made Turkey authoritarian again

Authoritarian-leaning leaders "have a strategic reason to be sexist," the Harvard political-science professors Erica Chenoweth and Zoe Marks wrote in Foreign Affairs in 2022. "Understanding the relationship between sexism and democratic backsliding is vital for those who wish to fight back against both."

Turkey shows that when democracies falter, conditions for women worsen. Still, Turkish women are fighting back, shifting tactics in response to new challenges, and achieving real victories.



The women's movement in Turkey is arguably the most successful and long-standing civil-society effort in the republic. Long before the Treaty of Lausanne recognized the state of Turkey in 1923, Ottoman-era women fought to end men's rights to polygamy and unilateral divorce. Alongside the secular agenda of the early republic, women pushed for Sharia law to be replaced by Western civil and penal codes, making Turkey the only country in the region to do this. Influenced by feminism in the United States, in the 1980s, they took their fight to the domestic sphere. Through relentless campaigning, by the early 2000s, they'd won equal decision making in marriage, the criminalization of marital rape, an end to sentence reductions for "honor killings," and some protections against domestic violence.

From the May 1909 issue: Women in the Young Turks movement

When I first traveled to Turkey, in 2014, women had developed significant organizing power. They took advantage of Western media's interest in the region after the Arab Spring, and Erdogan's ongoing talks with the European Union, to organize massive protests. That year, I walked alongside one of the largest parades for trans rights in the region, one of many large protests that women helped lead. The route was so packed that I worried about a stampede. Although Erdogan constantly insulted people who did not conform to traditional gender conventions, activists were winning the war of global public perception.

Conservative Muslim women, however, supported Erdogan. Fifty-five percent of women voters, compared with 48 percent of men, voted for Erdogan in the 2014 presidential elections. By lifting the headscarf ban, he had expanded some conservative women's freedom of expression, and households had benefited from a strengthened economy.

Conditions for women across the political spectrum would erode significantly in the following years. On March 20, 2021, Turkey stunned the Council of Europe by withdrawing from the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence--also known as the Istanbul Convention, for the city in which it opened for signatures--which Turkey had been the first country to ratify. Erdogan claimed that the convention undermined family values and had been "hijacked by a group of people attempting to normalize homosexuality," though the document makes no major statements about gay rights.

Soon after, Erdogan's government made another attempt at undermining the women's movement by charging the We Will Stop Femicide Platform, a volunteer group of lawyers and advocates who represent victims of domestic violence, with "acting against morality." The prosecution recommended that the group be dismantled. In an unusual victory for a human-rights group, in September 2023, after 18 months and four hearings, the judge went against Erdogan's political agenda and dropped the case due to lack of evidence.

Erdogan's attacks on women grew as his political support weakened, after criticism about his response to the February 2023 earthquake and amid raging inflation. Two hard-line Islamist parties were ready and willing to fortify him: the New Welfare Party (YRP) and Huda Par. YRP's leader has likened Turkey's domestic-violence law to fascism, and Huda Par advocates for separate education for men and women and criminalizing sex outside marriage. In the May 2023 elections, both parties campaigned for the repeal of Law 6284, which includes provisions to protect women but stops short of criminalizing domestic violence. As a result, Erdogan lost considerable support from conservative women voters.

Last month, Erdogan announced his plans to amend and weaken Law 6284, and on July 3, his party submitted an omnibus bill to the Turkish Parliament that removes an important provision for protection. Currently, a domestic abuser who violates a preventive order is subject to temporary imprisonment. If the proposed reforms pass, the abuser can avoid this preventive confinement. Equally concerning to the women's movement, the legal reform would require married women to take their husband's name, emphasizing the family as the basis for society. Parliament is reviewing the bill.

On March 8, Turkish women participated in their annual "Feminist Night" march, despite a government ban on protests in the busy downtown district where they had gathered. Police hit women until the protective shields they carried were broken, and then detained and charged protesters.

"This is actually an expression of how afraid they are of women," said Ozgur Sevinc Simsek, a film director who was released in 2021 after serving five and a half years in prison on terrorism charges. "The male state knows that no matter how much it intervenes, women will never give up." Viewed with this lens, Erdogan is a rational political actor seeking to neutralize threats and consolidate his power.



Despite all the setbacks, there are signs of hope. In the May 2023 elections, Turkish women won 11 out of 81 mayoral seats, including in five urban centers and some conservative areas, more than doubling their representation in Turkey's government.

Read: Arab women are tired of talking about just 'women's issues'

"The election took place between two sharp lines," said 31-year-old Gulistan Sonuk, who won a mayoral race in the eastern province of Batman by a large margin against Huda Par. "One was the mentality that saw women as second-class, and the other defended women's freedom. The public chose the latter."

The Turkish women's movement continues to fight back against Erdogan even as he lashes out at civil society. The movement's judicial and electoral wins in the face of illiberal leadership and brutal censorship are a beacon of hope to defenders of women and democracy everywhere, though their fight is far from over.

Today, women's rights and liberal democracy are under attack in countries around the world, including the United States. The countries that are the biggest threat to the U.S.--Russia, China and Iran--are autocratic patriarchies in which women often form a last line of defense by fighting for their rights. While the democratic world wrings its hands in the face of seemingly unstoppable forces of illiberalism, women are still organizing.
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Nothing Netanyahu Says Will Matter

He's a master of grand pronouncements that amount to very little.

by Yair Rosenberg




"We can't rely on miracles. We need action to eliminate the threat. Only one action will accomplish this, and that's to topple the Hamas regime in Gaza." These fighting words were uttered by Benjamin Netanyahu--in 2009, when he was running to become Israel's next prime minister. "I want to say here and now: We won't stop ... We'll complete the task. We'll topple the regime of Hamas terror." A few months after making this promise, Netanyahu took office. He did not, in fact, topple Hamas.

Fifteen years later, Netanyahu is about to address a joint session of the U.S. Congress. He'll be the first foreign leader to have done so four times, more even than Winston Churchill. And nothing he says will matter.

That's not just because the speech is happening in the shadow of extraordinary electoral upheaval, days after President Joe Biden dropped his reelection bid and hours before Biden will address the nation from the Oval Office. No, the Israeli premier's speech will be forgotten for a more fundamental reason: Although Netanyahu is very good at delivering portentous pronouncements, his words tend to have few consequences beyond the immediate attention they attract.

Read: Netanyahu's folly

One would think that onlookers would have figured this out by now. After all, Netanyahu last addressed Congress in 2015, to lobby against Barack Obama's impending Iran nuclear deal. It was a masterful piece of political performance art. It also did not derail the nuclear deal. The prime minister's speech generated weeks of political strife and breathless media coverage in the United States, but the deal went into effect in January 2016, after the Republican-controlled Congress failed to muster the necessary votes to obstruct it. Practically speaking, Netanyahu's dramatic intervention achieved nothing, other than rallying Democrats around their president and his signature diplomatic achievement.

In reality, Netanyahu never had the clout in Congress to seriously challenge the deal--the address was about him and bolstering his standing in Israel's upcoming election, not about changing the course of U.S. diplomacy. Countless "important" Netanyahu addresses in Israel, America, and the United Nations for more than a decade have followed this pattern: The Israeli leader uses his speeches to burnish his brand as a statesman of stature, but his words are only tenuously connected to any real-world outcomes.

Consider Netanyahu's landmark 2009 address at Bar-Ilan University, where the conservative prime minister--under pressure from a newly elected Obama--claimed to have embraced the two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, after having spent his career opposing it. "In my vision of peace in this small land of ours, two peoples live freely, side-by-side, in amity and mutual respect," he declared. "Each will have its own flag, its own national anthem, its own government. Neither will threaten the security or survival of the other."

Spoiler alert: Netanyahu did not advance the two-state solution in the years that followed. Running for reelection in 2015, he promised that there would be no Palestinian state on his watch. At a press conference in December 2023, Netanyahu told a reporter that he was "proud" to have thwarted the establishment of such a state "for almost 30 years," because after the atrocities of October 7, "everybody understands what that Palestinian state could have been, now that we've seen the little Palestinian state in Gaza."

Earlier this month, before the prime minister departed to address Congress, right-wing factions in Israel's Parliament proposed and successfully passed a resolution rejecting Palestinian statehood, garnering 68 of the Knesset's 120 votes--including Netanyahu's. Some supporting lawmakers clarified that they opposed a Palestinian state only for the present moment, lest its creation reward Hamas for terrorism. Netanyahu's Likud party made no such stipulation.

The prime minister's parade of empty utterances goes on. In 2014, Netanyahu announced a deal with the United Nations to resolve the status of 34,000 African asylum seekers in Israel, calling the carefully negotiated arrangement a "landmark achievement." Hours later, he nixed the whole thing after backlash from his base. In 2019, as part of his reelection campaign, the Israeli leader repeatedly pledged to annex part of the occupied West Bank to Israel, only to ditch the plan as a condition for signing the Abraham Accords. Today, however, Netanyahu's hard-right government is quietly pursuing such annexation in all but name.

"The ability to spot danger in advance and prepare for it is the test of a body's functioning," the prime minister told a popular Israeli talk show a decade ago. "The Jewish nation has never excelled at foreseeing danger. We were surprised again and again--and the last time was the most awful one. That won't happen under my leadership." (It did.)

Read: The end of Netanyahu

Whatever one thinks of his policies--and I've been a critic--Netanyahu is undeniably a singular salesman for himself. A polyglot and a peerless orator, he excels at using set-piece speeches to hijack the public's attention and cast himself domestically and internationally as a senior statesman. But this ruse works only because bystanders--including the press--confuse rhetoric for reality and spectacle for significance.

The truth is the reverse: What matters are not the words Netanyahu speaks but the actions he ultimately takes. The rest is noise, and--like his address today--can be safely tuned out.
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The Supreme Court Fools Itself

The Roberts Court has made the current crisis of American democracy perpetual.

by Adam Serwer




The Trumpist justices on the Supreme Court had a very serious problem: They needed to keep their guy out of prison for trying to overthrow the government. The right-wing justices had to do this while still attempting to maintain at least a pretense of having ruled on the basis of the law and the Constitution rather than mere partisan instincts.

So they settled on what they thought was a very clever solution: They would grant the presidency the near-unlimited immunity Donald Trump was asking for, while writing the decision so as to keep the power to decide which presidential acts would be "official" and immune to criminal prosecution, and which would be "unofficial" and therefore not. The president is immune, but only when the justices say he is. The president might seem like a king, but the justices can withhold the crown.

The Supreme Court's ruling on presidential immunity combines with its regulatory decisions this term to remake the executive branch into the ideal right-wing combination of impotence and power: too weak to regulate, restrain, or punish private industry for infractions, but strong enough for the president to order his political opponents murdered or imprisoned. To ordinary people, the president is a king; to titans of industry, he is a pawn. Given the work the Trump justices have done here, the billionaire class's affection for Trump, often presented as counterintuitive, is not difficult to understand.

Yet when it comes to the justices' decision on immunity, they were too clever by half. They seem to believe that when a president goes too far for their taste, they can declare that he's not immune and constrain him. But there is danger in a ruling that invites presidents to test the limits of their power. By the time a rogue president goes too far, he is unlikely to care what the Supreme Court says. A president unbound by the law is shackled only by the dictates of his own conscience, and a president without a conscience faces no restraint at all. And because the Court ruled as it did, when it did, and on behalf of a man lawless enough to try to overturn an election, Americans may pay for the justices' hubris sooner rather than later.

Rather than leave such momentous decisions in the justices' hands as they intended, the ruling empowers anyone amoral enough to commit crimes to do so without any fear of the law or the Supreme Court. The decision implies that this immunity would extend to anyone acting on the president's orders--meaning that a president is free not only to commit crimes, but to turn the federal government itself into a criminal enterprise, one in which officials can act with impunity against the public they are meant to serve. That the executive branch has all the guns was true prior to the Court's ruling. But until the justices had to find a way to keep Donald Trump out of prison for trying to stay in office after losing an election, few people believed that the presidency was as unbound from the law as the Supreme Court has now made it.

The American government was constructed with one basic idea in mind: that the three branches would prevent tyranny by counteracting one another. As "Federalist No. 51" put it, "Ambition must be made to counteract ambition." But a subsequent clause is just as important: "What is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary."

The Framers were decidedly not angels--their acceptance of slavery being an obvious illustration of their fallibility. They understood that, to sustain itself, the structure of the government would have to account for vices as well as virtues. The Roberts Court's ahistorical ruling reversed the entire purpose of the Constitution, from creating a government that did not need to be led by angels to creating one so imperial that only an angel ought to be allowed to govern it.

Read: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

We could speculate on how presidents without fear of the law might act, but we already have a historical example in Trump's favorite president, Andrew Jackson.

In 1831, the Supreme Court decided 5-1 in favor of a pair of missionaries who had been assisting the Cherokee in a dispute with the Georgia state government. The justices ruled that because the Cherokee constituted a sovereign nation, only the federal government had jurisdiction over them. Georgia had passed a series of laws authorizing the ethnic cleansing of the Cherokee from any lands claimed by the state, and as a result of the ruling, those laws had become invalid. But Jackson had no intention of upholding the Supreme Court's decision and preventing Georgia from seizing those lands and displacing the Cherokee.

According to the Jackson biographer Jon Meacham, the president did not say, "Well, [Chief Justice] John Marshall has made his decision, now let him enforce it," the popular misquote of Jackson's reaction. Instead he said, "The decision of the Supreme Court has fell still born, and they find that it cannot coerce Georgia to yield to its mandate." But the effect was the same. Neither Jackson nor the state of Georgia wanted to follow Marshall's opinion, and so they ignored it. The federal government had already passed the Indian Removal Act in 1830, so the decision would not have prevented the ethnic cleansing known as the Trail of Tears even had it been heeded. Nevertheless, the incident showed that the Supreme Court had no power to enforce its decisions; it relied on the good faith of the executive branch.

In the history of presidential crimes, the ethnic cleansing of Native Americans dwarfs anything Trump has done. Jackson acted as he did not because he believed that the text of the Constitution granted him immunity, but because in 1831 the United States allowed only white men to vote and there was no constituency large enough to oppose his actions. In other words: He did it because he knew he could get away with it.

Read: The Roberts Court draws a line

One could retort that the fact that the republic did not fall after a president ignored a Supreme Court decision should provide some comfort. But that is not the lesson here. The lesson is that presidents and governments are capable of doing monstrous things to people they consider beneath them or to whom they are unaccountable. The extraconstitutional presidential immunity invented out of whole cloth by the Roberts Court offers to make presidents unaccountable not just to a portion of the people they govern, but to all of them.

Whatever crimes Trump has committed in the past, or chooses to commit in the future, he will, unlike Jackson, have the Supreme Court's blessing--so long as he can disguise them as official acts. But even if Trump loses in November, this concept of presidential immunity conjured up by the Roberts Court has made the current crisis of American democracy perpetual. Until it is overturned, every president is a potential despot.

The Jackson incident is a well-known cautionary tale of presidential lawlessness. Trump's entourage however, sees it differently--as inspiration.

Trump's newly announced running mate, J. D. Vance, has said so himself. In 2022, Vanity Fair reported that Vance had appeared on a podcast in which he said, "I think Trump is going to run again in 2024," and added:

"I think that what Trump should do, if I was giving him one piece of advice: Fire every single midlevel bureaucrat, every civil servant in the administrative state, replace them with our people."
 "And when the courts stop you," he went on, "stand before the country, and say"--he quoted Andrew Jackson, giving a challenge to the entire constitutional order--"the chief justice has made his ruling. Now let him enforce it."


This is not a view of executive power that is going to submit to whatever legal technicalities the justices might use to restrain it, if they even wanted to. One likely reason Vance was picked is that, unlike former Vice President Mike Pence, Vance has openly said he would have tried to overturn the outcome of the 2020 election using the vice president's ceremonial role in electoral-vote certification. In other words, he would be a willing accomplice to a coup. We might view Vance's lawlessness here as a kind of audition for the next Trump administration, one he apparently aced.

The originalists of the Roberts Court, supposedly so committed to the text of the Constitution, the intent of the Framers, and the nuances of history, conjured out of nothing precisely the sort of executive office the Founders of the United States were trying to avoid. They did so because their primary mode of constitutional interpretation is a form of narcissism: Whatever the contemporary conservative movement wants must be what the Founders wanted, regardless of what the Founders actually said, did, or wrote.

The right-wing justices, in rewriting the Constitution in Trump's image, have clearly diverged from the intentions of the Founders. In "Federalist No. 69," Alexander Hamilton wrote that former presidents would "be liable to prosecution and punishment in the ordinary course of law." Expanding on his point, Hamilton wrote, "The person of the king of Great Britain is sacred and inviolable; there is no constitutional tribunal to which he is amenable; no punishment to which he can be subjected without involving the crisis of a national revolution." The Roberts Court turned the office of the presidency the Founders had made into the kind of monarchical office they had rebelled against.

The justices, less independent arbiters than the shock troops of the conservative movement, wanted Trump to be immune to prosecution, and so they conjured a rationale for doing so, with a narrow window of legal accountability that only they have the right to determine. But that window might as well be barred from the inside: What Jackson's story shows is that the feeble, arbitrary restraints the justices put into their own grant of royal immunity to Trump will not withstand any president with the capacity to violate them. Unfortunately, the day a rogue president shows the Supreme Court just how powerless it really is, it will not be the justices who suffer most for their folly.
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Can Memes Really Win Elections?

Kamala Harris has had a great few weeks online. But social-media traction can curdle fast.

by Lora Kelley




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


In some corners of the internet, Kamala Harris is the main character. Will her viral moment serve her?

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	J. D. Vance has a point about Mountain Dew.
 	Kamala Harris's diversity hire
 	Adrienne LaFrance: American fury
 	The party is not over.




A Fine Line

On Sunday, some of the most notable people in the world were posting some of the most consequential statements of modern American history on social media. But there was one post from a lesser-known figure that none of the frenzied political reporting of recent weeks prepared me for: "kamala IS brat," the pop singer Charli XCX declared. With three words, XCX, a pop diva of the summer, validated the likely Democratic presidential nominee (to be clear, being "brat"--the title and central concept of her latest album--is a good thing).

The internet, to paraphrase another XCX lyric, went crazy. Fans of XCX, who has dominated dance-music charts and captured a young and very online corner of the internet this summer, shared a slew of video edits of Harris with XCX's songs in the background. Harris's own rapid-response account on X quickly updated its banner image to "kamala hq" in the font and color scheme of Brat.

Sunday was a banner day for Harris online (and, you know, in real life). The internet was ready for her: Over the past month, a steady stream of clips and memes of her zaniest moments, including her widely shared quote from her mother, "You think you just fell out of a coconut tree?," have been getting traction. Harris has long had an energetic online fan base--the so-called #KHive rallied behind her in 2020--but she herself does not often post beyond standard politician fare. That may be part of why the flickers of engagement from her campaign's account over the past few days--and the clips positioning the candidate as a fun pop-cultural figure--have delighted her fans so.

The posts are fun, but they may not hold much value for Harris beyond that. Harris's team should "keep in mind that the 'extremely online' population doesn't necessarily represent the demographics or worldview of the rest of the country," Caitlin Chin-Rothmann, a fellow focused on technology at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me in an email. For all the people excited about the recent memes, many are baffled at, or simply uninterested in, the Brat and coconut-tree discourse. (XCX, although beloved by her fans, is also more of a niche cultural figure than a mainstream pop star.)

If Harris indeed becomes the Democratic nominee, she will want, to state the obvious, to earn as many votes as possible. Getting the age group likeliest to be on TikTok and listen to XCX to vote for her could only help. "The youth vote is not large--they're one of the lowest-turnout groups in the country--but they've leaned strongly Democratic in recent cycles," Seth Masket, the director of the Center on American Politics at the University of Denver, said in an email. "It's likely Biden wouldn't have won in 2020 without their strong support. Engaging them seems particularly important, if not by itself sufficient."

Still, equating online activity with voting trends is a dangerous game: "Social media is mostly a reflection, not a cause, of political behavior," Dean Lacy, a government professor at Dartmouth, noted to me via email. Research has not borne out a link between social-media traction and the results of an election, he added. It's too early to see how Harris would play among young people on Election Day, and the picture based on the polling thus far is mixed. (Much of that polling was conducted before she became the likely nominee, so the findings may yet shift as her presence in the race turns from a hypothetical to a real possibility.) CNN polling conducted late last month found that although slightly more people aged 18-34 supported Harris than Donald Trump, she lagged behind other Democrats who saw more support in recent elections.

So what is a buzzy online moment worth? Normally, Masket said, he wouldn't see a huge advantage from this type of online flurry. But young people seemed "incredibly unenthusiastic" about Joe Biden as the nominee, so targeting Gen Z with memes and cultural references may help engage them. And Harris's campaign doesn't have much time to spare in bringing aboard the undecided among those voters.

The line between participating in an online joke and being cringe is a thin one. Harris is teetering on that line right now--and so far, she's on the right side of it. It helps that most of the posts and memes are coming from her fans, not from her or her campaign. But the positive online energy could quickly curdle, my colleague Charlie Warzel reminded me, if voters perceive a gap between how Harris acts and how she posts. "If she runs a very staid, normal political campaign, then I think it will feel very inauthentic and cringey if her staff tries to make her seem Extremely Online," he said.

The value of these memes, for Harris, is in what they prove about her candidacy. After months of controlling Biden's public appearances, the Democrats now have a candidate they can proudly draw attention toward. Harris, as Charlie told me, can "take some of the oxygen away from the Trump campaign. That ability is more of an asset than any set of memes."

Related:

	The brat-ification of Kamala Harris
 	The Harris gamble


Stephanie Bai contributed research.



Today's News

	Vice President Kamala Harris reportedly has enough support from Democratic delegates to become the party's nominee in the presidential race.
 	Secret Service Director Kimberly Cheatle resigned after facing intense scrutiny over her agency's failure to prevent the assassination attempt on Donald Trump.
 	Senator Robert Menendez will resign next month after he was recently found guilty of federal bribery and conspiracy charges.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Fast-moving storms mean that planning for an evacuation is much harder now, Sara Sneath writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Why I Buy German Toothpaste Now

By Sarah Zhang

For as long as I can remember, I have bought into the gospel of fluoride, believing that my teeth would surely rot out of my head without its protection. So it felt a little bit illicit, recently, when I purchased a box of German fluoride-free kids' toothpaste for my daughter. The toothpaste came in blue, understated packaging--no cartoon characters or candy flavors--which I associated with German practicality. And instead of fluoride, it contained an anticavity ingredient called hydroxyapatite, vouched for by several dental researchers I interviewed for this story. Could it be, I wondered as I clicked "Buy," that toothpaste doesn't need to contain fluoride after all?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	There are no good options left with bird flu.
 	Netanyahu's folly
 	The emerging bipartisan wokeness
 	The wannabe tough-guy presidency
 	How sports got so whiny
 	Retirement gets harder the longer you wait.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: DiggPirate / Getty.



Listen. In the latest episode of Good on Paper, Atlantic writer Jerusalem Demsas interviews the happiness expert Arthur C. Brooks about whether religion can truly cure loneliness.

Read. These eight books about the thrills of competition and pushing one's limits will inspire people to move their body.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I'll leave you with this video of Stephen Colbert (a.k.a. "Stephen Colbrat") performing the viral Charli XCX "Apple" choreography on his show last night. I give him credit: The dance is pretty difficult to learn.

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Want to See a Snake Eat Its Tail?

<em>Deadpool &amp; Wolverine</em> is for hard-core fans of superhero films, not casuals--and certainly not the nonbelievers.

by David Sims




The first Deadpool film, released in 2016, broke lots of rules. It was R-rated and hyper-violent, but it was also self-aware in the Family Guy way, frequently puncturing the fourth wall and mocking the seriousness of the superhero genre. Deadpool, played by Ryan Reynolds, knew he was in a movie--and a dumb one, at that. This intentionally juvenile humor bred massive success, and by 2018's Deadpool 2, our quippy antihero knew he was in a cinematic universe--albeit the junky one run by 20th Century Studios that quivered alongside the ruthless success of Disney's Marvel enterprise. (For those of you who haven't relentlessly kept up: The film rights to the different Marvel superheroes are owned by different studios, and it's generally accepted that Marvel Studios--which is owned by Disney--has made the better movies.)

Times change, corporate acquisitions happen, and now we have Deadpool & Wolverine, in which Deadpool not only knows he's in a cinematic universe but also wants to go to a better one. It's an almost entirely metatextual movie--a series of Variety articles given life, crammed in a Lycra suit and encouraged to curse with impunity. Shawn Levy's film exists to properly usher Deadpool into Disney's squeaky-clean Marvel Cinematic Universe, helped along by the wearily professional Wolverine (Hugh Jackman), dragged out of retirement (and death) for one last rodeo. But Deadpool & Wolverine is also a gleeful funeral for all the stunted series and cinematic universes the MCU has squashed over the years, even referencing long-rumored projects that never came to fruition.

Yes, the film is razzing the corporate frameworks around these beloved (or sometimes despised) enterprises. But it also assumes that audiences know as much as Deadpool does inside his own movie. Deadpool is very aware that the MCU mastermind Kevin Feige is his new producer, that his jokes about cocaine won't fly under Disney's radar, and that Hugh Jackman is both too old for this nonsense and very good at singing Broadway numbers. At times, the movie more resembles a jokey sizzle reel at CinemaCon than it does actual cinema. For viewers who spend a lot of their time online, soaking up the discourse generated by insider-fan accounts and message boards, all of this will seem warmly familiar. But good luck if you're coming in with no prior knowledge.

Nevertheless. Feige's mainstream instincts are easy to detect here. The prior Deadpool films were scuzzy and cobbled together, even as the budget grew; the cameos from other Marvel characters felt half-hearted and perfunctory, inclusions for Deadpool to roll his eyes at, not for fans to cheer over. Deadpool & Wolverine, on the other hand, has that bland MCU sheen that makes all of its movies look expensive but nonthreatening, happily accepting of mediocrity rather than attempting something artsy or daring. Similarly, what passes for the narrative stakes have been honed to fan-service perfection, with characters spouting sci-fi gibberish about how characters such as Wolverine are "anchor entities" that keep universes going, essentially proclaiming that superheroes are the most important things imaginable.

The MCU has undoubtedly lost some commercial and critical momentum, but because Deadpool & Wolverine is so firmly focused on satisfying the nerds, I predict it'll crush at the box office. The familiar presences of Reynolds and Jackman will definitely help; I've certainly grown tired of the former's motor-mouthed wisecracking in every single movie, but he's very comfortable with Deadpool's profane monologues. Jackman, meanwhile, can deliver gravitas in his sleep, even as his role here diminishes the glorious swan song he received in 2017's Logan, in which he sort of went out like Clint Eastwood. (Deadpool & Wolverine is aware of this too, and makes several jokes about it.)

Read: The Dark Knight changed Hollywood forever

Shall I attempt to describe the plot of this jokey mash of cutaway gags and PowerPoints? Very well. Deadpool, a scarred mercenary with a healing factor, has largely drifted toward retirement and a life of hanging out with his pals from the previous two movies. But then he's tossed into a cosmic in-between zone run by the Time Variance Authority (from, uh, TV's Loki), the bureaucrats managing every cinematic universe seen and unseen. A fussy stuffed suit named Mr. Paradox (Matthew Macfadyen) tells Deadpool that his world is vanishing and irrelevant, but that he's been chosen for a brighter future: the MCU, where mysterious overlords have decided he belongs. So he goes on a timeline-hopping adventure, assisted by a particularly drunk and miserable Wolverine on the way, to try to save his friends from deletion.

My head hurt typing that out, and it's probably just as inscrutable to read, but it also doesn't really matter. Deadpool is here, Wolverine is grunting alongside him, and they stab lots of folks and make lots of jokes while exciting actors make nostalgic cameo appearances. It's a movie that's playing to the back of the house--assuming the house is Comic-Con's Hall H--and it'll get lots of laughs in return. Can Deadpool himself save the faltering MCU? Probably not. But with four more MCU movies slated for release in 2025, it's a little relieving to watch someone poke fun at how pompous they've become--as much fun as Feige allows, that is.
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        Biden Made a Healthy Decision
        Louise Aronson

        
As one of the physicians who recently expressed concern about President Joe Biden's health and his likelihood of significant decline over the next four and a half years, I was relieved when he ended his reelection campaign--and also overwhelmingly sad. In essence, as people keep saying, he had his car keys and driver's license taken away with the whole world watching. This evening as he gave a short speech from the White House about his accomplishments, his voice was weak, he stumbled occasionall...
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        These Millennials Can't Get Out of Their Head
        Hillary Kelly

        Over the past several years, thanks in large part to social media, therapy lingo has seeped into the vernacular and is now a normal part of everyday speech. Selfish people are "narcissists." Ungenerous behavior is a "red flag." Calming down is "self-regulation." Pathologizing others tends to be a way of enforcing unwritten social codes. Pathologizing yourself can be a way to exempt your own behavior from judgment (you're not being mean; you're drawing boundaries).Therapy-speak has taken over a gr...

      

      
        The Racist, Sexist Attacks on Kamala Harris
        Adam Serwer
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        Mark Leibovich

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.President Joe Biden made his prime-time debut as a short-timer last night in an 11-minute address from the Resolute desk. He made the right call to leave the presidential race, and gave a good speech: gracious, high-minded, and moving at the end."Nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy," Biden said. "That includes personal ambition."Oh yes, about that. Let's acknowledge--and the president did not--that,...
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        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.The men leading Kamala Harris's shortlist right now illustrate the differences in how the two major parties define modern masculinity.First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:
	"I hope Trump kept the receipt."
	The Supreme Court fools itself.
	Kamala Harris and the threat of a woman's laugh
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        On November 10, 1948, Vladimir Gavora jumped into the frigid waters of the Danube River. That year, a pro-Soviet government had seized power in his native Czechoslovakia. Vladimir was 17 years old, and had been caught tearing down the new government's propaganda posters. With the secret police on his tail, he decided to escape by swimming to Austria. He finished high school in a refugee camp in West Germany, won a scholarship to come to America, studied at the University of Chicago, and made his ...

      

      
        Fyodor Dostoyevsky's Five Principles of Personal Freedom
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.On December 22, 1849, the 28-year-old Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky faced a firing squad for anti-government activities, alongside 21 of his comrades from a radical dissident group called the Petrashevsky Circle. Blindfolded and tied to a post together, his friends were terrified, but Dostoyevsky maintained total equanimity. "We will be with Christ," he stated, matter-of-factly. Improbably, t...
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        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Two political myths inspired the dreams and haunted the nightmares of the Founders of the American republic. Both these foundational myths were learned from the history and literature of the ancient Romans.Cincinnatus was the name of a man who, the story went, accepted supreme power in the state to meet a temporary emergency and then relinquished that power to return to his farm when the emergency passed. George Washingto...
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        Annie Lowrey

        The yawning gap between the mobility of white children and Black children growing up in low-income families has narrowed sharply, according to a major new study released today, based on tens of millions of anonymized census and tax records. Yet the findings are not entirely comforting. Inequality narrowed not just because poor Black kids have grown up to earn more as adults but also because poor white kids are earning less.Children born in lower-income white families did not fall behind just rela...

      

      
        I Hope Trump Kept the Receipt
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Only a week ago, the Republicans were happy, united in their belief that God had spared Donald Trump for a higher purpose. Their convention looked like a wild, weird victory parade for an election that was already in the bag. And J. D. Vance, the newly announced vice-presidential candidate, was the party's golden child.Yeah, about that. Since Sunday, Joe Biden's abrupt exit and the smooth coronation of Kamala Harris as th...

      

      
        Evan Gershkovich's Soviet-Era Show Trial
        Anna Nemtsova

        In video taken at his trial in Yekaterinburg in the Ural Mountains, the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich looked older, gaunter, and grimmer than he did before his arrest last year. His head was shaved, and his eyes were flat and unsmiling. The change in his affect was hardly surprising: He had endured a year of questioning by Russia's internal security agency, the FSB, and was facing almost two decades in prison.Gershkovich's case makes visible to Americans what those following human...

      

      
        AI's Real Hallucination Problem
        Charlie Warzel

        Two years ago, OpenAI released the public beta of DALL-E 2, an image-generation tool that immediately signified that we'd entered a new technological era. Trained off a huge body of data, DALL-E 2 produced unsettlingly good, delightful, and frequently unexpected outputs; my Twitter feed filled up with images derived from prompts such as close-up photo of brushing teeth with toothbrush covered with nacho cheese. Suddenly, it seemed as though machines could create just about anything in response to...

      

      
        American Fury
        Adrienne LaFrance

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Convulsions of political violence have a way of imprinting on the national memory. They become, in retrospect, the moments from which the rest of history seems to unspool. Yet they are forever intertwined with the possibility that things could have gone exactly the other way.What if? becomes a haunting question. What if Franklin D. Roosevelt's would-be assassin had hit his target in Miami in 1933? What if Joh...

      

      
        NASA Should Ditch the Spin
        Marina Koren

        Before Barry Wilmore and Sunita Williams took off for the International Space Station in early June, NASA removed some of their suitcases from their Boeing-made spacecraft. The ISS was in urgent need of a new pump for the system that recycles urine into water, so the personal items had to go. There's no laundry on the ISS, but no matter. For their inaugural mission on Boeing's Starliner, Butch and Suni, as the astronauts are known, were planning to stay on the space station for only about a week....

      

      
        The Supreme Court Fools Itself
        Adam Serwer

        The Trumpist justices on the Supreme Court had a very serious problem: They needed to keep their guy out of prison for trying to overthrow the government. The right-wing justices had to do this while still attempting to maintain at least a pretense of having ruled on the basis of the law and the Constitution rather than mere partisan instincts.So they settled on what they thought was a very clever solution: They would grant the presidency the near-unlimited immunity Donald Trump was asking for, w...

      

      
        Why I Buy German Toothpaste Now
        Sarah Zhang

        For as long as I can remember, I have bought into the gospel of fluoride, believing that my teeth would surely rot out of my head without its protection. So it felt a little bit illicit, recently, when I purchased a box of German fluoride-free kids' toothpaste for my daughter. The toothpaste came in blue, understated packaging--no cartoon characters or candy flavors--which I associated with German practicality. And instead of fluoride, it contained an anticavity ingredient called hydroxyapatite, vo...

      

      
        Photos: Olympic Preparations in Paris
        Alan Taylor

        The city of Paris is making last-minute preparations for the 2024 Olympic Summer Games; the opening ceremony will take place on Friday, and events will last until August 11, followed by the Paralympic Games from August 28 to September 8. Athletes, fans, and supporters from around the world are pouring in as the city prepares dozens of venues, tightens security, and readies itself for the first Olympic opening ceremony to ever take place outside a stadium. Gathered here are images from Paris (and ...

      

      
        Kamala Harris's Biggest Advantage
        Jill Filipovic

        Of all the reasons Kamala Harris is better equipped than Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump in November--her relative youth, the fact that she's a former prosecutor challenging a convicted felon--her biggest advantage may be her record on abortion. Harris served as the Biden administration's de facto advocate for reproductive rights; it is her voice, not Biden's, that's been loudest in objecting to abortion bans and conservative efforts to curtail IVF and contraception. According to the White House, ...

      

      
        How Do You Solve a Problem Like Norman Mailer?
        Gal Beckerman

        The contemporary brief against Norman Mailer is long and sordid. He was a misogynist, a violent man who extolled violence. In his brawling and chest-thumping, he tried to out-Hemingway Hemingway and became a parody of Papa--a blowhard narcissist who provoked and offended like he breathed. For all his profuse writing (dozens of books, including two that won the Pulitzer, in a career that spanned six decades), what has lasted in the cultural memory is what he did with a penknife one night in 1960: H...
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The Prosecutor vs. the Felon

Kamala Harris is finally embracing her law-enforcement record, though Republicans see it as a vulnerability.

by Elaina Plott Calabro




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


On a bright Sunday in January 2019, Kamala Harris introduced herself to Americans with an asterisk.

She had no choice, as she launched her Democratic presidential primary campaign from her hometown of Oakland, California, but to acknowledge her past life as a prosecutor. Deputy district attorney in Alameda County, district attorney of San Francisco, attorney general of California--29 years of public service, and 27 of them had been spent in a courtroom. This was her story, and yet not five minutes into her announcement, she was already catching herself as she told it. "Now--now I knew that our criminal-justice system was deeply flawed," she emphasized, "but ..."

Trust me, she seemed to be insisting: I know how it looks.

So it would go for the next 11 months, a once-promising campaign barreling toward spectacular collapse as Harris pinballed between embracing her law-enforcement background and laboring to distract from it. Rather than defend her record against intermittent criticism from the left, she seemed to withdraw into a muddled caricature of 2020 progressive politics--suddenly calling to "eliminate" private health insurance, say, and then scrambling to revise her position in the fallout. By the end, no one seemed to have lost more confidence in the instincts of Kamala Harris than Kamala Harris herself.

Five and a half years later, Harris is again running for president--but this time as a prosecutor, full stop. In her announcement speech on Monday in Wilmington, Delaware, the day after President Joe Biden had dropped his bid for the Democratic nomination and endorsed his vice president to succeed him, Harris heralded her law-enforcement experience without caveat. "I took on perpetrators of all kinds," Harris said. "Predators who abused women. Fraudsters who ripped off consumers. Cheaters who broke the rules for their own gain. So hear me when I say: I know Donald Trump's type." Harris fought a smile as her campaign headquarters erupted in applause.

Sophie Gilbert: Kamala Harris and the threat of a woman's laugh

The enthusiasm seemed only to build as Harris proceeded to tick off her accomplishments as a local prosecutor, a district attorney, and an attorney general. Within hours, Harris had locked in all the Democratic delegates needed to become the party's nominee; the next morning, her campaign announced that, in the little more than 24 hours since Biden had withdrawn from the race, Harris had raised more than $100 million.

After years of struggling to find her political voice, Harris seems to have finally taken command of her own story. "I was a courtroom prosecutor," she proudly said to open her next stump speech, in Milwaukee. Just as in Wilmington, she spoke with the confidence of a politician who knows that what she is saying is not only true but precisely what her audience wants to hear. Four years after the fevered height of "Defund the police," "Kamala is a cop" has a different ring to it--and with the Republican nominee a convicted felon, Harris's appeal, her allies believe, is now the visceral stuff of bumper stickers: Vote for the prosecutor, not the felon.

Harris's decision to reclaim her record has seemed to satisfy the many Democrats who have long urged her advisers to "let Kamala be Kamala." But she still has only three months to rewrite the story of a vice presidency defined by historically low approval ratings. And making her law-enforcement background a key feature of her candidacy will bring renewed Republican attacks on its complicated details.

Of the various factors behind Harris's sudden acclaim, one might be that her career has finally assumed the tidier logic of narrative. In my time covering her vice presidency, I've learned that this, more than anything else, is what otherwise sympathetic voters have consistently clamored for when it comes to Harris: some way to make sense of the seemingly disjointed triumphs and valleys of her tenure in national politics. The voter could be a lifelong Democrat or a Republican disdainful of Trump, but the story was more or less the same. In 2018, they'd been impressed--so impressed, they'd reiterate--by the Senate newcomer's questioning of Trump's Cabinet and Supreme Court picks. But then they'd watched her presidential campaign flame out before the first primary vote; then they'd seen her get all tangled up in the Lester Holt interview as vice president; and then, well, they weren't particularly sure of anything she'd done in office since, but the occasional clips they saw online suggested that things weren't going well. In retrospect, their initial excitement about Harris had come to feel like something born out of a fever dream.

This confusion helps explain Harris's historically low favorability ratings as vice president. It is also a key source of exasperation for Harris's team: Through the latter half of her vice presidency, Harris has cut a more accomplished profile as she's represented the U.S. abroad and spearheaded the administration's response to the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision. Yet a combination of poor stewardship by Biden and inconsistent media attention, her allies argue, has kept those early days of disaster at the forefront of the popular concept of her. Embracing her prosecutorial background anew, then, could prove to be the reset that Harris has been looking for.

David Frum: The Harris gamble

"Prosecutor had a 'cop' connotation to it when she initially ran," the Democratic pollster Celinda Lake told me. "It does not now. It has a connotation of standing up, taking on powerful interests--being strong, being effective--so it's a very different frame." She went on: "I just think it's the right person at the right time with the right profile." To the extent that the "cop connotation" still exists for some, it might actually work in Harris's favor: A recent Gallup poll showed that 58 percent of Americans believe the U.S. criminal-justice system is "not tough enough" on crime--a significant change from 2020, when only 41 percent, the poll's record low, said the same.

For the Harris campaign, this has translated into an opportunity to reach more moderate voters, or at least reclaim those whose support for Harris might have fallen off since the Brett Kavanaugh hearings. "What was considered baggage for her in the last election is now one of her greatest assets going into this one," Ashley Etienne, the vice president's former communications director, told me. "As a prosecutor, she can kind of co-opt the Republican message on law and order--not crime, but law and order."

Which is to say that, much like in 2020, the political environment appears to be dictating Harris's presentation of her record. Yet unlike in 2020, that environment happens to align with an authentic expression of her worldview. (The Harris campaign did not respond to requests for comment.)

Over the past three weeks, Harris's friends and advisers have insisted to me that the hard-nosed prosecutor has always been there; people just haven't cared to pay attention. But there are some problems with this argument. Despite her extensive record on border-security issues as California's attorney general, Harris often seemed disengaged on even her narrowly defined assignment in the Biden administration's immigration strategy. In 2021, when Democrats began negotiating criminal-justice-reform legislation, Harris was virtually absent, even though she had been expected to play a central role in those efforts.

When I interviewed David Axelrod, the former senior strategist for Barack Obama, last fall, he wondered why Harris had not already, as vice president, embraced her law-enforcement expertise as a key part of her brand. "She has an opportunity to talk about the crime issue that's clearly out there, particularly around the urban areas, and talk about it from the standpoint of someone who's been a prosecutor, an attorney general, and I haven't seen that much of that," he said. "Maybe she or they see some risk in that, I don't know, but I see opportunity."

Read: Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?

Before Election Day, Harris's law-and-order presentation will need to overcome her party's larger polling deficit on issues of crime and safety. "By effectively bypassing the primary process in 2024, Harris did not have to 'play to the base,' so to speak, this time, but crime is also much more salient these days--and not in Democrats' favor," the Republican pollster Kristen Soltis Anderson told me. Trump's co-campaign manager Chris LaCivita recently told The Bulwark that Republicans are looking to spotlight elements of Harris's record as a prosecutor, including her 2004 decision not to seek the death penalty against a man who had murdered a San Francisco police officer. (The murderer was sentenced to life in prison.) The Trump campaign and the Republican National Committee have already begun recirculating posts and clips featuring moments from Harris's 2020 campaign: her support for a Minnesota bail fund amid the George Floyd protests; her vacillation on defunding the police; her raising her hand on the debate stage in support of decriminalizing border crossings.

At the same time, Republicans seem to be ready to paint Harris, when it comes to low-level offenders, as too tough on crime. When I spoke recently with Shermichael Singleton, a Republican strategist, he noted in particular Harris's aggressive prosecution of marijuana offenses, and her championing of a truancy law as attorney general, which resulted in the incarceration of some parents. (Harris expressed remorse about the truancy law during her 2020 campaign.) As my colleague Tim Alberta has reported, Trump allies plan to use this record to accuse Harris of "over-incarcerating young men of color," who have been drifting away from the Democratic Party. "Younger Black men, Black men without a college degree, younger Latino men, younger Latino men with or without a college degree--I'm not convinced yet that these numbers move more in her corner," Singleton said.

For now, the frenzied and unfocused nature of Republicans' attacks on Harris has allowed her the first word on her candidacy. Over the past few days, many Harris allies have told me they believe that her most urgent task is this: defining her candidacy and her vision for the country before the Trump campaign, Fox News, and the like can fill the void. On that front, Harris seems to have succeeded so far. Her Monday announcement was portrayed across much of the media as a politician introducing herself "on her own terms," as a New York Times headline put it.

But this narrative, tidy as it might be, implies that, until now, Harris has been operating on something other than her own terms. That's understandable enough when you're vice president. Yet at some point, Harris will be forced to reckon with the unanswered questions from her previous campaign for president: why, at the first blush of criticism, she seemed to cede her convictions to the loudest voices in her party--and whether, the next time prosecutors fall out of fashion, Americans should expect her to do the same.
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Biden Made a Healthy Decision

Difficult conversations about a person's decline--even in private--are still too rare in American life.

by Louise Aronson





 As one of the physicians who recently expressed concern about President Joe Biden's health and his likelihood of significant decline over the next four and a half years, I was relieved when he ended his reelection campaign--and also overwhelmingly sad. In essence, as people keep saying, he had his car keys and driver's license taken away with the whole world watching. This evening as he gave a short speech from the White House about his accomplishments, his voice was weak, he stumbled occasionally over his prepared remarks, and his physical presence was diminished from what it once was.



For months, I have wished that I could have Biden in my exam room, not as the president of the United States, but as a patient in my geriatrics clinic. Instead, watching from afar as he insisted on running, I wondered if his doctors were talking to him honestly about his concerning symptoms, and his disappointing odds of fulfilling the requirements of the office for another term. I hoped that if they were discussing his future, they were pointing out the advantages of taking charge in this situation, even when no available option was Biden's ideal. But, given what they and the president said in public before he ended his campaign, I worried that little of this was happening. Despite the aging U.S. population, few clinicians are trained to care for aging bodies, much less to discuss the developmental stages of elderhood and identity-threatening realities of later life.



In medicine, we use the term difficult conversations to refer to discussions of existential issues, particularly those with inherent uncertainty and ambiguity. They work best when the patient, perhaps in the presence of family or friends, shares their view of their own health and their hopes or concerns for their future, before--if they're open to it--hearing a physician's view and having a chance to explore the possibilities of the coming years in more depth. I might have asked the president what worries or scares him and what brings him joy and meaning, and worked to identify what his best- and worst-case scenarios would look like.



Part of what was so excruciating about watching Biden hold on to his hope of winning a second term was seeing someone struggle to accept that their best-case scenario might be impossible. Variations of this situation play out daily in clinics and hospitals, and if you have a shred of empathy, it's always heartbreaking. Yet few such difficult conversations--or the loud silences that too often take the place of these conversations--happen so publicly. Watching this one reminded me how unwelcome they are in American life, even in the offices of physicians delivering bad news.

Admittedly, in denying the evident changes in how he walked, spoke, and looked, Biden contributed to the painful and public way that questions about his next four or five years of life were discussed. But his actions were of a piece with common age-denying choices and behaviors: Think of the gray hair diligently covered by many people over 50, the carefully cultivated older gym body, the graduation date dropped off a resume, and the popular falsehood that "age is just a number." These choices and statements are a response to a culture that views the diminishment of advanced age not as the natural progression for living organisms but as a personal failure. And people in this country do have reason to dread advanced old age. It can be deeply isolating, and many people end up warehoused and treated in ways that make little sense in a health-care system that hasn't kept up with the numbers or needs of older adults.



This election cycle in particular has inundated Americans with signals that "old" and "disabled" are categories no one should want to join. Magazine covers have shorthanded politicians' old age and questions about their competence with images of walkers. In the past, Donald Trump has ridiculed a disabled reporter and refused to be seen in the company of wounded veterans. In March, he mocked Biden's stutter, and his nephew claimed today in Time magazine that Trump said people with disabilities "should just die." (Trump has not yet responded to this.) Pundits and politicians alike have simplified, distorted, disparaged, and lumped all people over age 70 into an inaccurate whole. Many octogenarians are cognitively and physically healthy, and the right person at Biden's age might have made a fine candidate--as would a person who uses a walker or other assistive device, whatever their age.



By staying in the race after he began to present such a concerning picture of health, Biden himself may have contributed to public conflations of old age and frailty. The driving analogy is apt: Most of us will need to retire from driving at some point, and it's a much more positive experience for those who get to choose when to stop. Still, retiring from driving, work, or anything else can feel like that much harder a choice to make in a country where the Republican presidential nominee has used his considerable platform to suggest, repeatedly, that people who are old or not fully able-bodied are not worthy of our compassion or attention.



Ironically, Trump is now the oldest candidate ever to be nominated for president. He has made a show of his relative robustness compared with Biden, a line of argument that puts him in a precarious position. Although he doesn't appear frail, health records released during his presidency indicated that he was obese and had hypercholesterolemia and heart disease. And although he doesn't drink alcohol or smoke, he eats a lot of fast food and seemingly doesn't exercise beyond slow-paced golf games. It's impossible to diagnose a person from afar, but his multiple instances of inaccurate recall and disjointed, tangential speech call into question his basic communication and leadership abilities, and raise the question of cognitive change beyond that of normal aging. If Trump came to my clinic, I would do the same physical and cognitive assessment on his as I would on Biden. I would also explore his interest in taking a healthier approach to aging given how his many risk factors increase his chance of adverse health events, functional loss, and death. I hope Trump's doctors are having such conversations with their patient now.

For Biden's part, he now has to engage in another difficult--though also potentially exciting--conversation with himself and his family: What comes next? Clearly, after 81 years, most of his life is behind him. No one chooses how many years they have left.  But with the privileges of free time and enough money, he can choose how to pursue his own health and happiness--to consider what matters most to him, what he enjoys most, and what he wants to do to avoid regrets when he comes to the end of his life.



Most people do not become president, so most people are not going to move into old age with a list of regrets that could include stepping aside in a presidential election and, perhaps, watching their opponent triumph. They would not include wondering if, after all, they might have won, if their best-case scenario had indeed been possible. I hope Biden never has those thoughts. Instead, I'd like to see him take a new leadership role by choosing a different best-case scenario: one in which he demonstrates how to embrace the opportunities of advanced old age, even if they are as simple as reliably getting a full night's sleep and spending time with his family.
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What the Kamala Harris Doubters Don't Understand

Barstool punditry has its blind spots.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




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


The June 27th debate was barely off the air when my phone began buzzing with messages from anxious Democrats I know: "He needs to pull out. Will he pull out?" President Joe Biden eventually did the patriotic thing and ended his campaign. But in the three weeks in between--as the text threads moved from "if" to "when" to "who"--I was shocked at the certainty with which people dismissed the idea of Biden being replaced by his obvious successor: Vice President Kamala Harris.

Let me be specific. It was not "people" dismissing her; it was men. I have many male friends, and they frequently include me in barstool-punditry sessions where they pontificate, often with wisdom and insight, on the issues of the day. Usually I enjoy this, but over the past few days, I've found myself more and more irritated.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

I've had men I know (and love) explain to me the many reasons Josh Shapiro, Wes Moore, J. B. Pritzker and--as if to prove that it's not a "woman thing"--Gretchen Whitmer would all be better and more exciting candidates. I've been told about Harris's mediocre polling (yes, I know about it), reminded of her awkward 2020 presidential bid (yes, I remember). My male friends bring up "likability," and her made-for-Fox News-fodder role as border czar. I get it: Asking whether someone can actually win is one of the most basic questions in politics. But when I push back on their trepidation, many give me some version of: "I have no issue with her; I'm just worried about how she will play with white midwestern male voters."

I have been haunted by this unnamed white midwestern male voter for longer than I can remember. He turns up anytime a woman runs for anything, tucks his polo shirt into his jeans, and starts listing all the ways the candidate just doesn't share his values. If only I could find him and talk with him! If only we could grab one of those proverbial beers. I would explain that although he matters and is important, now is not the time to make things about himself. Now he has to do what I and so many women and people of color have done in this country for generations: hold our nose and vote for a politician who might not totally get us, but whom we have to trust to do their best by us anyway.

I lived through the roller coaster of Hillary Clinton's candidacy. I watched Elizabeth Warren supporters campaign while Bernie bros told them they were wasting their time. Then the Supreme Court took away the right to choose that I had thought belonged to all American citizens. Now I've run out of patience. My friends' barstool logic is not only maddening; it's dangerous.

It is not that I don't understand the electoral map, or that I'm dismissing the importance of the white male swing voter. Of course he's important, and of course there's a very good chance that, after leaving a diner and speaking to a reporter about what really matters to voters like him ... he's going to vote for Donald Trump. But the Harris candidacy is no longer hypothetical. She is almost certain to be running against Trump, and our democracy hangs in the balance. What do my male friends gain from fretting so much over this particular voter now? I'm beginning to think that they bring him up because they don't want to admit to their own biases--that he's a cover for their own hovering doubts about a female candidate, and an excuse for why they're not getting more enthusiastic about Harris.

Such doubts may reflect a deep desire to defeat Trump. But these men--and the women who secretly or not so secretly agree with them--can't afford them any longer. The only way to beat Trump is to support Harris. And all sorts of other voters are already doing so. In that spirit, I thought I would provide nervous Democrats with a list of them.

Black voters, and especially Black women, have saved the Democratic Party time and again. Yet non-Black voters continually dismiss the power and potential of this community, which includes supporters, donors, and many swing-state residents. Some people have questioned Harris's appeal among Black voters. She is half South Asian, and married to a white man, and was a prosecutor whose work, Republicans will point out, resulted in the incarceration of young Black men. But if the past few days are any indication, many Black voters aren't just enthusiastic about her; they're gleeful. Harris has long been vocal about issues that affect Black women, such as their disproportionately high mortality rates during childbirth. And she's a graduate of a historically Black university, where she was a member of a Black sorority.

On the night Biden endorsed Harris, the group Win With Black Women mobilized more than 44,000 women to join a Zoom call; they donated more than $1 million in three hours and some stayed on past 1 a.m. One friend told me she "couldn't log off, because I didn't want to miss a word." The next night, a similar call for Black men was organized.

If Harris wins, she will be the first Asian American president. Her mother was an immigrant from India; the now viral "coconut tree" meme came from one of her mother's favorite expressions. South Asian Americans are not only the largest Asian American group in America; they are the most politically engaged on many issues. Many live in swing-state cities like Philadelphia and Atlanta. And, despite the high profiles of conservatives such as Nikki Haley and Bobby Jindal (and now Usha Vance), most South Asian Americans are Democrats. Tech investors and entrepreneurs such as Nihal Mehta are already lining up behind Harris.

The vice president has the potential to excite women of all races. Anyone who says that they don't think America is "ready to vote for a woman" has not been paying attention. In 2016, many felt that voting for a woman was a way to shatter glass ceilings and celebrate "girl power." This time is different. It is not about a milestone. It is about our bodily autonomy and right to control our own health care. Which is why, over the past two years, women have come out even in the most conservative states to vote against ballot measures limiting their reproductive rights. No man can campaign as passionately on this issue as a woman can.

Harris has already gone on a "Fight for Reproductive Freedom" tour in battleground states. And who can forget her exchange with Justice Brett Kavanaugh during his confirmation hearings? Harris, like many senators, tried to get him to say what he thought about Roe v. Wade. When he wouldn't, she asked him something different: whether he could "think of any laws that give the government the power to make decisions about the male body?" He could not. When comparing her with the retrograde MAGA president who put American women in this predicament in the first place, people wouldn't need to even like Kamala Harris all that much to confidently vote for her.

Perhaps one of the most surprising things about her candidacy is how quickly she's been embraced by young people on the internet. At nearly 60, Harris would hardly be considered young in any other context. But after watching last month's Showdown at the Geriatric Corral between a septuagenarian and an octogenarian, Harris seems positively sprightly. Not only can she walk (in heels!) with a spring in her step, but she can dance, and have that dance go viral on TikTok and Instagram. As the rapper Charlie XCX has already proclaimed to her youthful followers: Kamala is brat. If you don't know what that means, it doesn't matter.

Read: The Brat-ification of Kamala Harris

What matters is that young people are meme-ing and tweeting and engaging with this candidate. Celebrities like Cardi B, who had previously said they'd sit the election out, are now endorsing Harris. (Or "Momala," as her 20-something stepkids call her.) For the cynics who say "Young people don't vote," I won't refute that. But ... they might. And in the run-up to November, their excitement will influence the culture. I am old enough to remember when everyone was behind a seasoned political figure named Hillary Clinton until it became clear that all the cool kids were supporting a young senator from Chicago who'd made a speech at a political convention.

On Monday, in her first speech since Biden dropped out, Harris asked: "Do we want to live in a country of freedom, compassion, and rule of law? Or a country of chaos, fear, and hate?" It's a pressing question. And the kind that reminds us that another broad voter group might be moved to support Harris: people who want to feel optimistic about America again.

Harris is kind of a goofball. She's earnest when you wouldn't expect earnestness. She tells awkward stories. She laughs often and loudly. She is not at all cool. And people seem to like it? Many of these things worked against her back in 2020, but now it's like seeing an ex at a high-school reunion: Suddenly the old flaws look different. Is it us? Are we lonely and desperate now? Probably.

The point is that for some time now, the only place for laughter in politics has been at a Trump political rally, in response to one of his cruel jokes. Politics has been about mass death and mass deportations. Harris takes these things seriously, but she can also provoke joy, which this country desperately needs. At that event Monday night, Harris told Biden--with warmth and sincerity--that she loved him. And then she spoke with a smile on her face about the future prospects for our country. Listening, I felt transported to a time before Trump came down the gilded escalator and turned the conversation from hope to carnage. We live in an era of cynicism, but Americans are still attracted to joy. We might find that even our white midwestern male voters want more of that.
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These Millennials Can't Get Out of Their Head

In Halle Butler's new novel, young people won't stop pathologizing others--or themselves.

by Hillary Kelly




Over the past several years, thanks in large part to social media, therapy lingo has seeped into the vernacular and is now a normal part of everyday speech. Selfish people are "narcissists." Ungenerous behavior is a "red flag." Calming down is "self-regulation." Pathologizing others tends to be a way of enforcing unwritten social codes. Pathologizing yourself can be a way to exempt your own behavior from judgment (you're not being mean; you're drawing boundaries).

Therapy-speak has taken over a group of millennials living in the midwestern college town of X, the setting of Halle Butler's Banal Nightmare. The novel lives up to its name in a variety of ways, none of which make for a very pleasant reading experience--though that's never seemed to be Butler's goal. Over the course of her two earlier novels she established herself as the Millennial skewerer in chief: She's here to chronicle and cackle at all the ways members of her generation have learned to psychologically chase their own tail. For more than 300 pages, character after character implodes in a mess of overthinking and a tendency to assume that they possess unique insight into human behavior.

Banal Nightmare is primarily about Margaret "Moddie" Yance, an unemployed, perennially agitated 30-something who clings to the periphery of every social group she encounters and alternately berates and celebrates herself for each decision she makes. She's recently left her long-term boyfriend, Nick, "a megalomaniac or perhaps a covert narcissist," in Chicago and moved back home to her childhood town of X, where she hopes to "recover from a stressful decade of living in the city." X is supposed to be like rehab for Moddie, a place where she can find herself again. Instead, she smokes weed on her couch while she watches bad network procedural dramas, humiliates herself at lame parties, and ties herself into emotional knots like a nihilistic Looney Tunes character. In one relatable moment, Butler writes: "Sometimes she felt she would give anything to leave her own mind for just one second."

Butler's characters have always been remarkably, hilariously alienating. The protagonist of Jillian, Butler's first novel, scrabbles around her disappointing life as a gastroenterologist's assistant, scanning images of diseased anuses and sweatily lusting after a colleague's seemingly more fulfilling life. Millie, the protagonist of The New Me, is physically repulsive--her face smells like a bagel, and her underwear has holes in it from her crotch scratching. At the furniture showroom where she temps, she continually fails to make friends or climb the corporate ladder, mostly because she lacks social awareness and the good sense to lie low. In Butler's novels, self-improvement is always just out of reach.

Read: The paradox of caring about 'bullshit' jobs

In our digital world, transformation feels tantalizingly close everywhere we look. Instagram is a sea of before-and-after split screens: a curvier body on the left and a leaner one on the right, a dilapidated house on one side and a crisp paint job with fresh furniture on the other. But people aren't just sitting back and observing these metamorphoses. Everyday speech, on social media and in person, has adopted an overly simplistic vocabulary of emotional growth and well-being.

Of course, a greater openness to talking about mental health has its benefits. Plenty of people who may not have otherwise sought out therapy might find relief, and some form of clarity, in social-media accounts that promote self-care or from online counselors such as the "Millennial therapist" Dr. Sara Kuburic. At the same time, some of these figures have helped usher in a one-size-fits-all approach to mental health, with advice that is liberally sprinkled with jargon. Millions of viewers can scroll past therapy-coded guidance on how to "make space" for "uncomfortable truths" or "forgive your past self." It can sometimes feel like everyone--influencers, friends in your group chat, your sister who lives in Portland--has adopted this type of language in their daily life and appointed themselves behavioral experts.

Likewise, the characters in Banal Nightmare--not just Moddie but also her childhood friends and their extended circle--are each sure that they alone possess the power to accurately read social dynamics, and so they peck at one another, interpreting every facial expression and utterance as evidence of psychological fault. As Butler examines her characters' dogged (mis)interpretations, she casts each one as a little Freud in the making, and turns their world into a mirror of ours.

Kim, a college administrator and a vague enemy of Moddie's, is the kind of woman who thinks everyone comes to her with their problems. "She was good at listening and good at understanding things from multiple angles," Butler writes, "probably because her mother was a therapist." Kim then proceeds to use her so-called expertise to write a series of emails to friends in which she explains that they are "slightly patronizing" and have "undercut" her, so she'd like "some kind of reparations" and hopes "this falls on open ears." (Spoiler: It does not.)

Couples fight via diagnosis, each member thinking they've hit the bull's-eye on their partner's deficiencies and using psycho-jargon as a cover for their own flaws. "It's pretty egotistical, if you think about it," says one friend, Craig, to his longtime girlfriend, Pam. "Not everything in my life is about you, and when you make my problems about you, I think it makes it really difficult for you to empathize with me and give me the patience and support I clearly need." Bobby puts it more bluntly when he talks about Kim, his wife: "She's a fucking psycho, and any time I disagree with her, she says I'm gaslighting her."

Read: How anxiety became content

At the center of things is Moddie. She feels sure that NPR's dulcet tones "had something to do with the coddling infantilization of her generation who, though well into their thirties, seemed to need constant affirmation and authoritative direction to make it through the week." Moddie is clearly self-aware, but she also feels trapped. A trip to Target for a sweat suit is, she claims, "triggering." While she's driving down a broad midwestern highway, "a car passed her on the right going much too fast, and she verbalized a lengthy fantasy about the driver's personal inadequacies." Moddie wants to get out of her own mind, but she also can't quite get a handle on whether or not her grievances are sincere. Nobody can.

But what keeps Banal Nightmare nailed to reality is the fact that, underneath all of this emotional turmoil, we eventually learn that Moddie has suffered real, serious harm--dare I call it a trauma. She just might, as she says at one point, have PTSD. She probably was gaslit by her ex. Her former friend group really may warrant the label toxic. The story comes in dribs and drabs, and then in a big rush. It's met with the same language her friends apply to everything else. But it also elicits something else: real sympathy, from some of Moddie's friends and perhaps from readers too, who can see that all this therapy-speak is drowning out the signal in the noise.
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The Racist, Sexist Attacks on Kamala Harris

The offensive is an expression of the GOP's values and its policy agenda, which, for this brief moment, is on display in all its ugliness.

by Adam Serwer




Less than 48 hours after Vice President Kamala Harris won the support of enough delegates to secure the Democratic nomination, Republican Party leadership had a modest proposal for members: Please stop being so overtly racist and sexist.

"House Republican leaders told lawmakers to focus on criticizing Vice President Kamala Harris' record without reference to her race and gender," Politico reported, "following caustic remarks from some Republicans attacking her on the basis of identity."

Having to make such a request means that it's already too late. Several Republican members of Congress had by then started referring to Harris as a "DEI hire," a reference to diversity, equity, and inclusion, but in reality an assertion that Harris is the nominee only "because of her ethnic background," as Republican Representative Glenn Grothman of Wisconsin put it. The conservative activist Tom Fitton engaged in some neo-birtherism, implying that Harris's Jamaican and South Asian parents render her ineligible to run for president. The former Trump campaign manager Kellyanne Conway called Harris lazy, saying, "She does not speak well; she does not work hard; she doesn't inspire anyone." Republican Representative Harriet Hagemen of Wyoming declared, "Intellectually, [she is] just really kind of the bottom of the barrel."

Read: What the Kamala Harris doubters don't understand

Then there were those who fixated on Harris's gender rather than her race, or on both at the same time. Of course it's possible to criticize politicians who are women or people or color without that criticism automatically being sexist or racist. That's not what's happening here. Right-wing activists on social media criticized Harris's dating history and accused her of having "slept her way to the top." The former Trump-administration official Sebastian Gorka told Fox News that Harris was the nominee "because she's female and her skin color is the correct DEI color." Other right-wing activists argued that Harris shouldn't be allowed to be president, "because she doesn't have biological children." This sentiment seems to be shared by Trump officials--liberal activists resurfaced a clip of J. D. Vance, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, attacking Harris, who is married and a stepmother to two, as one of the Democratic Party's "childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives."

Republicans will eventually refine these kinds of race- and gender-based attacks into more coded form, but this is not the same as rejecting them or their underlying premises. Trump-campaign officials told The Bulwark that they were planning to "Willie Horton" Kamala Harris--referring to the 1988 George H. W. Bush ad campaign that sought to foment and exploit racialized fears of crime. The first reason to take note of these attacks now is that they are being made when GOP officials are responding to President Joe Biden's exit from the race, and are therefore expressing their unguarded thoughts, shorn of the sanitizing message discipline that is sure to follow. They are saying these things because they really believe them. The second reason to take note is that their policy agenda is shaped around these beliefs--which when plainly expressed are repulsive to most voters, even many Republican-leaning ones.

Virtually everything being said about Harris was also said about Barack Obama. Questioning Obama's citizenship was how Trump became a right-wing hero in the first place. Conservatives called Obama an "affirmative-action president" instead of a "DEI hire" because this was years ago and the right-wing vocabulary was different. They called Obama dumb and lazy just as they are calling Harris dumb and lazy; they called him unqualified and said he achieved what he did only because of his racial background. Harris's politics might be too liberal for many Americans' tastes, but she was a district attorney, an attorney general, a senator, and then a vice president. She has not only more experience in elected office than Obama did when he ran, but more than either of the white men running on the Republican ticket.

The purpose of the "DEI hire" rhetoric is to diminish those accomplishments, and suggest that any Black person whom conservatives do not specifically approve of did not earn their place--an inversion of the history of racial discrimination in America such that white people become its true victims and Black people its beneficiaries. The purpose of this rhetoric is to stoke racial resentment by suggesting that few if any Black people have earned whatever success they have achieved, and that their success came at the expense of someone who is not Black. It has become a way to imply that Black people are less capable than white people--the problem is once you simply refer to every Black person in a position of prestige or authority this way, regardless of the circumstances, that sentiment is no longer hidden. Behind this racist fiction that almost every prominent Black figure is a "DEI hire" who doesn't deserve their position is the reality that the wealthy interests backing Trump's candidacy are bent on hoarding American prosperity for themselves and deflecting the blame for the economic consequences of their own greed onto others.

That worldview is married to the policy agenda of gutting or reversing antidiscrimination protections for nonwhites, so that discrimination on the basis of race in employment, voting rights, education, criminal justice, and housing can proceed without interference. As The Washington Post reported in 2020, "Trump presided over a sweeping U.S. government retreat from the front lines of civil rights."

Read: The Brat-ification of Kamala Harris

The attacks on Harris for her relationship history or lack of biological children similarly reflect a deeply ideological worldview. Vance deriding Harris as a "childless cat lady" implies that women who do not have children cannot meaningfully contribute to or care about America's future; it is indicative of a belief that women are human beings valuable not in and of themselves, but only as broodmares, whose primary purpose is as vessels for human reproduction. The underlying insinuation is that women who do not have children do not have value, that blended families are not real families, and that women should be subject to draconian limitations on their personal freedom that men will never face. This kind of rhetoric is also, on a personal level, exceedingly cruel to all those couples who struggle to have children but cannot, to extended family with no biological kids of their own who bear the responsibility of raising children, and even to godparents who take on the duty of rearing children they are not related to.

Vance, like the activists who would staff a future Trump administration, has said that he believes abortion should be "illegal nationally" and that he wants to prevent women from crossing state lines to get the procedure. Notwithstanding misleading media coverage about Trump's position on abortion, the new GOP platform takes the position that abortion rights violate the Fourteenth Amendment and should therefore be illegal everywhere. As Laura K. Field writes in Politico, Vance has also argued that getting divorced is too easy, a strange position for a man running alongside the thrice-married Trump, but one that is consistent with a totalizing ideological opposition to women's individual freedom.

Trump's longevity as a bombastic celebrity has muted the GOP's ideological extremism to many American voters. Although Trump shares much of that deeply ideological worldview, it is often obscured by the juvenile nature of his schoolyard insults. Expressed in frank, unguarded terms by Republican apparatchiks, however, it becomes creepy and off-putting even to many conservative voters. When that happens, many Republicans find themselves attempting to distance themselves from it, as Trump has tried to do with Project 2025, the policy agenda his staffers intend to pursue if he is given another term in office. The Republican strategy hinges on exploiting racism and sexism, but most Republican voters are not as fanatically ideological about their prejudices as the new Trumpist elite--right-wing lawmakers, staffers, intellectuals, and commentators. There is a reason that abortion rights tend to win popular referendums even in conservative states, and that the Republican leadership is attempting to tamp down all this vocal sincerity regarding Harris's background.

An ABC News headline reported that Harris "faces racial 'DEI' attacks amid campaign for the 2024 presidency," as though they were falling from the sky like rain and not directed at her by Republicans. A New York Times headline warned that "Trump's new rival may bring out his harshest instincts," as though it was Harris's fault for provoking him by being a Black and South Asian American woman. A Washington Post headline warned that Harris "would have to contend with DEI, culture war attacks," without naming those doing the attacking. This framing, however well intentioned, assigns less agency to Republicans for this political approach than GOP leaders have.

Harris is not to blame for these kinds of attacks on her. These are simply expressions of the GOP's values and its policy agenda, which, for this brief moment, is on display in all its ugliness. Republicans are telling the public not just what they believe, but what they want to do with power once they get it: make a world where the remarkable American story of a biracial woman born of immigrant parents becoming president is not possible. You may see Harris's story as inspiring. They find it grotesque and unjust. They are announcing as much, as loudly as they can. At least until they learn to use their inside voices again.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/racist-sexist-attacks-kamala-harris/679232/?utm_source=feed
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Inside U.S. Cricket's Shocking Victory

How an American team of retreads, castoffs, and one software engineer took down a dominant world power

by Chris Heath




When the players on the U.S. men's cricket team showed up at a stadium outside Dallas on the morning of June 6, they were well aware that few people who knew anything about the sport gave them a chance of winning. That the match was even taking place was curiosity enough. Their opponent was Pakistan, one of the great cricketing powers. In Pakistan, cricket is the nation's most popular sport, whereas in the U.S. many are surprised that America even has a cricket team of its own. The two teams had never faced off before.
 
 The website for USA Cricket contends that "America has one of the richest cricketing histories" of any country, but the argument is a dubious one. A timeline offers a few bright early moments--it notes, for instance, that in 1754, Benjamin Franklin brought a cricket rule book over from England; reports that the very first international cricket match took place in New York (America versus Canada, in 1844); and asserts that, at one time, there were up to 1,000 cricket clubs across the country. But it mostly details the waning of the sport, eclipsed by baseball in American life. From the 1960s onward, descriptions of purported achievements by U.S. national teams almost invariably include a phrase that lets slip the underlying reality: "narrowly miss out," "bottom of their pool," "not quite enough."

Although cricket is said to be the second-most-viewed sport in the world after soccer, those viewers have long been elsewhere. Its popularity has historically been concentrated in the handful of nations that have dominated the sport: India, Pakistan, Australia, England, New Zealand, the West Indies, South Africa.

The event in which the U.S. cricket team was playing this summer was the T20 World Cup, a biannual tournament. The U.S. team had never previously managed to qualify, and even on this occasion, its participation had not been earned on the cricket field. The 2024 World Cup was to be primarily hosted in the West Indies, but 16 early matches would be played in the United States. Cricket is overseen by a global governing body, the International Cricket Council, and this choice was in keeping with one of the ICC's declared goals, to grow cricket in the American market.

As a co-host, the U.S. cricket team automatically qualified to play in the tournament, beginning with a round robin against four other teams. The U.S. won its first match, against another lesser team: Canada. But in the next two matches, the United States would face Pakistan and another giant of modern cricket, India--opponents who, according to conventional wisdom, would be far beyond it. Finally, the U.S. would take on Ireland. Only the top two teams in the group would move on to the tournament's next stage. That these would be India and Pakistan was more or less considered a foregone conclusion.

Recently, there had been indications that the U.S. cricket team was making significant steps forward. Still, the players knew, ahead of the Pakistan game, that the odds were heavily stacked against them. As they prepared, they were thinking all the sensible things you think when you need reality to bend in a way you know it probably won't.

"We knew we wasn't supposed to win the game," the opening batsman Steven Taylor told me.

"We wanted to detach ourselves," the bowler Saurabh Netravalkar told me, "from the star-studded nature of the players that we are playing against."

"If we upset Pakistan," Taylor said, "that would be the biggest thing ever in any World Cup."

"I walked into the game," said Corey Anderson, who had played his first match for the United States less than two months earlier, "thinking, Yes, there's a world in which we beat them. There is a world in which we beat them. There's a lot of worlds where we don't."

The commonly expected narrative for how a player comes to represent their country is this: They grow up in that country, learning the sport there, gradually excelling. They rise through the ranks until one day, if their talent is sufficient and all goes as they hope it might, they are selected to play on the national team. That is not the story of the U.S. cricket team. Eleven players took the field on June 6 wearing U.S.-team shirts, and the above narrative just about describes one of them.

That exception is Steven Taylor. He was born in Hialeah, Florida, and raised in nearby Miramar. His parents had met in Jamaica, then moved to the States before he was born. His father worked for a construction company, and his mother worked at the airport until she hurt her back. Club cricket in the United States is typically played among those whose affiliation with the game comes from elsewhere, most usually from the Caribbean and South Asian diasporas, and when Taylor fell into the sport, he was following his father. "Because I love my dad dearly," he told me, "and he loved cricket as well. So anything my dad wants to do, I was always behind him."

Taylor, a precocious talent, joined a team in an adult cricket league when he was about 8 years old. It was pretty much all he cared about. "My friends used to call me 'the cricket guy' because I used to talk about cricket right through every time of the day," he said. Inevitably, many of them didn't really understand what he was talking about.

In his early 20s, Taylor moved to Jamaica to play professional cricket, but when his progress stalled, he moved back. He had another future in mind: to achieve greatness as an American cricketer. "I always had that passion," he said. He first played for the U.S. in 2010, way before anyone else on the current squad. The team wasn't always as good as he hoped, but he had no choice but to be patient.

Joseph O'Neill: America, cricket's next frontier

The first moment in the game against Pakistan that suggested something magical might be in the air involved Taylor. It happened about four and a half minutes into the match, one expected to last about three hours. The Pakistani opening batsman Mohammad Rizwan--one of the finest T20 batsmen in the world, a player who, on a different day, might have put the game out of reach all on his own--had already scored nine runs. But then a ball caught the edge of Rizwan's bat. It careened fairly close to where Taylor was standing, though not close enough for a catch to seem feasible. Taylor dived to his right, and the ball somehow stuck in his hand, just a few inches above the grass. "Oh my goodness!" the TV commentator exclaimed. "What a blinder!"

It was the kind of catch, Taylor now says, he figured he might take two times out of 10. In the aftermath--as he lay on the ground, his teammates swarming around him, only his right arm extended beyond the surrounding melee, the ball still cradled in his hand--he instinctively flicked the ball up and away, as if to say, Look what I just did.

Four and a half minutes after the match had started, the match had started.

Everyone still knew that there was a way that this match was supposed to go, but sometimes what you need most is simply a moment that makes the possible actually seem possible.

A brief word on how a T20 cricket competition works. One team of 11 players fields while the other bats. A bowler from the fielding side bowls six balls, known as an "over," at one of the two batsmen on the field at any given time. That's repeated 20 times, and then the teams switch places--so all of the first team's scoring is finished before the other team comes to bat. If a batsman's shot is caught by a fielder, or if he misses a ball that hits the posts behind him (called "stumps"), or if other, more complicated misadventures befall him, he is out, and replaced by a new batsman.

Players can qualify for a national cricket team in three ways: by birth, by nationality, and by residence. Until recently, that last rule typically required someone to have lived in a country for seven years before representing it. But in 2018, the ICC reduced the qualification period to three years. This was a crucial shift for the United States. Of the 11 U.S. players who stepped onto the field June 6, five of them qualified to play not through ancestry or birthplace, but through residency. Monank Patel, the team's captain--and now a U.S. citizen--had originally taken that path too.

Patel was born in India, and grew up near Ahmedabad, in Gujarat State. He started playing cricket when he was 10, and by the time he was 13, he was on the district team. "Schooling, college, and all, I just did for the sake of doing it," he told me. "I never had a goal to achieve anything from the education point of view." The only thing he cared about was cricket.

Where Patel lived, in what is probably the most cricket-obsessed nation in the world, there was a surfeit of good players, and it was easy to fall through the cracks. Eventually, he had to accept that the cricketing life he had imagined for himself was not his destiny. He had family in the United States, and already had a green card. In his early 20s, he moved to New Jersey. His extended family ran liquor stores and gas stations, and he started working in the family businesses.

After Patel had spent a year or two in New Jersey, an uncle encouraged him to move to South Carolina, where they opened a franchise of the restaurant chain Teriyaki Madness. When sales slumped, Patel had to double as both manager and chef. (I came across a photo of him there, red apron on, tossing food in a wok. He told me that the best dish was spicy chicken with noodles. When I asked him why it was good, he replied, "Because I used to make it.") Then he learned that his mother, in New Jersey, had cancer. He returned north, and went back to work in a liquor store.

Since coming to America, Patel had been playing club cricket on the weekends, getting used to the very different conditions of pitches here. In 2018, when he was first eligible, he got the attention of the U.S. team and was invited to try out. He was selected straightaway. Soon, he stopped working at the liquor store. He was a cricketer again.

On June 6, by the end of its 20 overs, Pakistan had scored 159 runs. That was probably less than what Pakistan had expected, and the U.S. team figured it truly had a chance. Then again, it was playing Pakistan. Somebody on the U.S. team needed to make a big score. The opening batsmen were Patel and Taylor. Taylor was counting on himself. Normally, he's the one who bats more aggressively, while Patel tends to be more conservative. But today, their roles somehow flipped; Taylor stuttered, while runs flowed for Patel. Soon enough, Taylor was out.

Batsmen can score runs one by one, by hitting the ball and running up and down the pitch past each other, as if two baseball players were running back and forth between two bases. Each of these trips counts as a single run. But batsmen can also score in bunches, by hitting the ball to the field's boundary (four runs) or over the boundary (six runs). Facing Shaheen Afridi--world Cricketer of the Year in 2021--Patel consecutively hit a four, then a six, to reach 50 runs. In celebration, he arched his head back so that he was facing upward, a private gesture to his mother. Before she died, she had watched her son's second cricket career take off, always encouraging him to be a better person and a better player.

"Every time I score a 50 or 100," Patel said, "I look up in the sky and just thank her."

At this point, the U.S. team was well on track to beat Pakistan's score.


The United States captain Monank Patel celebrates scoring 50 runs during the T20 World Cup match between the United States and Pakistan. (Tony Gutierrez / AP)



The tradition of writing about cricket in America, and predicting its just-around-the-next-corner rise, has been going on for a long time. There was a fine example in this magazine nearly a quarter century ago: Rob Nixon's "As American as Cricket" reported optimistically that "a movement has been growing to bring what was once the most English of sports into the American mainstream. It just might succeed." Nixon highlighted some of the indicators that cricket in America now had the wind at its back--a pilot program under way to get cricket into California schools; Disney's discussion of building a stadium in Orlando; a stadium already green-lit in Brooklyn, with $30 million raised from private investors.

But, of course, no. There is no cricket stadium in Brooklyn. There is no cricket stadium in Orlando. Away from the growing pockets of the American population who have inherited an affinity for the game from elsewhere, cricket remains a baffling mystery to most. Almost every sport, viewed from the outside, is a mystifying web of complicated rules, practices, and language. But even by this standard, it's easy to portray cricket as an outlier. Much of its lexicon sounds both unapproachable and, well, just weird: sticky wicket, googly, yorker, jaffa, daisy cutter, silly mid off, maiden over, tickle, nurdle, trundler, paddle scoop, popping crease, golden duck.

Beyond that, the purest version of the game--the one that, to many global cricket fans, remains the Platonic ideal--is only hinted at in the hectic T20 sprints of this World Cup. This much longer version of the game, in its international form known as a "test match," takes place over several full days of play, rather than a few hours. It is this version of the game that Nixon was talking about when he noted that, after mentioning to an American friend that Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter were ardent cricket fans, he got the memorable retort: "Of course. All that organized futility."

The U.S. cricket team has never even played a test match. (These are reserved for the 12 countries good enough, and with sufficient cricketing infrastructure, to be deemed "Full-Member Nations" by the ICC; the United States is a mere "Associate Member.") A quicker, one-day version of the game, in which each side bats for 50 or 60 overs, developed only in the 1970s, when it was widely considered a controversial oversimplification. The even shorter, more TV-friendly 20-over format of the T20 World Cup was introduced this century.

In no version of the game has a U.S. team made any significant impact. No wonder many cricket fans around the world might be only dimly aware that a U.S. cricket team exists. Or maybe not even aware at all. Including, it turns out, some of those eligible to play for it.

Aaron Jones was born in Queens, to parents who had moved there from Barbados. When Jones was 3 or 4, his mother, fed up with the cold winters, insisted they move back to Barbados. There, he excelled at soccer and cricket, but he bowed to his parents' wisdom that, for a Caribbean boy, the prospects were better for a cricketer.

In October 2018, Jones went to a cricket match in Barbados with some friends, as a spectator. It was part of a minor regional tournament in which Jones had expected to play for the Barbados team, but this time hadn't been selected. In that day's game, the U.S. team was playing. "I didn't know that U.S.A. had a team," Jones told me. He did, however, personally know one of its players, Steven Taylor; they'd bonded in an earlier competition over their shared Caribbean heritage. That day, Taylor spotted Jones in the crowd and messaged him after the game, inviting him to hang out at his hotel. That evening shifted the path of Jones's life.

In the course of conversation, Jones mentioned that he had a U.S. passport. Taylor was surprised. "He was like, 'So why don't you just come and play for U.S.?'" Jones recalled. This, it soon became clear, wasn't some vague, airy notion. By the time Jones got home, he said that he had messages from three or four members of the U.S. cricket board. The next day, he was invited to practice. A few days later, he made his first appearance in a U.S. shirt. He's been a regular on the team ever since, and is currently the national team's vice captain.

In the June 6 Pakistan game, after Monank Patel reached his 50, he was out without scoring another run. The challenge to finish the job now fell to Jones and another of their best batsmen, Nitish Kumar.

What followed was the kind of yo-yo, tension-and-release breathtaking suspense that sporting events can sometimes supply. At certain moments, it seemed like the U.S. might win with ease; at others, it seemed almost impossible. Eventually, the contest came down to this: The team needed six runs from the last two balls to be bowled. From the first of these two balls, Jones scored one run. Then, from the final ball, Kumar miraculously scored four.

Given the high numbers involved in cricket scores, a tie is a rare event, but the teams were now tied. An equally rare protocol, known as a Super Over, kicks in when this happens. Effectively, what follows is a whole new competition of just one over per team. Six balls. Whichever team scores the most, wins.

It was up to Patel, and to the team's Australian coach, Stuart Law, to decide who should bat and who should bowl. They chose Jones as one of the two batsmen; he would face the first ball. Jones remembered feeling that 10 runs was the minimum he wanted for the Super Over, though he was hoping they'd get 12. But it went better than that: His shots flowed, and the Pakistani team, seemingly rattled, made mistakes. "Everything worked in my favor that day," Jones said.

In the Super Over, the U.S. scored 18 runs; the team was nearly there.


The American cricketer Aaron Jones during the Super Over in the match against Pakistan (Tony Gutierrez / AP)



A telltale peculiarity of the U.S. cricket team is what its players informally call the "no Hindi" rule. They have agreed that all shared conversations will be in English. Those who slip up are fined $20 for each violation, money put toward the team beer fund. Though the "no Hindi" shorthand presumably acknowledges the fact that seven of the full 15-man World Cup squad were primarily raised in India, there are other shared tongues too, each to be avoided.

"If I speak in my full Caribbean slang," Jones said, "they wouldn't understand. So they see us as disrespectful ... And then if they speak Hindi, I can't understand, or if they speak Urdu, I can't understand, or if the Afrikaans speak Afrikaans, then we can't understand."

"If we're playing for America," Taylor explained, "we only talk one language."

Each player on the U.S. team has followed his own pathway to where he now finds himself. But if there is a theme that tends to repeat, it is that, whatever the chain of circumstances, the U.S. team represents a second chance in many of the players' cricketing lives--one that emerged, in some cases, long after the first chance had evaporated. Corey Anderson, for instance, was a young cricket star in New Zealand whose career had waned; his second chance opened up only after he was stranded in Dallas with his girlfriend (now wife) during the pandemic, when he signed a contract to play in the upstart Major League Cricket. (A typical MLC contract is in the neighborhood of $60,000, though stronger players can command six figures.)

Saurabh Netravalkar's story is of the same kind. He grew up in Mumbai, playing street cricket with a tennis ball in the backyards of apartment buildings, and in time he was selected for India's under-19 squad, enjoying early success. But from the start, Netravalkar also excelled academically, and loved that too. In 2013, after graduating with a computer-engineering degree, he faced a difficult decision about what to do professionally. He chose cricket, but his career didn't take off as he'd hoped. "There are so many good cricketers in India," he told me. "It was frustrating. I used to get low sometimes."

So after two years, Netravalkar reversed his decision. "It was a very emotional call for me," he said, "because my dream was always to grow up and play for the country, play for India." Instead, he decided to get a master's in computer science at Cornell. When Netravalkar flew out of Mumbai, he left his cricket spikes somewhere in the attic of his family home.

In this other life, Netravalkar prospered. After Cornell, he was hired by Oracle, and moved to the Bay Area. In 2019, he and a colleague were granted a patent for a novel method of doing wildcard searches. (One sentence from the patent's abstract: "In an embodiment, a plurality of query K-gram tokens for a term in a query are generated.") But Netravalkar was wrong to imagine he'd leave cricket completely behind him.
 
 After he settled into his job, he started playing club cricket seriously on the weekends. Matches in the Bay Area were played on synthetic pitches, a poor substitute for a serious cricketer, so he soon got into a routine where he and a few teammates would drive six hours to Los Angeles on Friday night, play a Saturday game on a proper grass pitch, then drive straight back to the Bay Area for another game on Sunday. "And back to work on Monday," he said.

Netravalkar had some club teammates who played for the U.S. team, but as he understood it, the applicable qualification period was seven years. Then, just as he reached the end of his third year here, the eligibility rules changed. Without an invitation, he flew himself to a team training camp in Los Angeles. A few months later, he got the call.

Netravalkar has continued his other career, at Oracle. For the 2024 World Cup, he initially arranged to be away from work until June 17. If the U.S. progressed in the tournament, he would have to ask for a further extension.

On June 6, he did plenty to make this more likely. It was a ball off his bowling that Taylor caught after four and a half minutes, that first hint that this might be their day. Now, right at the end of the match, Netravalkar was chosen to bowl the Super Over: to deliver six balls that would end in either victory or defeat.

From the moment Netravalkar's first ball managed to evade the bat, Pakistan's task, already steep, became nearly impossible. Then, on the third ball, one of the Pakistani batsmen was out after a fine diving catch near the boundary from the substitute fielder Milind Kumar. That was more or less it. Minutes later, the result was official. As the Karachi-based news site Dawn would summarize it: "In a downright embarrassing moment that will go down in Pakistani cricket history, our cricket team lost to the United States." The match earned rare attention from American outlets too; CNN called it a "shock defeat."

The crowd in Grand Prairie that day was sparse, but to sounds of surprised celebration, one of the American players lifted a grinning Netravalkar into the air.
 
 "Slowly it digested," Netravalkar said, "that this was a historic win."

"We were out of the moon," Patel said. "Out of the world, I would say."

Briefly, cricket in America was a hot ticket, though this had less to do with what the U.S. had just achieved than with the team it was to play next: India. This game was scheduled six days later in a temporary stadium on Long Island that had been built for the tournament. The evening before the match, on the tournament's official ticket site, the remaining few seats at the back of the grandstand cost $300; everything else was $1,000 or more.

At first sight, most spectators that day were wearing or holding something that identified them as supporting India. Closer up, a more complicated story became apparent. A small but significant subset were also carrying U.S.-team merchandise. As the day began to heat up, someone sitting near me took off their Indian-team shirt, revealing a U.S shirt underneath.
 
 Before the match, a presenter, live on the big screens, was shown wandering around talking to people in the crowd. One woman, holding an American flag but wearing an Indian shirt, explained to him that she was born in India but lives here. "Definitely rooting for both teams," she declared. The interviewer, failing to overcome a lifetime's experience of partisanship, blurted out in response, "That's not how sport works!" But here, today, it seemed to.


Fans pose for a photo prior to the World Cup match between the United States and India at Nassau County International Cricket Stadium on June 12, 2024, in East Meadow, New York. The face on the poster belongs to India's Virat Kohli. (Pankaj Nangia / ICC / Getty)



The high point for the U.S. team came when Netravalkar bowled his first over. The Indian batsman Virat Kohli is probably the most famous cricketer currently playing the game. But Netravalkar's first ball to him deftly swung away and was edged off Kohli's bat into the safe hands of another U.S. player. Kohli had been dismissed first ball for no runs, the humiliation known as a golden duck.

As Kohli departed and the new batsman made his way onto the field while the stadium DJ played "Empire State of Mind," there was briefly a waft of something in the air. But soon enough, India eased back into control. As the game progressed, people continued to cheer U.S. achievements almost as heartily as Indian ones; I have a hunch that might have changed if the result had felt in jeopardy, but it never did, and soon the Indian victory, to no one's surprise, was comfortably completed.

With one further match to play, the math was now simple. To advance to the next stage, the U.S. had to beat Ireland. Two days later, a modest crowd filed into Central Broward Stadium, in Florida. It had rained earlier that morning, and the field was still considered too wet for play. Should the game be called off, the U.S. team would proceed into the tournament's next round by default. Nearly three hours after the scheduled start, the skies opened--"Thankfully," Anderson told me, "mother cricket had the rain come in"--and the match was canceled.

When the U.S. players arrived at their hotel, the mood was good. Qualifying for this next stage of the tournament, known as the Super 8s, is a big deal. It not only meant that they would travel to Antigua and Barbados to play three more of the world's top teams: South Africa, the West Indies, and England. It also meant--both for the team and, more important, for the enduring growth of cricket in America--that they automatically qualified for the next World Cup.

By definition, tournaments like the T20 World Cup eventually end in defeat and disappointment for all but one team. Once the U.S. team reached the Caribbean, things soon unraveled. It ran South Africa close, but then was pulverized by the West Indies and England. It would play no further part. (India would ultimately triumph in a thrilling seesaw final against South Africa; Kohli, the Indian hero, would be top scorer and man of the match, his momentary humiliation against the U.S. long forgotten.)

Still, the past few weeks had clearly changed the narrative about American cricket. The hope is that everything builds from here: that the attention is sustained, then grows; that the flimsy national infrastructure improves, in terms of both facilities and instruction; that a wider segment of the population learns the game; that the U.S. cricket team goes further at the 2026 T20 World Cup, and shines in front of home crowds at the 2028 Los Angeles Olympics, where cricket will be included for the first time (well, if you ignore, as you probably should, the two-team Olympic competition between England and France in 1900).

And if it turns out to be nothing but a blip? If someone, a quarter century from now, goes through these words and points out everything that was expected to follow, and didn't? Well, magical blips are to be celebrated too. In fact, they're one of the greatest gifts that sports offer to memory. Because, whatever comes after, this happened. On June 6, the Pakistan and U.S. cricket teams played each other for the very first time.

"It's almost like I don't think guys understood what they'd done," Anderson said. "How we won the game, I think, was what made it even sweeter. It wasn't like, 'Oh my God, we fluked that; we got lucky'... It was a little bit more of: 'We actually just beat Pakistan.' Pakistan didn't lose to the U.S.A. U.S.A. beat Pakistan."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/07/usa-cricket-team-pakistan-win-t20-world-cup/679221/?utm_source=feed
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What Biden Didn't Say

"It's about you," the president declared in his speech last night. But for a long time, it was about him.

by Mark Leibovich




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


President Joe Biden made his prime-time debut as a short-timer last night in an 11-minute address from the Resolute desk. He made the right call to leave the presidential race, and gave a good speech: gracious, high-minded, and moving at the end.

"Nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy," Biden said. "That includes personal ambition."

Oh yes, about that. Let's acknowledge--and the president did not--that, until a few days ago, he was waging an exasperating battle on behalf of personal ambition: his own. And he seemed quite determined to keep the job he'd spent much of his life gunning for. He fretted, fumed, and stalled.

Eventually he came around. Or at least had nowhere to go and spun a new and noble story. "This sacred task of perfecting our union is not about me," Biden said last night. "It's about you." It's also about polls, fundraising, and fleeing supporters, all of which fueled the anguish of this saga and the outcome. No one should understate the power of the great big "me" in the middle of this story.

David Frum: The dramatic contrast of Biden's last act

"The truth, the sacred cause of this country, is larger than any one of us," Biden added last night. The truth is also pretty simple sometimes. Although Biden did not want to abandon his campaign, a large majority of Democrats thought he should. This had to be difficult to accept. No doubt it still is. Biden looked wistful and tired as he spoke.

Reaction to the speech was warm, fawning at times, and a bit eulogistic. Biden was praised for his patriotic act. "'The sacred cause of this country is larger than any of us,'" former President Barack Obama wrote on X. "Joe Biden has stayed true to these words again and again." The actor and director Rob Reiner gushed over "one of our greatest Presidents," exactly one week after publicly pleading with Biden to leave: "The handwriting is on the wall in bold capital letters," he'd said.

This praise parade began within minutes of Biden's exit announcement on Sunday. Breathless statements rolled in from big-name Democrats about how selfless, statesmanlike, and heroic Biden was for finally submitting to reality. Obama, Nancy Pelosi, and Chuck Schumer all released communiques hailing Biden as "a genuine public servant" (Obama), "one of the most consequential presidents in American history" (Pelosi), and someone who "put his country, his party, and our future first" (Schumer).

They all conveniently left out the words "kicking and screaming," "took him long enough," and "after stewing and dillydallying for nearly a month."

In fact, to varying degrees, each of these leaders had been running out of patience with Biden, and was convinced he would lose to former President Donald Trump and possibly cost Democrats the House and Senate. According to various reports, they all worked behind the scenes to nudge Biden along to his eventual decision, which dragged on like a prolonged lobotomy of a wounded psyche.

Stuart Stevens: How is this going to work?

All's well that ends well, you could say. In fact, this all could have ended a lot better. Or, certainly, sooner: three weeks, if not three years, sooner. In the end, Biden's drawn-out hemming and hawing after his debate disaster on June 27 left Democrats in a hell of a bind.

Prominent Democrats have quickly rallied behind Vice President Kamala Harris, which, if nothing else, should spare the party a divisive battle for the nomination. But this rushed "process" is no substitute for an actual primary with a full field of candidates. That would have produced a better-vetted, better-known, and better-prepared nominee. Harris is off to a good start, but remains unproven. She will have her moments and make her mistakes, some of which could have been ironed out months ago.

As it stands, Biden left time for only a late scramble. And little room to heal the rifts that have arisen from this awkward affair. If Harris loses to Trump, Biden will come in for a healthy dose of the blame.

I don't mean to kick the president while he's in retreat. Biden should be given space to process this ordeal, mourn the end of his long career, and enjoy the over-the-top tributes (even the ones from the busybody backstabbers in his party). He should have plenty of time for valedictories. They will be well deserved.

But the full story of Biden's legacy and his performance through this chapter will be incomplete until a big cliff-hanger is resolved--in November.
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The Great Manliness Flip-Flop

When it comes to masculinity, Republicans have become everything they once accused Democrats of being.

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.


The men leading Kamala Harris's shortlist right now illustrate the differences in how the two major parties define modern masculinity.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	"I hope Trump kept the receipt."
 	The Supreme Court fools itself.
 	Kamala Harris and the threat of a woman's laugh




"Who the Real Men Are"

America after World War II celebrated traditional masculinity. It venerated images of the strong, silent types in popular culture, characters who exuded confidence without being braggarts and who sent the message that being an honorable man meant doing your job, being good to your family, and keeping your feelings to yourself. Heroes in that postwar culture were cowboys, soldiers, cops, and other tough guys.

Republicans, in particular, admired the actors who played these role models, including Clint Eastwood, Robert Mitchum, John Wayne, and, of course, Ronald Reagan, who turned art into reality after he was shot: He apologized to his wife for forgetting to duck and kidded with his surgeons about whether they were all Republicans before they dug a bullet out of him.

After the 1960s, the GOP defined itself as a guardian of this stoic manliness in opposition to the putative femininity of Democratic men. (Remember, by this point, Democrats such as Reagan had already defected to the Republicans.) Democrats were guys who, in Republican eyes, looked like John Lennon, with ponytails and glasses and wrinkled linen shirts. To them, Democratic men weren't men; they were boys who tore up their draft cards and cried and shouted and marched and shared their inner feelings--all of that icky stuff that real men don't do.

These liberal men were ostensibly letting down their family and their country. This prospect was especially shameful during the Cold War against the Soviets, who were known to be virile, 10-foot-tall giants. (The Commies were so tough that they drank liquid nitrogen and smoked cigarettes made from plutonium.)

Most of this was pure hooey, of course. Anyone who grew up around the working class knew plenty of tough Democratic men; likewise, plenty of country-club Republicans never lifted anything heavier than a martini glass weighted down with cocktail onions. But when the educational divide between the right and the left grew larger, Republican men adhered even more strongly to old cultural stereotypes while Democratic men, more urbanized and educated, identified less and less with images of their fathers and grandfathers in the fields and factories.

In the age of Donald Trump, however, Republicans have become much of what they once claimed to see in Democrats. The reality is that elected Democratic leaders are now (to borrow from the title of a classic John Wayne movie) the quiet men, and Republicans have become full-on hysterics, screaming about voting machines and Hunter Biden and drag queens while trying to impeach Kamala Harris for ... being female while on duty, or something.

Consider each candidate's shortlist for vice president. Trump was choosing from a shallow and disappointing barrel that included perhaps one person--Doug Burgum--who fell into the traditional Republican-male stereotype: a calm, soft-spoken businessman in his late 60s from the Great Plains. The rest--including Byron Donalds, Marco Rubio, J. D. Vance, and Tim Scott, a man who once made his virginity a campaign issue--were like a casting sheet for a political opera bouffe.

As I have written, Trump is hands down America's unmanliest president, despite the weird pseudo-macho culture that his fans have created around him--and despite his moment of defiance after a bullet grazed his ear. I give him all the credit in the world for those few minutes; I have no idea if I'd have that much presence of mind with a few gallons of adrenaline barreling through my veins. But true to form, he then wallowed in the assassination attempt like the narcissist he is, regaling the faithful at the Republican National Convention about how much human ears can bleed. As it turns out, one moment of brave fist-pumping could not overcome a lifetime of unmanly behavior.

And so, Trump's choice of Vance made sense. Vance, who honorably served four years in the Marines, is now a plutocrat who ran for Senate with artless griping about how childless cat ladies are going to destroy American civilization. It was a pick that probably seemed safe, even funny, when the Biden campaign was fading, especially if Trump thought he had found someone next to whom he could appear mature and tough.

Now consider the men on Kamala Harris's shortlist, including Governors Josh Shapiro of Pennsylvania, Andy Beshear of Kentucky, and Roy Cooper of North Carolina, and Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona. All of them are men of substance who have achieved political success as Democrats in states with heavy GOP representation. They have made reputations as guys who do their job and don't whine about it. You may take issue with some of their politics--I do--but these are serious people, unlike the performative clowns who abased themselves for a man whose values they once claimed to reject.

I do not lean in particular toward any of these shortlisters, and I have no special insight or information here that would lead me to speculate about outcomes in the veepstakes. Presidential ticket-balancing is often an ugly and unpredictable business, but I assume that Harris is not going to run on a ballot that is all female or all Black or, for that matter, all West Coast or all anything else. (The late, great P. J. O'Rourke captured the unloveliness of this process when he once snarked that, in 1988, the Democratic candidate, Governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts, "went with the high-concept ticket-balancing choice of [Texas Senator] Lloyd Bentsen, who was two hundred fifty years old and a little to the right of Albert Speer.")

Kelly, in particular, stands in stark contrast to the pitiable men of the national GOP. An Irish American born and raised in New Jersey, he became a pilot in the Navy after attending the United States Merchant Marine Academy. He flew 39 combat missions in Operation Desert Storm and then became an astronaut--just like his twin brother, Scott, who commanded the International Space Station.

On January 8, 2011, his wife, then-Representative Gabby Giffords of Arizona, was shot in the head by a deranged attacker while she was meeting with her constituents outside a supermarket. Kelly proceeded to fulfill one of the most important obligations for any man or woman: He took care of his injured family member. He retired from the military and left NASA shortly after Giffords was shot, and eight years later--after supporting Giffords through the grueling early stages of her recovery--he ran for Senate.

Kelly is not an electrifying speaker (nor is Cooper), but neither is Vance. Trump thought he was buying some sort of life story about hillbilly toughness with Vance, but he may find that his submissive running mate does not compare well with someone like the imposing Kelly, his years of military service, and his history of devotion to a wife nearly killed by an assassin.

One other thing I notice about Kelly, Shapiro, and Cooper: I hardly know what their voices sound like. John Adams once said of George Washington that he had "the gift of silence." I wish some Republican men had it. My ears have had to endure GOP officials who cannot stop talking--the streams of gibberish from Trump, the self-contradicting sophism of Lindsey Graham, the babbling of the insufferable Vivek Ramaswamy. It is a relief to hear men who talk like normal human beings instead of like a raging street preacher or the Guy Everyone Hated in Their Graduate Seminar.

More than 40 years ago, the British singer Joe Jackson wrote a song about men, their changing roles, and sexual identity. "But now and then," he sang, "we wonder who the real men are." I don't know the answer; like most men, I have tried to find my own way as a man, as a husband, and as a father. I've tried to learn from my own father's mistakes while emulating his better qualities. I know that, like many men, I've failed more often than I've succeeded. But I keep trying.

I also know this: The real men are not the ones who have to keep crowing about manliness and putting down women. Real men serve their nation, their community, and their family, and unlike Trump and his elected Republican coterie, they do it without whining or demanding credit.

Related:

	Donald Trump, the most unmanly president
 	Kamala Harris's white-boy summer




Today's News

	President Joe Biden will address the nation from the Oval Office at 8 p.m. ET tonight about his decision to withdraw from the presidential race.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu gave a speech to Congress defending the war in Gaza and condemning protesters in America.
 	FBI Director Christopher A. Wray testified in front of the House Judiciary Committee about the gunman who tried to assassinate Donald Trump.




Evening Read


Emin Ozmen / Magnum



When Women Fight Back Against Autocracy

By Xanthe Scharff

In late December, I sat in an Istanbul criminal-court building and witnessed a scene unfold that has become depressingly familiar throughout Turkey. A man was accused of entering his ex-girlfriend's home, in violation of a preventive order, on four different dates in May 2023. He had threatened to kill her and destroyed her property. The victim was too scared to attend the proceedings.
 After a brief hearing, I watched the defendant scurry out of the courtroom, clutching a single piece of paper with the judge's ruling: He had been released without pretrial detention.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Nothing Netanyahu says will matter.
 	Kamala Harris's biggest advantage
 	NASA should ditch the spin.
 	How do you solve a problem like Norman Mailer?
 	AI's real hallucination problem




Culture Break


Clive Brunskill / Getty



Check out. These photos show last-minute preparations for the 2024 Summer Olympic Games, set to start on Friday.

Watch (or skip). Deadpool & Wolverine is for hard-core fans of superhero films, not casual viewers--and certainly not the nonbelievers, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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J. D. Vance's Insult to America

My dad came here for a reason, and it wasn't the dirt of a graveyard.

by Jessica Gavora




On November 10, 1948, Vladimir Gavora jumped into the frigid waters of the Danube River. That year, a pro-Soviet government had seized power in his native Czechoslovakia. Vladimir was 17 years old, and had been caught tearing down the new government's propaganda posters. With the secret police on his tail, he decided to escape by swimming to Austria. He finished high school in a refugee camp in West Germany, won a scholarship to come to America, studied at the University of Chicago, and made his way to the then-territory of Alaska. There, he built a successful business and raised a family of nine children--one of them, me. When he died in 2018, he was hailed as the man who did more than any other to shape the development and growth of his corner of the Last Frontier.

I thought of Dad last week, when the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, said something that profoundly misjudged and disrespected his memory.

"America is not just an idea," Vance said in his introductory speech to the American people at the Republican National Convention. Americans won't fight and sacrifice for "abstractions." Shared history, he assured us, is what we care about. And shared dirt. He used the morbid image of a cemetery plot in Kentucky coal country, where generations of his family have been laid to rest. He expressed his desire for his children to one day bury him there and--carrying his morbidity to the extreme--for them to eventually follow him.

The notion that America is an idea has always lifted up our country, and for good reason. The fact that America was founded on the principles of the Declaration of Independence and the governing limits of the Constitution makes us unique among nations. Most countries trace their origins to tribal identity. But America has its origins in the revolutionary idea that the government cannot deny men and women an equal opportunity to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Both our friends and foes have recognized this difference. No less than Joseph Stalin railed against American "exceptionalism" when our workers refused to join in solidarity with his murderous revolution of the proletariat.

Read: Hillbilly excuses

Vance went out of his way to trash this exceptionalism, to say that America is not distinguished by its creed, no matter what Stalin thought. In the same speech, he acknowledged the contribution of immigrants like his wife's parents, who came here from India. But in repudiating the American ideal, he insulted the reason immigrants come to America in the first place.

Did Dad have the preamble to the Declaration of Independence in mind as he swam across the Danube to freedom? Probably not. Was it the abstraction that "all men are created equal" that kept him company as he huddled in the trunk of a car through the Soviet zone of Austria? Dad never talked with me about what exactly was in his head during that fateful crossing. But I assume it wasn't the ringing words of Thomas Jefferson. So, okay, Dad may not have been driven by the idea of America. But he was driven by what that idea--the American creed of equal opportunity-- created in the American nation. He was driven to find a place where he knew he could control his destiny.

Some, generally on the left, have accused Vance of advocating Christian nationalism or white supremacy by denigrating America's founding ideals. In fact, he is doing something even more damaging to the American experiment. The words all men are created equal have always served as (at least) a moral voice and (at most) a legal bulwark for poor, powerless Americans. The words have not always been honored, and we have taken far too long to fulfill their true meaning. But they have been there, through slavery, through Jim Crow, through anti-Jewish and anti-Catholic bigotry. They have changed this country for the better.

What these words confer to all Americans is agency. This is one of the most underrated words in American politics. Better even than freedom, agency captures both the opportunity and the responsibility that is promised by the American idea. Our founding documents are a guarantee not of success, but of the opportunity for success.

Vance used to understand this. His masterful autobiography, Hillbilly Elegy, electrified a nation on the verge of electing Donald Trump precisely because it acknowledged the agency of the people in the poor, drug-addicted community and family into which he'd been born. Vance took a hard look at where he came from and saw a self-destructive culture that had turned its back on its agency. He understood that economic forces were working against his community, but he bravely took that community to task for its self-imposed victimhood. Vance described how, one after another, his relatives, friends, co-workers, and neighbors refused to take responsibility for their situation. Young men walked away from good jobs. Single mothers used their food stamps to buy soda that they sold for cash. Everyone's lives were tough, but it was always somebody else's fault.

That bracing message took a 180-degree turn last week. And it's no coincidence that Vance used the same speech in which he denigrated the idea of America to deny the agency he once subscribed to his fellow hillbillies. Suddenly, he was describing people who work with their hands in midwestern swing states as helpless victims with no responsibility for their plight. "America's ruling class wrote the checks," he said. "Communities like mine paid the price."

Does Vance really believe what he is saying? It's hard to reconcile these words with the courage of the young author. But he wouldn't be the only one to have given up on the American ideal. What my father saw in America is something that too many Americans no longer see for themselves. We do not teach our children the gifts and responsibilities of their birthright. Our elite universities see the founding ideals of America as either racist lies or plain old lies. One result is that too many young Americans feel entitled to be saved by the government, rather than working to save themselves.

Read: I hope Trump kept the receipt

In Czechoslovakia, the government confiscated our family's liquor business and sent my grandmother to a work camp for burying her share of the inventory in her backyard. That is the lack of agency my father escaped. He came to Alaska with a degree in economics from Milton Friedman at the University of Chicago. When the job he was promised at the University of Alaska fell through for lack of funding, he didn't sue the university for breach of contract. He took the first job he found in the want ads: delivering milk. He was the most overqualified milkman in Alaska, if not America. He ended up owning all of the stores he once delivered milk to.

Dad was born and grew up in a small town in Czechoslovakia. Like Vance, he lived near a cemetery. It is full of Gavoras going back generations. But Dad is buried 4,700 miles away on a hillside overlooking Fairbanks, Alaska. He had no past there. No native culture. No native language. But he left his homeland behind for a successful, chosen life--a life made possible by the idea that is America.
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Fyodor Dostoyevsky's Five Principles of Personal Freedom

The Russian writer's work might not be everyone's idea of lightness and joy. But look within and you shall find.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

On December 22, 1849, the 28-year-old Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky faced a firing squad for anti-government activities, alongside 21 of his comrades from a radical dissident group called the Petrashevsky Circle. Blindfolded and tied to a post together, his friends were terrified, but Dostoyevsky maintained total equanimity. "We will be with Christ," he stated, matter-of-factly. Improbably, the men were granted a stay of execution: Before any shots were fired, a courier arrived with an imperial reprieve, reducing their sentence to temporary confinement in a labor camp.

Because he was at such ease with the imminent prospect of his death, you might assume that Dostoevsky must have been a calm and composed person--and, quite likely, an unquestioningly religious one. But you'd be wrong on all counts: Dostoyevsky was a tortured soul--a philosophical wanderer who accepted nothing and questioned everything, including his own faith. Yet precisely this deep uneasiness with life led him to create a blueprint for living centered not on comfort and enjoyment, but on meaning. This sense of meaning gave him the composure he showed in what he believed to be the final moments of his short life, as well as at the true end of his longer one, 32 years later.

You may have a bit of Fyodor in you--many of us do: a little uncomfortable in our own skin, a bit at odds with the world, easily pushed into an existential funk. A dose of Dostoyevsky's philosophy, though quixotic and challenging, might be just what you need to achieve some peace, not only in your final moments but now and anytime.

Arthur C. Brooks: The Tchaikovsky cure for worry

Unlike many of his 19th-century-thinker contemporaries, Dostoyevsky never laid out his master philosophy in a particular text designed for that purpose. Rather, he revealed it largely through novels such as The Brothers Karamazov and The Idiot, as well as short stories, novellas, and occasional essays. Through the recurring themes in his writing, a set of rules for living a meaningful life emerges.

1. The journey is the destination.
 In The Idiot, published in 1869, Dostoyevsky speculated on Christopher Columbus's emotions on his voyage across the Atlantic: "You may be quite sure that he reached the culminating point of his happiness three days before he saw the New World with his actual eyes." How so? "What is any 'discovery' whatever compared with the incessant, eternal discovery of life?"

Here, Dostoyevsky identifies one of life's great paradoxes: Happiness requires purpose; purpose requires a sense of direction; a sense of direction requires goal-setting--but happiness cannot be had by realizing those goals. I have written previously about the arrival fallacy, in which people believe that achieving big objectives will give them a lot of happiness and then are bitterly disappointed to find that doing so is a letdown. After a big achievement, many people experience depression. True satisfaction comes from progress in the struggle toward the goal.

2. To be alive is to embrace freedom.
 Besides Crime and Punishment, Dostoyevsky's best-known work is The Brothers Karamazov (1880). Within that novel is a self-contained story titled "The Grand Inquisitor," about Jesus returning to Earth at the height of the Spanish Inquisition. Encountering Jesus, the Grand Inquisitor arrests him on grounds of Jesus's belief that human beings must be free to choose what is good. No, argues the Inquisitor: That path leads to guilt, anxiety, regret, and doubt. To be happy, he insists, people must cede their freedom and follow a prescribed path. "We have corrected Thy work," the Inquisitor chillingly tells Jesus, condemning him to death by burning.

Before you scoff at this as satire, consider that the Inquisitor could be right. We know that, in fact, unbounded freedom is most assuredly not the secret to happiness. As psychologists have long pointed out, freedom--especially in an individualistic culture--easily becomes a tyranny for precisely the kinds of reasons listed by the Grand Inquisitor. The secret to contentment might well be to think conventionally, settle down, and thoroughly conform. You might as well relax and enjoy the world's distractions--and stop torturing yourself with all of this philosophical nonsense.

Obviously, Dostoyevsky did not agree; he was on the side of moral choice--the side of Jesus, not the Inquisitor--even when it was painful. More on that pain in Rule 4.

3. Beware the palace of crystal.
 Dostoyevsky believed that what the world offers in exchange for your freedom is utterly counterfeit--a "palace of crystal," as he called it in his 1864 novella, Notes From the Underground. His time, similarly to ours, was dominated by technocratic utopianism, a popular belief that the complexity of human life and love could be simplified and solved through the expertise of science and government--if we submit to these forces. Dostoyevsky was having none of this promised future, "all ready-made and worked out with mathematical exactitude." Such efforts, he argued, would drug us and strip us of our humanity.

Was he wrong? The past century and a half has brought technological progress that has improved human well-being in many ways, it's true. But scholars today caution us about the dehumanizing effects of the excessive use of digital media and smartphones as they displace analog interactions and in-person relationships. Dostoyevsky would argue that facing the anguish of being fully alive out in the real world is much better than languishing, tranquilized, in the palace of crystal.

Arthur C. Brooks: An Emersonian guide to taking control of your life

4. The pain is the point.
 When it comes to that existential anguish, he goes further: Even if he could make it stop, he says, he wouldn't--because that kind of suffering is the inevitable and necessary cost of realizing what we all truly seek in life: love. In 1877, Dostoyevsky published a short story titled "The Dream of a Ridiculous Man," in which the narrator has a vivid dream of a parallel Earth exactly like this one but without suffering. What initially appears wonderful quickly becomes terrible, as it dawns on the narrator that this other world has no place for love. At this point, he pines for the pain that accompanies love. "I long, I thirst, this very instant, to kiss with tears the earth that I have left," he says, "and I don't want, I won't accept life on any other!"

Before you dismiss Dostoyevsky's contention that love requires suffering, think about the agony you may have felt in the early, thrilling stages of your last romantic start-up. If that was too long ago to recall, consider that neuroscientists have also found that we mirror the anguish we see in our loved ones (though not that in strangers). We almost literally feel their pain: If, for example, you see a photo of your beloved in pain, that will stimulate your anterior cingulate cortex and insula, brain regions that process mental pain.

5. Look up.
 The lessons so far might seem too difficult to absorb in the empirical circumstances of our daily experience. Recognizing this, Dostoyevsky argued that we should attune ourselves to the supernatural dimension of human existence, for only thus can we realize what we truly crave in the struggle of life. "So long as man remains free he strives for nothing so incessantly and so painfully as to find some one to worship," he writes in The Brothers Karamazov. This perception was correct: Researchers at the University of Oxford in 2011 concluded that to believe in a god or gods and an afterlife is inherent to human nature. Typically, we also conceive of the mind and the body as separate, which gives rise to a widespread belief in the soul. Based on this and other research, you might even say that humans have a "religion instinct."

And if you doubt the supernatural? Welcome to the club, fellow wanderer. Belief is a question of commitment, Dostoyevsky thought, not emotion or reason. This was Dostoyevsky's central point about his own Christian beliefs when he wrote in the last notebook he kept during his lifetime: "I believe in Christ and confess him not like some child; my hosanna has passed through an enormous furnace of doubt." That statement, made very close to the end of his life, takes us right back to the scene of his youth: What he assumed were his last words, before the firing squad, were a profession of the beliefs he chose, not simply an expression of what he might have been feeling at that moment.

Arthur C. Brooks: Jung's five pillars of a good life

If, like Dostoyevsky, you have a turbulent soul, you can benefit by trying to embrace his path. Here are five resolutions, which have worked for me, that you might want to embrace:

1. My goals in life are mere intentions, not attachments. I will focus on the struggle, the journey.
 2. Conformity of thought and deed is more comfortable than freedom. But I will question everything, and think and act for myself.
 3. I will turn away the narcotic snares of tech distraction that steal my time and attention in exchange for my freedom of thought.
 4. I will embrace the anguish that freedom and individuality bring, because I demand the right to experience love.
 5. The world as I see it is not all that exists, nor does it explain all things. I will embrace the transcendent as I seek to understand it.


This is the formula that Dostoyevsky himself lived by, to the very end. When he died, at the age of 59, of a pulmonary hemorrhage, he was surrounded by his wife, Anna, and his children. On his deathbed, he read from St. Matthew's Gospel the story of Jesus's baptism: John, at first, protests that he should be baptized by Jesus, not the other way around, but Jesus answers, "Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness." So John baptizes him, and Jesus receives God's blessing.

After this reading, about a perfect submission of the human to the divine, Dostoyevsky looked at his wife--in whom he saw refracted through his earthly life just such heavenly love--and said, "I have always loved you passionately and have never been unfaithful to you ever, even in my thoughts." With that, he breathed his last.
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The Dramatic Contrast of Biden's Last Act

In his address to explain why he was relinquishing power, the president marked himself as a modern Cincinnatus--and his Republican rival as a new Catiline.

by David Frum




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


Two political myths inspired the dreams and haunted the nightmares of the Founders of the American republic. Both these foundational myths were learned from the history and literature of the ancient Romans.

Cincinnatus was the name of a man who, the story went, accepted supreme power in the state to meet a temporary emergency and then relinquished that power to return to his farm when the emergency passed. George Washington modeled his public image on the legend of Cincinnatus, and so he was depicted in contemporary art and literature--"the Cincinnatus of the West," as Lord Byron praised him in a famous poem of the day.

Against the bright legacy of Cincinnatus, the Founders contrasted the sinister character of Catiline: a man of depraved sexual appetites who reached almost the pinnacle of power and then exploited populist passions to overthrow the constitution, gain wealth, and pay his desperately pressing debts. Alexander Hamilton invoked Catiline to inveigh against his detested political adversary, Aaron Burr:

He is bankrupt beyond redemption except by the plunder of his country. His public principles have no other spring or aim than his own aggrandisement ... If he can, he will certainly disturb our institutions to secure to himself permanent power and with it wealth ... He is truly the Cataline of America.


President Joe Biden's speech last night adapted the story of Cincinnatus: "Nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy," he said. "That includes personal ambition." By presenting the next election as a stark choice between, on the one side, "honesty, decency, respect, freedom, justice, and democracy" and, on the other side, the opposites of those things, Biden cast his chief political adversary in the ancient role of Catiline.

Biden's act of renunciation gives power to his words of denunciation. By demonstrating that he cared about something higher than personal ambition, the president became more credible when he accused his chief opponent of caring for nothing other than personal ambition. By surrendering the power that he'd once hoped to keep, Biden condemned by contrast the predecessor who clung to the power he'd lost. Biden's July 24 rebuked Trump's January 6.

The names and stories of Cincinnatus and Catiline are no longer well remembered. But their symbolism survives even after the details have blurred: self first versus country first; appetite versus conscience; ego versus law.

The last act of the drama decides how the whole show will be remembered. Biden gave 50 years of his life to public service. It was a career of highs and lows, victories and defeats--all of it now backlit by the glow of its magnificent end.

Donald Trump's career has not ended quite yet--though it, too, is backlit. Any hope or promise it might once have carried vanished long ago. His final chapter seems at hand. It won't be good--and after the contrast with Biden's finale last night, it will look worse than ever.
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Poor Black Kids Are Doing Better. Poor White Kids Are Doing Worse.

A major study reports good and bad news.

by Annie Lowrey




The yawning gap between the mobility of white children and Black children growing up in low-income families has narrowed sharply, according to a major new study released today, based on tens of millions of anonymized census and tax records. Yet the findings are not entirely comforting. Inequality narrowed not just because poor Black kids have grown up to earn more as adults but also because poor white kids are earning less.

Children born in lower-income white families did not fall behind just relative to the gains made by their higher-income white peers or their peers in Black families across the income spectrum. They fell behind in absolute terms. Poor white kids born in 1992 were earning $1,530 less at age 27 than poor white kids born in 1978, after accounting for inflation. Fewer were married, fewer had graduated from college, and more were incarcerated too. Poor Black kids born in 1992, on the other hand, were making $1,607 more than those born in '78. As a result of these simultaneous shifts, the chance of Black and white kids leaving the lowest-earning income quintile and reaching the middle class converged.

From the August 2019 issue: The economist who would fix the American dream

The rising inequality among white families and the entrenchment of poverty in low-income white communities is sobering. Yet the gains among Black families are remarkable, given how deep-rooted and long-standing racial inequality is in American life. The study's takeaway is that opportunity is "malleable" in a short time frame, Raj Chetty, an economist and one of the paper's authors, told me. "The reason the U.S. has had such persistent gaps by race in terms of income, wealth, health--whatever disparity you're interested in--is because we basically have had no change in terms of rates of mobility," he told me. But if the trends in this paper continue, within a few generations, Black families "will see a catch-up phenomenon."

There is a lot of catching up to do: The United States is an intensely unequal place, and as a result, its rates of intergenerational mobility are low. Americans in the top 1 percent of the earnings spectrum make 22 times as much as those in the bottom 10 percent. The disparity is even greater in terms of wealth: The top decile of households accounts for 67 percent of the country's net worth, and the bottom 50 percent just 2.5 percent.

Class is strongly heritable: A kid born in the bottom quintile of the earnings distribution has a 43 percent chance of remaining there; a kid born in the top quintile has a 40 percent chance of staying there. The top of the income distribution remained ossified in the new study: Rich white kids are overwhelmingly likely to remain rich, and rich Black kids somewhat less so.

"Change in these sorts of fundamental, structural problems is glacial," David Grusky of Stanford, who was not involved in the study but reviewed the findings, told me. The change found in this study--both the "important" narrowing of the racial gap and the "horrible" expansion of the class gap--"is not glacial. It's quite prominent."

Earlier studies by Chetty and others have shown that upward mobility is much likelier for Hispanic and white kids than for Black and Native American kids, and downward mobility much likelier for Black and Native kids than for white and Hispanic kids. Inequality on class and racial lines remains a central feature of American economic life, the new paper finds: "Black children born in 1992 in counties with the highest levels of upward mobility for Black children still have poorer outcomes in adulthood on average than white children born in counties with the lowest levels of upward mobility for white children."

Still, some large and persistent gaps are closing, and fast. The new study--by Chetty, Sonya Porter of the Census Bureau, and Will Dobbie, Benjamin Goldman, and Crystal Yang, all of Harvard--finds that kids born in low-income Black families in 1978 were 14.7 percentage points likelier to remain low-income than their white peers. In the 1992 cohort, they were just 4.1 percentage points likelier to do so.

Neither governmental programs nor labor-market conditions precipitated the mobility changes among low-income households, the paper finds. The changes seemed to have little to do with choices made by families themselves, either. Much of the data "can be explained by a single variable," Chetty told me. "White kids were increasingly growing up in communities where low-income parents were not working." That was not true of Black kids, who in both cohorts were growing up in neighborhoods where parents might not be earning much but were likely to be employed.

Read: The secret to reclaiming the American dream

The paper shows the employment rate of low-income white parents dropped from 66.2 percent to 55.8 percent between the 1978 and 1992 cohorts; for low-income Black parents, it declined a far smaller amount, from 74.9 percent to 71.3 percent. (The study finds that it was not just kids whose parents were unemployed who had lower earnings at age 27; kids with employed parents did as well. In other words, the issue was the neighborhood, not the specific family circumstances.) The authors also found a sharp increase in the rate at which poor white parents were dying, from 4.2 percent in the 1978 cohort to 5.8 percent in the 1992 cohort. The mortality rate remained stable for poor Black parents, moving from 4.8 to 5 percent.

The study does not emphasize broad geographic trends; this is not about the decline of the Rust Belt, or poverty in Appalachia, or increasing inequality in superstar cities. Rather, it shows that race gaps grew smaller and class gaps grew wider across metro areas, neighborhood by neighborhood. The lesson for policy makers is that communities matter--not just in terms of wealth or public resources but in terms of social capital and societal expectations.

"I describe place-based policies as one of the most important early-childhood interventions," John Lettieri, the president of the Economic Innovation Group, a Washington-based think tank, told me. "Neighborhood conditions are an early-childhood intervention, positive or negative, shaping what a child is going to become. Think of those early impressions: What is an adult? What does an adult do? How do adults behave? What kind of opportunities are people engaging in? That all happens silently," he said. "But kids pick up on it."
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I Hope Trump Kept the Receipt

J. D. Vance brought nothing to the ticket--the GOP already had the internet-edgelord vote sewn up.

by Helen Lewis




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


Only a week ago, the Republicans were happy, united in their belief that God had spared Donald Trump for a higher purpose. Their convention looked like a wild, weird victory parade for an election that was already in the bag. And J. D. Vance, the newly announced vice-presidential candidate, was the party's golden child.

Yeah, about that. Since Sunday, Joe Biden's abrupt exit and the smooth coronation of Kamala Harris as the Democrats' presumptive nominee have transformed the presidential race. Trump's campaign is no longer playing on easy mode. Senior Democrats who spent the past month fending off questions about the president's cognitive abilities are now getting airtime for phrases such as convicted felon, growing economy, and women's right to make choices about their own body. In her first rally after the Biden news broke, Kamala Harris, although never renowned as a charismatic orator, effortlessly cleared the low bar of seeming energetic and coherent.

Biden's departure allows the Democrats to turn their opponents' best attack line back on them: Maybe old men whose sentences go off on weird tangents shouldn't run for president? (If so, this is terrible news for Trump's favorite stump-speech riffs about Hannibal Lecter and being eaten by a shark.) Moving Harris up to the top of the ticket also allows her to select a vice-presidential candidate to broaden the Democrats' appeal, in both demographic and geographic terms.

Read: The Harris gamble

In that context, the Republican choice of J. D. Vance looks less like a masterstroke and more like the impulse purchase of a luxury good--an expensive handbag bought on a credit card the day before its owner gets fired. Trump should have kept the receipt.

As a senator from Ohio, Vance doesn't bring a swing state with him; even his family's roots in Kentucky have been the subject of a multiday roasting by that state's Democratic governor. Nor does he bring a strong personal following; in 2022, he underperformed the rest of the Republican slate in Ohio. And Vance obviously has no deep convictions, having once called his new boss "America's Hitler" in private and "cultural heroin" in public. Trump presumably loves watching a former critic debase himself for power, but voters can usually smell a phony.

Worst of all, Vance's real base is not the stout citizens of Appalachia, but the libertarian edgelords of Silicon Valley (who are largely voter-repellent when exposed to the light) and the right-wing memeplex (ditto). Unfortunately, the kind of material that has X users such as MAGA Barbie, Catturd, and The Dank Knight hammering the "Like" button is not a winning message in the real world. In 2016, we heard a lot about how the left didn't understand Trump's unique appeal, but Vance and his online boosters don't understand it either. The past decade of American politics suggests that you can indeed say the quiet part out loud, but only if you make it funny.

Trump's fundamental campiness--an attribute that most people would never have suspected was a winning one for a Republican presidential candidate--is essential to his success. Meatball Ron, Low-Energy Jeb, Pocahontas--the former president's insults are mean, but cartoonish, like material from a Netflix comedy roast or a WWE SmackDown. His many imitators have gotten the message that they can be gratuitously rude and bullying. But they have neglected to be funny.

What that looks like in practice is J. D. Vance flat-out stating that Kamala Harris is an unnatural woman for not having biological children. "We are effectively run in this country, via the Democrats, via our corporate oligarchs, by a bunch of childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they've made, and so they want to make the rest of the country miserable, too," he told Tucker Carlson in 2021, in a clip that immediately resurfaced after his nomination. "And it's just a basic fact if you look at Kamala Harris, Pete Buttigieg, AOC--the entire future of the Democrats is controlled by people without children."

Yes, plenty of people believe that having kids makes you a better person, because their own experiences of parenthood have given joy and meaning to their lives. But few people would be so crass as to preen about it before a television audience, which invariably includes people who desperately wanted to start a family and could not. And even fewer would imply, as Vance did, that stepkids like Harris's don't count. Neither, apparently, do the two kids whom Buttigieg and his husband adopted. "The really sad thing is that [Vance] said that after Chasten and I had been through a fairly heartbreaking setback in our adoption journey," Buttigieg said yesterday on CNN. "He couldn't have known that, but maybe that's why you shouldn't be talking about other people's children."

Vance's casually dismissive language demonstrates that he is not a man chosen to appeal to swing voters. This was a man chosen to delight people who were already planning to vote for Trump. The GOP has a problem with women voters, who are far less likely to support the party than men. Republicans know this. Before the convention, Trump's team successfully pushed for the party's platform not to include a federal abortion ban, well aware that the issue has become a huge liability for the right. Now the defining clip so far of their potential VP is a hack line about cat ladies that would have sounded sexist in 1974? Ouch.

The Republican response to the cat-lady discourse is split between claiming that it's unfair--the clip is three years old and has undoubtedly been pushed by Democrats who suspect it's a turnoff to swing voters--and that it's awesome. But it is representative of Vance's broader tone and (current) political positions: I watched him speak over Zoom at the National Conservativism Conference in London last year, and the main message he delivered was that Britain's then-ruling Conservative Party wasn't right-wing enough. Earlier this month, the Tories' subsequent hard-line positions on immigration and cultural issues helped bring about a generational defeat in this year's election, at the hands of a centrist.

Helen Lewis: Why so many conservatives feel like losers

Can Vance learn how to preach to anyone but the choir? His speech to the RNC featured a sweet passage about his mom's sobriety, but also a very strange riff about how, after his beloved grandmother died, the family found 19 loaded guns stashed around her house. "And so this frail old woman made sure that no matter where she was, she was within arm's length of whatever she needed to protect her family," Vance said. "That's who we fight for. That's American spirit." Look, I'm not American, so I'm wired differently on gun control, but is this a heartwarming story? Or is this a tragic fable about an old woman who had been told every day by politicians and talking heads that she was besieged in her own home? Does the Republican Party really believe that the American dream is having a gun in every room because the country is a lawless hellhole?

One of the emerging attacks on Harris is that she is cringe--she laughs oddly, and too loudly, and too often. Again, this would be an easier blow to land if the Republican vice-presidential pick hadn't just scored a viral moment claiming that the left thinks everything is racist. "I had a Diet Mountain Dew yesterday and one today, and I'm sure they're going to call that racist too," he said at a campaign rally. The room did not go wild. It went semidomesticated at best.

CNN recently reported that Vance has a negative rating among voters--the first for a VP pick immediately after his or her party's convention since 1980. How will that go down with Trump, a man who hates weakness and who has been known to disparage his allies in public?

Vance will presumably try to redeem himself by zeroing in on Harris's weak spots and pummeling them as hard as a vice-presidential candidate can. One of her liabilities is having taken a number of unpopular pandemic-era progressive positions and postures. The clip in which she announced her pronouns while wearing a COVID mask might have been grown in a lab for the specific purpose of enraging Elon Musk fans on X--or giving ammo to a culture warrior like Vance. But the Harris team knows that the perception of her as "woke" is a problem--hence the widespread assumption that her VP pick will be a white man with a track record of appealing to swing voters. By contrast, Trump picked an edgelord whose best punch line so far featured Mountain Dew.

Two weeks ago, that decision appeared a lot more sensible than it does today. And look--everyone will admire you for having a Dior handbag on your arm. But not if you lose your house as a result.
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Evan Gershkovich's Soviet-Era Show Trial

Putin's security service is reviving pressure tactics from a terrible past.

by Anna Nemtsova




In video taken at his trial in Yekaterinburg in the Ural Mountains, the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich looked older, gaunter, and grimmer than he did before his arrest last year. His head was shaved, and his eyes were flat and unsmiling. The change in his affect was hardly surprising: He had endured a year of questioning by Russia's internal security agency, the FSB, and was facing almost two decades in prison.

Gershkovich's case makes visible to Americans what those following human rights in Russia have already clocked: Russian prosecutions of political prisoners have become particularly brutal in the past couple of years, as the FSB has been reviving Soviet tactics of times gone by.

The security service has even invited public participation in these practices. Dmitry Muratov, the Nobel Peace Prize-winning newspaper editor, recalled on a recent podcast the means by which one inmate, an elderly woman, was denied the morale-boosting food parcels from loved ones that have long been allowed in Russian prisons: "I cannot get out of my mind the 20 packages of salt that some patriot with shiny eyes sent the woman," he said. These were meant to take up her allotment for parcels. In Russia, "cruelty has become a synonym for patriotism."

Read: Evan Gershkovich's year in captivity

Gershkovich was first locked in the notorious Lefortovo prison in Moscow, where nobody ever meets with family. He was assigned an investigator, Aleksey Khizhnyak from the First Service of the FSB, who is well known for pressing espionage cases against both foreigners and Russians. Last month, Gershkovich, who has denied the spying allegations, was moved to the Ural Mountains for a secret trial. Last week he was sentenced to 16 years in prison.

Photographers and videographers were allowed to capture courtroom images of the Journal reporter for just 15 minutes, and journalists were told that he would not give interviews. So the world saw Gershkovich standing silently, with arms folded against his chest, observing his colleagues from a glass cage known as an aquarium. For months, the public had seen hauntingly similar images and videos of Alexei Navalny, as the Russian opposition leader seemed to waste away behind the dim, sepia glass of his cage.

Exhausted-looking defendants facing charges such as treason, espionage, extremism, discrediting the army, and terrorism have become a routine sight in Russia, paraded before cameras at Kafkaesque court hearings that turn on forced confessions. President Vladimir Putin has shown no sign of rebuilding the Gulag system that once entombed millions of Soviet political prisoners. But Tanya Lokshina, the associate director for Europe and Central Asia at Human Rights Watch, told me that today's long sentences for political crimes, and the prosecutions of artists meant to coerce their silence, are ominously reminiscent of Soviet tactics.

So, too, is the use of duress to force confessions, another Moscow-based human-rights activist told me, speaking on condition of anonymity out of concern about reprisals. The NKVD in the Czarist era, then the KGB in the Soviet one, elicited these by humiliating, beating, and torturing prisoners, as well as separating parents from their children. Since the war began in Ukraine, says Sergei Davidis, who runs the Moscow-based NGO Political Prisoners Support, the FSB has revived the practice of coercing confessions.

Prison confessions are useful "for the most obviously fabricated cases against innocent people, in cases of terrorism, state treason, extremism, or espionage," Davidis told me. "Prominent political prisoners don't break, but dozens of arrested bloggers around the country admit their guilt, hoping to avoid long prison terms. The FSB, just like NKVD and KGB before them, need that for propaganda purposes, to prove their point where they have no evidence."

Ivan Pavlov runs a team of Russian defense lawyers in exile that has worked on about a hundred espionage and state-treason cases. They call their group the First Service, echoing the name of the FSB department that handles state-treason cases. Pavlov told me that pressure to confess is not reserved for only activists and politicians: The FSB has turned the screws on "journalists, doctors, artists, scientists, pensioners, and even schoolchildren." He worries that lawyers in political cases "advise clients to shut up, they advise them to bend to not make things worse," he told me. "That is utterly wrong. Political prisoners are left alone, face-to-face with the most powerful secret police."

Political Prisoner Support, Davidis's group, counts 778 political prisoners in Russia, not including an estimated 7,000 Ukrainian civilians incarcerated in relation to the war. The United Nations calculates that Russia is holding more than 33 journalists behind bars. Appearing in an aquarium is a good indicator that a defendant is likely to do prison time, Davidis noted. A week before the Gershkovich trial, he told me, "There is no hope of acquittal for Gershkovich right now; of course he is going to be pronounced guilty."

The targets of many current political trials are not even people accused, however falsely, of espionage, or of helping the West implement sanctions. They are independent thinkers, such as the playwright Svetlana Petriychuk and the director Yevgenia Berkovich, who produced a play about the exploitation of Russian women's loneliness by Islamist radicals. Both ended up in glass cages, facing charges that their award-winning play justified terrorism.

As they awaited trial, Petriychuk wrote in a letter published by Rain TV, the authorities "put us in a cell with real murderers," including a woman accused of cannibalism: "Somebody did not like a play, so they put a director and a playwright in such a cell." On July 8, Berkovich and Petriychuk appeared handcuffed in court, where they were sentenced to six years in prison for "justifying terrorism" in their theatrical production. Neither accepted the charges.

Pavlov told me that many people facing such charges do hold out. "The FSB offered one of my clients, a 76-year-old professor named Viktor Kudriavtsev, leniency if he testified against one of his students. Kudriavtsev refused," Pavlov said.

I spoke with some older Russian intellectuals who told me that Soviet repression under Leonid Brezhnev, or even Yuri Andropov, was mild compared with what dissidents now suffer under Putin. "We are dealing with street thugs in power," Victor Shenderovich, a 65-year-old satirist, told me earlier this month. "The bandits know too well how to handcuff their victims to a pipe and make people suffer for a confession, or just for the fun of it. The Soviet regime was ugly, but nobody thought of killing the No. 1 political prisoner, Andrei Sakharov. Putin's executors don't blink."

On February 27, another famous defendant, 70-year-old Oleg Orlov, appeared in handcuffs at a show trial in Moscow. Orlov, a co-chair of the Nobel Peace Prize-winning human-rights group Memorial, had documented the Kremlin's abuses for more than three decades. A dozen muscle-bound security guards paraded him out of the courtroom to serve a two-and-a-half-year prison term for criticizing the army. He was not given a chance to say goodbye to his wife of 50 years.

Khizhnyak, the prosecutor in Gershkovich's case, is well known for his coercive skills. Paul Whelan, the Canadian American citizen who was charged with espionage in Russia in 2018, was also assigned to Khizhnyak. Whelan petitioned for a change on the grounds that, as he told the court, "The Saptain of the FSB Aleksey Khizhnyak humiliates my dignity and threatens my life." His request was denied, and today Whelan is serving a 16-year sentence in a prison camp in Mordovia, where he is not allowed to receive mail or read books.

Read: How I lost the Russia that never was

In 2019, Khizhnyak investigated an accusation of state treason against Antonina Zimina, the former head of a Baltic cultural center in Kaliningrad. She told prison observers that Khizhnyak directly informed her that he would never allow a doctor to see her.

Pavlov has known Khizhnyak for many years. "He is not a big man in size, in his 40s, not anybody you'd remember," he said. FSB operatives, like the Gulag guards before them, are very often nondescript and mostly forgotten. But the names of the dissidents they torment enter into history.

Here is one: Ilya Yashin, a 41-year-old opposition leader and former Moscow city-council member, is serving an eight-and-a-half-year sentence for disseminating "fake news" about the Russian army in December 2022. In May, he was put in solitary confinement in a concrete box, called a "shizo" in Russian prison lingo, measuring 2 by 3 yards and reeking of sewage. The punishment was for 15 days, but as they reached a close, the guards added another 12.

In a court appearance on July 18, Yashin described his tiny cell as "kartser," a word for isolation punishments in the Soviet gulag. Political prisoners are supposed to suffer, go crazy, freeze, and starve there, he said: "It's not normal to torture people with smelly cells, hunger, and cold, and forbid them to see their relatives. There should not be methods once practiced by the NKVD and gestapo in our country, even if the president thinks that is an effective method."

The court ruled that Yashin should be moved--to PKT, or "cell-type confinement," a mere half step less punitive than shizo, for an indefinite time.
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AI's Real Hallucination Problem

Tech executives are acting like they own the world.

by Charlie Warzel




Two years ago, OpenAI released the public beta of DALL-E 2, an image-generation tool that immediately signified that we'd entered a new technological era. Trained off a huge body of data, DALL-E 2 produced unsettlingly good, delightful, and frequently unexpected outputs; my Twitter feed filled up with images derived from prompts such as close-up photo of brushing teeth with toothbrush covered with nacho cheese. Suddenly, it seemed as though machines could create just about anything in response to simple prompts.



You likely know the story from there: A few months later, ChatGPT arrived, millions of people started using it, the student essay was pronounced dead, Web3 entrepreneurs nearly broke their ankles scrambling to pivot their companies to AI, and the technology industry was consumed by hype. The generative-AI revolution began in earnest.



Where has it gotten us? Although enthusiasts eagerly use the technology to boost productivity and automate busywork, the drawbacks are also impossible to ignore. Social networks such as Facebook have been flooded with bizarre AI-generated slop images; search engines are floundering, trying to index an internet awash in hastily assembled, chatbot-written articles. Generative AI, we know for sure now, has been trained without permission on copyrighted media, which makes it all the more galling that the technology is competing against creative people for jobs and online attention; a backlash against AI companies scraping the internet for training data is in full swing.



Yet these companies, emboldened by the success of their products and the war chests of investor capital, have brushed these problems aside and unapologetically embraced a manifest-destiny attitude toward their technologies. Some of these firms are, in no uncertain terms, trying to rewrite the rules of society by doing whatever they can to create a godlike superintelligence (also known as artificial general intelligence, or AGI). Others seem more interested in using generative AI to build tools that repurpose others' creative work with little to no citation. In recent months, leaders within the AI industry are more brazenly expressing a paternalistic attitude about how the future will look--including who will win (those who embrace their technology) and who will be left behind (those who do not). They're not asking us; they're telling us. As the journalist Joss Fong commented recently, "There's an audacity crisis happening in California."



There are material concerns to contend with here. It is audacious to massively jeopardize your net-zero climate commitment in favor of advancing a technology that has told people to eat rocks, yet Google appears to have done just that, according to its latest environmental report. (In an emailed statement, a Google spokesperson, Corina Standiford, said that the company remains "dedicated to the sustainability goals we've set," including reaching net-zero emissions by 2030. According to the report, its emissions grew 13 percent in 2023, in large part because of the energy demands of generative AI.) And it is certainly audacious for companies such as Perplexity to use third-party tools to harvest information while ignoring long-standing online protocols that prevent websites from being scraped and having their content stolen.



But I've found the rhetoric from AI leaders to be especially exasperating. This month, I spoke with OpenAI CEO Sam Altman and Thrive Global CEO Arianna Huffington after they announced their intention to build an AI health coach. The pair explicitly compared their nonexistent product to the New Deal. (They suggested that their product--so theoretical, they could not tell me whether it would be an app or not--could quickly become part of the health-care system's critical infrastructure.) But this audacity is about more than just grandiose press releases. In an interview at Dartmouth College last month, OpenAI's chief technology officer, Mira Murati, discussed AI's effects on labor, saying that, as a result of generative AI, "some creative jobs maybe will go away, but maybe they shouldn't have been there in the first place." She added later that "strictly repetitive" jobs are also likely on the chopping block. Her candor appears emblematic of OpenAI's very mission, which straightforwardly seeks to develop an intelligence capable of "turbocharging the global economy." Jobs that can be replaced, her words suggested, aren't just unworthy: They should never have existed. In the long arc of technological change, this may be true--human operators of elevators, traffic signals, and telephones eventually gave way to automation--but that doesn't mean that catastrophic job loss across several industries simultaneously is economically or morally acceptable.

Read: AI has become a technology of faith

Along these lines, Altman has said that generative AI will "create entirely new jobs." Other tech boosters have said the same. But if you listen closely, their language is cold and unsettling, offering insight into the kinds of labor that these people value--and, by extension, the kinds that they don't. Altman has spoken of AGI possibly replacing the "median human" worker's labor--giving the impression that the least exceptional among us might be sacrificed in the name of progress.



Even some inside the industry have expressed alarm at those in charge of this technology's future. Last month, Leopold Aschenbrenner, a former OpenAI employee, wrote a 165-page essay series warning readers about what's being built in San Francisco. "Few have the faintest glimmer of what is about to hit them," Aschenbrenner, who was reportedly fired this year for leaking company information, wrote. In Aschenbrenner's reckoning, he and "perhaps a few hundred people, most of them in San Francisco and the AI labs," have the "situational awareness" to anticipate the future, which will be marked by the arrival of AGI, geopolitical struggle, and radical cultural and economic change.



Aschenbrenner's manifesto is a useful document in that it articulates how the architects of this technology see themselves: a small group of people bound together by their intellect, skill sets, and fate to help decide the shape of the future. Yet to read his treatise is to feel not FOMO, but alienation. The civilizational struggle he depicts bears little resemblance to the AI that the rest of us can see. "The fate of the world rests on these people," he writes of the Silicon Valley cohort building AI systems. This is not a call to action or a proposal for input; it's a statement of who is in charge.



Unlike me, Aschenbrenner believes that a superintelligence is coming, and coming soon. His treatise contains quite a bit of grand speculation about the potential for AI models to drastically improve from here. (Skeptics have strongly pushed back on this assessment.) But his primary concern is that too few people wield too much power. "I don't think it can just be a small clique building this technology," he told me recently when I asked why he wrote the treatise.



"I felt a sense of responsibility, by having ended up a part of this group, to tell people what they're thinking," he said, referring to the leaders at AI companies who believe they're on the cusp of achieving AGI. "And again, they might be right or they might be wrong, but people deserve to hear it." In our conversation, I found an unexpected overlap between us: Whether you believe that AI executives are delusional or genuinely on the verge of constructing a superintelligence, you should be concerned about how much power they've amassed.



Having a class of builders with deep ambitions is part of a healthy, progressive society. Great technologists are, by nature, imbued with an audacious spirit to push the bounds of what is possible--and that can be a very good thing for humanity indeed. None of this is to say that the technology is useless: AI undoubtedly has transformative potential (predicting how proteins fold is a genuine revelation, for example). But audacity can quickly turn into a liability when builders become untethered from reality, or when their hubris leads them to believe that it is their right to impose their values on the rest of us, in return for building God.

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

An industry is what it produces, and in 2024, these executive pronouncements and brazen actions, taken together, are the actual state of the artificial-intelligence industry two years into its latest revolution. The apocalyptic visions, the looming nature of superintelligence, and the struggle for the future of humanity--all of these narratives are not facts but hypotheticals, however exciting, scary, or plausible.



When you strip all of that away and focus on what's really there and what's really being said, the message is clear: These companies wish to be left alone to "scale in peace," a phrase that SSI, a new AI company co-founded by Ilya Sutskever, formerly OpenAI's chief scientist, used with no trace of self-awareness in announcing his company's mission. ("SSI" stands for "safe superintelligence," of course.) To do that, they'll need to commandeer all creative resources--to eminent-domain the entire internet. The stakes demand it. We're to trust that they will build these tools safely, implement them responsibly, and share the wealth of their creations. We're to trust their values--about the labor that's valuable and the creative pursuits that ought to exist--as they remake the world in their image. We're to trust them because they are smart. We're to trust them as they achieve global scale with a technology that they say will be among the most disruptive in all of human history. Because they have seen the future, and because history has delivered them to this societal hinge point, marrying ambition and talent with just enough raw computing power to create God. To deny them this right is reckless, but also futile.

It's possible, then, that generative AI's chief export is not image slop, voice clones, or lorem ipsum chatbot bullshit but instead unearned, entitled audacity. Yet another example of AI producing hallucinations--not in the machines, but in the people who build them.
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American Fury

For years, experts have warned of a wave of political violence in America. We should prepare for things to get worse before they get better.

by Adrienne LaFrance




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


Convulsions of political violence have a way of imprinting on the national memory. They become, in retrospect, the moments from which the rest of history seems to unspool. Yet they are forever intertwined with the possibility that things could have gone exactly the other way.

What if? becomes a haunting question. What if Franklin D. Roosevelt's would-be assassin had hit his target in Miami in 1933? What if John F. Kennedy had forgone the convertible ride in Dallas in 1963? What if Martin Luther King Jr. hadn't walked onto the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis in 1968? What if the bullet that pierced Ronald Reagan's lung in 1981 had been an inch closer to his heart? What if Donald Trump had shifted his weight just before a gunman shot at him during a rally in Pennsylvania in July? What if?

Maybe it is the collision of malice and luck that makes the outcome of an attempted assassination seem simultaneously fated and wholly random. But political violence is rarely random. In fact, those who study the subject most assiduously have been warning Americans for years that threats of violence are escalating.

Our experience of political violence--the shock of an assassination attempt, how the smallest details suddenly burn bright with meaning--can obscure its true nature. Violence intended to achieve political goals, whether driven by ideology, hatred, or delusions, is broadly predictable. The social conditions that exacerbate it can simmer for years, complex but unmysterious. Again and again throughout history, and indeed today, periods of political violence coincide with ostentatious wealth disparity, faltering trust in democratic institutions, intensifying partisanship, rapid demographic change, an outpouring of dehumanizing rhetoric about one's political foes, and soaring conspiracy theorizing. Once political violence becomes endemic in society, as it has in ours, it is terribly difficult to dissolve. Difficult, but not impossible.

As I wrote in "The New Anarchy," the April 2023 cover story for this magazine, political violence is seen as more acceptable today than it was a decade ago by nearly every measure. Political conversation borrows the rhetoric of war. People build their identity not around shared values but around a hatred of their foes. A 2023 UC Davis survey found that "a small but concerning segment of the population considers violence, including lethal violence, to be usually or always justified to advance political objectives." More Americans bring weapons to protests than they did in previous years. A growing number of elected officials face harassment and death threats, which has prompted many capable leaders to drop out of politics entirely.

From the April 2023 issue: Adrienne LaFrance on America's terrifying cycle of extremist violence

Officials at the highest levels of the military and in the White House told me repeatedly that they believed the United States would see an increase in violent attacks as the 2024 presidential election drew near. Other experts talked about pronounced danger in places where extremist groups had already emerged, where gun culture is thriving, and where hard-core partisans bump up against one another, especially in politically consequential states such as Pennsylvania, Michigan, Wisconsin, Arizona, and Georgia. Clearly, they were right in their warning. They further predicted that the current wave of violence would take a generation or longer to crest.

"I don't think it ends without some sort of cathartic cataclysm. I think, absent that, it just boils along for a generation."

Our informational environment threatens to accelerate outbreaks of violence. Social platforms are optimized for rhetorical warfare. Their algorithms reward emotional outbursts, wild speculation, and unchecked hostility, all of which drive engagement with websites that profit off user attention but profess no real commitment to accuracy. Some of the most powerful people on the planet--the billionaire Elon Musk, various members of Congress--stoke contempt for their political adversaries, real and perceived, and encourage legions of followers to distrust the independent sources of information that try to hold them accountable.

Periods of political violence do end. But often not without shocking retrenchments of people's freedoms or catastrophic events coming first. As I've written previously, governments have a record of responding to political violence brutally, and in ways that undermine democratic values and dismantle individual civil liberties. And political leaders are frequently complicit in perpetuating political violence, seeking to harness it for their own ends.

I first became interested in political violence around the time of the Waco, Texas, massacre in 1993 and the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995. In the years that followed, as the millennium drew to a close, the furies of that particular era appeared to cool, which I took as a sign that something had gone right. One scholar of political violence cautioned against such optimism. "The militia movement waned very quickly in the 1990s not because of anything we did, but because of Oklahoma City," Carolyn Gallaher, who spent two years tracking a right-wing paramilitary group in Kentucky, told me. After the bombing, extremists went underground. But only for a time.

William Bernstein, the author of The Delusions of Crowds, put it in chilling terms when I asked him whether he thought January 6 would be a turning point away from violence in American politics. "The answer is--and it's not going to be a pleasant answer--the answer is that the violence ends if it boils over into a containable cataclysm," he said. What if, he went on--"I almost hesitate to say this"--but what if the rioters actually had hanged Mike Pence or Nancy Pelosi on January 6? "I think that would have ended it. I don't think it ends without some sort of cathartic cataclysm. I think, absent that, it just boils along for a generation or two generations."

These are poisonous days in our nation. It is reasonable to worry that the attempt on Trump's life represents not the end of a cycle of violence, but an escalation in an era that has already seen a congresswoman shot in a supermarket parking lot, a congressman shot while playing baseball, and the U.S. Capitol stormed by insurrectionists. Some degree of cynicism is understandable. But too many Americans are allowing political exhaustion and despair to justify their own abstention from self-governance. Too many believe that screaming into the void, or clicking the "Like" button, amounts to political involvement.

The only way to minimize further bloodshed is to choose leaders at every level of society who reject political violence unconditionally, in word and in deed. This does not mean acquiescing to both-sidesism--you can still oppose Trump's authoritarian impulses while condemning the attempt on his life. Making it through this dark time does, however, require articulating American values worth preserving, and building consensus toward reaching them. And it requires understanding the deleterious effects of political violence. Bloodshed begets more bloodshed, and a functioning democracy can only withstand so much of it. There are no random acts of political violence in America, or anywhere else. There will be violence in our nation until Americans come together to say "Enough."



This article appears in the September 2024 print edition with the headline "American Fury." 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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NASA Should Ditch the Spin

Americans deserve more transparency about Boeing's space-debut debacle.

by Marina Koren




Before Barry Wilmore and Sunita Williams took off for the International Space Station in early June, NASA removed some of their suitcases from their Boeing-made spacecraft. The ISS was in urgent need of a new pump for the system that recycles urine into water, so the personal items had to go. There's no laundry on the ISS, but no matter. For their inaugural mission on Boeing's Starliner, Butch and Suni, as the astronauts are known, were planning to stay on the space station for only about a week.

But one week turned into another, and then another, and then seven. Before Starliner launched, NASA had set a 45-day deadline for keeping the spacecraft in orbit for the sake of the capsule's batteries, which hadn't been tested in space yet. Today is day 48. According to NASA officials, the batteries are still performing well, and Starliner could remain docked to the space station as late as mid-August while the agency and its aerospace contractor troubleshoot issues with the spacecraft. SpaceX has been successfully shuttling astronauts to ISS for four years, and NASA badly wants a second option. But this historic mission--the first time Boeing has ever flown NASA astronauts--has turned into a debacle.

Officials at the agency and the aerospace company have insisted that Wilmore and Williams are not in any danger, but the public narrative--that the astronauts are stranded on the ISS--has not been flattering. Boeing has taken the brunt of the bad reviews, perhaps because public perception of the aerospace company is already suffering from well-publicized issues with its airplanes, including a door falling out mid-flight. But NASA, which hired Boeing to transport its astronauts, bears significant responsibility too: for its uneven supervision of Starliner's development leading up to launch and its overly guarded communications to the public since, which have done more to fan rumors about the state of the mission than dispel them.

NASA itself has previously acknowledged that it could have handled the Starliner program better. In an uncrewed 2019 test flight, in which Starliner failed to reach the ISS, engineers had to hurriedly patch a flight-software glitch that would otherwise have caused the destruction of the spacecraft and--if any astronauts had been on board--the loss of human lives. A NASA official later said that its oversight of the program had been "insufficient." NASA personnel have since worked more closely with Boeing employees, looking over the aerospace giant's shoulder as it has addressed software errors, corroded valves, and parachute concerns. By May of this year, in the lead-up to the long-awaited crewed flight, a Boeing official said the Starliner team was operating at "peak performance."

Then fresh problems appeared--a helium leak, a "design vulnerability" in the propulsion system--delaying the launch by a month. When Wilmore and Williams finally reached orbit, Starliner sprouted more helium leaks and some of its thrusters conked out, forcing the astronauts to delay their docking with the ISS. Nine days after the astronauts arrived, NASA announced the first of several postponements of their departure; the malfunctioning thrusters are on a part of Starliner that is discarded before reentry, and officials said they wanted to collect as much data as they can before it burns up in Earth's atmosphere. Eventually, NASA stopped setting new return dates altogether and began conducting tests of a Starliner thruster at a facility in New Mexico to better understand how the thrusters might perform during a return journey.

Read: Boeing was this close to launching astronauts

None of this, officials have said, means the astronauts are in dire straits. And to be fair, the "stranded" narrative is certainly exaggerated. (NASA maintains that it has no plans to retrieve Wilmore and Williams with SpaceX's trusty Crew Dragon.) And yet the agency's attempts to refute any stuck-ness narrative have been both ineffective and baffling. For weeks, officials have repeatedly claimed that, in an emergency, Starliner could whisk the astronauts away from the ISS and deliver them to the ground. But clearly a normal return is being held up, for reasons significant enough that NASA is willing to change certain mission parameters, as well as make time for running tests at home and reviewing the results.

Recently, I asked Steve Stich, the manager of NASA's commercial-crew program, whether Wilmore and Williams's journey home is directly contingent on the testing, which involves engineers disassembling a thruster and inspecting every bit for flaws. Stich didn't give a firm yes or no. Instead, he said that NASA wants to finish the testing first, to "make sure we're not missing anything before we commit to undocking and landing." NASA did not respond to a request for more information on Stich's reply, and Boeing did not respond to a request for comment on this story.

That sort of obfuscation forces observers to read between the lines. It's not unreasonable to conclude that NASA believes bringing the astronauts home before they've raked Starliner with a fine-tooth comb is simply too risky right now. "Of course they don't feel comfortable putting them in the vehicle," a retired NASA astronaut told me, speaking on condition of anonymity so that he could be candid. "Otherwise they would have put them in it already."

Read: Too much of a good thing at NASA

Maybe officials worry that admitting outright that a return journey is currently too risky would fuel more sensationalist coverage. Or perhaps NASA leaders want to protect Boeing. After all, they plan to fly more crews on Starliner, and any hint of frustration from the space agency could erode public trust in its already troubled contractor.

NASA would fare better if it leaned into uncertainty instead of avoiding the very mention of it. To borrow the agency's own mantra, Starliner's first crewed flight is a test mission. Anomalies are to be expected, and NASA is well equipped to handle them. This is the agency that rescued the Apollo 13 crew with a roomful of engineers, cardboard, and duct tape. It's no stranger to improvising solutions to unexpected problems. Even more important, NASA owes the public as much transparency as possible: It is a taxpayer-funded agency, and a few billion dollars of its budget have gone directly into the Starliner program. "It is discouraging that NASA appears more focused on shaping the story than on their mandate to provide unfettered information to taxpayers," Lori Garver, a former deputy NASA administrator and the author of the memoir Escaping Gravity: My Quest to Transform NASA and Launch a New Space Age, told me.

Engineers completed the testing campaign in New Mexico last week, and a public update on Starliner is expected tomorrow. Meanwhile, on the ISS, Wilmore and Williams have slotted into the rhythm of living in space, contributing to scientific research and station maintenance. Their lives may depend on Starliner working properly, so no one can fault NASA for taking an extremely cautious approach. But few, I believe, would fault the space agency for being more direct about it.
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The Supreme Court Fools Itself

The Roberts Court has made the current crisis of American democracy perpetual.

by Adam Serwer




The Trumpist justices on the Supreme Court had a very serious problem: They needed to keep their guy out of prison for trying to overthrow the government. The right-wing justices had to do this while still attempting to maintain at least a pretense of having ruled on the basis of the law and the Constitution rather than mere partisan instincts.

So they settled on what they thought was a very clever solution: They would grant the presidency the near-unlimited immunity Donald Trump was asking for, while writing the decision so as to keep the power to decide which presidential acts would be "official" and immune to criminal prosecution, and which would be "unofficial" and therefore not. The president is immune, but only when the justices say he is. The president might seem like a king, but the justices can withhold the crown.

The Supreme Court's ruling on presidential immunity combines with its regulatory decisions this term to remake the executive branch into the ideal right-wing combination of impotence and power: too weak to regulate, restrain, or punish private industry for infractions, but strong enough for the president to order his political opponents murdered or imprisoned. To ordinary people, the president is a king; to titans of industry, he is a pawn. Given the work the Trump justices have done here, the billionaire class's affection for Trump, often presented as counterintuitive, is not difficult to understand.

Yet when it comes to the justices' decision on immunity, they were too clever by half. They seem to believe that when a president goes too far for their taste, they can declare that he's not immune and constrain him. But there is danger in a ruling that invites presidents to test the limits of their power. By the time a rogue president goes too far, he is unlikely to care what the Supreme Court says. A president unbound by the law is shackled only by the dictates of his own conscience, and a president without a conscience faces no restraint at all. And because the Court ruled as it did, when it did, and on behalf of a man lawless enough to try to overturn an election, Americans may pay for the justices' hubris sooner rather than later.

Rather than leave such momentous decisions in the justices' hands as they intended, the ruling empowers anyone amoral enough to commit crimes to do so without any fear of the law or the Supreme Court. The decision implies that this immunity would extend to anyone acting on the president's orders--meaning that a president is free not only to commit crimes, but to turn the federal government itself into a criminal enterprise, one in which officials can act with impunity against the public they are meant to serve. That the executive branch has all the guns was true prior to the Court's ruling. But until the justices had to find a way to keep Donald Trump out of prison for trying to stay in office after losing an election, few people believed that the presidency was as unbound from the law as the Supreme Court has now made it.

The American government was constructed with one basic idea in mind: that the three branches would prevent tyranny by counteracting one another. As "Federalist No. 51" put it, "Ambition must be made to counteract ambition." But a subsequent clause is just as important: "What is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary."

The Framers were decidedly not angels--their acceptance of slavery being an obvious illustration of their fallibility. They understood that, to sustain itself, the structure of the government would have to account for vices as well as virtues. The Roberts Court's ahistorical ruling reversed the entire purpose of the Constitution, from creating a government that did not need to be led by angels to creating one so imperial that only an angel ought to be allowed to govern it.

Read: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

We could speculate on how presidents without fear of the law might act, but we already have a historical example in Trump's favorite president, Andrew Jackson.

In 1831, the Supreme Court decided 5-1 in favor of a pair of missionaries who had been assisting the Cherokee in a dispute with the Georgia state government. The justices ruled that because the Cherokee constituted a sovereign nation, only the federal government had jurisdiction over them. Georgia had passed a series of laws authorizing the ethnic cleansing of the Cherokee from any lands claimed by the state, and as a result of the ruling, those laws had become invalid. But Jackson had no intention of upholding the Supreme Court's decision and preventing Georgia from seizing those lands and displacing the Cherokee.

According to the Jackson biographer Jon Meacham, the president did not say, "Well, [Chief Justice] John Marshall has made his decision, now let him enforce it," the popular misquote of Jackson's reaction. Instead he said, "The decision of the Supreme Court has fell still born, and they find that it cannot coerce Georgia to yield to its mandate." But the effect was the same. Neither Jackson nor the state of Georgia wanted to follow Marshall's opinion, and so they ignored it. The federal government had already passed the Indian Removal Act in 1830, so the decision would not have prevented the ethnic cleansing known as the Trail of Tears even had it been heeded. Nevertheless, the incident showed that the Supreme Court had no power to enforce its decisions; it relied on the good faith of the executive branch.

In the history of presidential crimes, the ethnic cleansing of Native Americans dwarfs anything Trump has done. Jackson acted as he did not because he believed that the text of the Constitution granted him immunity, but because in 1831 the United States allowed only white men to vote and there was no constituency large enough to oppose his actions. In other words: He did it because he knew he could get away with it.

Read: The Roberts Court draws a line

One could retort that the fact that the republic did not fall after a president ignored a Supreme Court decision should provide some comfort. But that is not the lesson here. The lesson is that presidents and governments are capable of doing monstrous things to people they consider beneath them or to whom they are unaccountable. The extraconstitutional presidential immunity invented out of whole cloth by the Roberts Court offers to make presidents unaccountable not just to a portion of the people they govern, but to all of them.

Whatever crimes Trump has committed in the past, or chooses to commit in the future, he will, unlike Jackson, have the Supreme Court's blessing--so long as he can disguise them as official acts. But even if Trump loses in November, this concept of presidential immunity conjured up by the Roberts Court has made the current crisis of American democracy perpetual. Until it is overturned, every president is a potential despot.

The Jackson incident is a well-known cautionary tale of presidential lawlessness. Trump's entourage however, sees it differently--as inspiration.

Trump's newly announced running mate, J. D. Vance, has said so himself. In 2022, Vanity Fair reported that Vance had appeared on a podcast in which he said, "I think Trump is going to run again in 2024," and added:

"I think that what Trump should do, if I was giving him one piece of advice: Fire every single midlevel bureaucrat, every civil servant in the administrative state, replace them with our people."
 "And when the courts stop you," he went on, "stand before the country, and say"--he quoted Andrew Jackson, giving a challenge to the entire constitutional order--"the chief justice has made his ruling. Now let him enforce it."


This is not a view of executive power that is going to submit to whatever legal technicalities the justices might use to restrain it, if they even wanted to. One likely reason Vance was picked is that, unlike former Vice President Mike Pence, Vance has openly said he would have tried to overturn the outcome of the 2020 election using the vice president's ceremonial role in electoral-vote certification. In other words, he would be a willing accomplice to a coup. We might view Vance's lawlessness here as a kind of audition for the next Trump administration, one he apparently aced.

The originalists of the Roberts Court, supposedly so committed to the text of the Constitution, the intent of the Framers, and the nuances of history, conjured out of nothing precisely the sort of executive office the Founders of the United States were trying to avoid. They did so because their primary mode of constitutional interpretation is a form of narcissism: Whatever the contemporary conservative movement wants must be what the Founders wanted, regardless of what the Founders actually said, did, or wrote.

The right-wing justices, in rewriting the Constitution in Trump's image, have clearly diverged from the intentions of the Founders. In "Federalist No. 69," Alexander Hamilton wrote that former presidents would "be liable to prosecution and punishment in the ordinary course of law." Expanding on his point, Hamilton wrote, "The person of the king of Great Britain is sacred and inviolable; there is no constitutional tribunal to which he is amenable; no punishment to which he can be subjected without involving the crisis of a national revolution." The Roberts Court turned the office of the presidency the Founders had made into the kind of monarchical office they had rebelled against.

The justices, less independent arbiters than the shock troops of the conservative movement, wanted Trump to be immune to prosecution, and so they conjured a rationale for doing so, with a narrow window of legal accountability that only they have the right to determine. But that window might as well be barred from the inside: What Jackson's story shows is that the feeble, arbitrary restraints the justices put into their own grant of royal immunity to Trump will not withstand any president with the capacity to violate them. Unfortunately, the day a rogue president shows the Supreme Court just how powerless it really is, it will not be the justices who suffer most for their folly.
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Why I Buy German Toothpaste Now

Toothpaste that uses a newer fluoride alternative called hydroxyapatite works to fight cavities--but is scarce in the United States.

by Sarah Zhang




For as long as I can remember, I have bought into the gospel of fluoride, believing that my teeth would surely rot out of my head without its protection. So it felt a little bit illicit, recently, when I purchased a box of German fluoride-free kids' toothpaste for my daughter. The toothpaste came in blue, understated packaging--no cartoon characters or candy flavors--which I associated with German practicality. And instead of fluoride, it contained an anticavity ingredient called hydroxyapatite, vouched for by several dental researchers I interviewed for this story. Could it be, I wondered as I clicked "Buy," that toothpaste doesn't need to contain fluoride after all?



The scientific case for hydroxyapatite toothpaste is actually quite simple: Composed of calcium and phosphate, hydroxyapatite is the very mineral that primarily makes up our bones and teeth. Tooth enamel, the hard protective outer layer, is naturally about 96 percent hydroxyapatite. NASA researchers first patented an idea for repairing teeth with a hydroxyapatite precursor in the 1970s; nothing came of it then, but a Japanese company acquired the patent and eventually created a popular toothpaste called Apagard. Hydroxyapatite toothpaste has been approved for cavity prevention in Japan since 1993. It is also approved in Canada and endorsed by the Canadian Dental Association. And it's sold in Europe, where the European Commission has deemed the ingredient safe in toothpaste.



In the United States, however, fluoride still reigns supreme. You likely won't find toothpaste containing hydroxyapatite at your corner drugstore. A few boutique hydroxyapatite-based brands have popped up, but they cannot market themselves for cavity prevention without FDA approval, a long and expensive process that no hydroxyapatite toothpaste has yet gone through. The American Dental Association (ADA), meanwhile, gives its Seal of Acceptance only to toothpastes that contain fluoride.



Fluoride does work remarkably well: It is incorporated into the enamel structure of the tooth itself, forming a mineral crystal that is significantly more resistant to cavity-causing acid than the tooth's natural material, according Bernhard Ganss, a scientist at the University of Toronto's Faculty of Dentistry. "  The dogma in dentistry has always been: Fluoride is a good thing."



The trouble with fluoride is that, at very high levels, it becomes a bad thing. Ingesting too much can lead to a condition called fluorosis, in which teeth become mottled in mild cases or structurally weak in more serious ones. The same can happen to bones. More controversially, high levels of fluoride in drinking water--higher than the level recommended in the U.S., but lower than the current EPA limit--have been linked to lower IQ in children. Toothpaste typically contains more than 1,000 times the fluoride recommended in drinking water. We use much less toothpaste than water, of course, and it's not meant to be swallowed, but young children do not spit out toothpaste reliably.



Hydroxyapatite is a way to sidestep the fluoride controversy. It offers the anticavity benefits of fluoride, but without the risks. Bennett Amaechi, a dentistry professor at the University of Texas Health Science Center at San Antonio, says he now recommends it to parents who have concerns about fluoride. He has collaborated with toothpaste manufacturers to study   hydroxyapatite, but Felicitas Bidlack told me the same thing about its utility. Bidlack is not a dentist, but she is a tooth enamel researcher, recommended to me by the American Dental Association, which one could hardly accuse of being anti-fluoride. Yet for kids under 2 still learning not to swallow toothpaste, she would likely choose hydroxyapatite. "That's what I would do as a mother," she told me.



Fluoride toothpaste is in a bit of catch-22, Bidlack added. Sweet candy flavors, bright colors, and glitter can make toothpaste enticing enough for kids to want to brush their teeth, but if it's too enticing, kids might simply eat it. "If you provide fluoride with this good-tasting goo that they put in their mouths, there is definitely a risk of unintentional ingestion," says Ganss, who has published papers on hydroxyapatite in collaboration with scientists from the Dr. Wolff Group, a German business that manufactures toothpaste. He went even further: For very young kids, "I would actually really stand up and say no fluoride, period."



I found these conversations clarifying, as they cut through the contradictory advice I've been given about fluoride for my 1-year-old. Toothpaste marketed to kids under 2 in the U.S. does not in fact contain fluoride (it usually contains a sugar alcohol called xylitol), and toothpastes that do contain fluoride are labeled as unsuitable for kids younger than 2 unless instructed by a doctor. But the American Academy of Pediatrics, whose guidelines our pediatrician repeated, says to use fluoride toothpaste as soon as the first tooth appears--though only a rice-size smear, which would limit exposure to fluoride. So is fluoride good or not? Is it safe or not? Wouldn't it be nice not to deal with fluoride at all?



Hydroxyapatite's track record is not as long as fluoride's, but the evidence so far looks good: In clinical trials that have followed kids or adults for six months to a year and a half--largely funded by toothpaste manufacturers--hydroxyapatite and fluoride have come out about equally protective against cavities. Hydroxyapatite is chemically not as resistant to cavity-causing acid as the mineral formed by fluoride, but Ganss says that daily brushing might replenish hydroxyapatite often enough that the real-world protection is the same. The mineral may also have some other benefits: In studies, hydroxyapatite has helped reduce tooth sensitivity and the amount of bacteria stuck to teeth. The one thing it cannot do is resolve the controversy over adding fluoride to drinking water, which is done as a public-health measure in most parts of the U.S. to prevent tooth decay. Hydroxyapatite can't be put into drinking water, because it doesn't dissolve at a neutral pH. "The tap water would be milky," Ganss says. "It would probably clog all your pipes within a few days or so."



The researchers I spoke with thought fluoride still had its uses, particularly in treatments and toothpaste for adults who know not to swallow too much. Amaechi still brushes with the Colgate he's used all his life, as he sees no reason for him, as an adult, to change his habits. But he does recommend hydroxyapatite in specific situations--for example, patients with dry mouth, he says, may particularly benefit from this formulation.



Age 2 isn't some magic threshold at which the calculus regarding toothpaste in small children suddenly changes, of course. Canada, in fact, recommends holding off on fluoride for most kids until age 3; fluoride-free options for kids are now expanding in the U.S., even without FDA approval of hydroxyapatite. The German children's toothpaste came only in boring white mint, but I found a number of brands in the U.S. already selling more tempting flavors, such as orange creamsicle and birthday cake.
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        Photos: Olympic Preparations in Paris
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            The city of Paris is making last-minute preparations for the 2024 Olympic Summer Games; the opening ceremony will take place on Friday, and events will last until August 11, followed by the Paralympic Games from August 28 to September 8. Athletes, fans, and supporters from around the world are pouring in as the city prepares dozens of venues, tightens security, and readies itself for the first Olympic opening ceremony to ever take place outside a stadium. Gathered here are images from Paris (and Tahiti) from the past week.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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                A view of the Eiffel Tower with the Olympic Rings, seen from the Arc de Triomphe, ahead of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, on July 21, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Several gymnasts practice on various equipment.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Simone Biles of Team USA practices on the balance beam during a gymnastics training session at the Gymnastic Training Center of Le Bourget on July 23, 2024, in Le Bourget, France.
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                [image: Five gymnasts pose with an Olympic-ring structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The German gymnasts Andreas Toba, Nils Dunkel, Pascal Brendel, Lukas Dauser, and Timo Eder pose at the Olympic rings inside the Olympic village on July 23, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: People ride bicycles in front of the Team Australia residence in Paris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride bicycles in front of the Team Australia residence in the Olympic Village on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: Four athletes in canoes drop from a starting platform into water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Athletes practice canoe slalom at the Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium in Vaires-sur-Marne on July 24, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Bertrand Guay / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of a beach-volleyball arena in front of the Eiffel Tower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the beach-volleyball venue at Jardin de la Tour Eiffel, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: The interior of a historic exhibition hall that has been converted into a sporting arena]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the interior of the Grand Palais, where events in fencing and tae kwon do will take place during the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, seen on July 22, 2024
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                [image: Workers assemble bleachers along a river in Paris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers assemble bleachers and structures for the Paris 2024 opening ceremony on the Seine riverbank, seen on July 17, 2024.
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                Police officers receive instructions while preparing to patrol the city, near Bastille square, in Paris, on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: A pigeon-hunting falcon perches inside a tennis arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pigeon-hunting falcon perches inside Roland Garros Stadium, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person navigates a sailboat through a harbor, leaning over to hold the craft steady.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of Team Greece's sailing team trains at Marseille Marina, in Marseille, France, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Five people paddle and steer an inflatable raft, while another sitting in the raft holds an Olympic torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Olympic Torch is carried down the canoe-slalom course at Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium on July 20, 2024.
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                [image: A car that is completely covered with plush versions of the Paris 2024 Olympic mascot, a personified traditional red hat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car decorated with plush versions of the Olympic Phryge, the Paris 2024 Olympic Games mascot, seen near the Louvre on July 19, 2024
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                [image: A multiple-exposure picture of a gymnast flipping over the top of a high bar]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A multiple-exposure picture of a gymnast from Japan training in Bercy Arena, in Paris, on July 24, 2024
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                [image: A swimmer adjusts her snorkel before a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ariarne Titmus of Team Australia adjusts her snorkel during a swimming training session at Paris La Defense Arena on July 24, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Quinn Rooney / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An athlete on a mountain bike traverses a path through boulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jiujiang Mi of China trains for a mountain-bike event on Elancourt Hill, in Trappes, France, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of the head of a horse that is wearing a knit cap with a British flag sewn onto it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Team Great Britain horse is pictured during training at Chateau de Versailles on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A diver raises his arms, preparing to make a dive.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tom Daley of Team Great Britain trains at the Olympic Aquatics Center on July 22, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: Three security officers patrol a river in a Zodiac, passing by a large decorative panel that shows a face detail from an oil painting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Security-team members patrol on a boat along the Seine river ahead of the opening ceremony of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: A skateboarder makes a jump above a railing at a skate park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kelvin Hoefler of Brazil trains for a skateboarding event at La Concorde 3, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A gymnast performing a release on an apparatus]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruby Evans of Team Great Britain, photographed during a Team GB artistic-gymnastics training session on July 21, 2024, in Reims
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                [image: Athletes are seen working out with free weights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Athletes from the Argentinean Olympic team work out in the gym at the Olympic Village on July 22, 2024.
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                [image: An interior view of a small apartment with two beds in it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A general view of the bedrooms, including cardboard bed frames, inside the Australian Athletes' Village, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: An underwater view looking up toward a surfer riding a wave]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andy Criere of Spain trains for an Olympic surfing event in Teahupo'o, Tahiti, French Polynesia, on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tropical shoreline featuring steep mountains and crashing waves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows the athletes taking part in a surfing training session in Teahupo'o, ahead of the start of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, on the French Polynesian island of Tahiti, on July 21, 2024.
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                [image: A person pushes another person in a wheelchair, who holds an Olympic torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Agence France-Presse (AFP) video journalist Dylan Collins pushes the wheelchair of the AFP photojournalist Christina Assi as she carries the Olympic torch during the Olympic Torch Relay, in Vincennes, near Paris, on July 21, 2024. Assi and Collins were injured in an attack by an Israeli tank on a group of journalists in southern Lebanon on October 13, 2023.
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                [image: A tennis player makes a swing during a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coco Gauff of Team USA trains during the tennis training session at Roland Garros on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Five gymnasts pose for a selfie in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Team Great Britain pose for a selfie during training at Bercy Arena, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A team of rowers, seen from the front at water level]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Xiaotong Cui, the stroke seat for Team China's women's quadruple sculls, trains at Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium on July 22, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists take pictures near the Eiffel Tower, which is decorated with the Olympic rings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists take pictures near the Eiffel Tower on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: Soccer players run sprints during a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Japan's soccer team attends a training session at Chaban-Delmas Stadium on July 23, 2024, in Bordeaux, France.
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                [image: Snoop Dogg poses while wearing a Team USA blazer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snoop Dogg tries on a blazer during the Team USA Welcome Experience ahead of the Paris 2024 Summer Olympics at Polo Ralph Lauren, on July 21, 2024. Snoop Dogg will be contributing to NBC's Olympics coverage, and it was recently announced that he will also act as one of the final torchbearers on Friday.
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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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Kamala Harris's Biggest Advantage

Abortion is a winning issue for Democrats, and the vice president is well positioned to use it.

by Jill Filipovic




Of all the reasons Kamala Harris is better equipped than Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump in November--her relative youth, the fact that she's a former prosecutor challenging a convicted felon--her biggest advantage may be her record on abortion. Harris served as the Biden administration's de facto advocate for reproductive rights; it is her voice, not Biden's, that's been loudest in objecting to abortion bans and conservative efforts to curtail IVF and contraception. According to the White House, she is the only vice president to have paid an official visit to an abortion clinic. As a senator, she famously grilled the Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh on abortion, asking him, "Can you think of any laws that give the government the power to make decisions about the male body?" (He could not.)

As California's attorney general, Harris investigated the anti-abortion activists who pretended to be researchers from a biologics company and illegally recorded videos that were edited to suggest that Planned Parenthood sold fetal parts. (After Harris left the AG's office for the Senate, her successor brought criminal charges, and Planned Parenthood eventually won more than $2 million in damages from a lawsuit against the activists.) It also doesn't hurt that Harris is running against a notorious misogynist who selected for his running mate a man who said as recently as 2022 that he would support a nationwide abortion ban.

In the tiny sliver of time in which she's been the potential presidential nominee, Harris has already reenergized Democratic voters, especially abortion-rights advocates. Laudatory press statements have been issued by abortion-rights groups including Reproductive Freedom for All (formerly NARAL) and EMILY's List, which is planning to donate millions to her campaign. If Harris is the nominee, Democrats will have the opportunity to make reproductive choice the leading issue of the 2024 campaign. And that might be enough to win.

  Since the Supreme Court, stacked with Trump-appointed justices, issued its ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization in 2022, Americans' support for abortion rights has soared to the highest levels since Gallup began measuring abortion attitudes, in 1995. Over the past two years, seven states, including solidly red ones, have asked their citizens to vote directly on laws either expanding or constricting abortion rights, and every single time, abortion rights have won. Only about one in 10 Americans think that abortion should be illegal in all circumstances--about as many as believe Jesus will return to Earth in their lifetime. So many voters are in favor of at least some abortion rights that Republican lawmakers across several states are trying to make it more difficult or even impossible for citizens to vote directly on ballot initiatives and constitutional amendments, even as they continue to push unpopular abortion bans through legislatures and the courts.

Read: The pro-life movement's not-so-secret plan for Trump

Abortion bans have irrevocably altered the lives of untold American women, but they've been political gifts to Democrats--one of the few advantages the party has this year. Voters have clearly expressed their displeasure with the current state of the economy, the border, and public safety, all of which have dragged down Biden's approval ratings. Polling from early July (before Biden dropped out) showed that Trump had more voters' trust on the border, the economy, the war between Israel and Hamas, and crime and safety. But abortion was the issue for which Trump received the least trust, and Biden the most.

And that's polling on Joe Biden, a man who has been at best uncomfortable with and at worst hostile to abortion rights for most of his career. As a young senator, he groused that the Supreme Court had gone too far in Roe v. Wade. In the 1990s, he boasted about voting some 50 times against federal funding of abortions; in 2006, he said, "I do not view abortion as a choice and a right."

By 2012, Biden was emphasizing his support for a woman's right to choose. As Barack Obama's running mate, he maintained his belief that life begins at conception but said, "I just refuse to impose that on others." And after the Supreme Court overturned Roe during his presidency, he called on Congress to codify that right. But he still takes pains to avoid even uttering the word abortion, skipping over it in his State of the Union address despite its inclusion in the prewritten text. His June 27 debate performance reached its nadir when he was asked an easy-win abortion question and responded by bungling the premise of Roe, struggling to rebuke a Trump fantasy about abortions "even after birth" (which do not exist), and saying that "the deal" with abortion was at least partly about "young women who are being raped by their in-laws." When Florida banned abortions after six weeks of pregnancy, Biden gave a sprawling speech in Tampa in which he used the word abortion just twice and quickly moved on to other issues, according to a Politico analysis. When Harris appeared in Jacksonville for a Biden-campaign event the next week, she spoke almost exclusively about reproductive rights, and said abortion 15 times.

Trump, like Biden, has proved malleable in his abortion politics, seesawing from "I'm very pro-choice" in 1999 to "I am pro-life" in 2011. In 2016, he said, "There has to be some form of punishment" for women who have abortions if the procedure ever became illegal (then quickly reversed his position), and he has more recently deemed himself "the most pro-life president in American history" and boasted that he "was able to kill Roe v. Wade." But this year, public opinion has swung so hard against abortion restrictions that even Trump, who said in 2016 he was sure that voters would look the other way if he shot someone on Fifth Avenue, pushed his party to scale back its stated opposition to abortion in its 2024 platform. Trump didn't mention abortion once during a record-length convention speech in which he found time to pontificate on Hannibal Lecter and a potential RNC in Venezuela.

Read: Suddenly Trump looks older and more deranged

That say-nothing strategy might have worked if the contest had remained between Trump and Biden. But instead, Harris seems poised for the nomination, and Trump picked a staunchly anti-abortion running mate in J. D. Vance. Although he started trying to soften his stance when he became Trump's VP pick, Vance previously voiced support for a national ban on abortion (though he acknowledged that it was unlikely in the current political climate) and for state laws that outlaw the procedure without exceptions for rape or incest.

Against these candidates, and with a single-issue advantage like this, talking about abortion nonstop is in Democrats' best interests. Abortion is certainly not the only issue voters care about, or even the one they care about the most, so Harris would be remiss if she made it her campaign's sole focus. Democrats have plenty of successes to tout from the Biden administration, including rescuing the post-COVID economy, investing big in infrastructure, and overseeing declining murder rates.

But focusing on abortion and reproductive freedom offers Democrats a rare opportunity to pick up swing voters and turn out dedicated pro-abortion-rights Democrats. Forty-one percent of Republican and Republican-leaning voters, including more than a quarter of self-described conservative Republicans, say abortion should generally be legal, according to a Pew Research Center survey conducted in April. In a Wall Street Journal poll from March, 39 percent of suburban women in swing states chose abortion as their most important issue--more than any other option. And because many people seem to see abortion through the lens of health, family, and personal freedom, the issue dovetails quite neatly with Democrats' other (limited) strengths: health-care access and protecting democracy from the threat of autocracy during a second Trump term.

Read: Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?

A Democrat like Harris, who speaks forcefully and passionately about abortion rights, is an ideal foil for Trump and Vance. Her position is strong in a nation where anger over abortion bans remains vigorous. A candidate who can galvanize abortion-rights voters is exactly what Republicans fear and Democrats need. If Harris makes reproductive freedom a cornerstone of her campaign, she just may be the woman who finally breaks the presidential glass ceiling--and who keeps Democrats in the White House.
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How Do You Solve a Problem Like Norman Mailer?

A new documentary offers a model for reassessing the lives of monstrous men.

by Gal Beckerman




The contemporary brief against Norman Mailer is long and sordid. He was a misogynist, a violent man who extolled violence. In his brawling and chest-thumping, he tried to out-Hemingway Hemingway and became a parody of Papa--a blowhard narcissist who provoked and offended like he breathed. For all his profuse writing (dozens of books, including two that won the Pulitzer, in a career that spanned six decades), what has lasted in the cultural memory is what he did with a penknife one night in 1960: He stabbed his second wife and the mother of two of his daughters, Adele Morales, just barely missing her heart. (She survived, and died in 2015 at 90 years old.)

To revive the Tasmanian devil that was Mailer at this historical moment, when much of the culture has correctly chosen to downgrade a writer who would engage in such violence and then years later still openly fantasize about keeping women in cages, demands two things: first, that we not turn away from the worst of him, that we run toward even his most deplorable acts and views; and second, that an active case be made that there is still something to gain from understanding how he lived his life and made his art.

A new documentary about Mailer, directed by Jeff Zimbalist, achieves both of these aims. The title itself captures the balancing act Zimbalist is attempting: How to Come Alive With Norman Mailer (A Cautionary Tale). What caution does a tour of Mailer's explosive existence suggest? Is it a caution against being someone like Norman Mailer, a man who held onto lit matches as long as possible no matter how often he was burned, or is it Mailer's own words of caution for us about the need to be unafraid, to offend freely, a posthumous bannerman in the fight against the censoriousness that has swept through the American left and right? Which is it? And can it be both?

Unless we are going to comb through the past thousand years or so and excise the work of any artist whose actions or words now seem monstrous to us--and to be clear, we should not do this--a need exists to find ways to productively depict the lives of deeply flawed and even morally repugnant artists. With this film, Zimbalist has done just that by embracing ambivalence. The documentary opens in medias res, on Mailer's darkest moment, with a news broadcast about him attacking his wife at a party and being committed to the psychiatric ward at Bellevue Hospital. Before we are told anything else about the great writer, we learn what he is capable of doing with his hands. His own words follow, a gravelly crunch that accompanies much of the film: "I think I'm a tough guy, and I think I'm a coward. I think that I'm smart, and I think I'm dumb. I think that I'm good, and I think I'm evil."

Though the film is structured as a series of answers to the title's question (Mailer's imagined tips for authentic living, such as "Don't Be a Nice Jewish Boy" and "Never Let Life Get Too Safe" are used to introduce each section), the story unfolds in a straightforward chronological style. Born in 1923, Mailer grew up in Brooklyn's middle-class Jewish ghetto of Crown Heights, son of a mother who bragged to the neighbors about his high IQ. He determined early on that he would be a great writer, even debating which front in World War II to fight in based on its potential as a setting for the war novel he intended to write. This ambition was realized with The Naked and the Dead, his best-selling brick of a book that is still considered among the most visceral depictions of how soldiers experienced that war. Fame followed, and then a transformation in the 1950s into a radical enemy of conformism. He pioneered the New Journalism of the late '60s and '70s, producing his most groundbreaking books by placing himself in the middle of the era's political tumult. By the '80s, he had settled into a long lion-in-winter phase, writing book after book, appearing on television, one of the last of a certain variety of celebrity author, as renowned for his fame as for his artistic output.
















The film spares Mailer nothing. Besides the erratic, drunken behavior that culminated in the stabbing in 1960, there are the two self-indulgent attempts to become mayor of New York City. In the second, in 1969, he and his running mate, Jimmy Breslin, called for the city to secede from New York State; their slogan was "The Other Guys Are the Joke." (I noticed something distinctly Trumpian in the footage of Mailer on the campaign trail--the shamelessness, the bombast, the glee at getting under the skin of others--which made me think that maybe Mailer's political ambitions were just ahead of his time.) Mailer's Maidstone, a bizarre work of cinema, is also well covered. This is the film he directed in which he plays an inflated version of himself in a captain's hat and cast his ex-wives to watch as he made out with other young women; it ends, infamously, with the actor Rip Torn smashing a hammer into Mailer's head in front of the author's own terrified children. Mailer's thick Popeye body, his boxer's gait, his snarl--all of it is here.

Zimbalist struggles with how to process this ugliness and sometimes just throws up his hands, taking a too-romantic and somewhat mystical approach to Mailer's behavior, intercutting at certain moments--in the documentary's most heavy-handed move--stock video of a bull fight, of a man wrestling a lion, of storm clouds raging. This is meant, I suppose, to signal Mailer's animalistic urges, an uncontrollable, primal quality to his nature. But Mailer was not a bull or a lion or a thunderbolt. He was just, very often, an enormous and unrelenting jerk.

Mailer's volatility and aggressiveness and self-aggrandizement are all freely acknowledged, so much so that a viewer can actually relax and take a fresh look at him, knowing that his significant blemishes are still within sight. This is what the film did for me, anyway, and I found that it allowed me to see qualities I could admire, ones that moreover feel lacking today--Mailer's intellectual risk-taking, his passion for ideas that pushed against the status quo, and his naked creative ambition; this was a writer who strove to be the Muhammad Ali of books. I could appreciate his embrace of reinvention. Mailer didn't go in for the trauma plot. One's origins were to be transcended. In order to be tough, you just needed to start acting tough, and soon you would be tough. All you had to do was witness his walk as he made his way onto Johnny Carson or Dick Cavett--fists balled, arms swinging as if about to punch, barrel chest pushed out like a rooster's. This was not how Jewish boys with high IQs raised in Brooklyn normally walked.

This confidence gave him the nerve to talk about American society in ways, it seems, only a prophet might dare. Mailer was a master of the jeremiad in an era in which a number of writers--notably Mailer's great frenemy, James Baldwin--reached for this register. Mailer's  voice, its supreme knowingness, is woven through the film: "The frightening aspect of modern life is that the opportunity to have existential experience--in other words, the opportunity to have experiences where we don't know if it's going to turn out well or badly--is getting more and more limited all the time. And to the degree we're not having an existential life, I believe we're extinguishing ourselves." Mailer looked at America and said, straight-faced, that what he wanted was no less than to make "a revolution in the consciousness of our time."

What American writer expresses himself or herself like this anymore? Starting in the 1950s, Mailer became a public figure who would poke and prod at the status quo. He would be the contrarian--as Gay Talese puts in the documentary, a figure who was "deliciously reckless, romantically reckless." Mailer's fundamental point: Americans needed to throw up all that was repressed, to confront one another, to fight it out. Rereading one of his most infamous essays, "The White Negro," from 1957, I was shocked by its racist essentialism--the argument that Black people have the sort of sexual freedom and release from civilizational hang-ups that white people should emulate ("the same old primitivism crap in a new package," surmised Ralph Ellison, accurately)--but there is also a muscularity and boldness to the prose itself that is hard to turn away from. It is inciting. "If the fate of twentieth century man is to live with death from adolescence to premature senescence," he writes, "why then the only life-giving answer is to accept the terms of death, to live with death as immediate danger, to divorce oneself from society, to exist without roots, to set out on that uncharted journey into the rebellious imperatives of the self."




He genuinely believed in confrontation as redemptive, and the only way to "come alive." This is an existence that would be exhausting for most of us, but Mailer seems to have taken it upon himself to become a kind of sacrificial offering, willing to put himself forward to suffer society's hatred and annoyance if it could bring all the necessary muck to the surface.

This tendency is also narcissism, and it could overwhelm his art, as he sought subjects who might mirror the greatness he saw in himself--see for example his lackluster books on Marilyn Monroe and Picasso. But narcissism was also at the source of his greatest literary accomplishments. In The Armies of the Night, he ingeniously wrote about himself in the third person, as a "Mailer" who helped lead the charge of anti-war activists on the Pentagon. And in The Executioner's Song, his greatest book, he explored his own obsession with violence by telling the true story of Gary Gilmore, a man who had murdered two people and was sentenced to be executed. In the documentary, Mailer is seen in candid footage at a kitchen table in 1979 with two of his sons and his last wife, Norris Church, explaining the premise of The Executioner's Song and trying to engage the wide-eyed boys in its themes. "There's a lot of violence in the world," he says. "How do you meet violence? Do you meet violence with your own violence, or do you try to avoid it?" Mailer himself sat back and offered no answer. The narcissism becomes a kind of courage to put himself on the front line of these big questions. As he said about himself, "I became a species of combat soldier in life rather than in war."

By the end, as his hair whitened and his paunch grew, Mailer's persona softened. He put down his fists and began to express more humility, even some deep regrets. The documentary includes most of his children, and they speak of him as a positive force in their lives, even though, as he apparently told one of his daughters, "I'm a writer first and a father second." The footage of Mailer in his dotage, sitting in an undershirt by the sea, presents a man struggling to the end to understand the contradictory forces within him. But the children all surrounded him on his deathbed, which perhaps says something. And their love for him seems genuine, if complicated.

Watching the documentary, I had my own moment of reassessment about just how nasty Mailer actually was. The film includes one of my favorite Mailer moments, from an extraordinary 1971 debate about the goals of the then-surging feminist movement. The event gathered together a who's who of icons--including Betty Friedan and Germaine Greer. Mailer had goaded the event into being like a pro-wrestling match. It's impossible to imagine something like it today, a culture war in which the combatants joyfully engage with one another in person, not just tweet from their corners. And Mailer serves himself up as the villain. At one point, the writer Cynthia Ozick stands up to ask a question from the audience that brings down the house: "Mr. Mailer, in Advertisements for Myself, you said, 'A good novelist can do without everything but the remnant of his balls.' For years and years, I've been wondering, Mr. Mailer, when you dip your balls in ink, what color ink is it?" It's a thrilling instance of an idol being smashed. But I'd forgotten what followed after all the laughter. Mailer says, humbly, "I will cede the round to you. I don't pretend that I've never written an idiotic or stupid sentence in my life, and that's one of them." A similar turnaround happens with Susan Sontag when she asks Mailer to stop using the term lady writer ("It seems like gallantry to you. It doesn't feel right to us"). Mailer immediately says he will cease.

Read: It's okay to like good art by bad people

He wanted to confront his feminist detractors head-on, and he was willing to admit his mistakes, to change. The violence he inflicted is something he regarded eventually with heartbreak. "What I've come to realize is that when I stabbed my wife with a penknife, it changed everything in my life," he said in an interview decades laters. "It is the one act I can look back on and regret for the rest of my life." He faced his own guilt: "I can't pretend that hadn't cost nothing. It caused huge damage." He had let down his children, he said, and he had let down God. As for Adele Morales, the film reveals little about what happened to her after the incident in which she nearly lost her life, besides that she became an alcoholic; one of her daughters said the stabbing was a "trauma" her mother "never got over."

It's a shame we can't hear directly from her. One wonders if she would have been able to see Mailer the way the documentary does--as someone who was deeply flawed but who seemed to redeem himself through an intimate awareness of those flaws.

When it came to his creative life, Mailer wanted to continuously make himself vulnerable, which is its own kind of pathology, stepping up to the brink of disaster as if he enjoyed the thrill of possible self-destruction only to see whether he could survive. The boxers who fascinated him were those who kept getting knocked out and got back up, overcoming humiliation after humiliation. This is how he saw himself. And in a literary landscape today in which careerism drives the impulses of so many writers , in which authors never raise the stakes for themselves in a serious way or take big swings that might cost them in social capital, Mailer presents an important provocation. "He embraced the idea that to start thinking for ourselves, we would have to be less afraid of the response," says the writer Daphne Merkin, another of the film's talking heads.

Martin Amis once described Mailer as "the most turbulent writer in America." And when I heard this word, it seemed exactly right. Turbulence spills your drink and makes you slam your head, but it also jolts you, widens your eyes, straightens your spine, and forces you to brace yourself. I wouldn't mind if we had a few writers who could do that.



 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 Racist, Sexist Attacks on Kamala Harris
        Adam Serwer

        Less than 48 hours after Vice President Kamala Harris won the support of enough delegates to secure the Democratic nomination, Republican Party leadership had a modest proposal for members: Please stop being so overtly racist and sexist."House Republican leaders told lawmakers to focus on criticizing Vice President Kamala Harris' record without reference to her race and gender," Politico reported, "following caustic remarks from some Republicans attacking her on the basis of identity."Having to m...

      

      
        The Prosecutor vs. the Felon
        Elaina Plott Calabro

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.On a bright Sunday in January 2019, Kamala Harris introduced herself to Americans with an asterisk.She had no choice, as she launched her Democratic presidential primary campaign from her hometown of Oakland, California, but to acknowledge her past life as a prosecutor. Deputy district attorney in Alameda County, district attorney of San Francisco, attorney general of California--29 years of public service, and 27 of them ...

      

      
        What the Kamala Harris Doubters Don't Understand
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The June 27th debate was barely off the air when my phone began buzzing with messages from anxious Democrats I know: "He needs to pull out. Will he pull out?" President Joe Biden eventually did the patriotic thing and ended his campaign. But in the three weeks in between--as the text threads moved from "if" to "when" to "who"--I was shocked at the certainty with which people dismissed the idea of Biden being replaced by his...

      

      
        What Biden Didn't Say
        Mark Leibovich

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.President Joe Biden made his prime-time debut as a short-timer last night in an 11-minute address from the Resolute desk. He made the right call to leave the presidential race, and gave a good speech: gracious, high-minded, and moving at the end."Nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy," Biden said. "That includes personal ambition."Oh yes, about that. Let's acknowledge--and the president did not--that,...

      

      
        The Dramatic Contrast of Biden's Last Act
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Two political myths inspired the dreams and haunted the nightmares of the Founders of the American republic. Both these foundational myths were learned from the history and literature of the ancient Romans.Cincinnatus was the name of a man who, the story went, accepted supreme power in the state to meet a temporary emergency and then relinquished that power to return to his farm when the emergency passed. George Washingto...

      

      
        J. D. Vance's Insult to America
        Jessica Gavora

        On November 10, 1948, Vladimir Gavora jumped into the frigid waters of the Danube River. That year, a pro-Soviet government had seized power in his native Czechoslovakia. Vladimir was 17 years old, and had been caught tearing down the new government's propaganda posters. With the secret police on his tail, he decided to escape by swimming to Austria. He finished high school in a refugee camp in West Germany, won a scholarship to come to America, studied at the University of Chicago, and made his ...

      

      
        I Hope Trump Kept the Receipt
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Only a week ago, the Republicans were happy, united in their belief that God had spared Donald Trump for a higher purpose. Their convention looked like a wild, weird victory parade for an election that was already in the bag. And J. D. Vance, the newly announced vice-presidential candidate, was the party's golden child.Yeah, about that. Since Sunday, Joe Biden's abrupt exit and the smooth coronation of Kamala Harris as th...

      

      
        The Supreme Court Fools Itself
        Adam Serwer

        The Trumpist justices on the Supreme Court had a very serious problem: They needed to keep their guy out of prison for trying to overthrow the government. The right-wing justices had to do this while still attempting to maintain at least a pretense of having ruled on the basis of the law and the Constitution rather than mere partisan instincts.So they settled on what they thought was a very clever solution: They would grant the presidency the near-unlimited immunity Donald Trump was asking for, w...

      

      
        Kamala Harris's White-Boy Summer
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Maybe you've seen the joke permeating the internet this week, as Vice President Kamala Harris begins her 100-day campaign for president. In one variation on X Sunday, someone wrote "Kamala's VP options" above a lineup of Chablis and Chardonnay bottles on a grocery-store shelf labeled "Exciting Whites." Another user posted a picture of Harris and a saltine cracker, with the caption: "This will be the ticket."The jokes are ...

      

      
        The Party Is Not Over
        Jonathan Rauch

        Updated at 3:20 p.m. ET on July 23, 2024.The smoke-filled room is back! Praise the Lord--and pray the system works. To be technically accurate, there is no actual room, and if there were, it would not be smoky. Nonetheless, we have witnessed the extraordinary reassertion of a principle whose disappearance has been nothing short of calamitous for American politics. To wit: Nominations belong to parties, not to candidates.If you have read a biography of Abraham Lincoln, you may recall that his entir...

      

      
        The Wannabe Tough-Guy Presidency
        Gal Beckerman

        Updated at 10 a.m. ET on July 23, 2024.The ghost of Theodore Roosevelt, cowboy hat still on his head, was riding circles last week around the convention center in Milwaukee where the Republican National Convention was held. The location was a fitting one for him to haunt, because as we've now been reminded, this was just down the street from where T.R. was shot in October 1912 while on the campaign trail. He famously continued with his planned speech, a bullet lodged in his chest, opening his sui...

      

      
        The Emerging Bipartisan Wokeness
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Back in May, for the third time since the October 7 Hamas attack on Israel, a trio of university presidents was marched in front of Congress for a round of hearings on campus anti-Semitism. Congressional Republicans peppered the heads of Northwestern, Rutgers, and UCLA with queries: Is "From the river to the sea" not code for the slaughter of Jews? (Eric Burlison, Missouri). Why were universities' anti-Semitism centers and Jewish faculty not more involved in decision making? (Elise Stefanik, New ...

      

      
        American Fury
        Adrienne LaFrance

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Convulsions of political violence have a way of imprinting on the national memory. They become, in retrospect, the moments from which the rest of history seems to unspool. Yet they are forever intertwined with the possibility that things could have gone exactly the other way.What if? becomes a haunting question. What if Franklin D. Roosevelt's would-be assassin had hit his target in Miami in 1933? What if Joh...

      

      
        The Harris Gamble
        David Frum

        The documentarian Matt Ornstein interviewed two young Latino men in Long Beach, California, at the midpoint of the Trump presidency. They were both strong Donald Trump supporters. Why?

One answered, "Trump's smart. He knows right from wrong."The other one scoffed, "No. No he doesn't. He's dumb as shit. But he's got balls."

In 2016, Hillary Clinton lost to Trump among male voters by 11 points. In 2020, Joe Biden ran about even with Trump among men. Clinton lost. Biden won.Now Democrats are prepa...

      

      
        You Know Who Else Is Really Old?
        Mark Leibovich

        So, about that age issue: It's now officially a Republican ailment, as of 1:46 p.m. yesterday, the moment President Joe Biden quit his reelection campaign and was supplanted by Donald Trump, 78, as the oldest presidential nominee in American history.Democrats are ecstatic to be rid of this distinction. Since Biden's debate debacle on June 27, the preoccupation with Biden's age, fitness, and, yes, decline had become their crushing, almost incapacitating, burden. As such, Democrats' prevailing mood...

      

      
        How Is This Going to Work?
        Stuart Stevens

        All successful modern presidential campaigns are years in the planning. They officially launch well before the first primary vote is cast for a reason: Time is the one asset that every campaign is allocated in equal proportions. I have been involved in five presidential campaigns and helped elect Republican governors and senators across the country. While waiting for returns on Election Night, I've never worried that we started too early.Right now, the Democratic Party seems jubilant that Preside...

      

      
        Can Harris Reassemble Obama's Coalition?
        Ronald Brownstein

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.If the Democrats nominate Vice President Kamala Harris to succeed President Joe Biden, which now seems the most probable scenario, the shift will likely force the party to accelerate the continuing transformation of its coalition.As the nominee, Harris could alleviate Biden's most intractable electoral problem--his erosion of the support of younger and nonwhite voters--but she could also potentially squander hi...

      

      
        Suddenly Trump Looks Older and More Deranged
        Anne Applebaum

        Four days after the end of the Republican National Convention, it suddenly looks like a very different event. I watched it intermittently, on television, along with perhaps 25 million other Americans (a relatively small number, though enough to matter). I focused on the highlights, like most viewers did. I read the analysis and thought I understood what had happened. But in the light of President Joe Biden's brave and unprecedented decision to drop out of the race, my memory of what Donald Trump ...

      

      
        Democrats Are Making a Huge Mistake
        Graeme Wood

        Yesterday, Joe Biden did the honorable thing, after weeks of denying that anything had to be done at all. His announcement took his party by surprise--and now, in haste, the Democrats are making a colossal error and ensuring that they will reap as little advantage from Biden's decision as possible. The error is not the choice of Kamala Harris. It is the sudden rallying behind her, the torrent of endorsements, right after Biden's self-removal. Biden's senescence was only part of the party's crisis....

      

      
        This Is Exactly What the Trump Team Feared
        Tim Alberta

        On the evening of Super Tuesday, March 5, shortly before Donald Trump effectively ended the Republican primary and earned a general-election rematch with President Joe Biden, I asked the co-managers of Trump's presidential campaign what they feared most about Biden."Honestly, it's less him," Chris LaCivita told me. "And more--""Institutional Democrats," Susie Wiles said, finishing her partner's thought.It was a revealing exchange, and a theme we would revisit frequently. The Democratic Party, Wile...

      

      
        Thank God for That
        Helen Lewis

        Allow me to summarize the response from outside America to the news that President Joe Biden is not running for reelection: Thank God.Here in Britain, the most common reaction in the minutes after the news broke was sheer relief. Relief that Donald Trump will not be allowed an easy path to a second term. Relief that the Democrats will put forward a candidate who is able to bear a full campaign schedule--defending the party's record and advancing its best arguments. Relief, too, that the party woul...

      

      
        Biden's Greatest Strengths Proved His Undoing
        Franklin Foer

        For the past few weeks, Joe Biden has cut a deeply unattractive figure. Unable to escape a lifetime of resentments and mired in self-pity, he has stubbornly bucked his party's elite. It has been exceedingly difficult to view Biden as anything other than an old man, wildly out of sync with his times.But the same qualities that have served him so terribly as a candidate were also responsible for his policy successes. Right now, most Democrats can see Biden only as a millstone, but history will reme...

      

      
        Joe Biden Made the Right Choice
        Peter Wehner

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.It was a very hard thing for President Joe Biden to do, and it was the right thing for him to do.Biden announced today that he would step aside as the Democratic presidential nominee.In a letter to the nation, America's 46th president said, "I believe it is in the best interest of my party and the country for me to stand down and to focus solely on fulfilling my duties as President."The decision by the 81-year-old Biden w...

      

      
        'I Guess This Is Normal Politics Now'
        Stephanie McCrummen

        He had closed down the office of the Butler County Democrats and suspended local campaigning. And nearly every hour since a 20-year-old man had tried to assassinate Donald Trump at a rally on the edge of town, Phil Heasley, a party co-chair, had been fielding calls from members wondering what dark phase American politics might be entering now.[Read: America's political leaders are living in fear]Someone texted him a photo of a truck with a huge digital billboard that read Democrats Attempted Assa...

      

      
        The Trump Campaign Has Peaked Too Soon
        Elliot Ackerman

        With the end of their convention, the Republican Party and Donald Trump have reached what in military theory is called the "culminating point." "The culminating point of victory," according to the Modern War Institute at West Point, "is the threshold when military advantages peak and then rapidly turn into disadvantages."As an infantryman, I was taught that the culminating point is a paradox; it's a moment of maximum vulnerability at a time when you believe you are at maximum strength. Let's say ...

      

      
        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Racist, Sexist Attacks on Kamala Harris

The offensive is an expression of the GOP's values and its policy agenda, which, for this brief moment, is on display in all its ugliness.

by Adam Serwer




Less than 48 hours after Vice President Kamala Harris won the support of enough delegates to secure the Democratic nomination, Republican Party leadership had a modest proposal for members: Please stop being so overtly racist and sexist.

"House Republican leaders told lawmakers to focus on criticizing Vice President Kamala Harris' record without reference to her race and gender," Politico reported, "following caustic remarks from some Republicans attacking her on the basis of identity."

Having to make such a request means that it's already too late. Several Republican members of Congress had by then started referring to Harris as a "DEI hire," a reference to diversity, equity, and inclusion, but in reality an assertion that Harris is the nominee only "because of her ethnic background," as Republican Representative Glenn Grothman of Wisconsin put it. The conservative activist Tom Fitton engaged in some neo-birtherism, implying that Harris's Jamaican and South Asian parents render her ineligible to run for president. The former Trump campaign manager Kellyanne Conway called Harris lazy, saying, "She does not speak well; she does not work hard; she doesn't inspire anyone." Republican Representative Harriet Hagemen of Wyoming declared, "Intellectually, [she is] just really kind of the bottom of the barrel."

Read: What the Kamala Harris doubters don't understand

Then there were those who fixated on Harris's gender rather than her race, or on both at the same time. Of course it's possible to criticize politicians who are women or people or color without that criticism automatically being sexist or racist. That's not what's happening here. Right-wing activists on social media criticized Harris's dating history and accused her of having "slept her way to the top." The former Trump-administration official Sebastian Gorka told Fox News that Harris was the nominee "because she's female and her skin color is the correct DEI color." Other right-wing activists argued that Harris shouldn't be allowed to be president, "because she doesn't have biological children." This sentiment seems to be shared by Trump officials--liberal activists resurfaced a clip of J. D. Vance, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, attacking Harris, who is married and a stepmother to two, as one of the Democratic Party's "childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives."

Republicans will eventually refine these kinds of race- and gender-based attacks into more coded form, but this is not the same as rejecting them or their underlying premises. Trump-campaign officials told The Bulwark that they were planning to "Willie Horton" Kamala Harris--referring to the 1988 George H. W. Bush ad campaign that sought to foment and exploit racialized fears of crime. The first reason to take note of these attacks now is that they are being made when GOP officials are responding to President Joe Biden's exit from the race, and are therefore expressing their unguarded thoughts, shorn of the sanitizing message discipline that is sure to follow. They are saying these things because they really believe them. The second reason to take note is that their policy agenda is shaped around these beliefs--which when plainly expressed are repulsive to most voters, even many Republican-leaning ones.

Virtually everything being said about Harris was also said about Barack Obama. Questioning Obama's citizenship was how Trump became a right-wing hero in the first place. Conservatives called Obama an "affirmative-action president" instead of a "DEI hire" because this was years ago and the right-wing vocabulary was different. They called Obama dumb and lazy just as they are calling Harris dumb and lazy; they called him unqualified and said he achieved what he did only because of his racial background. Harris's politics might be too liberal for many Americans' tastes, but she was a district attorney, an attorney general, a senator, and then a vice president. She has not only more experience in elected office than Obama did when he ran, but more than either of the white men running on the Republican ticket.

The purpose of the "DEI hire" rhetoric is to diminish those accomplishments, and suggest that any Black person whom conservatives do not specifically approve of did not earn their place--an inversion of the history of racial discrimination in America such that white people become its true victims and Black people its beneficiaries. The purpose of this rhetoric is to stoke racial resentment by suggesting that few if any Black people have earned whatever success they have achieved, and that their success came at the expense of someone who is not Black. It has become a way to imply that Black people are less capable than white people--the problem is once you simply refer to every Black person in a position of prestige or authority this way, regardless of the circumstances, that sentiment is no longer hidden. Behind this racist fiction that almost every prominent Black figure is a "DEI hire" who doesn't deserve their position is the reality that the wealthy interests backing Trump's candidacy are bent on hoarding American prosperity for themselves and deflecting the blame for the economic consequences of their own greed onto others.

That worldview is married to the policy agenda of gutting or reversing antidiscrimination protections for nonwhites, so that discrimination on the basis of race in employment, voting rights, education, criminal justice, and housing can proceed without interference. As The Washington Post reported in 2020, "Trump presided over a sweeping U.S. government retreat from the front lines of civil rights."

Read: The Brat-ification of Kamala Harris

The attacks on Harris for her relationship history or lack of biological children similarly reflect a deeply ideological worldview. Vance deriding Harris as a "childless cat lady" implies that women who do not have children cannot meaningfully contribute to or care about America's future; it is indicative of a belief that women are human beings valuable not in and of themselves, but only as broodmares, whose primary purpose is as vessels for human reproduction. The underlying insinuation is that women who do not have children do not have value, that blended families are not real families, and that women should be subject to draconian limitations on their personal freedom that men will never face. This kind of rhetoric is also, on a personal level, exceedingly cruel to all those couples who struggle to have children but cannot, to extended family with no biological kids of their own who bear the responsibility of raising children, and even to godparents who take on the duty of rearing children they are not related to.

Vance, like the activists who would staff a future Trump administration, has said that he believes abortion should be "illegal nationally" and that he wants to prevent women from crossing state lines to get the procedure. Notwithstanding misleading media coverage about Trump's position on abortion, the new GOP platform takes the position that abortion rights violate the Fourteenth Amendment and should therefore be illegal everywhere. As Laura K. Field writes in Politico, Vance has also argued that getting divorced is too easy, a strange position for a man running alongside the thrice-married Trump, but one that is consistent with a totalizing ideological opposition to women's individual freedom.

Trump's longevity as a bombastic celebrity has muted the GOP's ideological extremism to many American voters. Although Trump shares much of that deeply ideological worldview, it is often obscured by the juvenile nature of his schoolyard insults. Expressed in frank, unguarded terms by Republican apparatchiks, however, it becomes creepy and off-putting even to many conservative voters. When that happens, many Republicans find themselves attempting to distance themselves from it, as Trump has tried to do with Project 2025, the policy agenda his staffers intend to pursue if he is given another term in office. The Republican strategy hinges on exploiting racism and sexism, but most Republican voters are not as fanatically ideological about their prejudices as the new Trumpist elite--right-wing lawmakers, staffers, intellectuals, and commentators. There is a reason that abortion rights tend to win popular referendums even in conservative states, and that the Republican leadership is attempting to tamp down all this vocal sincerity regarding Harris's background.

An ABC News headline reported that Harris "faces racial 'DEI' attacks amid campaign for the 2024 presidency," as though they were falling from the sky like rain and not directed at her by Republicans. A New York Times headline warned that "Trump's new rival may bring out his harshest instincts," as though it was Harris's fault for provoking him by being a Black and South Asian American woman. A Washington Post headline warned that Harris "would have to contend with DEI, culture war attacks," without naming those doing the attacking. This framing, however well intentioned, assigns less agency to Republicans for this political approach than GOP leaders have.

Harris is not to blame for these kinds of attacks on her. These are simply expressions of the GOP's values and its policy agenda, which, for this brief moment, is on display in all its ugliness. Republicans are telling the public not just what they believe, but what they want to do with power once they get it: make a world where the remarkable American story of a biracial woman born of immigrant parents becoming president is not possible. You may see Harris's story as inspiring. They find it grotesque and unjust. They are announcing as much, as loudly as they can. At least until they learn to use their inside voices again.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/racist-sexist-attacks-kamala-harris/679232/?utm_source=feed
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The Prosecutor vs. the Felon

Kamala Harris is finally embracing her law-enforcement record, though Republicans see it as a vulnerability.

by Elaina Plott Calabro




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


On a bright Sunday in January 2019, Kamala Harris introduced herself to Americans with an asterisk.

She had no choice, as she launched her Democratic presidential primary campaign from her hometown of Oakland, California, but to acknowledge her past life as a prosecutor. Deputy district attorney in Alameda County, district attorney of San Francisco, attorney general of California--29 years of public service, and 27 of them had been spent in a courtroom. This was her story, and yet not five minutes into her announcement, she was already catching herself as she told it. "Now--now I knew that our criminal-justice system was deeply flawed," she emphasized, "but ..."

Trust me, she seemed to be insisting: I know how it looks.

So it would go for the next 11 months, a once-promising campaign barreling toward spectacular collapse as Harris pinballed between embracing her law-enforcement background and laboring to distract from it. Rather than defend her record against intermittent criticism from the left, she seemed to withdraw into a muddled caricature of 2020 progressive politics--suddenly calling to "eliminate" private health insurance, say, and then scrambling to revise her position in the fallout. By the end, no one seemed to have lost more confidence in the instincts of Kamala Harris than Kamala Harris herself.

Five and a half years later, Harris is again running for president--but this time as a prosecutor, full stop. In her announcement speech on Monday in Wilmington, Delaware, the day after President Joe Biden had dropped his bid for the Democratic nomination and endorsed his vice president to succeed him, Harris heralded her law-enforcement experience without caveat. "I took on perpetrators of all kinds," Harris said. "Predators who abused women. Fraudsters who ripped off consumers. Cheaters who broke the rules for their own gain. So hear me when I say: I know Donald Trump's type." Harris fought a smile as her campaign headquarters erupted in applause.

Sophie Gilbert: Kamala Harris and the threat of a woman's laugh

The enthusiasm seemed only to build as Harris proceeded to tick off her accomplishments as a local prosecutor, a district attorney, and an attorney general. Within hours, Harris had locked in all the Democratic delegates needed to become the party's nominee; the next morning, her campaign announced that, in the little more than 24 hours since Biden had withdrawn from the race, Harris had raised more than $100 million.

After years of struggling to find her political voice, Harris seems to have finally taken command of her own story. "I was a courtroom prosecutor," she proudly said to open her next stump speech, in Milwaukee. Just as in Wilmington, she spoke with the confidence of a politician who knows that what she is saying is not only true but precisely what her audience wants to hear. Four years after the fevered height of "Defund the police," "Kamala is a cop" has a different ring to it--and with the Republican nominee a convicted felon, Harris's appeal, her allies believe, is now the visceral stuff of bumper stickers: Vote for the prosecutor, not the felon.

Harris's decision to reclaim her record has seemed to satisfy the many Democrats who have long urged her advisers to "let Kamala be Kamala." But she still has only three months to rewrite the story of a vice presidency defined by historically low approval ratings. And making her law-enforcement background a key feature of her candidacy will bring renewed Republican attacks on its complicated details.

Of the various factors behind Harris's sudden acclaim, one might be that her career has finally assumed the tidier logic of narrative. In my time covering her vice presidency, I've learned that this, more than anything else, is what otherwise sympathetic voters have consistently clamored for when it comes to Harris: some way to make sense of the seemingly disjointed triumphs and valleys of her tenure in national politics. The voter could be a lifelong Democrat or a Republican disdainful of Trump, but the story was more or less the same. In 2018, they'd been impressed--so impressed, they'd reiterate--by the Senate newcomer's questioning of Trump's Cabinet and Supreme Court picks. But then they'd watched her presidential campaign flame out before the first primary vote; then they'd seen her get all tangled up in the Lester Holt interview as vice president; and then, well, they weren't particularly sure of anything she'd done in office since, but the occasional clips they saw online suggested that things weren't going well. In retrospect, their initial excitement about Harris had come to feel like something born out of a fever dream.

This confusion helps explain Harris's historically low favorability ratings as vice president. It is also a key source of exasperation for Harris's team: Through the latter half of her vice presidency, Harris has cut a more accomplished profile as she's represented the U.S. abroad and spearheaded the administration's response to the Supreme Court's Dobbs decision. Yet a combination of poor stewardship by Biden and inconsistent media attention, her allies argue, has kept those early days of disaster at the forefront of the popular concept of her. Embracing her prosecutorial background anew, then, could prove to be the reset that Harris has been looking for.

David Frum: The Harris gamble

"Prosecutor had a 'cop' connotation to it when she initially ran," the Democratic pollster Celinda Lake told me. "It does not now. It has a connotation of standing up, taking on powerful interests--being strong, being effective--so it's a very different frame." She went on: "I just think it's the right person at the right time with the right profile." To the extent that the "cop connotation" still exists for some, it might actually work in Harris's favor: A recent Gallup poll showed that 58 percent of Americans believe the U.S. criminal-justice system is "not tough enough" on crime--a significant change from 2020, when only 41 percent, the poll's record low, said the same.

For the Harris campaign, this has translated into an opportunity to reach more moderate voters, or at least reclaim those whose support for Harris might have fallen off since the Brett Kavanaugh hearings. "What was considered baggage for her in the last election is now one of her greatest assets going into this one," Ashley Etienne, the vice president's former communications director, told me. "As a prosecutor, she can kind of co-opt the Republican message on law and order--not crime, but law and order."

Which is to say that, much like in 2020, the political environment appears to be dictating Harris's presentation of her record. Yet unlike in 2020, that environment happens to align with an authentic expression of her worldview. (The Harris campaign did not respond to requests for comment.)

Over the past three weeks, Harris's friends and advisers have insisted to me that the hard-nosed prosecutor has always been there; people just haven't cared to pay attention. But there are some problems with this argument. Despite her extensive record on border-security issues as California's attorney general, Harris often seemed disengaged on even her narrowly defined assignment in the Biden administration's immigration strategy. In 2021, when Democrats began negotiating criminal-justice-reform legislation, Harris was virtually absent, even though she had been expected to play a central role in those efforts.

When I interviewed David Axelrod, the former senior strategist for Barack Obama, last fall, he wondered why Harris had not already, as vice president, embraced her law-enforcement expertise as a key part of her brand. "She has an opportunity to talk about the crime issue that's clearly out there, particularly around the urban areas, and talk about it from the standpoint of someone who's been a prosecutor, an attorney general, and I haven't seen that much of that," he said. "Maybe she or they see some risk in that, I don't know, but I see opportunity."

Read: Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?

Before Election Day, Harris's law-and-order presentation will need to overcome her party's larger polling deficit on issues of crime and safety. "By effectively bypassing the primary process in 2024, Harris did not have to 'play to the base,' so to speak, this time, but crime is also much more salient these days--and not in Democrats' favor," the Republican pollster Kristen Soltis Anderson told me. Trump's co-campaign manager Chris LaCivita recently told The Bulwark that Republicans are looking to spotlight elements of Harris's record as a prosecutor, including her 2004 decision not to seek the death penalty against a man who had murdered a San Francisco police officer. (The murderer was sentenced to life in prison.) The Trump campaign and the Republican National Committee have already begun recirculating posts and clips featuring moments from Harris's 2020 campaign: her support for a Minnesota bail fund amid the George Floyd protests; her vacillation on defunding the police; her raising her hand on the debate stage in support of decriminalizing border crossings.

At the same time, Republicans seem to be ready to paint Harris, when it comes to low-level offenders, as too tough on crime. When I spoke recently with Shermichael Singleton, a Republican strategist, he noted in particular Harris's aggressive prosecution of marijuana offenses, and her championing of a truancy law as attorney general, which resulted in the incarceration of some parents. (Harris expressed remorse about the truancy law during her 2020 campaign.) As my colleague Tim Alberta has reported, Trump allies plan to use this record to accuse Harris of "over-incarcerating young men of color," who have been drifting away from the Democratic Party. "Younger Black men, Black men without a college degree, younger Latino men, younger Latino men with or without a college degree--I'm not convinced yet that these numbers move more in her corner," Singleton said.

For now, the frenzied and unfocused nature of Republicans' attacks on Harris has allowed her the first word on her candidacy. Over the past few days, many Harris allies have told me they believe that her most urgent task is this: defining her candidacy and her vision for the country before the Trump campaign, Fox News, and the like can fill the void. On that front, Harris seems to have succeeded so far. Her Monday announcement was portrayed across much of the media as a politician introducing herself "on her own terms," as a New York Times headline put it.

But this narrative, tidy as it might be, implies that, until now, Harris has been operating on something other than her own terms. That's understandable enough when you're vice president. Yet at some point, Harris will be forced to reckon with the unanswered questions from her previous campaign for president: why, at the first blush of criticism, she seemed to cede her convictions to the loudest voices in her party--and whether, the next time prosecutors fall out of fashion, Americans should expect her to do the same.
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What the Kamala Harris Doubters Don't Understand

Barstool punditry has its blind spots.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




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


The June 27th debate was barely off the air when my phone began buzzing with messages from anxious Democrats I know: "He needs to pull out. Will he pull out?" President Joe Biden eventually did the patriotic thing and ended his campaign. But in the three weeks in between--as the text threads moved from "if" to "when" to "who"--I was shocked at the certainty with which people dismissed the idea of Biden being replaced by his obvious successor: Vice President Kamala Harris.

Let me be specific. It was not "people" dismissing her; it was men. I have many male friends, and they frequently include me in barstool-punditry sessions where they pontificate, often with wisdom and insight, on the issues of the day. Usually I enjoy this, but over the past few days, I've found myself more and more irritated.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

I've had men I know (and love) explain to me the many reasons Josh Shapiro, Wes Moore, J. B. Pritzker and--as if to prove that it's not a "woman thing"--Gretchen Whitmer would all be better and more exciting candidates. I've been told about Harris's mediocre polling (yes, I know about it), reminded of her awkward 2020 presidential bid (yes, I remember). My male friends bring up "likability," and her made-for-Fox News-fodder role as border czar. I get it: Asking whether someone can actually win is one of the most basic questions in politics. But when I push back on their trepidation, many give me some version of: "I have no issue with her; I'm just worried about how she will play with white midwestern male voters."

I have been haunted by this unnamed white midwestern male voter for longer than I can remember. He turns up anytime a woman runs for anything, tucks his polo shirt into his jeans, and starts listing all the ways the candidate just doesn't share his values. If only I could find him and talk with him! If only we could grab one of those proverbial beers. I would explain that although he matters and is important, now is not the time to make things about himself. Now he has to do what I and so many women and people of color have done in this country for generations: hold our nose and vote for a politician who might not totally get us, but whom we have to trust to do their best by us anyway.

I lived through the roller coaster of Hillary Clinton's candidacy. I watched Elizabeth Warren supporters campaign while Bernie bros told them they were wasting their time. Then the Supreme Court took away the right to choose that I had thought belonged to all American citizens. Now I've run out of patience. My friends' barstool logic is not only maddening; it's dangerous.

It is not that I don't understand the electoral map, or that I'm dismissing the importance of the white male swing voter. Of course he's important, and of course there's a very good chance that, after leaving a diner and speaking to a reporter about what really matters to voters like him ... he's going to vote for Donald Trump. But the Harris candidacy is no longer hypothetical. She is almost certain to be running against Trump, and our democracy hangs in the balance. What do my male friends gain from fretting so much over this particular voter now? I'm beginning to think that they bring him up because they don't want to admit to their own biases--that he's a cover for their own hovering doubts about a female candidate, and an excuse for why they're not getting more enthusiastic about Harris.

Such doubts may reflect a deep desire to defeat Trump. But these men--and the women who secretly or not so secretly agree with them--can't afford them any longer. The only way to beat Trump is to support Harris. And all sorts of other voters are already doing so. In that spirit, I thought I would provide nervous Democrats with a list of them.

Black voters, and especially Black women, have saved the Democratic Party time and again. Yet non-Black voters continually dismiss the power and potential of this community, which includes supporters, donors, and many swing-state residents. Some people have questioned Harris's appeal among Black voters. She is half South Asian, and married to a white man, and was a prosecutor whose work, Republicans will point out, resulted in the incarceration of young Black men. But if the past few days are any indication, many Black voters aren't just enthusiastic about her; they're gleeful. Harris has long been vocal about issues that affect Black women, such as their disproportionately high mortality rates during childbirth. And she's a graduate of a historically Black university, where she was a member of a Black sorority.

On the night Biden endorsed Harris, the group Win With Black Women mobilized more than 44,000 women to join a Zoom call; they donated more than $1 million in three hours and some stayed on past 1 a.m. One friend told me she "couldn't log off, because I didn't want to miss a word." The next night, a similar call for Black men was organized.

If Harris wins, she will be the first Asian American president. Her mother was an immigrant from India; the now viral "coconut tree" meme came from one of her mother's favorite expressions. South Asian Americans are not only the largest Asian American group in America; they are the most politically engaged on many issues. Many live in swing-state cities like Philadelphia and Atlanta. And, despite the high profiles of conservatives such as Nikki Haley and Bobby Jindal (and now Usha Vance), most South Asian Americans are Democrats. Tech investors and entrepreneurs such as Nihal Mehta are already lining up behind Harris.

The vice president has the potential to excite women of all races. Anyone who says that they don't think America is "ready to vote for a woman" has not been paying attention. In 2016, many felt that voting for a woman was a way to shatter glass ceilings and celebrate "girl power." This time is different. It is not about a milestone. It is about our bodily autonomy and right to control our own health care. Which is why, over the past two years, women have come out even in the most conservative states to vote against ballot measures limiting their reproductive rights. No man can campaign as passionately on this issue as a woman can.

Harris has already gone on a "Fight for Reproductive Freedom" tour in battleground states. And who can forget her exchange with Justice Brett Kavanaugh during his confirmation hearings? Harris, like many senators, tried to get him to say what he thought about Roe v. Wade. When he wouldn't, she asked him something different: whether he could "think of any laws that give the government the power to make decisions about the male body?" He could not. When comparing her with the retrograde MAGA president who put American women in this predicament in the first place, people wouldn't need to even like Kamala Harris all that much to confidently vote for her.

Perhaps one of the most surprising things about her candidacy is how quickly she's been embraced by young people on the internet. At nearly 60, Harris would hardly be considered young in any other context. But after watching last month's Showdown at the Geriatric Corral between a septuagenarian and an octogenarian, Harris seems positively sprightly. Not only can she walk (in heels!) with a spring in her step, but she can dance, and have that dance go viral on TikTok and Instagram. As the rapper Charlie XCX has already proclaimed to her youthful followers: Kamala is brat. If you don't know what that means, it doesn't matter.

Read: The Brat-ification of Kamala Harris

What matters is that young people are meme-ing and tweeting and engaging with this candidate. Celebrities like Cardi B, who had previously said they'd sit the election out, are now endorsing Harris. (Or "Momala," as her 20-something stepkids call her.) For the cynics who say "Young people don't vote," I won't refute that. But ... they might. And in the run-up to November, their excitement will influence the culture. I am old enough to remember when everyone was behind a seasoned political figure named Hillary Clinton until it became clear that all the cool kids were supporting a young senator from Chicago who'd made a speech at a political convention.

On Monday, in her first speech since Biden dropped out, Harris asked: "Do we want to live in a country of freedom, compassion, and rule of law? Or a country of chaos, fear, and hate?" It's a pressing question. And the kind that reminds us that another broad voter group might be moved to support Harris: people who want to feel optimistic about America again.

Harris is kind of a goofball. She's earnest when you wouldn't expect earnestness. She tells awkward stories. She laughs often and loudly. She is not at all cool. And people seem to like it? Many of these things worked against her back in 2020, but now it's like seeing an ex at a high-school reunion: Suddenly the old flaws look different. Is it us? Are we lonely and desperate now? Probably.

The point is that for some time now, the only place for laughter in politics has been at a Trump political rally, in response to one of his cruel jokes. Politics has been about mass death and mass deportations. Harris takes these things seriously, but she can also provoke joy, which this country desperately needs. At that event Monday night, Harris told Biden--with warmth and sincerity--that she loved him. And then she spoke with a smile on her face about the future prospects for our country. Listening, I felt transported to a time before Trump came down the gilded escalator and turned the conversation from hope to carnage. We live in an era of cynicism, but Americans are still attracted to joy. We might find that even our white midwestern male voters want more of that.
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What Biden Didn't Say

"It's about you," the president declared in his speech last night. But for a long time, it was about him.

by Mark Leibovich




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


President Joe Biden made his prime-time debut as a short-timer last night in an 11-minute address from the Resolute desk. He made the right call to leave the presidential race, and gave a good speech: gracious, high-minded, and moving at the end.

"Nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy," Biden said. "That includes personal ambition."

Oh yes, about that. Let's acknowledge--and the president did not--that, until a few days ago, he was waging an exasperating battle on behalf of personal ambition: his own. And he seemed quite determined to keep the job he'd spent much of his life gunning for. He fretted, fumed, and stalled.

Eventually he came around. Or at least had nowhere to go and spun a new and noble story. "This sacred task of perfecting our union is not about me," Biden said last night. "It's about you." It's also about polls, fundraising, and fleeing supporters, all of which fueled the anguish of this saga and the outcome. No one should understate the power of the great big "me" in the middle of this story.

David Frum: The dramatic contrast of Biden's last act

"The truth, the sacred cause of this country, is larger than any one of us," Biden added last night. The truth is also pretty simple sometimes. Although Biden did not want to abandon his campaign, a large majority of Democrats thought he should. This had to be difficult to accept. No doubt it still is. Biden looked wistful and tired as he spoke.

Reaction to the speech was warm, fawning at times, and a bit eulogistic. Biden was praised for his patriotic act. "'The sacred cause of this country is larger than any of us,'" former President Barack Obama wrote on X. "Joe Biden has stayed true to these words again and again." The actor and director Rob Reiner gushed over "one of our greatest Presidents," exactly one week after publicly pleading with Biden to leave: "The handwriting is on the wall in bold capital letters," he'd said.

This praise parade began within minutes of Biden's exit announcement on Sunday. Breathless statements rolled in from big-name Democrats about how selfless, statesmanlike, and heroic Biden was for finally submitting to reality. Obama, Nancy Pelosi, and Chuck Schumer all released communiques hailing Biden as "a genuine public servant" (Obama), "one of the most consequential presidents in American history" (Pelosi), and someone who "put his country, his party, and our future first" (Schumer).

They all conveniently left out the words "kicking and screaming," "took him long enough," and "after stewing and dillydallying for nearly a month."

In fact, to varying degrees, each of these leaders had been running out of patience with Biden, and was convinced he would lose to former President Donald Trump and possibly cost Democrats the House and Senate. According to various reports, they all worked behind the scenes to nudge Biden along to his eventual decision, which dragged on like a prolonged lobotomy of a wounded psyche.

Stuart Stevens: How is this going to work?

All's well that ends well, you could say. In fact, this all could have ended a lot better. Or, certainly, sooner: three weeks, if not three years, sooner. In the end, Biden's drawn-out hemming and hawing after his debate disaster on June 27 left Democrats in a hell of a bind.

Prominent Democrats have quickly rallied behind Vice President Kamala Harris, which, if nothing else, should spare the party a divisive battle for the nomination. But this rushed "process" is no substitute for an actual primary with a full field of candidates. That would have produced a better-vetted, better-known, and better-prepared nominee. Harris is off to a good start, but remains unproven. She will have her moments and make her mistakes, some of which could have been ironed out months ago.

As it stands, Biden left time for only a late scramble. And little room to heal the rifts that have arisen from this awkward affair. If Harris loses to Trump, Biden will come in for a healthy dose of the blame.

I don't mean to kick the president while he's in retreat. Biden should be given space to process this ordeal, mourn the end of his long career, and enjoy the over-the-top tributes (even the ones from the busybody backstabbers in his party). He should have plenty of time for valedictories. They will be well deserved.

But the full story of Biden's legacy and his performance through this chapter will be incomplete until a big cliff-hanger is resolved--in November.
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The Dramatic Contrast of Biden's Last Act

In his address to explain why he was relinquishing power, the president marked himself as a modern Cincinnatus--and his Republican rival as a new Catiline.

by David Frum




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


Two political myths inspired the dreams and haunted the nightmares of the Founders of the American republic. Both these foundational myths were learned from the history and literature of the ancient Romans.

Cincinnatus was the name of a man who, the story went, accepted supreme power in the state to meet a temporary emergency and then relinquished that power to return to his farm when the emergency passed. George Washington modeled his public image on the legend of Cincinnatus, and so he was depicted in contemporary art and literature--"the Cincinnatus of the West," as Lord Byron praised him in a famous poem of the day.

Against the bright legacy of Cincinnatus, the Founders contrasted the sinister character of Catiline: a man of depraved sexual appetites who reached almost the pinnacle of power and then exploited populist passions to overthrow the constitution, gain wealth, and pay his desperately pressing debts. Alexander Hamilton invoked Catiline to inveigh against his detested political adversary, Aaron Burr:

He is bankrupt beyond redemption except by the plunder of his country. His public principles have no other spring or aim than his own aggrandisement ... If he can, he will certainly disturb our institutions to secure to himself permanent power and with it wealth ... He is truly the Cataline of America.


President Joe Biden's speech last night adapted the story of Cincinnatus: "Nothing, nothing can come in the way of saving our democracy," he said. "That includes personal ambition." By presenting the next election as a stark choice between, on the one side, "honesty, decency, respect, freedom, justice, and democracy" and, on the other side, the opposites of those things, Biden cast his chief political adversary in the ancient role of Catiline.

Biden's act of renunciation gives power to his words of denunciation. By demonstrating that he cared about something higher than personal ambition, the president became more credible when he accused his chief opponent of caring for nothing other than personal ambition. By surrendering the power that he'd once hoped to keep, Biden condemned by contrast the predecessor who clung to the power he'd lost. Biden's July 24 rebuked Trump's January 6.

The names and stories of Cincinnatus and Catiline are no longer well remembered. But their symbolism survives even after the details have blurred: self first versus country first; appetite versus conscience; ego versus law.

The last act of the drama decides how the whole show will be remembered. Biden gave 50 years of his life to public service. It was a career of highs and lows, victories and defeats--all of it now backlit by the glow of its magnificent end.

Donald Trump's career has not ended quite yet--though it, too, is backlit. Any hope or promise it might once have carried vanished long ago. His final chapter seems at hand. It won't be good--and after the contrast with Biden's finale last night, it will look worse than ever.
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J. D. Vance's Insult to America

My dad came here for a reason, and it wasn't the dirt of a graveyard.

by Jessica Gavora




On November 10, 1948, Vladimir Gavora jumped into the frigid waters of the Danube River. That year, a pro-Soviet government had seized power in his native Czechoslovakia. Vladimir was 17 years old, and had been caught tearing down the new government's propaganda posters. With the secret police on his tail, he decided to escape by swimming to Austria. He finished high school in a refugee camp in West Germany, won a scholarship to come to America, studied at the University of Chicago, and made his way to the then-territory of Alaska. There, he built a successful business and raised a family of nine children--one of them, me. When he died in 2018, he was hailed as the man who did more than any other to shape the development and growth of his corner of the Last Frontier.

I thought of Dad last week, when the Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, said something that profoundly misjudged and disrespected his memory.

"America is not just an idea," Vance said in his introductory speech to the American people at the Republican National Convention. Americans won't fight and sacrifice for "abstractions." Shared history, he assured us, is what we care about. And shared dirt. He used the morbid image of a cemetery plot in Kentucky coal country, where generations of his family have been laid to rest. He expressed his desire for his children to one day bury him there and--carrying his morbidity to the extreme--for them to eventually follow him.

The notion that America is an idea has always lifted up our country, and for good reason. The fact that America was founded on the principles of the Declaration of Independence and the governing limits of the Constitution makes us unique among nations. Most countries trace their origins to tribal identity. But America has its origins in the revolutionary idea that the government cannot deny men and women an equal opportunity to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Both our friends and foes have recognized this difference. No less than Joseph Stalin railed against American "exceptionalism" when our workers refused to join in solidarity with his murderous revolution of the proletariat.

Read: Hillbilly excuses

Vance went out of his way to trash this exceptionalism, to say that America is not distinguished by its creed, no matter what Stalin thought. In the same speech, he acknowledged the contribution of immigrants like his wife's parents, who came here from India. But in repudiating the American ideal, he insulted the reason immigrants come to America in the first place.

Did Dad have the preamble to the Declaration of Independence in mind as he swam across the Danube to freedom? Probably not. Was it the abstraction that "all men are created equal" that kept him company as he huddled in the trunk of a car through the Soviet zone of Austria? Dad never talked with me about what exactly was in his head during that fateful crossing. But I assume it wasn't the ringing words of Thomas Jefferson. So, okay, Dad may not have been driven by the idea of America. But he was driven by what that idea--the American creed of equal opportunity-- created in the American nation. He was driven to find a place where he knew he could control his destiny.

Some, generally on the left, have accused Vance of advocating Christian nationalism or white supremacy by denigrating America's founding ideals. In fact, he is doing something even more damaging to the American experiment. The words all men are created equal have always served as (at least) a moral voice and (at most) a legal bulwark for poor, powerless Americans. The words have not always been honored, and we have taken far too long to fulfill their true meaning. But they have been there, through slavery, through Jim Crow, through anti-Jewish and anti-Catholic bigotry. They have changed this country for the better.

What these words confer to all Americans is agency. This is one of the most underrated words in American politics. Better even than freedom, agency captures both the opportunity and the responsibility that is promised by the American idea. Our founding documents are a guarantee not of success, but of the opportunity for success.

Vance used to understand this. His masterful autobiography, Hillbilly Elegy, electrified a nation on the verge of electing Donald Trump precisely because it acknowledged the agency of the people in the poor, drug-addicted community and family into which he'd been born. Vance took a hard look at where he came from and saw a self-destructive culture that had turned its back on its agency. He understood that economic forces were working against his community, but he bravely took that community to task for its self-imposed victimhood. Vance described how, one after another, his relatives, friends, co-workers, and neighbors refused to take responsibility for their situation. Young men walked away from good jobs. Single mothers used their food stamps to buy soda that they sold for cash. Everyone's lives were tough, but it was always somebody else's fault.

That bracing message took a 180-degree turn last week. And it's no coincidence that Vance used the same speech in which he denigrated the idea of America to deny the agency he once subscribed to his fellow hillbillies. Suddenly, he was describing people who work with their hands in midwestern swing states as helpless victims with no responsibility for their plight. "America's ruling class wrote the checks," he said. "Communities like mine paid the price."

Does Vance really believe what he is saying? It's hard to reconcile these words with the courage of the young author. But he wouldn't be the only one to have given up on the American ideal. What my father saw in America is something that too many Americans no longer see for themselves. We do not teach our children the gifts and responsibilities of their birthright. Our elite universities see the founding ideals of America as either racist lies or plain old lies. One result is that too many young Americans feel entitled to be saved by the government, rather than working to save themselves.

Read: I hope Trump kept the receipt

In Czechoslovakia, the government confiscated our family's liquor business and sent my grandmother to a work camp for burying her share of the inventory in her backyard. That is the lack of agency my father escaped. He came to Alaska with a degree in economics from Milton Friedman at the University of Chicago. When the job he was promised at the University of Alaska fell through for lack of funding, he didn't sue the university for breach of contract. He took the first job he found in the want ads: delivering milk. He was the most overqualified milkman in Alaska, if not America. He ended up owning all of the stores he once delivered milk to.

Dad was born and grew up in a small town in Czechoslovakia. Like Vance, he lived near a cemetery. It is full of Gavoras going back generations. But Dad is buried 4,700 miles away on a hillside overlooking Fairbanks, Alaska. He had no past there. No native culture. No native language. But he left his homeland behind for a successful, chosen life--a life made possible by the idea that is America.
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I Hope Trump Kept the Receipt

J. D. Vance brought nothing to the ticket--the GOP already had the internet-edgelord vote sewn up.

by Helen Lewis




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


Only a week ago, the Republicans were happy, united in their belief that God had spared Donald Trump for a higher purpose. Their convention looked like a wild, weird victory parade for an election that was already in the bag. And J. D. Vance, the newly announced vice-presidential candidate, was the party's golden child.

Yeah, about that. Since Sunday, Joe Biden's abrupt exit and the smooth coronation of Kamala Harris as the Democrats' presumptive nominee have transformed the presidential race. Trump's campaign is no longer playing on easy mode. Senior Democrats who spent the past month fending off questions about the president's cognitive abilities are now getting airtime for phrases such as convicted felon, growing economy, and women's right to make choices about their own body. In her first rally after the Biden news broke, Kamala Harris, although never renowned as a charismatic orator, effortlessly cleared the low bar of seeming energetic and coherent.

Biden's departure allows the Democrats to turn their opponents' best attack line back on them: Maybe old men whose sentences go off on weird tangents shouldn't run for president? (If so, this is terrible news for Trump's favorite stump-speech riffs about Hannibal Lecter and being eaten by a shark.) Moving Harris up to the top of the ticket also allows her to select a vice-presidential candidate to broaden the Democrats' appeal, in both demographic and geographic terms.

Read: The Harris gamble

In that context, the Republican choice of J. D. Vance looks less like a masterstroke and more like the impulse purchase of a luxury good--an expensive handbag bought on a credit card the day before its owner gets fired. Trump should have kept the receipt.

As a senator from Ohio, Vance doesn't bring a swing state with him; even his family's roots in Kentucky have been the subject of a multiday roasting by that state's Democratic governor. Nor does he bring a strong personal following; in 2022, he underperformed the rest of the Republican slate in Ohio. And Vance obviously has no deep convictions, having once called his new boss "America's Hitler" in private and "cultural heroin" in public. Trump presumably loves watching a former critic debase himself for power, but voters can usually smell a phony.

Worst of all, Vance's real base is not the stout citizens of Appalachia, but the libertarian edgelords of Silicon Valley (who are largely voter-repellent when exposed to the light) and the right-wing memeplex (ditto). Unfortunately, the kind of material that has X users such as MAGA Barbie, Catturd, and The Dank Knight hammering the "Like" button is not a winning message in the real world. In 2016, we heard a lot about how the left didn't understand Trump's unique appeal, but Vance and his online boosters don't understand it either. The past decade of American politics suggests that you can indeed say the quiet part out loud, but only if you make it funny.

Trump's fundamental campiness--an attribute that most people would never have suspected was a winning one for a Republican presidential candidate--is essential to his success. Meatball Ron, Low-Energy Jeb, Pocahontas--the former president's insults are mean, but cartoonish, like material from a Netflix comedy roast or a WWE SmackDown. His many imitators have gotten the message that they can be gratuitously rude and bullying. But they have neglected to be funny.

What that looks like in practice is J. D. Vance flat-out stating that Kamala Harris is an unnatural woman for not having biological children. "We are effectively run in this country, via the Democrats, via our corporate oligarchs, by a bunch of childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they've made, and so they want to make the rest of the country miserable, too," he told Tucker Carlson in 2021, in a clip that immediately resurfaced after his nomination. "And it's just a basic fact if you look at Kamala Harris, Pete Buttigieg, AOC--the entire future of the Democrats is controlled by people without children."

Yes, plenty of people believe that having kids makes you a better person, because their own experiences of parenthood have given joy and meaning to their lives. But few people would be so crass as to preen about it before a television audience, which invariably includes people who desperately wanted to start a family and could not. And even fewer would imply, as Vance did, that stepkids like Harris's don't count. Neither, apparently, do the two kids whom Buttigieg and his husband adopted. "The really sad thing is that [Vance] said that after Chasten and I had been through a fairly heartbreaking setback in our adoption journey," Buttigieg said yesterday on CNN. "He couldn't have known that, but maybe that's why you shouldn't be talking about other people's children."

Vance's casually dismissive language demonstrates that he is not a man chosen to appeal to swing voters. This was a man chosen to delight people who were already planning to vote for Trump. The GOP has a problem with women voters, who are far less likely to support the party than men. Republicans know this. Before the convention, Trump's team successfully pushed for the party's platform not to include a federal abortion ban, well aware that the issue has become a huge liability for the right. Now the defining clip so far of their potential VP is a hack line about cat ladies that would have sounded sexist in 1974? Ouch.

The Republican response to the cat-lady discourse is split between claiming that it's unfair--the clip is three years old and has undoubtedly been pushed by Democrats who suspect it's a turnoff to swing voters--and that it's awesome. But it is representative of Vance's broader tone and (current) political positions: I watched him speak over Zoom at the National Conservativism Conference in London last year, and the main message he delivered was that Britain's then-ruling Conservative Party wasn't right-wing enough. Earlier this month, the Tories' subsequent hard-line positions on immigration and cultural issues helped bring about a generational defeat in this year's election, at the hands of a centrist.

Helen Lewis: Why so many conservatives feel like losers

Can Vance learn how to preach to anyone but the choir? His speech to the RNC featured a sweet passage about his mom's sobriety, but also a very strange riff about how, after his beloved grandmother died, the family found 19 loaded guns stashed around her house. "And so this frail old woman made sure that no matter where she was, she was within arm's length of whatever she needed to protect her family," Vance said. "That's who we fight for. That's American spirit." Look, I'm not American, so I'm wired differently on gun control, but is this a heartwarming story? Or is this a tragic fable about an old woman who had been told every day by politicians and talking heads that she was besieged in her own home? Does the Republican Party really believe that the American dream is having a gun in every room because the country is a lawless hellhole?

One of the emerging attacks on Harris is that she is cringe--she laughs oddly, and too loudly, and too often. Again, this would be an easier blow to land if the Republican vice-presidential pick hadn't just scored a viral moment claiming that the left thinks everything is racist. "I had a Diet Mountain Dew yesterday and one today, and I'm sure they're going to call that racist too," he said at a campaign rally. The room did not go wild. It went semidomesticated at best.

CNN recently reported that Vance has a negative rating among voters--the first for a VP pick immediately after his or her party's convention since 1980. How will that go down with Trump, a man who hates weakness and who has been known to disparage his allies in public?

Vance will presumably try to redeem himself by zeroing in on Harris's weak spots and pummeling them as hard as a vice-presidential candidate can. One of her liabilities is having taken a number of unpopular pandemic-era progressive positions and postures. The clip in which she announced her pronouns while wearing a COVID mask might have been grown in a lab for the specific purpose of enraging Elon Musk fans on X--or giving ammo to a culture warrior like Vance. But the Harris team knows that the perception of her as "woke" is a problem--hence the widespread assumption that her VP pick will be a white man with a track record of appealing to swing voters. By contrast, Trump picked an edgelord whose best punch line so far featured Mountain Dew.

Two weeks ago, that decision appeared a lot more sensible than it does today. And look--everyone will admire you for having a Dior handbag on your arm. But not if you lose your house as a result.
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The Supreme Court Fools Itself

The Roberts Court has made the current crisis of American democracy perpetual.

by Adam Serwer




The Trumpist justices on the Supreme Court had a very serious problem: They needed to keep their guy out of prison for trying to overthrow the government. The right-wing justices had to do this while still attempting to maintain at least a pretense of having ruled on the basis of the law and the Constitution rather than mere partisan instincts.

So they settled on what they thought was a very clever solution: They would grant the presidency the near-unlimited immunity Donald Trump was asking for, while writing the decision so as to keep the power to decide which presidential acts would be "official" and immune to criminal prosecution, and which would be "unofficial" and therefore not. The president is immune, but only when the justices say he is. The president might seem like a king, but the justices can withhold the crown.

The Supreme Court's ruling on presidential immunity combines with its regulatory decisions this term to remake the executive branch into the ideal right-wing combination of impotence and power: too weak to regulate, restrain, or punish private industry for infractions, but strong enough for the president to order his political opponents murdered or imprisoned. To ordinary people, the president is a king; to titans of industry, he is a pawn. Given the work the Trump justices have done here, the billionaire class's affection for Trump, often presented as counterintuitive, is not difficult to understand.

Yet when it comes to the justices' decision on immunity, they were too clever by half. They seem to believe that when a president goes too far for their taste, they can declare that he's not immune and constrain him. But there is danger in a ruling that invites presidents to test the limits of their power. By the time a rogue president goes too far, he is unlikely to care what the Supreme Court says. A president unbound by the law is shackled only by the dictates of his own conscience, and a president without a conscience faces no restraint at all. And because the Court ruled as it did, when it did, and on behalf of a man lawless enough to try to overturn an election, Americans may pay for the justices' hubris sooner rather than later.

Rather than leave such momentous decisions in the justices' hands as they intended, the ruling empowers anyone amoral enough to commit crimes to do so without any fear of the law or the Supreme Court. The decision implies that this immunity would extend to anyone acting on the president's orders--meaning that a president is free not only to commit crimes, but to turn the federal government itself into a criminal enterprise, one in which officials can act with impunity against the public they are meant to serve. That the executive branch has all the guns was true prior to the Court's ruling. But until the justices had to find a way to keep Donald Trump out of prison for trying to stay in office after losing an election, few people believed that the presidency was as unbound from the law as the Supreme Court has now made it.

The American government was constructed with one basic idea in mind: that the three branches would prevent tyranny by counteracting one another. As "Federalist No. 51" put it, "Ambition must be made to counteract ambition." But a subsequent clause is just as important: "What is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary."

The Framers were decidedly not angels--their acceptance of slavery being an obvious illustration of their fallibility. They understood that, to sustain itself, the structure of the government would have to account for vices as well as virtues. The Roberts Court's ahistorical ruling reversed the entire purpose of the Constitution, from creating a government that did not need to be led by angels to creating one so imperial that only an angel ought to be allowed to govern it.

Read: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

We could speculate on how presidents without fear of the law might act, but we already have a historical example in Trump's favorite president, Andrew Jackson.

In 1831, the Supreme Court decided 5-1 in favor of a pair of missionaries who had been assisting the Cherokee in a dispute with the Georgia state government. The justices ruled that because the Cherokee constituted a sovereign nation, only the federal government had jurisdiction over them. Georgia had passed a series of laws authorizing the ethnic cleansing of the Cherokee from any lands claimed by the state, and as a result of the ruling, those laws had become invalid. But Jackson had no intention of upholding the Supreme Court's decision and preventing Georgia from seizing those lands and displacing the Cherokee.

According to the Jackson biographer Jon Meacham, the president did not say, "Well, [Chief Justice] John Marshall has made his decision, now let him enforce it," the popular misquote of Jackson's reaction. Instead he said, "The decision of the Supreme Court has fell still born, and they find that it cannot coerce Georgia to yield to its mandate." But the effect was the same. Neither Jackson nor the state of Georgia wanted to follow Marshall's opinion, and so they ignored it. The federal government had already passed the Indian Removal Act in 1830, so the decision would not have prevented the ethnic cleansing known as the Trail of Tears even had it been heeded. Nevertheless, the incident showed that the Supreme Court had no power to enforce its decisions; it relied on the good faith of the executive branch.

In the history of presidential crimes, the ethnic cleansing of Native Americans dwarfs anything Trump has done. Jackson acted as he did not because he believed that the text of the Constitution granted him immunity, but because in 1831 the United States allowed only white men to vote and there was no constituency large enough to oppose his actions. In other words: He did it because he knew he could get away with it.

Read: The Roberts Court draws a line

One could retort that the fact that the republic did not fall after a president ignored a Supreme Court decision should provide some comfort. But that is not the lesson here. The lesson is that presidents and governments are capable of doing monstrous things to people they consider beneath them or to whom they are unaccountable. The extraconstitutional presidential immunity invented out of whole cloth by the Roberts Court offers to make presidents unaccountable not just to a portion of the people they govern, but to all of them.

Whatever crimes Trump has committed in the past, or chooses to commit in the future, he will, unlike Jackson, have the Supreme Court's blessing--so long as he can disguise them as official acts. But even if Trump loses in November, this concept of presidential immunity conjured up by the Roberts Court has made the current crisis of American democracy perpetual. Until it is overturned, every president is a potential despot.

The Jackson incident is a well-known cautionary tale of presidential lawlessness. Trump's entourage however, sees it differently--as inspiration.

Trump's newly announced running mate, J. D. Vance, has said so himself. In 2022, Vanity Fair reported that Vance had appeared on a podcast in which he said, "I think Trump is going to run again in 2024," and added:

"I think that what Trump should do, if I was giving him one piece of advice: Fire every single midlevel bureaucrat, every civil servant in the administrative state, replace them with our people."
 "And when the courts stop you," he went on, "stand before the country, and say"--he quoted Andrew Jackson, giving a challenge to the entire constitutional order--"the chief justice has made his ruling. Now let him enforce it."


This is not a view of executive power that is going to submit to whatever legal technicalities the justices might use to restrain it, if they even wanted to. One likely reason Vance was picked is that, unlike former Vice President Mike Pence, Vance has openly said he would have tried to overturn the outcome of the 2020 election using the vice president's ceremonial role in electoral-vote certification. In other words, he would be a willing accomplice to a coup. We might view Vance's lawlessness here as a kind of audition for the next Trump administration, one he apparently aced.

The originalists of the Roberts Court, supposedly so committed to the text of the Constitution, the intent of the Framers, and the nuances of history, conjured out of nothing precisely the sort of executive office the Founders of the United States were trying to avoid. They did so because their primary mode of constitutional interpretation is a form of narcissism: Whatever the contemporary conservative movement wants must be what the Founders wanted, regardless of what the Founders actually said, did, or wrote.

The right-wing justices, in rewriting the Constitution in Trump's image, have clearly diverged from the intentions of the Founders. In "Federalist No. 69," Alexander Hamilton wrote that former presidents would "be liable to prosecution and punishment in the ordinary course of law." Expanding on his point, Hamilton wrote, "The person of the king of Great Britain is sacred and inviolable; there is no constitutional tribunal to which he is amenable; no punishment to which he can be subjected without involving the crisis of a national revolution." The Roberts Court turned the office of the presidency the Founders had made into the kind of monarchical office they had rebelled against.

The justices, less independent arbiters than the shock troops of the conservative movement, wanted Trump to be immune to prosecution, and so they conjured a rationale for doing so, with a narrow window of legal accountability that only they have the right to determine. But that window might as well be barred from the inside: What Jackson's story shows is that the feeble, arbitrary restraints the justices put into their own grant of royal immunity to Trump will not withstand any president with the capacity to violate them. Unfortunately, the day a rogue president shows the Supreme Court just how powerless it really is, it will not be the justices who suffer most for their folly.
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Kamala Harris's White-Boy Summer

For her running mate, the vice president could be looking to make a diversity hire.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Maybe you've seen the joke permeating the internet this week, as Vice President Kamala Harris begins her 100-day campaign for president. In one variation on X Sunday, someone wrote "Kamala's VP options" above a lineup of Chablis and Chardonnay bottles on a grocery-store shelf labeled "Exciting Whites." Another user posted a picture of Harris and a saltine cracker, with the caption: "This will be the ticket."

The jokes are funny because they're true: For the first time in a long while, Democrats seem fine expressing the idea that what the presidential ticket really needs is a white guy.

Harris, a woman born to an Indian mother and a Black father, would be a history-making Democratic nominee. That's enough diversity already, and it rules out a few top vice-presidential contenders, some in her party argue. By this logic, she's not likely to run with another woman (sorry, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer) or another politician of color (see you in 2028, Governor Wes Moore of Maryland).

The conventional wisdom tells us that Harris will be looking for a running mate with experience in elected office, but ideally, a lawmaker who is also relatively new to the national political scene. She comes to the top of the ticket with a lot of political baggage, given her association with President Joe Biden, the thinking goes, so her partner should be fresh.

Above all, strategists say, Democrats are looking for a VP who appeals to the white working class--to help her win Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania--which would mean a skilled politician of Irish or maybe Italian origin. A diversity hire, if you will. Someone named Andy, perhaps, or Mark.

A handful of prominent Democrats who fit the bill have already been asked to submit vetting materials, according to The Wall Street Journal. Sarah Longwell, an anti-Trump political strategist and the publisher of The Bulwark, and David Axelrod, a former adviser to President Barack Obama, walked me through a few of the options.



Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro

Right now, the 51-year-old governor seems to be Harris's top contender. As she did in California, Shapiro served as his state's attorney general; the two have known each other for years. Shapiro became governor in 2023 after campaigning hard on abortion rights, defeating the far-right Trump endorsee Doug Mastriano by almost 15 points. He is a talented public speaker, with diction and mannerisms so Obama-esque that they almost seem studied. "He's got the stuff," Longwell told me. "You watch him up close, he's a pitbull, like [Harris]."

Thanks in part to his quick accomplishment of a major infrastructure project, Shapiro has enjoyed a consistently high approval rating among Pennsylvania voters. "He would give you maybe the most help in winning the most important state," Axelrod said. "Generally, if you win Pennsylvania, you do well in the other Midwest industrial states."

This spring, I talked with a group of Republican and independent women in the Philadelphia suburbs who were wavering between Donald Trump and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. for president. All of them said they wished that Shapiro was running. The governor, who has endorsed Harris for president, seems open to the idea. Still, Axelrod noted that Shapiro, who is Jewish, has been vocal in his support for Israel during its war against Hamas, "and I don't know how that figures into the Michigan equation," referencing that swing state's recent anti-Israel and anti-war protests and its relatively large Arab American population.



North Carolina Governor Roy Cooper

The 67-year-old, who is in his second term as governor, has held elected office since 1987. Cooper has never lost an election, and in 2020, he was the only Democratic governor to win in a state that Trump also won. He appeals to moderates but has governed, mostly, as a liberal: supporting reproductive rights and criminal-justice reform.

Of all the men on the list, the North Carolina governor is probably closest to Harris. The two overlapped in their terms as state attorneys general, and Cooper has already made a few appearances with Harris on the campaign trail this year. Chemistry counts in a pick like this.

The problem, of course, is that a VP pick from a state such as North Carolina may not be very helpful for the Democratic Party in November. The Tar Heel State has fewer Electoral College votes than Pennsylvania, and the Democrats haven't won there in a presidential contest since 2008.

But diversity-wise, Cooper could bring the right vibe. "As long as Democrats don't get distracted with a place like North Carolina," Longwell said, "he adds a lot."



Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona

Kelly has been a senator since 2020, but before that, he was a Navy flyer and then an astronaut, like his twin brother, Scott. An identical twin who's been to space? "You couldn't create a resume like that on ChatGPT," Axelrod told me. "You've got to figure [that] if a guy's been a fighter pilot and an astronaut, that he understands pressure--and can handle it."

A southwestern senator, Kelly has been critical of the Biden administration's approach to security along the U.S.-Mexico border. If Kelly is somewhat hawkish on immigration control, he can appeal to the party's progressive wing through his record as an outspoken gun-control advocate after his wife, former Representative Gabby Giffords, was permanently injured in an assassination attempt in 2011.

Kelly's candidacy does have two obvious problems. First, the senator is not a particularly charismatic speaker. That has not hurt him and other less-than-scintillating Democrats in Arizona, but it doesn't necessarily bode well for a national campaign. The second potential complication is that, if Harris chooses him as her running mate, Kelly would have to give up his Senate seat. Democratic Governor Katie Hobbs would then appoint a replacement, who would serve out the rest of Kelly's term and then presumably compete in a special election in 2026.



Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear

Beshear seems to want it bad. In the days after Biden dropped out of the race, the Kentucky Democrat was all over TV and social media with his folksy accent and choice words for Trump's vice-presidential pick. "Let me just tell you, J. D. Vance ain't from here," Beshear said yesterday in an interview on Morning Joe. "I mean, the problem with J. D. Vance is, he has no conviction, but I guess his running mate has 34," he said in another, with CNN's Kaitlan Collins.

Beshear, whose father is former Kentucky Governor Steve Beshear, spent a few years as his state's attorney general before being elected to its highest office in 2019. "He's getting so much attention because his team showed that they could win in the reddest of places," Longwell told me. "They knew how to prosecute a case on abortion and how to pick up swing voters"--skills the Harris campaign needs.

Tornadoes and severe flooding have marked Beshear's first few years in office, giving him opportunities to show how he handles a crisis. "A lot of Americans have seen him under the most arduous of circumstances," Axelrod told me, "and what you see on the screen is very, very clear, pronounced empathy." Plus, Kentucky Democrats love him. He's good-looking and relatively young for a state leader at only 46. During the coronavirus pandemic, when Beshear delivered nightly addresses to the state, people made fan fiction and memes about him.

Still, Beshear is more of a newbie than the others. And he says that, so far, no one from the campaign has asked him to send over his credentials.



Minnesota Governor Tim Walz

Walz is another candidate who could help Harris wrangle the Midwest. Now in his second term as governor, Walz is a former educator, congressman, and member of the Army National Guard. During his tenure, Minnesota has moved sharply to the left; the state legislature enacted several major progressive priorities, including codifying abortion rights, requiring paid leave, legalizing marijuana, and passing stricter gun laws. In his own Minnesota way, Walz has also expressed willingness to serve as VP. "She mentioned she would need my help. And I said she has it in any way that she sees fit," he told a local reporter. "If that's the direction she goes, I guess that's fine."



Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker

The 59-year-old, who became his state's governor in 2019, has championed progressive causes during his term. But he seems most comfortable when he's trolling right-wing politicians, including Trump himself and Florida Governor Ron DeSantis.

One crucial thing to know about the Prairie State governor is that he's an actual billionaire--and America's wealthiest elected official. The Pritzker family owns the Hyatt hotel chain, and the governor has launched his own successful venture-capital start-ups. Choose him as a campaign running mate, and "your financial problems might be solved in one fell swoop," Axelrod said. So far, though, Pritzker apparently hasn't been asked to file paperwork with the Harris team.



Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg

The former South Bend, Indiana, mayor is perhaps one of the most qualified candidates to be VP. A military veteran from the Midwest with experience campaigning on a national scale, he's held a top post in the Biden administration. In addition, he's a solid defender of his party's agenda, and has demonstrated a talent for tangling with conservatives on TV.

So Buttigieg is battle-tested--but he's also gay, Axelrod noted, asking: "Is that too much diversity on the ticket?"



Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer

Whitmer is probably not going to be the VP, given many Democrats' concerns about making too much history. Still, the governor deserves mention on the outside chance that the party decides to lean in for a two-woman ticket. A self-described progressive Democrat, Whitmer was elected in 2018 after campaigning to "fix the damn roads" in Michigan. In office, she's been a supporter of abortion rights and gun control, and has remained popular among voters. Tapping her as VP could be a major boon for Democrats who aim to win her crucial "blue wall" state.

Almost everyone expects Whitmer to run for president eventually, and running with Harris now could set her up for success in 2028. Even though the Harris campaign is reportedly considering Whitmer, she has so far shown no obvious enthusiasm for joining the race.



The good news for Democrats is that America has been cranking out white male politicians for several hundred years. If Harris is looking for a conventional running mate, she has an embarrassment of riches.



*Illustration sources: Jon Cherry / Getty; Tim Rue / Bloomberg / Getty; Mark Makela / Getty; Stefani Reynolds / Getty; Paul Natkin / Getty.
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The Party Is Not Over

Nominations belong to parties, not to candidates.

by Jonathan Rauch




Updated at 3:20 p.m. ET on July 23, 2024.

The smoke-filled room is back! Praise the Lord--and pray the system works. To be technically accurate, there is no actual room, and if there were, it would not be smoky. Nonetheless, we have witnessed the extraordinary reassertion of a principle whose disappearance has been nothing short of calamitous for American politics. To wit: Nominations belong to parties, not to candidates.

If you have read a biography of Abraham Lincoln, you may recall that his entire record as a federal officeholder before the presidency was a single two-year term representing Illinois in the U.S. House of Representatives. What you may not recall is: Why only two years? Did Lincoln lack ambition or talent? Face defeat by a stronger opponent? Retire in disgrace? None of the above. In Illinois, the Whig party machine had set up a rotation scheme in which party loyalists took turns occupying the party's only safe House seat. When his turn ended, Lincoln went home.

Peculiar as this seems today, for most of U.S. history, it was taken for granted that nominations were party property. From the time of Martin Van Buren, who basically invented the modern U.S. political party, Americans saw the party, not the individual candidate or the particular office, as the locus of political life. The parties identified, trained, and promoted qualified and reliable politicians; built political coalitions and brokered deals across diverse ideologies and constituencies; organized officeholders to work together in government; maintained institutional knowledge and ensured strategic continuity over time. All of those political tasks were, and still are, essential.

Read: The Harris gamble

To perform them, the parties used everything from torchlight parades to pork-barrel spending, but their most important tool, the sine qua non of party influence, was control over who would be on their ticket. That power, exercised in formal ways like ballot access and informal ways like jawboning, allowed the parties to act as traffic cops. Party chairs would advise a green candidate to run for county commissioner before aiming for the House. Party donors would open and close the money taps to help reliable players. Party bigwigs would offer and withhold endorsements and steer media attention. The apogee of the party-controlled process was the so-called smoke-filled room, the (somewhat metaphorical) site where party leaders, elected officials, and trusted delegates met at the national convention to choose a presidential ticket.

Contrary to popular belief, the decision makers did not and could not override or ignore public opinion; they wanted to win, after all. What they could and did do was blend public opinion with other considerations, such as who could unify the party, govern after the election, and advance the party's interests. Although it is true that the parties were dominated by white, mostly Protestant men, that was a reflection of their era. Other institutions were also dominated by white, mostly Protestant men.

And here's something else they did: choose qualified candidates. By offering careers and perks to loyalists, the parties were able to attract impressive talent. The political scientists Jamie L. Carson and Jason M. Roberts, in their 2013 book, Ambition, Competition, and Electoral Reform: The Politics of Congressional Elections Across Time, found that the old party system's congressional candidates were at least as experienced and well qualified as today's. Although the machines of yore could be insular and corrupt--traits no one wants to go back to--they reliably screened out circus acts, incompetents, rogues, and sociopaths. Party insiders usually knew their candidates personally. They had worked with many of them, or had at least observed them, for years.

Donald Trump is not the first authoritarian-minded tycoon to put himself forward as a national savior. In the 1920s, a groundswell of popular support formed for a presidential run by the car magnate Henry Ford, a vicious anti-Semite who claimed that only a hard-driving businessman could solve the country's problems. The parties were having none of it. As Collier's magazine reported in 1923, "Almost without a single exception the men who constitute what is usually known as the 'organization' in every state are opposed to Ford." Senator James Couzens said, "How can a man over sixty years old, who ... has no training, no experience, aspire to such an office?," adding, "It is most ridiculous." Both parties shut their doors, and Ford's presidential run was over before it began.

By the 1960s, however, the parties were under pressure to democratize their selection process. After Hubert Humphrey won the nomination in 1968 without entering a single primary, the Democratic Party put primary voters in charge. The new rules' very first outing was disastrous: Left-leaning primary voters chose George McGovern (an architect of the new rules, as it happened), who lost 49 states in 1972.

What followed was an interim period in which the old system operated alongside the new. Primary voters had the main say, but party hacks clawed back influence in what became known as the invisible primary, a race for the support of party leaders, donors, and key constituencies such as unions and business. The hybrid system seemed to work--until, in 2016, it didn't.

That year brought two insurgent candidacies. In no meaningful sense was Donald Trump a Republican or Bernie Sanders a Democrat. Trump had been a Republican, then an independent, then a Democrat, then a Republican, then "I do not wish to enroll in a party," then a Republican; he had donated to both parties; he had shown loyalty to and affinity for neither. Sanders was an independent who had switched to nominal Democratic affiliation on the day he filed for the New Hampshire primary, only three months before that election. Yet both insurgents saw that they could bypass the party gatekeepers by exploiting social media, raising money online, and belittling or skipping endorsements. The Democratic establishment barely fended off Sanders, and, of course, Trump seized the Republican nomination and then the party.

By that point, no Americans under age 65 had working experience of functional political parties. Instead, the public saw the parties as vehicles for candidates at best, and as useless or corrupt intermediaries at worst. When Russian email hacks revealed in 2016 that Democratic National Committee officials favored Hillary Clinton over Sanders, the public and media were scandalized and the party chair quit. In earlier times, the appropriate reaction would have seemed more like: "Of course the Democratic Party favors the candidate who is actually a Democrat. That's why it exists!"

Today, the Republican Party can still do some minor gatekeeping. It maneuvered former Representative Madison Cawthorn out of his House seat after he accused (unnamed) colleagues of holding orgies and using cocaine. For the most part, however, the GOP is engineered to serve Trump. In 2020 and 2024, it did not even pretend to deliberate over a platform.

The Democratic Party, however, has not gone as far down the road to self-dissolution. It has maintained so-called superdelegates who give elected officials and party elders a voice at the convention, albeit more in theory than in practice. In 2020, the Democratic establishment, by rallying to Joe Biden, again succeeded in heading off Sanders.

And now--the stunner. In a head-on conflict with its incumbent president and nominal leader, the institutional Democratic Party has prevailed. It has reclaimed control over its nomination. The party's elected leaders and donors fell in line and told Biden that the party could not accept his continued candidacy, effectively cutting off the support he needed to win.

This astonishing turn raises two fascinating questions: Why did it happen, and how much will it matter? The answer to the first is that the party is realistic about its situation and that Biden is, in the end, a party man. Both the man and the party deserve credit for putting the institution ahead of the person. That is how American politics is supposed to work.

The second question depends on the outcome. If Democrats lose in November, the party's intervention will be judged to have been desperate and pointless. But if the Democrats win, their gamble will vindicate the party as an independent actor. For the first time in two generations, the country will see why parties matter and how they can function independently in the public interest, doing what individual voters and politicians cannot.

Biden's removal from the ticket also illuminates the single most important fact about American politics today, which is that the two parties are no longer the same kind of thing. As Brian Klaas and Tom Nichols have underscored in The Atlantic, one party is a coalitional party that maintains a sense of its identity and independence; the other is a personality cult projecting the will of one authoritarian-minded man. One party retains institutional guardrails; the other traffics in transgression. Both parties fielded dangerously unfit presidential candidates in 2024, but only one was able to muster the will and desire to correct itself. Until the GOP can be restored to its traditional role as a coalitional party, it will remain a source of hazardous instability.

Brian Klaas: Calls for Biden's withdrawal are a sign of a healthy Democratic party

In his new book, American Covenant: How the Constitution Unified Our Nation--And Could Again, Yuval Levin writes, "It is now painfully obvious that the reforms that disempowered party professionals in both parties were a catastrophic mistake, which has sown bitter division throughout our political system and beyond it in the broader culture and done terrible harm to our country." As Levin correctly notes, the weakening of the professional party organizations--along with the breakdown of Congress--is at the root of contemporary American political dysfunction. Our two parties cannot do what we need them to do if they are bystanders in their own nomination contests.

In principle, restoring more nominating power to party professionals is one of the easiest reforms out there. Whenever they choose, the parties can change their rules to provide for what Elaine Kamarck of the Brookings Institution calls peer review. Surveys find that voters are open to giving parties and professionals a voice in the process.

In practice, however, Americans have lost their memory of parties that behave like institutions, not just platforms or brands. What's needed is a reminder that a political party can act independently and wisely to serve the national interest at a crucial juncture. We've just seen one.



This article originally misdescribed Abraham Lincoln's pre-presidential record as officeholder.
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The Wannabe Tough-Guy Presidency

A rough-and-tumble icon of masculinity who loves executive power--now, who does that sound like?

by Gal Beckerman




Updated at 10 a.m. ET on July 23, 2024.

The ghost of Theodore Roosevelt, cowboy hat still on his head, was riding circles last week around the convention center in Milwaukee where the Republican National Convention was held. The location was a fitting one for him to haunt, because as we've now been reminded, this was just down the street from where T.R. was shot in October 1912 while on the campaign trail. He famously continued with his planned speech, a bullet lodged in his chest, opening his suit jacket to reveal his bloody shirt. "It takes more than that to kill a Bull Moose," he said, the equivalent of Donald Trump's fist pumping the air moments after he was wounded in his own assassination attempt a week ago, as he shouted, "Fight! Fight! Fight!"

No wonder that Theodore Roosevelt--smiling, robust, tough--remains popular in the American imagination. And it's no surprise that Elon Musk and Don Trump Jr., among others, quickly leaped for the allusion, especially given that Trump's then-opponent was so broadly seen as confused, weak, and tired. Grafting current candidates and presidents onto past ones is a fun parlor game for politicos and cartoonists (I distinctly remember Barack Obama rendered variously as Lincoln, JFK, and FDR). But understanding what aspect of the American lexicon a politician is trying to borrow in their image construction can be revealing--I realized as much after I asked several historians to analyze Trump's image alongside Roosevelt's and describe the alignments and slippages.

Mostly, the two men couldn't be more different, including with regard to their political philosophies and character--Roosevelt was known to read a book a day; Trump, not so into the whole reading thing. But when it comes to how they conceived of power and how an American president projects it, Teddy, it turns out, makes for a telling comparison.

Masculinity of a certain vintage is the ostentatious connection between the two. Roosevelt's public persona was all about his physical solidness. "Roosevelt is the cowboy; Roosevelt is the Rough Rider who volunteered for war when he was 40 years old; Roosevelt is the big-game hunter in Africa; Roosevelt explored the Amazon and almost died doing it," said Edward Kohn, who has written two books on Roosevelt, including Heir to the Empire City: New York and the Making of Theodore Roosevelt. "So Roosevelt was the epitome of manliness and masculinity and the rough-and-tumble," he told me. "And that's absolutely part of the Republican brand, for a number of years now."

Read: A legendary American photograph

The historian Sean Wilentz put it even more succinctly: A desired projection of "virility" is what Trumpists hope might unite the two men. At a convention where one common refrain was that the Democrats "can't even define what a woman is," Trump sought to imprint himself as a man's man, sitting stoically, his wounded ear bandaged, raising his fist to salute the crowd. (Never mind that a true stoic would never recount his own injury in such solipsistic detail--when Roosevelt described his own assassination attempt, five minutes after it happened, it was with a focus on the "coward" who had shot him, and he even pulled off a joke: "Don't you make any mistake. Don't you pity me. I am all right. I am all right, and you cannot escape listening to the speech either." There was no talk of "divine intervention.")

I was curious about the extent to which Roosevelt had constructed this image of the weight-hoisting, lion-killing alpha male for himself. After all, it's widely accepted that he did push himself into becoming a physically tougher person, exercising in order to transcend the puny, asthmatic young boy he was. It's possible that his toughness and resilience were more about mind than body, that the risks he took in his life are what turned him into that person. Candice Millard, who wrote The River of Doubt: Theodore Roosevelt's Darkest Journey, described Roosevelt to me as "the embodiment of masculinity" in his day.

Millard also told me a story from Roosevelt's youth, when he says his father instructed him, "You have the mind, but you don't have the body; you need to make your body, and you need to make yourself, physically strong." From his earliest memories, Roosevelt learned that he had to test his limits. "He boxed, and he would swim naked in Rock Creek Park in Washington, D.C.," Millard said. "He played tennis, but he wouldn't let anybody photograph him playing tennis, because he thought it wasn't a masculine-enough sport." But none of this was necessarily politically calculated, Millard said. After a lifetime of trying to be braver and more daring than he was naturally inclined to be, it became "just who he was," she said. One of Roosevelt's most famous speeches, from 1899, talked about the joys of a "strenuous life."

Roosevelt and Trump were both born in New York City--to date, no other U.S. presidents can claim the same--and both chose to develop personas that would appeal to people beyond their very particular urban, and privileged, upbringings. Where Roosevelt used his time out West to justify wearing a cowboy hat, Trump used his appearance on The Apprentice to play the part of the quintessential cutthroat New York businessman--providing a template for American strivers everywhere.

Below the surface level, their political ideologies could not be further apart. Roosevelt was a progressive. He's best remembered for regulations and antitrust suits to temper free-market capitalism (famously his crusade against big oil). He believed in the necessity of a safety net. And he only got more progressive as he aged. When he was shot in 1912, it was during the campaign for his political comeback. After serving two terms, he ceded the Republican Party to Howard Taft, but then became angry with its conservative direction, and returned to contest the nomination in the next election. When he wasn't chosen as the Republican candidate, he started his own independent Bull Moose Party. His policy prescriptions anticipated what his cousin Franklin would do two decades later--he was talking about creating something very much like Social Security long before its time, even imagining a public role for health care. In fact, the bullet that nearly killed him was slowed down when it hit his steel glasses' case and a 50-page speech in his coat pocket; it was titled "Progressive Cause Greater Than Any Individual."

When it came to foreign affairs, Roosevelt was, as Robert Kagan told me, "the original internationalist." Kagan wrote about Roosevelt's presidency in his book The Ghost at the Feast: America and the Collapse of World Order, 1900-1941. There was a moral interventionist approach to his foreign policy that was new in American history--among other things he fomented a revolution in Panama so he could build the Panama canal. On some issues of race, he was a progressive for his time, famously inviting Booker T. Washington to a meal at the White House. (Though he also has a reputation for having perpetuated racist stereotypes during the Spanish-American war.) A man who strongly identified with New York City in the heyday of mass immigration, he was extremely pro-immigration. Basically, Kagan said, Roosevelt "was the opposite of everything the Republicans now stand for."

On economic policy, even Trump would seem to agree that Roosevelt is not his man. Instead, Trump has been pointing with reverence lately to William McKinley, the president whose assassination elevated Theodore Roosevelt (Roosevelt's shooter said that McKinley's ghost told him to pull the trigger). Trump particularly likes McKinley's use of heavy tariffs on imports--Trump has dubbed him the "Tariff King"--as a possible model for doing away with a progressive income tax.

Read: Trump is planning for a landslide win

If the differences abound, there is, however, one aspect of Roosevelt's presidency that aligns with Trump's ambitions in absolute terms. Roosevelt greatly expanded the power and scope of the executive branch. H. W. Brands, the author of T.R.: The Last Romantic, pointed me to Roosevelt's 1913 autobiography, in which Roosevelt says, explicitly, that he will exercise his power freely, that unless the Constitution says that he can't do something, he can do it. In all the history of the American presidency, this bold assertion was new.

As Roosevelt wrote, "My view was that every executive officer, and above all every executive officer in high position, was a steward of the people bound actively and affirmatively to do all he could for the people, and not to content himself with the negative merit of keeping his talents undamaged in a napkin."

To my ears, this sounds ... Trumpian. Brands offered me a laundry list of things that Roosevelt did with that power that no president had dared to do before, including intervening in a labor strike on behalf of workers and designating millions of acres of land in America the way he saw fit (as protected national forest). This all sounds like a useful exercise of power--and in contrast with Trump, not for its own sake but to benefit the citizens Roosevelt served and the land he loved--but even in his time, this sort of presidential prerogative felt worrisome. As astute an observer as Mark Twain warned that Roosevelt was "ready to kick the Constitution into the backyard when it gets in the way."

Though the presidency has now taken the shape that Roosevelt gave it, and many presidents since have tried to push the limits even further, it's no surprise that the chief executive who first acted without anyone's permission might be a role model for the kind of leader Trump was and wants to be. "Roosevelt had that energy," Brands reiterated. "And somebody like Donald Trump, who is an old man but is trying to project his own energy, would naturally want to use Roosevelt as a model."

In this sense more than any other, the desire to emulate Teddy is intuitive. To do what Trump wants to do with power takes a supreme level of self-confidence. And looking back at American history, Roosevelt stands out as a leader who had exactly that absurd degree of faith in his own abilities. Millard told me that her favorite quote about Roosevelt came from the naturalist John Burroughs, who said about Roosevelt that "when he came into the room it was as if a strong wind had blown the door open."

"This is so vivid, and it's so Roosevelt," Millard said. "And whatever you think about Trump, it's also true that you can't ignore him. I mean, he blows the door open."



This article originally misstated the location of the Republican National Convention.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/07/trump-teddy-roosevelt-tough-guy-president/679195/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Emerging Bipartisan Wokeness

Even conservatives are now woke.

by Tyler Austin Harper




Back in May, for the third time since the October 7 Hamas attack on Israel, a trio of university presidents was marched in front of Congress for a round of hearings on campus anti-Semitism. Congressional Republicans peppered the heads of Northwestern, Rutgers, and UCLA with queries: Is "From the river to the sea" not code for the slaughter of Jews? (Eric Burlison, Missouri). Why were universities' anti-Semitism centers and Jewish faculty not more involved in decision making? (Elise Stefanik, New York). Why is anti-Semitism "institutionalized" in university policy? (Kevin Kiley, California). Why did universities abandon their mission of keeping students safe? (Aaron Bean, Florida). Listening to the hearing, I was struck not so much by what conservative representatives were saying, but by how they were saying it. They sounded a lot like those liberal "snowflakes" they love to castigate.

Underlying their questions was a set of assumptions that we normally associate with the progressive left: The slow and established mechanisms of institutional justice must give way to swift, righteous punishments for prejudice. Identity-based bureaucracies should dictate university policy. Opponents' political slogans are thinly veiled messages of racial hatred. Bigotry is a near-mystical force that suffuses every nook and cranny of our institutions and can be ameliorated only through systematic overhaul. And emotional security is no less important than physical security and supersedes free speech.

Read: You can't define woke

Over the past six months or so, commentators have been engaged in an ongoing debate about whether we are past what's been called "peak woke"--whether, that is, the worst excesses of post-2020 performative progressivism are now in the rearview. The consensus seems to be that we are lurching, if somewhat haltingly, to a world where American educational institutions, corporations, and media are less hemmed in by progressive niceties. And this may well be true: DEI offices are closing; diversity statements are going the way of the dodo. But if the "peak woke" conversation gets some things right, it also misses a more subtle yet ultimately more consequential transformation within the American political arena, one on vivid display in that congressional hearing. Wokeness did not disappear. Wokeness has become bipartisan.

Arguing that conservatives have become "woke," given their vocal anti-wokeness, admittedly sounds strange. And if you define wokeness as a set of specific beliefs about anti-racism, gender, public masking, open borders, prison and police abolition, and so on, then Republicans don't fit the type. But wokeness doesn't just have readily identifiable content--a set of opinions that leave adherents in good progressive standing. It also has a readily identifiable form. Writing in Harper's in 1964, the historian Richard Hofstadter argued that the American political tradition was defined, particularly on the right, by a predilection for conspiracism. Hofstadter famously called this "the paranoid style in American politics," which was also the title of his landmark essay. As the dust has cleared from the multiyear bout of hysteria that defined political life post-2020, it is now possible to see that wokeness is today the dominant style in American politics.

The conservative version is hiding in plain sight. Representative Dan Crenshaw of Texas spoke of an emerging "woke right" back in 2022, and the term has since kicked around the blogosphere. The writer Katherine Brodsky has argued that the hallmarks of the phenomenon are an embrace of cancel culture, white identity politics, and a victim mindset. Discussions of this trend took off last week when a conservative social-media account got a low-level Home Depot employee fired after she made a joke about Trump's assassination.

Right-wing wokeness is Elon Musk critiquing "heterophobia" and classifying the word cis as a slur on X. It is conservative social media melting down and calling a Navy Seal Facebook post about Pride month "a threat to national security." It is Florida pushing to prevent teaching slavery in a way that might make white students "feel discomfort, guilt, anguish, or any other forms of psychological distress." It is the NYPD deputy commissioner asserting that a widely used textbook about terrorism is actually a terrorist manual, and that common bike locks--sold by Columbia University's own public-safety department--are evidence that "professional" agitators had infiltrated recent campus protests. It is pretending that ChatGPT refusing to say a racial slur is a literal threat to the human race. It is crying crocodile tears over Jeopardy and Star Wars asking about pronouns. It is fomenting an airline-safety panic around "diversity hiring" of Black pilots. It is "canceling" the New York Times columnist David French, a lifelong Republican until Donald Trump's arrival on the political scene, because he's not conservative enough. These culture-war installments, and the many others like them, share the same kind of emotional infirmity, hyperbolic invocations of violence, and punishment of wrongthink that characterizes left-wing wokeness at its most unhinged.

A recent book by Jeremy Carl, a senior fellow at the Claremont Institute, displays this emergent style. Titled The Unprotected Class: How Anti-White Racism Is Tearing America Apart, the book features a cover image showing Kill All Whits [sic] graffitied on a fence, and is endorsed by fellow firebrand Christopher Rufo. Despite its superficial similarities to earlier screeds about "reverse racism," this new book is to a remarkable extent--whether its author realizes it or not--influenced by post-2020 wokeness. It onboards many of the rhetorical tricks and ideological assumptions of recent progressive discourse.

Like any good woke writer, Carl castigates colorblindness for being insufficiently attuned to systemic racism. "The default Republican response to repeated racial insult," he writes, "has been to say, 'I don't see race/color,' even in the face of obvious anti-white animus." He insists that after "decades of anti-white teachings in schools," the educational system upholds institutionalized racism. He argues that "anti-white rhetoric can be found throughout the entertainment industry" and that this hidden bigotry must be weeded out of Hollywood. He claims that the media covers victims of crime differently on the basis of race. And this is all ratcheted up to a matter of life and death: "For middle-class and working-class whites, and even for an increasing number of upper-class whites," he writes, "this anti-white discrimination and racism is deadly--we might even say the problems it causes are intersectional." If you swapped white for Black, there are more than a few passages in The Unprotected Class that would sound like they could have been written by Ibram X. Kendi or Robin DiAngelo.

My point here is not to roast Carl or his book. My point isn't even that we should dismiss his arguments out of hand. For what it's worth, I do think it's bad that the media tends to ignore white victims of police brutality, and I agree that anti-white and anti-male sentiment sometimes flows freely in academia in ways that would be unacceptable if directed at any other demographic group. My point is simply to highlight the remarkable degree to which conservatives have taken to appropriating progressive rhetoric and strategies, giving them a reactionary reinterpretation. If many of the talking points we find in The Unprotected Class are warmed-over rehashings of decades' worth of "reverse racism" discourse, the style in which these talking points are presented is resolutely new. And resolutely woke.

Read: America's real 'wokeness' divide

There's nothing new about conservatives adopting left-wing rhetorical fashions. The right in general, and the far right in particular, has long indulged the same kind of crusading fragility--once more commonly called "political correctness"--that they accuse liberals of exhibiting, particularly in regards to race. As the popular Substack writer John Ganz notes in his new counter-history of the 1990s, When the Clock Broke, arguments about reverse racism, affirmative action, and institutionalized bigotry against white Americans were already firmly ensconced in the national discourse by that decade. David Duke, a former grand wizard of the KKK and a onetime closeted neo-Nazi, ran a disturbingly successful campaign during Louisiana's 1991 gubernatorial election on these very premises. Duke, who founded an organization called the National Association for the Advancement of White People--a white-supremacist version of the NAACP, ostensibly advocating civil rights for whites--ran on a platform promising to eradicate anti-white racism. "I just think white people should have equal rights too," the not-so-reformed klansman said in one TV interview.

It was a message that found purchase with voters. As Ganz notes, Duke was able to break "through to people who would not necessarily move in the Holocaust denial and KKK subcultures," in part because he gave voice to roiling fears that minorities were being granted preferential treatment over Caucasians. Ganz quotes a retired schoolteacher who told The Boston Globe: "I like the fact that [Duke] thinks that everyone else should get an even break--white or black or Jewish or anything else. I think we have had a lot of antiwhite racism." Today's reactionary wokeness amplifies this long-running reverse-racism bugaboo. But it departs from earlier political-correctness panics by adapting these older talking points to both contemporary argumentative styles (emphasizing "safety" and emotional "violence" rather than the "fairness" of yesteryear) and institutional strategies that embrace straightforward white identitarianism (as Duke always dreamed) rather than limpid appeals to colorblindness.

In the post-Trump era, the right's age-old appeals to reverse racism have careened headlong into progressive discourse about "systemic racism," helping create a disturbing bastard child: a woke conservatism that champions anti-racism for whites, or, more precisely, anti-reverse racism. To see this new hybrid ideology at work, one need look no further than the reigning head of the Republican Party. Trump leans into the idea that pervasive structural racism exists against Caucasians, and suggests that Americans need to interrogate their implicit bias against white people. "I think there is a definite anti-white feeling in this country," Trump said in a recent interview. "I think the laws are very unfair right now."

Underlying left-wing wokeness, even at its most performative and excessive, is a series of partial truths about American society: Even if die-hard progressives are wrong and anti-Black racism does not explain every problem in this country, it does explain quite a few of them. And 2020's summer of reckoning did draw much-needed attention to entrenched and structurally reinforced racial inequalities in the United States, despite the movement quickly getting derailed by "elite capture"--the tendency of radical social movements to get co-opted by corporate and other rarefied interests.

As someone who became a professor in August 2020, at the incandescent height of progressive wokeness, I have watched higher education around the country become ever more outwardly progressive. But the social-justice rhetoric that now suffuses academia has done absolutely nothing to stop the relentless pace of gigification. More and more academics every year are employed as contingent laborers rather than as tenure-track professors. In fact, a good case can be made that wokeness greases the skids for this trend by allowing universities to appear like benevolent actors, hiring greater numbers of women and people of color, even as they pull the rug out from under labor by placing those new hires in adjunct roles.

It's easy to argue that we should have known better, that the progressive ideas championed by CEOs and elite-university presidents were probably not that progressive after all, but the reckoning of 2020 happened for a reason. The Great Awokening was so galvanizing for so many precisely because it always had one foot in reality. The same can be said of conservative wokeness.

Adam Serwer: 'Woke capital' doesn't exist

The right's renewed focus on anti-white racism, its opportunistic seizing of the anti-Semitism debate, and the broader anti-DEI craze it has stirred up are also appealing to the masses precisely because they have some truth in them. For example, although it is not true that white men are unemployable in academia, the subject of a recent high-profile social-media culture-war battle, it is obviously the case that efforts to diversify the faculty at many universities mean that white candidates are viewed less favorably. The rise of racially themed cluster-hire initiatives--which allow universities to gerrymander diverse candidate pools by writing job ads for minority-majority subfields such as "decolonial theory"--are a way for academic institutions to skirt antidiscrimination laws. Likewise, although the right's attempt to portray university students as hardened pro-Hamas, bike-lock-wielding terrorists is plainly ludicrous, it is just as plain that anti-Semitism within the progressive movement is real, however fringe these elements may be. If the ways the right characterizes these issues are often disingenuous and overexaggerated, they are not wholly fabricated either.

But as with left-wing wokeness, conservative wokeness preys on people moved by these legitimate issues to sell them on a hyperbolized politics. Woke conservatism leverages reasonable concerns about a range of issues--the plight of working-class white men, anti-Semitism, misandry, and the like--only to foment a hysteria that distracts from the fact that its principal champions are also the causes of many of the problems it allegedly seeks to solve. The primary threat to the job prospects of many working-class white men in America is not "reverse racism," affirmative action, or pesky minorities, but accumulated decades of deindustrialization, market fundamentalism, and anti-union efforts that sent blue-collar jobs overseas and gutted the ones that remained. As for the loud warnings about left-wing anti-Semitism, the sociologist Musa Al-Gharbi has demonstrated that "liberals are consistently the least antisemitic ideological group in the US, and white liberals--the Americans most likely to embrace 'woke' ideology--are the least antisemitic people in the country by far."

Wokeness is now the air we all breathe, a noxious miasma of bad faith, hysteria, and shameless opportunism that is animated by not ultimate principles but ultimate convenience. It has not peaked, and it is not peaking. Wokeness has become the status quo, a bipartisan lingua franca, the ruling style of American politics.
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American Fury

For years, experts have warned of a wave of political violence in America. We should prepare for things to get worse before they get better.

by Adrienne LaFrance




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


Convulsions of political violence have a way of imprinting on the national memory. They become, in retrospect, the moments from which the rest of history seems to unspool. Yet they are forever intertwined with the possibility that things could have gone exactly the other way.

What if? becomes a haunting question. What if Franklin D. Roosevelt's would-be assassin had hit his target in Miami in 1933? What if John F. Kennedy had forgone the convertible ride in Dallas in 1963? What if Martin Luther King Jr. hadn't walked onto the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis in 1968? What if the bullet that pierced Ronald Reagan's lung in 1981 had been an inch closer to his heart? What if Donald Trump had shifted his weight just before a gunman shot at him during a rally in Pennsylvania in July? What if?

Maybe it is the collision of malice and luck that makes the outcome of an attempted assassination seem simultaneously fated and wholly random. But political violence is rarely random. In fact, those who study the subject most assiduously have been warning Americans for years that threats of violence are escalating.

Our experience of political violence--the shock of an assassination attempt, how the smallest details suddenly burn bright with meaning--can obscure its true nature. Violence intended to achieve political goals, whether driven by ideology, hatred, or delusions, is broadly predictable. The social conditions that exacerbate it can simmer for years, complex but unmysterious. Again and again throughout history, and indeed today, periods of political violence coincide with ostentatious wealth disparity, faltering trust in democratic institutions, intensifying partisanship, rapid demographic change, an outpouring of dehumanizing rhetoric about one's political foes, and soaring conspiracy theorizing. Once political violence becomes endemic in society, as it has in ours, it is terribly difficult to dissolve. Difficult, but not impossible.

As I wrote in "The New Anarchy," the April 2023 cover story for this magazine, political violence is seen as more acceptable today than it was a decade ago by nearly every measure. Political conversation borrows the rhetoric of war. People build their identity not around shared values but around a hatred of their foes. A 2023 UC Davis survey found that "a small but concerning segment of the population considers violence, including lethal violence, to be usually or always justified to advance political objectives." More Americans bring weapons to protests than they did in previous years. A growing number of elected officials face harassment and death threats, which has prompted many capable leaders to drop out of politics entirely.

From the April 2023 issue: Adrienne LaFrance on America's terrifying cycle of extremist violence

Officials at the highest levels of the military and in the White House told me repeatedly that they believed the United States would see an increase in violent attacks as the 2024 presidential election drew near. Other experts talked about pronounced danger in places where extremist groups had already emerged, where gun culture is thriving, and where hard-core partisans bump up against one another, especially in politically consequential states such as Pennsylvania, Michigan, Wisconsin, Arizona, and Georgia. Clearly, they were right in their warning. They further predicted that the current wave of violence would take a generation or longer to crest.

"I don't think it ends without some sort of cathartic cataclysm. I think, absent that, it just boils along for a generation."

Our informational environment threatens to accelerate outbreaks of violence. Social platforms are optimized for rhetorical warfare. Their algorithms reward emotional outbursts, wild speculation, and unchecked hostility, all of which drive engagement with websites that profit off user attention but profess no real commitment to accuracy. Some of the most powerful people on the planet--the billionaire Elon Musk, various members of Congress--stoke contempt for their political adversaries, real and perceived, and encourage legions of followers to distrust the independent sources of information that try to hold them accountable.

Periods of political violence do end. But often not without shocking retrenchments of people's freedoms or catastrophic events coming first. As I've written previously, governments have a record of responding to political violence brutally, and in ways that undermine democratic values and dismantle individual civil liberties. And political leaders are frequently complicit in perpetuating political violence, seeking to harness it for their own ends.

I first became interested in political violence around the time of the Waco, Texas, massacre in 1993 and the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995. In the years that followed, as the millennium drew to a close, the furies of that particular era appeared to cool, which I took as a sign that something had gone right. One scholar of political violence cautioned against such optimism. "The militia movement waned very quickly in the 1990s not because of anything we did, but because of Oklahoma City," Carolyn Gallaher, who spent two years tracking a right-wing paramilitary group in Kentucky, told me. After the bombing, extremists went underground. But only for a time.

William Bernstein, the author of The Delusions of Crowds, put it in chilling terms when I asked him whether he thought January 6 would be a turning point away from violence in American politics. "The answer is--and it's not going to be a pleasant answer--the answer is that the violence ends if it boils over into a containable cataclysm," he said. What if, he went on--"I almost hesitate to say this"--but what if the rioters actually had hanged Mike Pence or Nancy Pelosi on January 6? "I think that would have ended it. I don't think it ends without some sort of cathartic cataclysm. I think, absent that, it just boils along for a generation or two generations."

These are poisonous days in our nation. It is reasonable to worry that the attempt on Trump's life represents not the end of a cycle of violence, but an escalation in an era that has already seen a congresswoman shot in a supermarket parking lot, a congressman shot while playing baseball, and the U.S. Capitol stormed by insurrectionists. Some degree of cynicism is understandable. But too many Americans are allowing political exhaustion and despair to justify their own abstention from self-governance. Too many believe that screaming into the void, or clicking the "Like" button, amounts to political involvement.

The only way to minimize further bloodshed is to choose leaders at every level of society who reject political violence unconditionally, in word and in deed. This does not mean acquiescing to both-sidesism--you can still oppose Trump's authoritarian impulses while condemning the attempt on his life. Making it through this dark time does, however, require articulating American values worth preserving, and building consensus toward reaching them. And it requires understanding the deleterious effects of political violence. Bloodshed begets more bloodshed, and a functioning democracy can only withstand so much of it. There are no random acts of political violence in America, or anywhere else. There will be violence in our nation until Americans come together to say "Enough."



This article appears in the September 2024 print edition with the headline "American Fury." 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 Harris Gamble

She may be the last best hope, but don't deny the risks.

by David Frum




The documentarian Matt Ornstein interviewed two young Latino men in Long Beach, California, at the midpoint of the Trump presidency. They were both strong Donald Trump supporters. Why?
 
 One answered, "Trump's smart. He knows right from wrong."

The other one scoffed, "No. No he doesn't. He's dumb as shit. But he's got balls."
 
 In 2016, Hillary Clinton lost to Trump among male voters by 11 points. In 2020, Joe Biden ran about even with Trump among men. Clinton lost. Biden won.

Now Democrats are preparing again to nominate a woman for president, Vice President Kamala Harris. Harris likes to use the poetic phrase "What can be, unburdened by what has been." But "what has been" cannot be so easily banished.

In the spring and early summer, polls that asked about a Harris-Trump race suggested that Harris would score somewhat worse or about the same as Biden. One poll conducted after the disastrous Biden-Trump debate showed Harris running slightly stronger than Biden. And recent state-by-state polls indicate that Harris could do better than Biden among women, young people, and Black voters.

But polls of hypothetical political matchups may not really tell us very much. In repeated surveys, only about 70 percent of Americans can even name the current vice president. How substantive are their opinions about that person, pro or con? Building out any kind of independent political identity is challenging for a former vice president: Witness the non-presidencies of Hubert Humphrey, Walter Mondale, Dan Quayle, and Al Gore--all former veeps who sought and missed the top job. Even canny Richard Nixon lost the race he ran while still serving as Dwight Eisenhower's vice president in 1960.

Now the Trump campaign will be defining Harris's identity too--and no prizes for guessing how they will do that: by casting Harris as a threat to sexual decency and racial order. Earlier this month, Trump posted on Truth Social an advance warning of the campaign he'll run against Harris:

Also, respects to our potentially new Democrat Challenger, Laffin' Kamala Harris. She did poorly in the Democrat Nominating process, starting out at Number Two, and ending up defeated and dropping out, even before getting to Iowa, but that doesn't mean she's not a "highly talented" politician! Just ask her Mentor, the Great Willie Brown of San Francisco.


In case you missed Trump's hint, he's referencing an old internet smear that Harris slept her way to political success.

The attacks on Harris will operate in a dual universe. In the more obscure and disreputable parts of the right-wing media system, the sexual and racial fantasies will be elaborated. The former Fox News star Megyn Kelly declared Harris's intimate history "fair game" in a social-media post today. In the more public and more careful parts of the right-wing media system, the fantasies will be referenced and exploited without ever being quite explicitly stated.

In 2012, the Fox News personality Greg Gutfeld quipped: "Obama is now out of the closet ... He's officially gay for class warfare." The joke was carefully constructed, using the phrase gay for to mean "enthusiastic about." But the joke worked, as I wrote at the time, because:

A large part of his audience ardently believes that Obama is in fact gay, that his marriage is a sham, and that Mrs. Obama leads a life of Marie Antoinette like extravagance to compensate her for her husband's neglect while he disports himself with his personal aides.


So it will go with Harris. Her midlife marriage, her mixed-race origins, her manner and appearance, her vocal intonations, her career in the Bay Area with all of its association in the right-wing mind with dirt and depravity--those will be resources to construct a frightening psychosexual profile of the Black, Asian, and female Democratic candidate.

Never in U.S. history has there been a candidate for president who more flagrantly violated Christian ideals of marriage and family than Trump, the thrice-married sexual predator who has boasted on recorded audio of sexually assaulting women and reportedly made lewd remarks about his own daughter. Trump's supporters can and will block all that out on their way to imagining Harris as sexually debauched.

Images and stereotypes overwhelm reality.

Trump often looked disengaged at his convention last week, including during the speech of his eldest son. However, he clapped and smiled delightedly through the speech by Hulk Hogan, who ripped off his shirt to demonstrate to the audience his fighting zeal for Trump. Hogan is a 70-year-old man who gained fame as an actor in pretend fights that every fan knew to be staged. Yet he's also an icon of male strength and virility, considered no less awe-inspiring for being fake--maybe more awe-inspiring for being fake.

All working politicians appreciate that the human mind is not fully rational, that voting behavior is impelled by stereotypes, fears, and hatreds. Liberal politics hopes and trusts that the irrationality can be offset by policies and programs: They may hate me, but they will love my $35 insulin. Trump has built his campaigns on the assumption that irrationality rules supreme: They love me, so they will believe me when I falsely claim that it was I who delivered the $35 insulin they love. So far, Trump's bet has paid off.

To have any hope of countering it, the irrational must be faced and acknowledged. A lot of contemporary progressive politics is based on a faith, or a fantasy, that policing words can reshape reality. For example, call the justice system "the carceral state," and voters may be persuaded not to mind that elected officials are sending fewer dangerous criminals in prison. Rename residents of urban encampments "the unhoused," and voters may be led to shrug off tent cities of drug addicts and mentally ill people on streets and in parks. Cordon off measurable political facts with ominous "How dare you say that?" warnings, and the facts will somehow go away.

But facts don't go away because they go undiscussed. In other competitive endeavors, professionals candidly balance advantages and disadvantages. Other things being equal, success is more likely to follow if a baseball pitcher is taller or if a jockey is lighter. But because other things are rarely equal, some pitchers and some jockeys defy the odds and still win.

Democrats are taking a risk with Harris--and it's not only their risk. If she does secure the Democratic presidential nomination, then she becomes the only hope to keep Trump out of the White House for a second term. She becomes the only hope for Ukraine, for NATO, for open international trade, for American democracy, for a society founded on the equal worth and dignity of all its people. Anyone committed to those principles and ideals, whatever his or her past or future political affiliation, now has everything riding on the chances of the nominee chosen by some 4,700 Democratic delegates in Chicago next month.

If it is to be Harris, what are her ways to fight the odds and prevail against the irrational urges of tribe and sex so powerfully exploited by Trump?

Three ideas, for now.

The first is to remember that two can play at the game of the irrational. Trump also exists within a vortex of stereotypes and animosities. In March 2019, a Gallup poll found that 56 percent of Americans approved of then-President Trump's handling of the economy. Yet economic satisfaction did not pay off in a high approval rating; his languished in the low 40s. The CNN polling analyst Harry Enten put his finger on the reason: In a 2019 survey by Quinnipiac, only 39 percent of those polled believed that Trump cared about ordinary Americans, as opposed to 58 percent who thought he did not.

A second idea is to remember that the irrational can be harnessed and redeployed. According to a large body of research, sex stereotypes can help women candidates. The trick, the research suggests, is to persuade voters that the job--say, a seat on the school board--is gender-congruent: for example, that it's best done by someone who cares a lot about children. This conclusion may be unwelcome to those who want to challenge gender stereotypes rather than benefit from them--but if it works, it works.

A third idea is to trust that reality matters more than Trump wishes it did. The Trump presidency really did end in disaster. His partisans deploy a battery of excuses for why the disaster was not Trump's fault: the coronavirus pandemic, the George Floyd protests, and so on. But he was the man in charge. The Trump of The Apprentice never accepted excuses. Confronted with candidates who each pinned the blame for failure on others, Apprentice Trump fired them all: "We've never had a team lose so badly." President Trump wants an out for his term that Apprentice Trump would never have accepted from a contestant.

Great presidents have summoned Americans to heed the better angels of their nature, in Lincoln's famous phrase. But before they became great, those presidents first had to become president--and that meant taking Americans as they are, not as the angels they might be. That same Lincoln again and again deferred to prejudices that he could not in the moment defeat. He even made use of impulses he did not share. As his law partner William Herndon said of him, "He was not impulsive, fanciful, or imaginative; but cold, calm, and precise." Lincoln took the fewest possible risks; he habitually expressed his boldest ideas in the most conservative language. He had a democracy to save. So do we.
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You Know Who Else Is Really Old?

Democrats just flipped their biggest disadvantage onto the opposition.

by Mark Leibovich




So, about that age issue: It's now officially a Republican ailment, as of 1:46 p.m. yesterday, the moment President Joe Biden quit his reelection campaign and was supplanted by Donald Trump, 78, as the oldest presidential nominee in American history.

Democrats are ecstatic to be rid of this distinction. Since Biden's debate debacle on June 27, the preoccupation with Biden's age, fitness, and, yes, decline had become their crushing, almost incapacitating, burden. As such, Democrats' prevailing mood since Biden's exit tweet landed has been one of overwhelming relief, as if the entire party just passed a collective kidney stone. Instantly, they seem decades younger.

For all the uncertainty that still looms for Democrats--starting with who their nominee will be and whether Vice President Kamala Harris, if nominated, is up to challenging Trump--they've now flipped what's arguably been their single biggest disadvantage onto the opposition. Biden has certainly battled some troublesome non-elderly issues (inflation, immigration, the Middle East), all of which Harris would inherit as her own. But his age had been the reelection campaign's biggest encumbrance by far, a source of consistent doubt and exasperation and, by the end, exhaustion and anger.

Read: Biden's greatest strengths proved his undoing

Now, just like that, all of those paragraphs that began with "Biden will be 82 on Inauguration Day and 86 at the end of a second term" can be tossed over into the noisy neighbor's yard: Trump will be 78 on Inauguration Day and 82 at the end of a second term. All of those polls in which massive majorities of voters across the political spectrum kept saying--screaming--that Biden was way too old to be running again are no longer operational. All of those surveys showing that most Americans support a mandatory retirement age for elected leaders are no longer germane, at least not for the Democrats, as a reelection issue. (Nearly four in five voters support some kind of age limit for elected officials in Washington.)

Also: Harris's age begins with a 5. Is that even legal?

Fairly or not--and the media probably deserve some scrutiny for this--Americans have consistently declared themselves more concerned about Biden's age and fitness than Trump's. Trump has projected himself as the more robust and vigorous candidate, perhaps benefiting from his relative size, the frenetic crowds and chaos that surround him, and the enduring boom of his voice (compared with Biden's hoarse whisper). Trump's ubiquity in the news conveys an indefatigable presence, tiresome as it often is. His supporters have readily advanced his nonstop efforts to mythologize himself as some kind of superhero alpha. Not only did Trump survive an assassination attempt two weekends ago; he had the stage presence to project defiance while doing so, raising a fist and shouting out a command ("Fight!") that became a rallying cry at last week's Republican National Convention, in Milwaukee. That is a skill.

Harris could catch some blame for allowing the recent saga of Biden's decline to reach the depressing--possibly hazardous--point that it did. She should prepare for questions on what she knew about Biden's condition over the past three and a half years she spent vouching for him. They are legitimate questions, especially if Democrats want to make age an issue, which they should--because it mostly belongs to the other side now.

David A. Graham: Has anyone noticed that Trump is really old?

Trump could come in for more scrutiny about his health now that he has the whole shuffleboard court to himself. Forty-three percent of U.S. voters said in a survey last year that both he and Biden were "too old to effectively serve another four-year term as president." And within a few hours of Biden's announcement yesterday, clips began circulating on social media of Trump in recent months appearing confused, losing his train of thought, and mixing up basic facts. He has said, on multiple occasions, "Obama" when discussing Biden; blamed Nikki Haley for not securing the Capitol on January 6 (he meant Nancy Pelosi, presumably); and said that Biden was marching the nation into World War II and that Viktor Orban was leading Turkey (as opposed to Hungary).

Voters will certainly have questions--or should. Trump has released minimal data about his physical and mental health. He measured 6 foot 3 and weighed 244 pounds at his White House physical in 2020, with a body mass index classified as obese. The "cognitive test" that he is always talking about--the one he supposedly "aced"--lacks credibility. The same could be said for the doctor's note he released during his 2016 campaign asserting that he would be "the healthiest individual ever elected to the presidency." (The doctor, Trump's personal physician, Harold Bornstein, later said that Trump dictated the letter to him over the phone.)

Trump's two closest challengers in the Republican primaries tried to make his age an issue, with limited success. Florida Governor Ron DeSantis said that this year's version of Trump has "lost the zip on his fastball" compared with the candidate of eight years ago. "Now, it's just a different guy," DeSantis said. "And it's sad to see."

Haley said in New Hampshire in January that "the first party to retire its 80-year-old candidate is going to win this election." Haley's campaign stump speech also included a call for mandatory mental-competency tests for candidates over 75, though she managed to omit that from her speech endorsing Trump in Milwaukee last week.

Harris might just steal that idea for her own campaign.
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How Is This Going to Work?

I get the argument that a contested nominating process would strengthen the eventual winner, but three weeks of uncertainty can destroy the morale of a campaign, if not the entire party.

by Stuart Stevens




All successful modern presidential campaigns are years in the planning. They officially launch well before the first primary vote is cast for a reason: Time is the one asset that every campaign is allocated in equal proportions. I have been involved in five presidential campaigns and helped elect Republican governors and senators across the country. While waiting for returns on Election Night, I've never worried that we started too early.

Right now, the Democratic Party seems jubilant that President Joe Biden decided not to run for reelection. But what comes next will not be easy.

The Democratic National Convention will take place August 19 to 22. Aides to Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris have been planning the event for months. The themes for each night are likely already in place, with videos in production and speakers lined up. The convention team has surely already spent a fortune on backdrops, stage design, and music. Now the convention will inevitably be more generic, less focused, less efficient. That's a huge lost opportunity.

If the convention is contested, the winner's presidential campaign won't begin in earnest until August 23. During the convention, the nominee must pick a vice president, which in normal times takes weeks of careful consideration and vetting. Immediately after the convention, this newly minted ticket will need to open offices across the country, build a national finance committee, produce ads, build a field operation, develop coalition outreach, prepare for debates, set up advance teams, and, of course, raise money.

Graeme Wood: Democrats are making a huge mistake

From there, the dash to the election will be intense--especially because voting is no longer a single-day affair in November. Several states begin early voting in September and many others in October.

Is it possible to start a presidential campaign in the last week of August and win? In a world in which Donald Trump was elected president, all things are possible. But I've worked campaigns in states, such as Florida, that hold primaries for state offices in August, and I can tell you that putting together a general-election campaign this late is a monumentally difficult task. If your opponent ran unopposed in the primary and has already developed their campaign strategy and infrastructure, your task is even harder. And that's a statewide campaign; ramping up to a national campaign is 50 times more intense.

These difficulties reveal why it was essential that Biden endorse Harris. She is his obvious political successor. Strictly from a logistical vantage point, she is also the obvious best choice. She can inherit the money raised for Biden-Harris and, presumably, much of the campaign infrastructure.

The Democrats' best-case scenario is for the Biden-Harris campaign to transition as smoothly as possible into the Harris campaign. Political reporters will pay a great deal of attention to the top positions in the campaign. Will Jen O'Malley Dillon remain as campaign chair? Will Julie Chavez Rodriguez continue as campaign manager? Will Quentin Fulks stay as deputy campaign manager and continue to be a spokesperson for the campaign?

Those are essential questions. Arguably just as important is the mid-level management of the operation. In campaigns, staffers are most loyal to the person who hired them. Odds are, they know that person better than anyone else in the upper echelons and trust them the most. To keep the campaign operating at a high level, the state coordinators, the state-specific coalition directors, and the volunteer coordinators must continue their jobs and remain motivated. I've seen campaigns where one resignation leads to another, spreading like a virus of discontent and disappointment.

In theory, the Biden campaign could be handed off to a nominee not named Harris, but it's difficult to imagine that occurring without destabilizing defections. The Biden campaign is a political organism that has endured a lengthy, traumatic experience. For most of these staffers, the post-debate world they have been living in was unimaginable two months ago. The debate shook a worldview shaped by confidence in the president. These campaign operatives woke up every day thinking it couldn't get worse, and mostly it did.

The best way to heal is to create a campaign environment of predictability and stability. I get the argument that a contested nominating process would strengthen the eventual winner, but three weeks of uncertainty can destroy the morale of a campaign, if not the entire party. The faster the Democrats embrace Harris, the more likely she will emerge from the convention with a lead in the polls and an organization excited to make history.

Anne Applebaum: Suddenly Trump looks older and more deranged 

Campaigns, moreover, are about contrast. Trump is a candidate of chaos, unpredictability, and instability. Democrats can win by providing an alternative of calmness and confidence.

The West Wing creator Aaron Sorkin published a guest essay in The New York Times yesterday arguing that the Democrats should nominate Mitt Romney. It was an amusingly nutty fantasy that few Democrats would have accepted. But now is the time to reject all the Sorkin-esque fantasies of contested conventions and surprise candidates. The Democratic Party doesn't need new plot twists. It needs motivated campaign staffers who wake up every morning focused on their job. That can't start soon enough.
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Can Harris Reassemble Obama's Coalition?

Her path to victory depends on re-creating the sort of electoral coalition that carried the 44th president into the White House.

by Ronald Brownstein




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


If the Democrats nominate Vice President Kamala Harris to succeed President Joe Biden, which now seems the most probable scenario, the shift will likely force the party to accelerate the continuing transformation of its coalition.

As the nominee, Harris could alleviate Biden's most intractable electoral problem--his erosion of the support of younger and nonwhite voters--but she could also potentially squander his greatest remaining political asset, his continuing support among older and blue-collar whites. What makes this moment so nerve-racking for Democrats is that they have no sure way of knowing whether Harris could gain more with the former groups than she might lose among the voters that Biden brought back.

I asked Joe Trippi, the Democratic strategist who managed Howard Dean's 2004 presidential bid, whether the benefits of switching to Harris as a potential nominee are greater than the costs. "I don't think [that] is a knowable thing," he said.

Despite that uncertainty, by the time Biden announced his withdrawal from the race yesterday, most Democratic professionals had concluded that the risks of sticking with Biden far exceeded the dangers of switching to Harris. Doubts about Harris's ability to beat Donald Trump, considering the way her own presidential campaign sputtered in the lead-up to the 2020 Democratic primaries, were a principal reason Biden did not face more pressure to withdraw earlier, even though the polling persistently showed his reelection bid in a perilous position.

Tim Alberta: This is exactly what the Trump team feared

Since the first moments of last month's debate, however, most of the party's top operatives and strategists have come to view Harris as a better bet than the president. That assessment rests on the fact that, at a minimum, she offers an opportunity to shake up a race in which voter resistance to Biden, centered on doubts that he can still do the job, has been steadily solidifying. Yesterday, you could almost hear a collective sigh of relief as Democrats welcomed the opportunity to change the script: Now they could throw aside the need to defend Biden's visibly diminished capabilities and redefine the presidential contest with new contrasts.

"There's a chance it won't work. There's a chance we have already dug too big a hole here to get out of," Paul Maslin, a longtime Democratic pollster, told me. "But we need a juiced-up party--and she and a running mate, and a new reset, and all the attention, might do it."

Biden won in 2020 partly by luring back some of the older and blue-collar white voters who had resoundingly rejected Hillary Clinton four years earlier. That will be harder for Harris; instead, she will need to win back the younger and nonwhite voters whose support has been hemorrhaging from the Biden campaign, while further expanding the party's margins with college-educated white women. In all of these ways, if the vice president wins the nomination, the Harris coalition will probably look a little less like the voting blocs Biden assembled and more like an updated version of the coalition that Barack Obama mobilized in his two victories.

Enough Democratic strategists, elected officials, donors, and voters worry about Harris's viability against Trump to guarantee some receptivity at next month's convention if one or more candidates want to contest the nomination. But after her endorsements from Biden and an array of party elected officials and interest groups yesterday, Harris may face no serious challenge. California Governor Gavin Newsom, one of the strongest possible rivals for the nomination, moved quickly yesterday to endorse Harris, and Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, another party favorite, joined him this morning.

"Behind the scenes, there are still people who are trying to make an argument for a contested convention," Aimee Allison, the founder of She the People, a group that works to elect Democratic women of color, told me. "But I would be surprised after President Biden's endorsement," she said, "if any top-tier elected official would ... make a play for the nomination."

As I've previously reported, research by numerous Democratic groups this year has found that even after Harris's three and a half years in office, voters hold very shallow impressions of the vice president. The good news is that Republican attempts to paint Harris as a "woke" San Francisco liberal have for the most part failed to stick. The bad news is that voters' hazy view of her means that they also have little idea of what she's accomplished or would like to--except for some limited awareness of the work she's done defending abortion rights since the Supreme Court overturned them in 2022. Probably because Harris is so little known, her favorability ratings have closely tracked the president's, although some recent surveys have shown her running very slightly ahead of Biden against Trump.

One Democratic pollster, who late last week conducted focus groups that included discussions of Harris, told me just before Biden's announcement that he was enthusiastic about a possible switch to Harris precisely because there was still "more room to define her" than there was for Biden. "She'd have to prove herself almost immediately out of the gate," said the pollster, who asked for anonymity to discuss the private focus-group results, "but that is doable."

Those excited about a switch to Harris point to several immediate benefits it can bring. The most immediate would be to reenergize party donors who had started a kind of sit-down strike against Biden. Harris also has the capacity to campaign far more vigorously than Biden and deliver more cogently the party's core messages against Trump. Besides advocating for abortion rights, Harris has been the administration's point person pushing back against book bans, anti-LGBTQ discrimination, classroom censorship, and other restrictions in Republican-controlled states.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

That contrasts with Biden, who, as the presidential debate last month showed, "just cannot play offense," Charles Coughlin, an Arizona-based Republican consultant who is critical of Trump, told me. Harris, Coughlin said, will have a better chance of reminding voters of what they didn't like about Trump when he was president. That could help Democrats reverse a consistent and, for them, ominous trend in public opinion: Retrospective assessments of Trump's performance as president routinely exceed the highest ratings he recorded while in office.

In particular, Harris has a proven ability to express more effectively than Biden the Democrats' case that Trump threatens American rights, values, and democracy itself. She can try to frame the race as that of a prosecutor against a convicted felon. Harris, at 59, also has the advantage of relative youth: Polls have shown that a significant share of Americans doubt the mental capacity of Trump, who has stumbled through his own procession of verbal flubs, memory lapses, and incomprehensible tangents during stump speeches and interviews to relatively little attention in the shadow of Biden's difficulties. Particularly if Harris picks a younger running mate, she could top a ticket that embodies the generational change that many voters indicated they were yearning for when facing a Trump-Biden rematch.

"Not only is she uniquely prepared to deliver our best argument for taking down Trump and the MAGA movement's assault on our freedoms," Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, a co-founder of Way to Win, another liberal group that focuses on electing candidates of color, told me, "she embodies the passing of the torch to a new generation at a time when that is desperately needed to shore up our diverse, winning coalition."

If Harris can strongly present herself that way, many Democrats believe she could improve on Biden's performance with several significant groups of voters.

In the best-case scenario for this line of thinking, Harris could regain ground among the younger voters and Black and Hispanic voters who have drifted away from Biden since 2020. At the same time, she could further expand Democrats' already solid margins among college-educated women who support abortion rights.

"One of our biggest problems is the lack of enthusiasm among younger voters and voters of color, younger independent women in particular," Maslin, the Democratic pollster, told me. "They have been the standoffish voters who don't like this choice." A Harris-led ticket would be "at least an opportunity for those people to perk up their ears and listen."

Against that hope, Democrats also express anxious uncertainty about how Harris might perform among other groups that the party prizes. Some party operatives are skeptical about whether she can reel back a meaningful number of the Black and Latino men, who, polls show, have moved toward Trump since 2020. Even greater concerns circulate about whether Harris can preserve the surprisingly durable support Biden has posted this year among older and non-college-educated white voters.

In 2020, Biden made modest but decisive gains compared with Clinton in 2016 among those groups (as well as among college-educated whites) in the key Rust Belt battleground states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin--and Biden has largely held those gains in polling this year, despite his erosion among voters of color. Some Democrats worry that a Harris-led ticket could bleed support among working-class and older whites in the same way that cost Clinton narrow defeats in all three states.

If Harris, as the nominee, loses some of Biden's older white voters, that could easily offset any gains she might make among nonwhite and younger ones. Mike Mikus, a Democratic consultant based in Pittsburgh, told me that in Pennsylvania--a must-win state for the Democrats where the polls have consistently shown Trump ahead--he didn't see "much difference in the overall strength" of Harris and Biden.

"She makes it a little easier to turn out the base in Philly, particularly African American voters," Mikus said, "but I think she probably loses some of the gains he's made in these outlying areas with blue-collar white voters."

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

That might seem to imply a racist undertow in attitudes toward Harris, but Mikus largely discounts this, believing that Democrats have already lost virtually all the voters who might oppose her because of her race. The bigger problem, he said, is that her background in California could enable Republicans to paint her as "too far out of the mainstream." As if on cue, the main super PAC supporting Trump sent out a press release yesterday afternoon describing Harris as a "Radical California liberal." Republicans also believe that Harris's greatest vulnerability may be her work as the administration's point person on the border--and this is an area that Democratic polls, too, have identified as a danger for her.

Others more optimistic about Harris's prospects think the gains she could generate over Biden among the key elements of the old Obama coalition--young people, minorities, and college-educated whites--will exceed any further erosion she might experience with working-class and older white voters. Nominating a Black woman, Allison said, would challenge the belief "that politicians have to appease older white voters in order to be successful. Is that true now? Does it have to be true, or can we evolve?" A Harris nomination would present a real-world test of these questions, with the highest possible stakes.

Whether Harris can assemble a winning coalition also depends on electoral geography. Before Biden withdrew, most analysts in both parties believed that his only remaining path to reelection was to sweep Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, the three former "blue wall" industrial states.

With Harris's assumed strength among Black voters, Ancona of Way to Win argues that Harris reopens "the full 2020 map" of swing states, including North Carolina and Georgia. Coughlin, the GOP consultant in Arizona, thinks her potential improvement among white suburban women around Phoenix could allow Harris to put his state back in play; some consultants focusing on Latino voters expressed optimism that she could do the same in Nevada.

But if those hopes are overstated, Harris will have to follow the same path as Biden and win all three Rust Belt battlegrounds--where white voters, and non-college-educated white voters in particular, are a much larger part of the electorate than they are nationally. Given their demographic composition, those states may be at least as difficult for her as they were for Biden. For that reason, some Democrats are worried that Harris might well win a greater share of the national popular vote than Biden but still face long odds of amassing the 270 Electoral College votes to reach the White House.

These considerations would also loom over Harris's choice of a running mate, if she becomes the nominee next month. The safe play would be to "balance the ticket," as political professionals say, by picking a white, male vice-presidential nominee from a swing state. Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona and Governor Josh Shapiro of Pennsylvania top many of those professionals' lists, with Shapiro most favored because Pennsylvania is more crucial to Democrats' chances than Arizona.

The other option that energizes many Democrats would be for Harris to take the bold, historic option of selecting another woman: Whitmer. That would be a greater gamble, but a possible model would be 1992, when Bill Clinton chose Al Gore as his running mate; Gore was, like him, a centrist Baby Boomer southerner--rather than an older D.C. hand. "I love Josh Shapiro and I think he would be a great VP candidate, but I would double down" with Whitmer, Mikus told me. "I don't think you have to go with a moderate white guy. I think you can be bold [with a pick] that electrifies your base." I heard similar views from several consultants.

Until yesterday, Democrats were so despondent that the prospect of an electrified campaign seemed remote. That's all changed. Many Democrats now believe they have a chance to reawaken what they call the "anti-MAGA majority" of voters who showed up for elections in 2018, 2020, and 2022. In the nearly two years since the midterm elections, that coalition has fractured under the weight of discontent about inflation and the border, as well as doubts about Biden's capacity.

Demographic and cultural changes are remaking America--creating a political moment that has cultivated the conditions for a Democratic "coalition of transformation," as I've called it, centered on the younger, nonwhite, and female voters who are most comfortable with this new America. A Catholic white man born during World War II, Biden was always an improbable leader for such a coalition. Harris can not only articulate the values of such an alliance, but also embody them in a powerful way.

If Harris becomes the nominee, she must prove that she can inspire this coalition to go to the polls in numbers big enough to stop a highly motivated MAGA-Republican movement. A Trump victory would herald a very different, far darker transformation of American life.
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Suddenly Trump Looks Older and More Deranged

Now the Republicans are the ones saddled with a candidate who can't make a clear argument or finish a sentence.

by Anne Applebaum




Four days after the end of the Republican National Convention, it suddenly looks like a very different event. I watched it intermittently, on television, along with perhaps 25 million other Americans (a relatively small number, though enough to matter). I focused on the highlights, like most viewers did. I read the analysis and thought I understood what had happened. But in the light of President Joe Biden's brave and unprecedented decision to drop out of the race, my memory of what Donald Trump and his party were doing and saying has permanently shifted. I suspect this will be true for at least some of the other 25 million of us too.

Whatever happens next, the frame has altered. Now it is the Republicans who are saddled with the elderly candidate, the one who can't make a clear argument or finish a sentence without veering off into anecdote. Now the Democrats are instead proposing something new. Now it is the many pundits who were already bored by the race and ready to wrap it up who look foolish.

Remember, if you still can: The Republican convention was a carefully curated, meticulously planned presentation. As my colleague Tim Alberta has said, the theme was "strength." Strength was expressed by exaggerated, absurd, comic-book figures: Hulk Hogan, Kid Rock. The latter chanted "Fight, fight!" and "Trump, Trump!" while pumping his fist. Then he sang "American Bad Ass," an unlistenable work of profound dissonance. Trump himself walked into the convention hall to the strains of James Brown's famously misogynistic anthem "It's a Man's Man's Man's World."

Read: This is exactly what the Trump team feared

Strength was implied by the equally choreographed demonstrations of debasement. Nikki Haley, who had repeatedly questioned whether Trump is "mentally fit" to be president--and had declared that "the first party to retire its 80-year-old candidate" will win the election--offered her "strong endorsement." The vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, who had previously compared Trump to Hitler and described him as "cultural heroin," performed a kind of kowtow, appearing at the convention in the form of supplicant, acolyte, prodigal son. Like so many other Republicans, he bowed to the power of Trump, to the vulgarity of Hulk Hogan, to a whole host of things he used to say he didn't like, and maybe still doesn't like. He even made a peculiar, strained attempt to link his children and his wife, the daughter of South Asian immigrants, to a cemetery in East Kentucky where he said they will be buried, as if none of this will make sense until all of us are dead.

But then Trump himself appeared, and it was as if the emperor with no clothes had taken the stage. There was nothing strong about an overweight, heavily made up yet nevertheless shiny-faced elderly man who rambled and babbled for an hour and a half, completely undermining the slick image created in the previous four days. He began by sticking to his script, solemnly referencing the failed assassination attempt against him days before. But even when telling that story, he could not master the appropriate tone and almost immediately changed the subject. "And there's an interesting statistic," he said: "The ears are the bloodiest part. If something happens with the ears, they bleed more than any other part of the body. For whatever reason, the doctors told me that."

Eventually, instead of sounding like an "American Bad Ass," he digressed into pure gibberish. One example:

They're coming from prisons. They're coming from jails. They're coming from mental institutions and insane asylums. I--you know the press is always on because I say this. Has anyone seen The Silence of the Lambs? The late, great Hannibal Lecter. He'd love to have you for dinner. That's insane asylums. They're emptying out their insane asylums. And terrorists at numbers that we've never seen before. Bad things are going to happen.


Another:

In Venezuela, Caracas, high crime, high crime. Caracas, Venezuela, really a dangerous place. But not anymore, because in Venezuela, crime is down 72 percent. In fact, if they would ever in this election, I hate to even say that, we will have our next Republican convention in Venezuela because it will be safe. Our cities, our cities will be so unsafe, we won't be able--we will not be able to have it there.


On Thursday evening, this performance seemed deranged, sinister, and frightening. Now, following Biden's decision to halt his own campaign, it just looks deranged. On the one hand, we have a sitting president who understood his limitations and, in an act of patriotism, selflessness, and party unity, decided to step away from power. On the other hand, we have a former president clinging to power, holding on desperately to the myth of a lost election, evoking the same predictable descriptions of carnage and disaster he served up eight years ago. Today, he is still attacking Biden, who is no longer his opponent.

Read: A searing reminder that Trump is unwell

In retrospect, the Republican Party's convention looks not just staged but also hollow and false. By contrast, the Democratic Party's convention will be substantive and maybe even spontaneous. In the hours that have passed since Biden's announcement, a million different Kamala Harris memes, music mixes, and clips have appeared online, not orchestrated by her campaign or by any campaign, just put together by random people, some of whom like her and some of whom do not. One mash-up of her wackier speeches, her laugh, and a Charli XCX soundtrack had 3.4 million views by this morning. We don't know yet whether Harris will be the candidate or, if she is, whether she will be a good one, but the energy has already shifted from the men trying to impose their image of their party on the country to online Gen Zers who can flip the script any way they want.

I don't know what will happen next, and that's the point. The heavy sense of inevitability that surrounded the RNC has lifted. The cadres of people organized by the Heritage Foundation and a dozen offshoots, all quietly preparing to dismantle the rights of American women, to replace civil servants with loyalists, to take apart pollution controls, and to transfer more money into the hands of Trump-friendly billionaires--they are no longer marching inexorably toward the halls of power. The people who spent a week trying to bend reality to fit their flawed, vengeful candidate became too confident too soon.
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Democrats Are Making a Huge Mistake

The error is not the choice of Kamala Harris. It is the sudden rallying behind her.

by Graeme Wood




Yesterday, Joe Biden did the honorable thing, after weeks of denying that anything had to be done at all. His announcement took his party by surprise--and now, in haste, the Democrats are making a colossal error and ensuring that they will reap as little advantage from Biden's decision as possible. The error is not the choice of Kamala Harris. It is the sudden rallying behind her, the torrent of endorsements, right after Biden's self-removal. Biden's senescence was only part of the party's crisis. The other part was the impression that Democratic politics felt like a game rigged by insiders to favor a candidate of their choice, and to isolate that candidate from the risk associated with campaigning. For 27 minutes, between the time Biden announced his withdrawal and the time he broke the seal on Harris endorsements by bestowing his, the contest felt thrillingly, bracingly wide-open. The Democrats should have kept it open all the way into the convention next month, in Chicago.

"The Democratic National Convention is not the time to litigate [Harris's] ability to take over for Biden," Tressie McMillan Cottom wrote yesterday, in a column headlined "Kamala or Bust." "The time to do that was in 2020." She is right about the second part. The urgency of defeating Donald Trump in 2020 convinced many Democrats that feisty internal debates about the direction of the party needed to be postponed, in favor of party unity. In those circumstances, neither Biden nor his running mate was granted the scrutiny they deserved; they were personifications of the desire for a third Obama term, and on that basis they received the party's heartiest and most casual approval. Four years later, the pair were running on their record (a strong if unpopular economy, a somewhat muddled foreign policy) but still had not articulated a distinctive vision. The party should have demanded that vision in 2020, or indeed in 2016.

Candidates who do not develop articulated principles and coherent views end up campaigning on nothing at all, such as Harris's now-famous babble about "faith in what can be, unburdened by what has been." Most politicians lean on inane rhetoric of this sort early in their campaign: "Yes we can," "A thousand points of light," "MAGA" in all its forms. But at some point, it naturally gives way to the nitty-gritty of politics--unless the politician uttering it remains in a largely ceremonial role, such as the vice presidency, and never faces the stress of an election campaign. I would like to know whether Harris's unburdened faith means that as president, she would equip Ukraine with long-range strike capabilities against targets in Russia, and whether she plans to knock down tariffs or build them up.

Read: Trump versus the coconut-pilled

If a campaign launch is a candidate's chance to show off his pearly smile, the primary is the candidate's chance to show off that smile after he's been slugged in the face a few times. And as in boxing, it's better to take one's practice hits from a sparring partner rather than from the defending champ who awaits you on fight night. Harris is now in danger of bypassing that jaw-hardening process, which the Democrats could have extended over a period of weeks, as other candidates sought to displace her--and, if they failed, showed that they might be vice-presidential material. The process would also, like a normal primary, have long-term salutary effects on the party, by showing which young talent looks likely to ripen into Democratic leadership.

A prolonged process would also confer strategic advantages. Normally a party commits to a platform and a ticket several months (or in the case of incumbents, years) before the election. My colleague Tim Alberta has described the Trump campaign's meticulous planning for a Biden campaign. "Even the selection of Ohio's Senator J. D. Vance as Trump's running mate," Alberta writes, was "meant to run up margins with the base in a blowout rather than persuade swing voters in a nail-biter." Now that Trump is committed to his path, the Democrats have an unusual chance to revise their strategy to neutralize Trump's choices. "The Republican Party just spent tens of millions of dollars running against Joe Biden," Trump's former adviser Stephen Miller said on Fox News yesterday, with a whiny and wounded sense that the Democrats had violated the bounds of fair play. And in some ways they have--but now that they are redrawing those boundaries mid-campaign, they may as well take full advantage of their opportunity. That means not providing Trump with a fixed target, and calibrating their selection process for maximum lethality for his campaign's locked-in choices.

Jerusalem Demsas: The problem with coronating Kamala Harris

The other strategic advantage is attention. To get airtime yesterday, after Biden's withdrawal, Trump would have had to get shot in his other ear. His whole political career has depended on the fascination, sometimes morbid, of the public, as he says unexpected and strange things. No individual American politician can match his ability, but collectively, with genuine competition compressed over the next few weeks, they can create a circus more able to transfix voters than a series of Trump rallies.

Harris herself seemed ready to avoid the error of premature anointment. She promised to "earn and win" her party's nomination, without any apparent expectation that it would be locked up in a matter of hours. Barack Obama, the last strategically gifted politician in his party, also seemed ready to take advantage of competition. He said he expected the party "to create a process from which an outstanding nominee emerges." But now that option is slipping away. Biden had to go, and to replace him with almost any candidate born after the Korean War would have improved the Democrats' chances. But the manner of that replacement presents (or presented--by the time I finished writing this, even Senator Joe Manchin of West Virginia had fallen in line behind Harris) opportunities. The Democrats, as they say, never miss an opportunity to miss an opportunity.
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This Is Exactly What the Trump Team Feared

A campaign that had been optimized to beat Joe Biden must now be reinvented.

by Tim Alberta




On the evening of Super Tuesday, March 5, shortly before Donald Trump effectively ended the Republican primary and earned a general-election rematch with President Joe Biden, I asked the co-managers of Trump's presidential campaign what they feared most about Biden.

"Honestly, it's less him," Chris LaCivita told me. "And more--"

"Institutional Democrats," Susie Wiles said, finishing her partner's thought.

It was a revealing exchange, and a theme we would revisit frequently. The Democratic Party, Wiles and LaCivita would tell me in conversations over the coming months, was a machine--well organized and well financed, with a record of support from the low-propensity voters who turn out every four years in presidential contests. Ordinarily, they explained, Democrats would have structural superiority in a race like this one. But something was holding the party back: Biden.

LaCivita and Wiles expected the campaign's narrative to be controlled by Democrats from the beginning: Trump, after all, had sabotaged the peaceful transition of power after the 2020 election, incited an attack on the U.S. Capitol, and, more recently, faced numerous criminal prosecutions and the possibility of jail time. And yet Biden offered an opening. Already the oldest president in American history, he began to show signs of rapid deterioration in 2023. This would make the campaign a game of survival more than skill, each candidate needing to convince voters that he was less unqualified than his opponent.

Read: Trump is planning for a landslide win

In the race to clear historically low hurdles, Trump began pulling ahead. Polls showed him making unprecedented gains with those low-propensity demographics, specifically Black and Hispanic voters--not because of anything he was doing particularly well, but because of apathy and disillusionment within the Democratic base. As far back as springtime, the numbers told a straightforward story: Biden was not going to win. Democrats could only look on, powerless, as the president denied the party's young bench--and its organizational machine--a chance to change the narrative.

"I don't think Joe Biden has a ton of advantages," Wiles told me on Super Tuesday. "But I do think Democrats do."

She and LaCivita were right to worry.

Biden's departure from the presidential race this afternoon--hours after his top surrogates had insisted that he would carry on--is the culmination of a remarkable pressure campaign, launched after his calamitous June 27 debate performance and aimed at pushing the president into retirement. On the Republican side, it caps a frenetic four-month stretch in which Trump's campaign went from cocky about Biden's deficiencies to fearful of his ouster to stunned at the sudden letter from Biden doing the thing Republicans thought he'd never do.

Republicans I spoke with today, some of them still hungover from celebrating what felt to many like a victory-night celebration in Milwaukee, registered shock at the news of Biden's departure. Party officials had left town believing the race was all but over. Now they were confronting the reality of reimagining a campaign--one that had been optimized, in every way, to defeat Biden--against a new and unknown challenger. "So, we are forced to spend time and money on fighting Crooked Joe Biden, he polls badly after having a terrible debate, and quits the race," a clearly peeved Trump wrote Sunday on Truth Social. "Now we have to start all over again."

For months, in talking with Wiles and LaCivita, I was struck by their concern about the potential of a dramatic switch--Democratic leaders pushing out Biden in favor of a younger nominee. They told me that Trump's campaign was readying contingency plans and studying the weaknesses of would-be alternatives, beginning with Vice President Kamala Harris. By the time of the debate, however, they believed that Democrats' window had all but closed. Even in the immediate aftermath--as Democratic officials openly called for Biden to quit--Wiles and LaCivita were betting on the status quo. More than anything, Trump's allies believed that the president's stubborn Irish ego wouldn't let him back out of a fight with a man he despised.

But they couldn't take any chances. Two weeks ago, according to a campaign source who spoke with me on the condition of anonymity, Trump's pollster Tony Fabrizio went into the field to begin testing the outcomes of a Harris-versus-Trump matchup. These surveys, conducted across several battleground states, represented the most concrete step taken to prepare for the possibility of a new adversary. Still, with the polling a tightly held secret--I couldn't verify the results--there were no outward signs of Trump's operation expecting a reset. When convention speakers reached out to the GOP nominee's campaign, gauging whether to hedge their speeches with attacks on Harris, they were told to keep the focus on Biden.

Read: Biden's greatest strengths proved his undoing

In many ways, the convention scene was one of a party peaking too early. Campaigns are marathons measured by changes in momentum and narrative, and Republicans in Milwaukee reveled in what felt like a three-week winning streak, dating back to the debate, in which the daily churn of insider gossip focused ever more on Democratic fatalism and Trump's seeming inevitability. No Republican I spoke with could remember a longer stretch of uninterrupted forward propulsion. And with Biden appearing to dig in, they left Milwaukee believing that this run of luck might never end.

The president's abrupt exit dashed any such fantasy. Suddenly, Republicans who had boasted last week about expanding the electoral map--pushing into Minnesota and Virginia and other decidedly blue areas--were fretting about the possibility of Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro or Arizona Senator Mark Kelly joining the Democratic ticket, partnering with Harris to put back into play key battlegrounds that just 24 hours earlier seemed to be out of reach.

Given the historic volatility of this campaign--Trump survived an assassination attempt just last weekend--there's no guarantee that Harris will ultimately succeed Biden atop the ticket. The Trump campaign certainly believes she will--understandably so, given the rapid consolidation of Democratic officials around her following Biden's announcement--and blasted out a statement Sunday afternoon that tied Harris to her unpopular boss. "Kamala Harris is just as much of [a] joke as Biden is," Wiles and LaCivita said in a statement. "Harris will be even WORSE for the people of our Nation than Joe Biden. Harris has been the Enabler in Chief for Crooked Joe this entire time. They own each other's records, and there is no distance between the two."

This is the essence of what Trump's campaign believes--that any Democrat who picks up the party's banner will inherit the baggage that made Biden unelectable. Republicans will point to historic inflation, millions of illegal border crossings, and geopolitical chaos from Eastern Europe to the Middle East as evidence that the entire Democratic Party has failed the American people. "We've talked about strength versus weakness, success versus failure," LaCivita told me before the convention, summarizing the campaign's strategic vision for the race. "The great thing about that messaging is that it's not just unique to Joe Biden."

But messaging is a secondary concern for Democrats. What they need first is a messenger.

It's true that Harris will struggle to shed some policy-related criticisms; her appointment early in her vice presidency to handle the southern border, in fact, could make her even more vulnerable to immigration-related attacks than Biden was. It's also true, however, that policy criticisms aren't what made Biden unelectable in the eyes of most Americans. In an evenly divided and exceedingly polarized nation, Biden lost ground--with his party's base as well as with independents--because he was perceived to be too old and infirm to serve another four years in office.

Harris is neither of those things. At 59 years old, she is two decades younger than Trump and will have no trouble keeping up with him on the campaign trail or the debate stage. She is also a former prosecutor who, if anything, is known for being too tough on crime. (Trump allies told me they plan to assault her left flank with accusations of Harris over-incarcerating young men of color when she was California's attorney general.) At the very least, Trump's lieutenants realize, Harris's promotion will provide a desperately needed jolt to Democrats nationwide in the form of fundraising, volunteerism, and enthusiasm. Whatever her flaws as a politician--Harris ran a dreadful primary campaign for president in 2020, marked by organizational infighting and awkward sound bites--she does not possess the one flaw that proved insurmountable for Biden.

Read: Trump versus the coconut-pilled

Trump's campaign insists that nothing has changed. Wiles and LaCivita are telling their team that given the obstacles Trump has already overcome--prosecutions, a conviction, an assassination attempt that nearly killed him--a new nominee for the Democrats is just another log on the 2024 inferno.

But they know it's more than that. They know that from the moment they partnered with Trump, everything they intended for this campaign--the messaging, the advertising, the microtargeting, the ground game, the mail pieces, the digital engagement, the social-media maneuvers--was designed to defeat Joe Biden. Even the selection of Ohio's Senator J. D. Vance as Trump's running mate, campaign officials acknowledged, was something of a luxury meant to run up margins with the base in a blowout rather than persuade swing voters in a nail-biter.

The mentality of this Trump campaign, LaCivita once told me, is to spend every day on offense. The team wants to shape the pace and substance of every news cycle and force Democrats to react, ensuring that key battles are fought on the GOP's chosen terrain. It worked so well that Biden was ruined before his party's convention. Now the Trump operation is vowing to destroy Harris--if, in fact, she becomes the nominee--in much the same way.

And yet, for a campaign that went to bed Saturday believing that it would dictate the terms of the election every day until November 5, Sunday brought an unfamiliar feeling of powerlessness. For the first time in a long time, Trump does not control the narrative of 2024.
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Thank God for That

Biden's continued candidacy was an insult to the intelligence of American voters.

by Helen Lewis




Allow me to summarize the response from outside America to the news that President Joe Biden is not running for reelection: Thank God.

Here in Britain, the most common reaction in the minutes after the news broke was sheer relief. Relief that Donald Trump will not be allowed an easy path to a second term. Relief that the Democrats will put forward a candidate who is able to bear a full campaign schedule--defending the party's record and advancing its best arguments. Relief, too, that the party would not be insulting the intelligence of voters by insincerely pushing a candidate that its leaders must have understood was a lemon.

The last of those has dominated my thinking since the disastrous CNN debate in June. Imagine that Biden's staffers had gently shepherded him over the line, coaching him through interviews and propping him up through public events. Imagine that Biden had somehow won the election despite the evidence of the polls--and then, disaster. Within months or weeks, it surely would have become apparent that he was unable to serve a full term.

If all of that happened, then the American people would have, quite rightly, felt that they had been duped. Any sense of the moral high ground--something the Democrats have been keen to claim in the face of Trump's very real outrages--would have disappeared. How can you ask the voters to trust you when you don't trust them enough to tell them the truth?

Peter Wehner: Joe Biden made the right choice

My colleague Mark Leibovich first wrote in 2022 that Joe Biden should not run again. To many of us watching from outside America, this seemed like an entirely reasonable argument, and we couldn't understand why it got so little traction. But we looked at Dianne Feinstein and Chuck Grassley and Bernie Sanders and wondered if indulging extremely venerable politicians was just another of those inexplicable American things, like combining peanut butter and jelly. Even one of Britain's most staid politicians, former Prime Minister Gordon Brown, joked about the issue in January. Asked whether he would ever make a comeback, the then-72-year-old replied: "I'm too old to be a British politician and too young to be an American politician."

Then came the Department of Justice's decision not to prosecute Biden in a classified-documents case, saying that he would present himself to any future court as he did to prosecutors, as "a sympathetic, well-meaning, elderly man with a poor memory." I wrote an article for The Atlantic confidently declaring that the issue of Biden's age was now "unavoidable."

I was wrong. So very wrong.

Many people found the issue only too easy to avoid. Over the next few days, I saw every possible coping strategy to ignore the argument. Trump is old too! (True, but I think he is also a terrible candidate.) This was a right-wing meme, the new Hillary Clinton's emails! The special counsel in the classified-documents case was a Republican patsy, intent on smearing a Democratic president! Why were we discussing this, and not "Trump's fascism"?

The answer to that last question at least was simple. If Trump is a danger to the republic, then he should face the strongest possible opponent. It has been grim to watch prominent Democratic politicians make the calculation that they should stay quiet, chalk this one up as a loss, and hang on for 2028. This complacency has also undermined the White House's campaign message that this election is about the survival of democracy. What they said: America's future hangs in the balance in November. What they clearly thought: This is a mere preliminary to the more interesting contest in four years' time.

Those Washington journalists who shrugged off their peers' attempts to raise this issue also need to reflect on their actions. The signs of Biden's unfitness were there to see, for those who wanted to look. Too many didn't. He was reluctant to do sit-down interviews or appear in the traditional pre-Super Bowl slot. He gave fewer press conferences than his predecessors. For more than a year, the news service Axios has run frequent stories, presumably based on leaks from worried members of his team, about Biden's decision to wear sneakers rather than dress shoes, about his "proprioceptive maintenance maneuvers," and about his reduced schedule. The reporting got little traction, but most of it has now been confirmed. (On one recent call meant to soothe wavering supporters, Biden instead told his audience he was not very sharp after 8 p.m. Relatable, yes. Reassuring? No.)

After the CNN debate in June, the groupthink switched from denying the problem to bewailing it. This must have felt odd to casual readers, as if everyone had been visited by the same divine revelation overnight. The legacy media, feeling chastened--and in some cases, personally humiliated--corrected with vigor. "The media is right now campaigning hard for a Democratic party loss," the Guardian columnist Rebecca Solnit wrote on July 6 about the slew of panicked editorials. No, they were making up for lost time.

Read: The White House's Kamala Harris blunder

The Substack author Matt Yglesias is one of the few writers to have since revisited his reluctance to believe there was a problem. "I was, of course, aware that Joe Biden was old and showed signs of aging," he wrote on July 8. "But I was also aware that a large share of the video 'evidence' of Biden's incapacity was flagrantly clipped or cropped to give a dishonest impression." This is polarization in action, and a reminder that liberals can't assume that everything on Fox News is untrue.

By this summer, Joe Biden had become an 81-year-old man who whispered, frequently lost his train of thought, and had trouble with proper nouns. The idea that he should not run for a second term was not a controversial opinion here in Britain, where the new Labour government would prefer to deal with anyone other than Trump. The last Trump administration's wild mood swings made life difficult for America's allies, and this time, with the Ukraine war locked in a bitter stalemate, the stakes are even higher.

Well beyond Labour insiders, Trump is not popular in Britain. In fact, in favorability ratings here, he ranks below not just Barack Obama but also Hillary Clinton, Bernie Sanders, George W. Bush, and Albert II, Prince of Monaco. Of course he should face a proper opponent: Biden has endorsed his vice president, Kamala Harris, while Obama has posted a statement calling for "a process from which an outstanding nominee emerges." Frankly, either a Kamala coronation or a chaotic contest at the Democratic National Convention is preferable to the totter toward oblivion that the party has just avoided. If the Democrats now run a campaign that does not nuke their downballot races or insult the intelligence of American voters, I will join the sigh of relief heard around the world, from London to Kyiv and beyond.
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Biden's Greatest Strengths Proved His Undoing

The personal qualities that enabled Biden's successes in office helped doom his candidacy for reelection.

by Franklin Foer




For the past few weeks, Joe Biden has cut a deeply unattractive figure. Unable to escape a lifetime of resentments and mired in self-pity, he has stubbornly bucked his party's elite. It has been exceedingly difficult to view Biden as anything other than an old man, wildly out of sync with his times.

But the same qualities that have served him so terribly as a candidate were also responsible for his policy successes. Right now, most Democrats can see Biden only as a millstone, but history will remember him as one of the most effective presidents of his era. His fingerprints will be all over the American future.

When Biden came to office, pundits liked to cast him as a placeholder--a well-meaning grandpa who would help restore the country's equilibrium in the aftermath of Donald Trump's madness. In Biden's mind, that was just the members of the elite dismissing him, as they always did. Their underestimation stoked his determination to prove himself as one of history's great men. He privately boasted that his performance would make him worthy of the presidential pantheon that included Franklin D. Roosevelt and Lyndon B. Johnson.

With a one-vote majority in the Senate, he audaciously set out to test the limits of what he could accomplish. The American Rescue Plan, passed in the first months of his presidency, pushed social policy in novel directions. It transferred money directly into bank accounts through the child tax credit, the closest the federal government has come to experimenting with universal basic income. For a brief, glorious moment, the legislation helped cut childhood poverty in half.

But the American Rescue Plan was just the early harvest of an exceptionally verdant legislative season. At a moment when Democrats described moderate Republicans as useless toadies, Biden wooed them--and cobbled together bipartisan majorities to pass an infrastructure bill and the CHIPS Act. Like Biden, these bills were dismissed as unexciting. But Biden was trying to restore the American state to its postwar glories. Harkening back to Cold War investments in science, the CHIPS bill spends significant cash on research and development, and the infrastructure bill renovates the transit systems, byways of economic competitiveness.

His signature accomplishment was the Inflation Reduction Act, a dreadfully unexciting name for a hugely significant bill. With its subsidies for clean energy, it will be remembered as the first massive American effort to contain climate change. And perhaps just as significantly, it will be remembered as the moment when the nation reembraced industrial policy. That is, the state began using its resources to guarantee the international dominance of American firms in electric vehicles and alternative energies, the industries of the future.

That's the most surprising part of the Biden presidency. He broke with the economic paradigm that dominated policy in the Clinton and Obama administrations. Whereas those presidents choked when delivering the praise for unions that party politics demanded, Biden walked the picket line and lent presidential prestige to the movement. He reversed several generations of indifference to the problem of monopoly and installed regulators who went after Big Tech ferociously.

His supreme self-confidence allowed him to buck the conventional wisdom of foreign-policy mandarins. Both Barack Obama and Trump wanted to end the war in Afghanistan, but only Biden had the courage to actually follow through on that decision--although his chaotic execution of a move that voters overwhelmingly supported eroded confidence in his presidency. A devoted believer in old-fashioned transatlanticism, he plowed money and arms into the defense of Ukraine, as if the future of Europe depended on it. These were bold decisions that a president with lesser experience--and a lesser sense of his own acumen--wouldn't have had the gumption to make.

Biden hates abstraction and pretension. But in his best moments, he could think like a grand strategist. I once heard him extemporaneously describe everything he had done to counter China, and it was impressive to behold. He deepened America's entanglement with Australia. He helped mend the long rift between Japan and South Korea, so that they could focus on the shared threat they now faced. He successfully schmoozed Narendra Modi, so that India shifted toward the American sphere of influence. Without receiving much credit, he actually managed the pivot to Asia that Obama first promised.

Over the course of Biden's term, when the press dismissed him as a failure, he kept pushing forward. He never shifted blame onto his aides--and never fired them to cover his own mistakes. He pushed ambitiously, even though he often did so at the risk of his own humiliation.

Before his age became the source of his political demise, it supplied him with wisdom. Before his stubbornness inured him to the inevitable, it carried him to unlikely triumphs. His response to criticism was to always double down on himself.

By running for reelection, despite his advanced age, he was falling back on these very tendencies, disastrously so. Desperately in search of the credit he believed that the world had unfairly denied him, he couldn't relinquish power. He kept insisting on his own indispensability. By shunning the elites calling for him to drop out, he was also shunning common sense.

But in the end, he has finally relinquished the job he spent his life pursuing. It is evidence that Biden still possesses a politician's most essential skill, the ability to count noses.
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Joe Biden Made the Right Choice

In his painful decision to withdraw from the race, the president put his country first.

by Peter Wehner




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


It was a very hard thing for President Joe Biden to do, and it was the right thing for him to do.

Biden announced today that he would step aside as the Democratic presidential nominee.

In a letter to the nation, America's 46th president said, "I believe it is in the best interest of my party and the country for me to stand down and to focus solely on fulfilling my duties as President."

The decision by the 81-year-old Biden was very nearly inevitable, as his chances to defeat Donald Trump collapsed and the odds of a Republican landslide victory increased, but its announcement was nevertheless a stunning moment. In an instant, Democrats were liberated from an issue, Biden's age, that had hung like a millstone around their necks. This will unleash an enormous amount of energy within the party. What was looking like a rout is now a race.

There will be plenty of commentary on what this means for both parties. But I find my thoughts this afternoon going to President Biden and his family--and to this agonizing denouement for a man who was first elected to public office more than half a century ago, at the age of 29.

Biden was clearly reluctant to make this decision; it was in many ways forced upon him, and by a particularly painful process. The party he loved and to which he has dedicated his entire adult life turned on him, including former colleagues and trusted friends. They were right to urge Biden to step aside--it had to be done, and those in Biden's party took no delight in doing it--but from the president's perspective, this felt like a betrayal.

I imagine this triggered Biden's insecurities, the sense that he was never taken as seriously as he should have been. He has created a narrative about himself, and not without reasons, as Comeback Joe. His political career was declared finished multiple times, including in 1987, when he withdrew from the presidential campaign because he was caught plagiarizing the life story of Neil Kinnock; in 2016, when President Barack Obama pushed his own vice president aside in favor of Hillary Clinton; and in 2020, when his campaign was flat on its back until it was resurrected in South Carolina. So it's not surprising that Biden, facing the worst crisis of his political life, would tell himself that this is just another obstacle to overcome, another chance for the scrappy kid from Scranton to prove the experts wrong, and in doing so, it would only add to his legend.

But this is different. This is a story without a comeback. Persistence, determination, and grit have nothing to do with this. Biden is in the midst of a rapid and irreversible physical and mental decline. This was evident even before the June 27 debate with Trump, but on the CNN stage in Atlanta, his debilities were on excruciating display. Many Americans, including those who have been most supportive of Biden, felt that night should never have been allowed to happen; that those who loved him should have protected Biden from the unforgiving glare of the spotlight; that Biden in this state should have been seen only within the privacy of family, not broadcast to the world.

His public appearances since then haven't been quite as bad as what we saw on the debate stage, but they have been bad enough.

Biden's withdrawal, then, wasn't simply necessary because he had lost the confidence of the country and even his own party. For him to agree to step aside means, on some level at least, he is acknowledging that he is entering a difficult final chapter of his life. There is grief in that. Coming to that point will of course stir up powerful emotions--denial, anger, bitterness that those he trusted have betrayed him. That isn't true, but it feels true to him, as it might to many of us.

Coming to terms with mortality is never easy. We rage against the dying of the light. Many elderly people face the painful moment of letting go, of losing independence and human agency, when they are told by family they have to give up the keys to the car; Biden was told by his party to give up the keys to the presidency. Of course this proud man would fight to hang on.

But in the end, and to his credit, Joe Biden got to where he needed to be, and not a moment too soon. Staying in the race would have been an act of monumental selfishness. As it is, what he did will be seen as an act of impressive selflessness.

It's not clear whether Trump can be beaten. Democrats have dug themselves into a deep hole. But at least they now have a fighting chance.
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'I Guess This Is Normal Politics Now'

As the prospect of political violence becomes enmeshed in daily life, even an assassination attempt can come to seem routine.

by Stephanie McCrummen




He had closed down the office of the Butler County Democrats and suspended local campaigning. And nearly every hour since a 20-year-old man had tried to assassinate Donald Trump at a rally on the edge of town, Phil Heasley, a party co-chair, had been fielding calls from members wondering what dark phase American politics might be entering now.

Read: America's political leaders are living in fear

Someone texted him a photo of a truck with a huge digital billboard that read Democrats Attempted Assassination. Someone else sent a screenshot of what the local GOP member of Congress, Mike Kelly, had posted and quickly removed from Facebook: "We will not tolerate this attack from the left." Neighbors were spray-painting fight on streets; fresh Trump flags and huge Trump signs were going up in yards and fields and on the cinder-block sides of auto shops along rural roads in this corner of western Pennsylvania. Someone suggested installing a panic button inside the party's glass-front office in downtown Butler, where Heasley was now opening a not-very-secure door. The answering-machine light was blinking.

"Let's see what we have," he said, imagining the worst.

Beep: "I'm interested in volunteering ... ?"

Beep: "Please call my cellphone as soon as you can. It's urgent."

Beep: "This is Carl in Columbia, South Carolina, and I just wanted to acknowledge the family of the man who got killed. Wanted to send some money to his family for funeral expenses. If you could please be so kind ..."

Relieved, Heasley wrote down the numbers. This was on the Wednesday after the Saturday of the assassination attempt. Already, the escalating threat of violence was being folded into day-to-day life. He himself had watched the shooting on live television from his family's cabin on Lake Erie, then gone down to the dock where he often hung out with his Trump-loving neighbors. "So what do you think?" they'd asked him, and he'd tried to read their faces. "I have no thoughts," he decided to tell them, and they reverted to their Saturday-night custom, sharing beers and singing Frank Sinatra songs. The cycle of news moved on to the Republican National Convention and questions around Joe Biden's candidacy, leaving people in Butler County with whatever rituals might ease anxiety.

Read: A legendary American photograph

In a front yard across the street from the rally site, a white tent popped up Tuesday where pastors offered prayers, telling a few people who stopped by that they were "citizens of heaven." This lasted a few hours, until one of them said, "Well, I guess it's time to pack it in."

At the rally site itself, conspiracy theorists with cameras and notebooks began arriving, replacing federal investigators and television crews.

At a firehouse in the township of Buffalo, volunteer firefighters did what they did when one of their own died, in this case Corey Comperatore, a former chief whom the shooter had killed at the rally. They prepared their trucks for the funeral, polishing chrome, placing black electrical tape over the eyes of the buffalo on the town shield.

An hour away, in the neighborhood where the would-be assassin grew up, people said what people say when they have no explanation. They'd seen the boy here and there. They never imagined such a person living among them, though their upper-middle-class neighborhood was the very kind of place where young white men have grown up to be lone shooters. Not even the FBI has been able to offer a motive beyond the one implicating all of society--another young man who absorbed the violence of American life until he engaged in it himself.


Top: A video billboard in Butler, Pennsylvania. Bottom: The funeral procession of Corey Comperatore, a retired volunteer-fire-department chief who was shot and killed in the attempted assassination of Donald Trump. (Carlos Osorio / Reuters; Eduardo Munoz / Reuters / Redux)



In the Democrats' office in downtown Butler, Heasley understood what happened as political violence, even if it had the random quality of a mass shooting: "I saw a poll where something like 58 percent of Americans expected this to happen."

He was among the 58 percent. He'd knocked on doors for President Barack Obama in 2012, and had seen nooses with Obama signs hanging from trees. People threw trash in his yard when he ran for township supervisor a couple of years ago, and he'd finally gotten his concealed-carry permit.

"I guess this is normal politics now," Heasley said. So when local Democrats met to decide whether they should set up their usual booth at Horse Trading Days, a festival in nearby Zelienople, he argued yes. Police would be there.

"Visibility is still important," he said.

On Thursday morning, the United Republicans of Butler County set up at one end of Zelienople's Main Street, and at the other end, two volunteers with the Butler County Democrats set up a tent and table next to a woman selling homemade hot sauce.

"You should be ashamed of yourself," the woman said to Karen Barbati, one of the Democratic volunteers, as she secured the tent poles in the grass.

"What do you mean?" Barbati said.

The woman ignored her and wheeled a metal cart between her booth and theirs. Soon, people began arriving for the festival, which now had heightened security. At the Republican table, volunteers set out Bye-bye Biden signs and what was left of circa-2016 Trump gear, including black T-shirts with a huge image of a Colt .45 labeled Trump, and the words Because the 44 didn't work for 8 years, a reference to Obama.

At the Democrats' table, a volunteer set out a basket of small buttons with rainbows and peace signs. She hung up posters with headings such as Freedom From Gun Violence and Freedom to Have a Safe Infrastructure, each of which had long blocks of small type underneath explaining what Biden had delivered: $6,492,797 for Butler County Community College; $1,487,092 for Callery Bridge over Breakneck Creek; and "the first major gun-safety legislation in 30 years," a politics that assumed people wanted policy details over emotion.

At the Republican table, a volunteer named Rick Markich was saying, "I would not want to be trying to figure out how to approach the public if I were a Democrat."

At the Democratic table, a volunteer was saying to a man in a Trump hat, "Hello there, enjoying this weather?" and to a woman who walked up to the booth, "You can take a button" and "This is a form you can use to register."

Back at the Republican table, a small crowd had gathered, and in between talking about the lovely weather and pastries, a woman was saying, "We were there," referring to the rally. "We saw him go down."

"I was 15 feet from the gentleman who died," Markich said, referring to Comperatore. "Saw them carry him out. He was lifeless."

"We were screaming," the woman said in the bright afternoon.

"At first we thought he was the shooter," said Markich, who was wearing a Trump hat now painted with the words Fight, fight, fight, and the date July 13, 2024. "We thought patriots had taken him down. In reality, they were trying to save that gentleman."

"I like this Bye-bye Biden," the woman said, moving on from that conversation. "But I'll take a Drain the swamp."

Read: A searing reminder that Trump is unwell

People walked by eating ice cream and drinking beer. People talked about hearing gunshots and seeing blood. People chatted about their goldendoodle dogs and diving for cover.

In another town an hour to the east, the public viewing for Comperatore was getting under way, a long line of people inching up a grassy hill past rows of American flags, to a community hall where two snipers were positioned on the roof, and plates of cookies were set out on tables inside.

In Zelienople, meanwhile, Barbati was saying that she had a Biden-Harris sign in her yard, and had gotten used to the man who drove by her house most days around 3:15 in the afternoon and yelled "Trump!" Another Democratic volunteer was saying she was not afraid, but after everything that had happened, she was going to get a gun from her son.

The wind blew, and the smell of barbecue drifted into the late afternoon. The volunteers sat in folding chairs and watched people walking from the doughnut booth to the hot-sauce tent. A man in camouflage shorts paused, stared at the Democrats for a moment, and walked on. A woman rushed over.

"I'm so glad I found you guys," she said, explaining that she was new to the area.

At the Trump table, a woman considered a Trump sign for her car, then stopped herself. She lived in a country where a protester had been run over by a car during a neo-Nazi rally in Charlottesville, Virginia; and the U.S. Capitol had been stormed on January 6; and the speaker of the House's husband had almost been bludgeoned to death; and now Trump, who had mocked and encouraged much of that, had nearly been assassinated in her hometown. She decided against the sign.

"You never know when you might get a bullet," she said to a volunteer, who replied casually, "Yeah, I almost got killed Saturday."
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The Trump Campaign Has Peaked Too Soon

Every battle has its culminating point--the perfect moment for a counterattack.

by Elliot Ackerman




With the end of their convention, the Republican Party and Donald Trump have reached what in military theory is called the "culminating point." "The culminating point of victory," according to the Modern War Institute at West Point, "is the threshold when military advantages peak and then rapidly turn into disadvantages."

As an infantryman, I was taught that the culminating point is a paradox; it's a moment of maximum vulnerability at a time when you believe you are at maximum strength. Let's say your platoon has just taken a hill. Exhausted and jubilant, you've achieved your objective. Your troops have sent the defeated enemy fleeing down its reverse slope. You stand triumphant atop that hill. Psychologically, you're vulnerable to believing two things: that your victory is complete and that your enemy no longer poses a meaningful threat. The temptation then becomes to destroy the last of your enemy, to take more ground. If you do this, if you don't recognize your culminating point, if you try to remain on the offensive too long instead of setting up a good defense, you become dangerously exposed to a counterattack by a regrouped enemy.

Republicans in Milwaukee this week were jubilant and a little exhausted. They'd taken the hill on their way to the White House. The photo of Trump in the immediate aftermath of the assassination attempt calls to mind the most memorable image of a hill-taking in American history, the photo of Marines on Mount Suribachi during the Battle of Iwo Jima: people's positioning in the frame, the diagonal left-to-right composition, the flag.

Following the attempt on his life, Trump posted on Truth Social about uniting the country. By striking a conciliatory and unifying tone, Trump seemed to recognize that he'd reached a culminating point, and that now was the time to consolidate gains and reach out to a wider swath of voters. But his selection of J. D. Vance as his running mate and his combative remarks when accepting his presidential nomination make clear that he will remain on the attack. This renders him vulnerable.

The Republicans may have peaked four months too soon. The Democrats' best hope for victory is to regroup and vigorously exploit this vulnerability.

The military theorist Carl von Clausewitz, who fought in the Napoleonic Wars, coined the term culminating point in his treatise, On War. "If one were to go beyond that point, it would not merely be a useless effort which could not add to success," he wrote. "It would in fact be a damaging one, which would lead to a reaction; and experience goes to show that such reactions usually have completely disproportionate effects." History is littered with examples of victorious generals who disastrously overextended themselves once they had reached their culminating point. General Douglas MacArthur's advance toward the Yalu River, which brought China into the Korean War and led to the encirclement of his army, is considered a classic example. Conversely, President George H. W. Bush's decision at the end of the Gulf War not to pursue Saddam Hussein's army into Iraq is a textbook example of a leader who understood that he'd reached his culminating point and needed to show forbearance.

To win, Democrats must regroup and counterattack. It seems more and more likely that President Joe Biden will suspend his campaign in the days ahead. If he does, Democrats must return to the first principles of this race: Americans have always wanted a choice other than Biden or Trump. Democrats must provide them with that choice in order to win. An open convention that is well run, with a process that's perceived as fair, and that produces a fresh ticket, exploits this key Republican vulnerability.

The Democratic National Convention in Chicago is a month away. Several short campaigns followed by an open convention have the potential to reshape the race, to capture the nation's attention and imagination. Upending the party's presidential nominating process is a fraught prospect, but for Democrats, these are desperate times, and if they want to win, desperate measures are required. Vice President Kamala Harris likely would and should be considered, but she must compete. The Democrats have a deep bench of leadership. An open convention would showcase the next generation. That ticket would be forged in an unprecedented fire.

Will it work?

Maybe.

It is, of course, a huge gamble, a roll of the dice. But in politics, as in war, every attack is a roll of the iron dice.
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The Urban Doom Loop Could Still Happen

<span>City economies are booming, but the risk of a commercial-real-estate crash remains as real as ever.</span>

by Dror Poleg




"It's another truly amazing gold rush!" Marc Benioff posted on X in September 2023. The founder and CEO of Salesforce was celebrating San Francisco's AI-fueled revival, touting a report that pegged demand for new office space in the city at nearly 1 million square feet. By February 2024, The Economist was declaring that "San Francisco staged a surprising comeback."

It looked like quite a turnaround for a city whose epitaph had been written again and again since the pandemic. Just months before Benioff's exclamatory post, Salesforce had reduced its office footprint, leaving the city's tallest tower a costly emblem of urban decay. According to the "urban doom loop" hypothesis, reduced demand for office space would lead to a collapse in commercial real-estate values and, in turn, a decline in city revenues and services--which would then push even more businesses and workers out of the city. San Francisco, which famously experienced a major exodus of workers during the pandemic, was long considered the doom-loop poster child. If it could rebound from its struggles, then perhaps the rest of America's cities would also avoid that fate.

But the comeback is not what it seems, and a doom loop is still possible. Historically, a booming economy has reliably translated into a booming commercial-real-estate sector. Now, however, San Francisco and other so-called superstar cities have entered a kind of Schrodinger's economy, booming and busting at the same time. City leaders must come to terms with the fact that pre-pandemic office demand is never coming back, and plan accordingly.



By mid-2022, San Francisco was in trouble. Tens of thousands of people had moved out of the city, notable venture-capital investors had relocated to Miami, and multiple local tech companies--most notably Meta--had announced plans to embrace remote and flexible work permanently. The municipal budget deficit continued to expand.

Nationally, most cities were doing better, but the average vacancy rate was still inching into record territory. In October 2022, Bloomberg's economic forecast put the odds of a recession at 100 percent, and the situation looked like it would only get worse. Barring some kind of deus ex machina, San Francisco and other cities seemed destined to continue spiraling downward.

And then God stepped out of the machine. In November 2022, San Francisco-based OpenAI launched ChatGPT and kicked off a new technology boom. In 2023 alone, investors poured nearly $30 billion into artificial-intelligence start-ups and billions more into AI-related public companies, many of which are based in and around San Francisco. Economic conditions across the country were equally surprising. The "inevitable" recession failed to materialize. By early 2024, the S&P 500 reached a new all-time high, unemployment remained low, and technology stocks reached a level of valuation (perhaps overvaluation) that exceeded the dot-com bubble. In many cities, including San Francisco, net migration flipped from negative to positive.

Roge Karma: Whatever happened to the urban doom loop?

But something still wasn't right. In the first quarter of this year, the national office-vacancy rate reached 20 percent, the highest level on record--even higher, slightly, than during the 2022 doldrums. In San Francisco, more than a third of all office space was vacant. In fact, shortly after Benioff's celebratory X post, Salesforce again shrank its footprint, this time by 700,000 square feet. The AI boom was real, but so was the threat of urban doom. A similar dynamic has been playing out in cities across the country dependent on a variety of other industries.

This is unusual. For decades, office demand has been correlated with macroeconomic indicators, meaning that when the economy is strong, so is demand for commercial real estate. A model developed by the Commercial Real Estate Development Association (commonly and confusingly known by the acronym NAIOP) has done a pretty good job of predicting and explaining office demand based on GDP growth, corporate profits, employment, and other economic indicators since the early 1990s. But starting in 2022, that historic relationship broke down. As the economy emerged out of the pandemic, the model predicted that net office demand would increase by 43 million square feet. In reality, net demand was nearly 90 percent lower than expected and, by the following year, had turned negative, meaning more space was vacated than leased.

What explains the divergence? The obvious culprit is the rise of remote work.

Four years after the initial COVID-19 lockdowns, more than a quarter of all paid workdays are performed from home, according to an ongoing survey by the Stanford economics professor Nicholas Bloom and others. The main reason companies are reducing their office footprint is because they can. As more leases come up for renewal, vacancy continues to rise. Even without a recession, this trend is likely to endure as tenants continue to express a desire to cut down or let go of existing offices ahead of a wave of lease expirations in 2025 and 2026.

Within the academic community, there is some debate as to whether factors besides remote work, such as interest rates or recession expectations, are also to blame for persistently high vacancy rates. One thing is clear: Even if the economy continues to grow and unemployment remains low, high office vacancies will have an adverse impact on municipal budgets and residents' quality of life. Lower crime, a rebound in tourism, and a slight increase in population won't be enough to offset the loss of revenue from commercial property and business taxes because of lower rents and lower spending from regular commuters. Cities can diversify their tax base, but that would require changes to the physical environment that take years to materialize, plus direct investment and tax incentives. It would also necessitate a sense of urgency and determination that has been lacking in many cities--particularly in light of the recent "comeback." Stijn Van Nieuwerburgh and Arpit Gupta, two of the authors of the original doom-loop paper, have recently updated their estimates based on the latest data and project that, despite some good news, "many American cities ... will face significant tax revenue shortfalls in the years ahead."

Dror Poleg: The next crisis will start with empty office buildings

Van Nieuwerburgh and Gupta's latest assessment includes a new concern that was not part of the original thesis. Artificial-intelligence advances may reduce the number of office jobs and improve the quality of remote collaboration. Data from the epicenter of the AI revolution offers a preview. In 2003, the year in which Google first passed the $1 billion revenue mark, the company employed some 1,600 people. Last year, OpenAI required less than half that number of workers to exceed the same milestone. Over the past 18 months, Big Tech companies laid off tens of thousands of employees while growing their revenue and hiring fewer--but higher-paid--AI specialists. The "1 million square feet" sought by San Francisco's AI companies sounds like a lot, but it is overshadowed by the city's 30 million square feet of vacant office space and the specter of many more lease expirations in the coming years.

AI threatens to make the connection between economic activity and office demand, and thus between economic activity and city-budget health, even less linear and predictable. The possibility alone is enough to inject more uncertainty into labor and office markets that are already on edge. An economy in which most companies can predict their needs in advance and commit to long-term leases is not returning any time soon.

Ever since the pandemic, many landlords, mayors, and bosses have been going through what one might call "the five stages of office grief." First, in 2020, there was denial that working from home would have any lasting impact. Then, in 2021, there was anger at employees who wouldn't return, followed by bargaining on the exact number of days people would spend at the office. By 2022, depression had set in, and cities seemed ready to accept the need for radical change. Now, however, the country's economic rebound provides new ammunition for those who wish to slide back into denial.

Our cities will be better served by embracing the transition to a world that is less centered around offices. That will require diversifying their economic base, streamlining the construction and conversion of new housing and mixed-use neighborhoods, enhancing public services, and doubling down on what makes urban life attractive in its own right--not just as an employment destination. And the effort must start with the recognition that, in good times and bad, the relationship between economic activity and office demand has changed forever.
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        Evan Gershkovich's Soviet-Era Show Trial
        Anna Nemtsova

        In video taken at his trial in Yekaterinburg in the Ural Mountains, the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich looked older, gaunter, and grimmer than he did before his arrest last year. His head was shaved, and his eyes were flat and unsmiling. The change in his affect was hardly surprising: He had endured a year of questioning by Russia's internal security agency, the FSB, and was facing almost two decades in prison.Gershkovich's case makes visible to Americans what those following human...

      

      
        Photos: Olympic Preparations in Paris
        Alan Taylor
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The city of Paris is making last-minute preparations for the 2024 Olympic Summer Games; the opening ceremony will take place on Friday, and events will last until August 11, followed by the Paralympic Games from August 28 to September 8. Athletes, fans, and supporters from around the world are pouring...

      

      
        Nothing Netanyahu Says Will Matter
        Yair Rosenberg

        "We can't rely on miracles. We need action to eliminate the threat. Only one action will accomplish this, and that's to topple the Hamas regime in Gaza." These fighting words were uttered by Benjamin Netanyahu--in 2009, when he was running to become Israel's next prime minister. "I want to say here and now: We won't stop ... We'll complete the task. We'll topple the regime of Hamas terror." A few months after making this promise, Netanyahu took office. He did not, in fact, topple Hamas.Fifteen years...

      

      
        When Women Fight Back Against Autocracy
        Xanthe Scharff

        In late December, I sat in an Istanbul criminal-court building and witnessed a scene unfold that has become depressingly familiar throughout Turkey. A man was accused of entering his ex-girlfriend's home, in violation of a preventive order, on four different dates in May 2023. He had threatened to kill her and destroyed her property. The victim was too scared to attend the proceedings.After a brief hearing, I watched the defendant scurry out of the courtroom, clutching a single piece of paper wit...

      

      
        Netanyahu's Folly
        Franklin Foer

        On Wednesday, Benjamin Netanyahu will receive an ovation in the United States Congress, at least from a large swath of the chamber. But he hardly deserves one. More than 100 Israeli hostages--some alive, many dead--remain trapped in Gaza because of his failure to aggressively pursue a deal for their release. His strident refusal to ponder the postwar governance of Gaza means that anarchy and misery will prevail there for the indefinite future--conditions that terrorists almost always exploit.   With...
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An orangutan rehabilitation center in Borneo, an iceberg-filled fjord in Greenland, a holy waterfall in Bali, green slime at the Nickelodeon Kids' Choice Awards, scenes from the Republican National Convention, a fire festival in Japan, a hot summer day in New York City, and much more
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        Trump Signals Weakness to Xi Jinping
        Michael Schuman

        Words matter in international diplomacy, and Donald Trump has spewed out some that are especially dangerous. He signaled that he might not defend Taiwan from a Chinese invasion. "Taiwan should pay us for defense," he told Bloomberg Businessweek in an interview released on Tuesday. "You know, we're no different than an insurance company." Trump went on to imply that protecting the island was not even possible. "Taiwan is 9,500 miles away," he said. "It's 68 miles away from China."The comment typif...

      

      
        Make America Hungary Again
        Zack Beauchamp

        At last week's NATO summit, one allied leader distinguished himself from the pack of those anxious about the possibility that Joe Biden might lose the November presidential election to Donald Trump: Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban, the leader of the European Union's only authoritarian member state, accused his European peers of being "the people on the Titanic playing violins as the ship went down." Orban left the conference early on Thursday to meet with Trump in Florida--his second visit t...
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Evan Gershkovich's Soviet-Era Show Trial

Putin's security service is reviving pressure tactics from a terrible past.

by Anna Nemtsova




In video taken at his trial in Yekaterinburg in the Ural Mountains, the Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich looked older, gaunter, and grimmer than he did before his arrest last year. His head was shaved, and his eyes were flat and unsmiling. The change in his affect was hardly surprising: He had endured a year of questioning by Russia's internal security agency, the FSB, and was facing almost two decades in prison.

Gershkovich's case makes visible to Americans what those following human rights in Russia have already clocked: Russian prosecutions of political prisoners have become particularly brutal in the past couple of years, as the FSB has been reviving Soviet tactics of times gone by.

The security service has even invited public participation in these practices. Dmitry Muratov, the Nobel Peace Prize-winning newspaper editor, recalled on a recent podcast the means by which one inmate, an elderly woman, was denied the morale-boosting food parcels from loved ones that have long been allowed in Russian prisons: "I cannot get out of my mind the 20 packages of salt that some patriot with shiny eyes sent the woman," he said. These were meant to take up her allotment for parcels. In Russia, "cruelty has become a synonym for patriotism."

Read: Evan Gershkovich's year in captivity

Gershkovich was first locked in the notorious Lefortovo prison in Moscow, where nobody ever meets with family. He was assigned an investigator, Aleksey Khizhnyak from the First Service of the FSB, who is well known for pressing espionage cases against both foreigners and Russians. Last month, Gershkovich, who has denied the spying allegations, was moved to the Ural Mountains for a secret trial. Last week he was sentenced to 16 years in prison.

Photographers and videographers were allowed to capture courtroom images of the Journal reporter for just 15 minutes, and journalists were told that he would not give interviews. So the world saw Gershkovich standing silently, with arms folded against his chest, observing his colleagues from a glass cage known as an aquarium. For months, the public had seen hauntingly similar images and videos of Alexei Navalny, as the Russian opposition leader seemed to waste away behind the dim, sepia glass of his cage.

Exhausted-looking defendants facing charges such as treason, espionage, extremism, discrediting the army, and terrorism have become a routine sight in Russia, paraded before cameras at Kafkaesque court hearings that turn on forced confessions. President Vladimir Putin has shown no sign of rebuilding the Gulag system that once entombed millions of Soviet political prisoners. But Tanya Lokshina, the associate director for Europe and Central Asia at Human Rights Watch, told me that today's long sentences for political crimes, and the prosecutions of artists meant to coerce their silence, are ominously reminiscent of Soviet tactics.

So, too, is the use of duress to force confessions, another Moscow-based human-rights activist told me, speaking on condition of anonymity out of concern about reprisals. The NKVD in the Czarist era, then the KGB in the Soviet one, elicited these by humiliating, beating, and torturing prisoners, as well as separating parents from their children. Since the war began in Ukraine, says Sergei Davidis, who runs the Moscow-based NGO Political Prisoners Support, the FSB has revived the practice of coercing confessions.

Prison confessions are useful "for the most obviously fabricated cases against innocent people, in cases of terrorism, state treason, extremism, or espionage," Davidis told me. "Prominent political prisoners don't break, but dozens of arrested bloggers around the country admit their guilt, hoping to avoid long prison terms. The FSB, just like NKVD and KGB before them, need that for propaganda purposes, to prove their point where they have no evidence."

Ivan Pavlov runs a team of Russian defense lawyers in exile that has worked on about a hundred espionage and state-treason cases. They call their group the First Service, echoing the name of the FSB department that handles state-treason cases. Pavlov told me that pressure to confess is not reserved for only activists and politicians: The FSB has turned the screws on "journalists, doctors, artists, scientists, pensioners, and even schoolchildren." He worries that lawyers in political cases "advise clients to shut up, they advise them to bend to not make things worse," he told me. "That is utterly wrong. Political prisoners are left alone, face-to-face with the most powerful secret police."

Political Prisoner Support, Davidis's group, counts 778 political prisoners in Russia, not including an estimated 7,000 Ukrainian civilians incarcerated in relation to the war. The United Nations calculates that Russia is holding more than 33 journalists behind bars. Appearing in an aquarium is a good indicator that a defendant is likely to do prison time, Davidis noted. A week before the Gershkovich trial, he told me, "There is no hope of acquittal for Gershkovich right now; of course he is going to be pronounced guilty."

The targets of many current political trials are not even people accused, however falsely, of espionage, or of helping the West implement sanctions. They are independent thinkers, such as the playwright Svetlana Petriychuk and the director Yevgenia Berkovich, who produced a play about the exploitation of Russian women's loneliness by Islamist radicals. Both ended up in glass cages, facing charges that their award-winning play justified terrorism.

As they awaited trial, Petriychuk wrote in a letter published by Rain TV, the authorities "put us in a cell with real murderers," including a woman accused of cannibalism: "Somebody did not like a play, so they put a director and a playwright in such a cell." On July 8, Berkovich and Petriychuk appeared handcuffed in court, where they were sentenced to six years in prison for "justifying terrorism" in their theatrical production. Neither accepted the charges.

Pavlov told me that many people facing such charges do hold out. "The FSB offered one of my clients, a 76-year-old professor named Viktor Kudriavtsev, leniency if he testified against one of his students. Kudriavtsev refused," Pavlov said.

I spoke with some older Russian intellectuals who told me that Soviet repression under Leonid Brezhnev, or even Yuri Andropov, was mild compared with what dissidents now suffer under Putin. "We are dealing with street thugs in power," Victor Shenderovich, a 65-year-old satirist, told me earlier this month. "The bandits know too well how to handcuff their victims to a pipe and make people suffer for a confession, or just for the fun of it. The Soviet regime was ugly, but nobody thought of killing the No. 1 political prisoner, Andrei Sakharov. Putin's executors don't blink."

On February 27, another famous defendant, 70-year-old Oleg Orlov, appeared in handcuffs at a show trial in Moscow. Orlov, a co-chair of the Nobel Peace Prize-winning human-rights group Memorial, had documented the Kremlin's abuses for more than three decades. A dozen muscle-bound security guards paraded him out of the courtroom to serve a two-and-a-half-year prison term for criticizing the army. He was not given a chance to say goodbye to his wife of 50 years.

Khizhnyak, the prosecutor in Gershkovich's case, is well known for his coercive skills. Paul Whelan, the Canadian American citizen who was charged with espionage in Russia in 2018, was also assigned to Khizhnyak. Whelan petitioned for a change on the grounds that, as he told the court, "The Saptain of the FSB Aleksey Khizhnyak humiliates my dignity and threatens my life." His request was denied, and today Whelan is serving a 16-year sentence in a prison camp in Mordovia, where he is not allowed to receive mail or read books.

Read: How I lost the Russia that never was

In 2019, Khizhnyak investigated an accusation of state treason against Antonina Zimina, the former head of a Baltic cultural center in Kaliningrad. She told prison observers that Khizhnyak directly informed her that he would never allow a doctor to see her.

Pavlov has known Khizhnyak for many years. "He is not a big man in size, in his 40s, not anybody you'd remember," he said. FSB operatives, like the Gulag guards before them, are very often nondescript and mostly forgotten. But the names of the dissidents they torment enter into history.

Here is one: Ilya Yashin, a 41-year-old opposition leader and former Moscow city-council member, is serving an eight-and-a-half-year sentence for disseminating "fake news" about the Russian army in December 2022. In May, he was put in solitary confinement in a concrete box, called a "shizo" in Russian prison lingo, measuring 2 by 3 yards and reeking of sewage. The punishment was for 15 days, but as they reached a close, the guards added another 12.

In a court appearance on July 18, Yashin described his tiny cell as "kartser," a word for isolation punishments in the Soviet gulag. Political prisoners are supposed to suffer, go crazy, freeze, and starve there, he said: "It's not normal to torture people with smelly cells, hunger, and cold, and forbid them to see their relatives. There should not be methods once practiced by the NKVD and gestapo in our country, even if the president thinks that is an effective method."

The court ruled that Yashin should be moved--to PKT, or "cell-type confinement," a mere half step less punitive than shizo, for an indefinite time.
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        Photos: Olympic Preparations in Paris

        
            	Alan Taylor
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            The city of Paris is making last-minute preparations for the 2024 Olympic Summer Games; the opening ceremony will take place on Friday, and events will last until August 11, followed by the Paralympic Games from August 28 to September 8. Athletes, fans, and supporters from around the world are pouring in as the city prepares dozens of venues, tightens security, and readies itself for the first Olympic opening ceremony to ever take place outside a stadium. Gathered here are images from Paris (and Tahiti) from the past week.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An elevated view of Paris buildings and part of the Eiffel Tower, with the Olympic rings mounted on the tower's side]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the Eiffel Tower with the Olympic Rings, seen from the Arc de Triomphe, ahead of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, on July 21, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Several gymnasts practice on various equipment.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Simone Biles of Team USA practices on the balance beam during a gymnastics training session at the Gymnastic Training Center of Le Bourget on July 23, 2024, in Le Bourget, France.
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                [image: Five gymnasts pose with an Olympic-ring structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The German gymnasts Andreas Toba, Nils Dunkel, Pascal Brendel, Lukas Dauser, and Timo Eder pose at the Olympic rings inside the Olympic village on July 23, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: People ride bicycles in front of the Team Australia residence in Paris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride bicycles in front of the Team Australia residence in the Olympic Village on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: Four athletes in canoes drop from a starting platform into water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Athletes practice canoe slalom at the Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium in Vaires-sur-Marne on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a beach-volleyball arena in front of the Eiffel Tower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the beach-volleyball venue at Jardin de la Tour Eiffel, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: The interior of a historic exhibition hall that has been converted into a sporting arena]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the interior of the Grand Palais, where events in fencing and tae kwon do will take place during the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, seen on July 22, 2024
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                [image: Workers assemble bleachers along a river in Paris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers assemble bleachers and structures for the Paris 2024 opening ceremony on the Seine riverbank, seen on July 17, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of police officers stand together talking.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police officers receive instructions while preparing to patrol the city, near Bastille square, in Paris, on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: A pigeon-hunting falcon perches inside a tennis arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pigeon-hunting falcon perches inside Roland Garros Stadium, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person navigates a sailboat through a harbor, leaning over to hold the craft steady.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of Team Greece's sailing team trains at Marseille Marina, in Marseille, France, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Five people paddle and steer an inflatable raft, while another sitting in the raft holds an Olympic torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Olympic Torch is carried down the canoe-slalom course at Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium on July 20, 2024.
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                [image: A car that is completely covered with plush versions of the Paris 2024 Olympic mascot, a personified traditional red hat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car decorated with plush versions of the Olympic Phryge, the Paris 2024 Olympic Games mascot, seen near the Louvre on July 19, 2024
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                [image: A multiple-exposure picture of a gymnast flipping over the top of a high bar]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A multiple-exposure picture of a gymnast from Japan training in Bercy Arena, in Paris, on July 24, 2024
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                [image: A swimmer adjusts her snorkel before a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ariarne Titmus of Team Australia adjusts her snorkel during a swimming training session at Paris La Defense Arena on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: An athlete on a mountain bike traverses a path through boulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jiujiang Mi of China trains for a mountain-bike event on Elancourt Hill, in Trappes, France, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of the head of a horse that is wearing a knit cap with a British flag sewn onto it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Team Great Britain horse is pictured during training at Chateau de Versailles on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A diver raises his arms, preparing to make a dive.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tom Daley of Team Great Britain trains at the Olympic Aquatics Center on July 22, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: Three security officers patrol a river in a Zodiac, passing by a large decorative panel that shows a face detail from an oil painting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Security-team members patrol on a boat along the Seine river ahead of the opening ceremony of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: A skateboarder makes a jump above a railing at a skate park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kelvin Hoefler of Brazil trains for a skateboarding event at La Concorde 3, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A gymnast performing a release on an apparatus]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruby Evans of Team Great Britain, photographed during a Team GB artistic-gymnastics training session on July 21, 2024, in Reims
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                [image: Athletes are seen working out with free weights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Athletes from the Argentinean Olympic team work out in the gym at the Olympic Village on July 22, 2024.
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                [image: An interior view of a small apartment with two beds in it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A general view of the bedrooms, including cardboard bed frames, inside the Australian Athletes' Village, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: An underwater view looking up toward a surfer riding a wave]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andy Criere of Spain trains for an Olympic surfing event in Teahupo'o, Tahiti, French Polynesia, on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tropical shoreline featuring steep mountains and crashing waves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows the athletes taking part in a surfing training session in Teahupo'o, ahead of the start of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, on the French Polynesian island of Tahiti, on July 21, 2024.
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                [image: A person pushes another person in a wheelchair, who holds an Olympic torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Agence France-Presse (AFP) video journalist Dylan Collins pushes the wheelchair of the AFP photojournalist Christina Assi as she carries the Olympic torch during the Olympic Torch Relay, in Vincennes, near Paris, on July 21, 2024. Assi and Collins were injured in an attack by an Israeli tank on a group of journalists in southern Lebanon on October 13, 2023.
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                [image: A tennis player makes a swing during a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coco Gauff of Team USA trains during the tennis training session at Roland Garros on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Five gymnasts pose for a selfie in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Team Great Britain pose for a selfie during training at Bercy Arena, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A team of rowers, seen from the front at water level]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Xiaotong Cui, the stroke seat for Team China's women's quadruple sculls, trains at Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium on July 22, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists take pictures near the Eiffel Tower, which is decorated with the Olympic rings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists take pictures near the Eiffel Tower on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: Soccer players run sprints during a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Japan's soccer team attends a training session at Chaban-Delmas Stadium on July 23, 2024, in Bordeaux, France.
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                [image: Snoop Dogg poses while wearing a Team USA blazer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snoop Dogg tries on a blazer during the Team USA Welcome Experience ahead of the Paris 2024 Summer Olympics at Polo Ralph Lauren, on July 21, 2024. Snoop Dogg will be contributing to NBC's Olympics coverage, and it was recently announced that he will also act as one of the final torchbearers on Friday.
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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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Nothing Netanyahu Says Will Matter

He's a master of grand pronouncements that amount to very little.

by Yair Rosenberg




"We can't rely on miracles. We need action to eliminate the threat. Only one action will accomplish this, and that's to topple the Hamas regime in Gaza." These fighting words were uttered by Benjamin Netanyahu--in 2009, when he was running to become Israel's next prime minister. "I want to say here and now: We won't stop ... We'll complete the task. We'll topple the regime of Hamas terror." A few months after making this promise, Netanyahu took office. He did not, in fact, topple Hamas.

Fifteen years later, Netanyahu is about to address a joint session of the U.S. Congress. He'll be the first foreign leader to have done so four times, more even than Winston Churchill. And nothing he says will matter.

That's not just because the speech is happening in the shadow of extraordinary electoral upheaval, days after President Joe Biden dropped his reelection bid and hours before Biden will address the nation from the Oval Office. No, the Israeli premier's speech will be forgotten for a more fundamental reason: Although Netanyahu is very good at delivering portentous pronouncements, his words tend to have few consequences beyond the immediate attention they attract.

Read: Netanyahu's folly

One would think that onlookers would have figured this out by now. After all, Netanyahu last addressed Congress in 2015, to lobby against Barack Obama's impending Iran nuclear deal. It was a masterful piece of political performance art. It also did not derail the nuclear deal. The prime minister's speech generated weeks of political strife and breathless media coverage in the United States, but the deal went into effect in January 2016, after the Republican-controlled Congress failed to muster the necessary votes to obstruct it. Practically speaking, Netanyahu's dramatic intervention achieved nothing, other than rallying Democrats around their president and his signature diplomatic achievement.

In reality, Netanyahu never had the clout in Congress to seriously challenge the deal--the address was about him and bolstering his standing in Israel's upcoming election, not about changing the course of U.S. diplomacy. Countless "important" Netanyahu addresses in Israel, America, and the United Nations for more than a decade have followed this pattern: The Israeli leader uses his speeches to burnish his brand as a statesman of stature, but his words are only tenuously connected to any real-world outcomes.

Consider Netanyahu's landmark 2009 address at Bar-Ilan University, where the conservative prime minister--under pressure from a newly elected Obama--claimed to have embraced the two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, after having spent his career opposing it. "In my vision of peace in this small land of ours, two peoples live freely, side-by-side, in amity and mutual respect," he declared. "Each will have its own flag, its own national anthem, its own government. Neither will threaten the security or survival of the other."

Spoiler alert: Netanyahu did not advance the two-state solution in the years that followed. Running for reelection in 2015, he promised that there would be no Palestinian state on his watch. At a press conference in December 2023, Netanyahu told a reporter that he was "proud" to have thwarted the establishment of such a state "for almost 30 years," because after the atrocities of October 7, "everybody understands what that Palestinian state could have been, now that we've seen the little Palestinian state in Gaza."

Earlier this month, before the prime minister departed to address Congress, right-wing factions in Israel's Parliament proposed and successfully passed a resolution rejecting Palestinian statehood, garnering 68 of the Knesset's 120 votes--including Netanyahu's. Some supporting lawmakers clarified that they opposed a Palestinian state only for the present moment, lest its creation reward Hamas for terrorism. Netanyahu's Likud party made no such stipulation.

The prime minister's parade of empty utterances goes on. In 2014, Netanyahu announced a deal with the United Nations to resolve the status of 34,000 African asylum seekers in Israel, calling the carefully negotiated arrangement a "landmark achievement." Hours later, he nixed the whole thing after backlash from his base. In 2019, as part of his reelection campaign, the Israeli leader repeatedly pledged to annex part of the occupied West Bank to Israel, only to ditch the plan as a condition for signing the Abraham Accords. Today, however, Netanyahu's hard-right government is quietly pursuing such annexation in all but name.

"The ability to spot danger in advance and prepare for it is the test of a body's functioning," the prime minister told a popular Israeli talk show a decade ago. "The Jewish nation has never excelled at foreseeing danger. We were surprised again and again--and the last time was the most awful one. That won't happen under my leadership." (It did.)

Read: The end of Netanyahu

Whatever one thinks of his policies--and I've been a critic--Netanyahu is undeniably a singular salesman for himself. A polyglot and a peerless orator, he excels at using set-piece speeches to hijack the public's attention and cast himself domestically and internationally as a senior statesman. But this ruse works only because bystanders--including the press--confuse rhetoric for reality and spectacle for significance.

The truth is the reverse: What matters are not the words Netanyahu speaks but the actions he ultimately takes. The rest is noise, and--like his address today--can be safely tuned out.
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When Women Fight Back Against Autocracy

Turkish women's rights are in a precarious state. But feminists are pushing back and achieving real victories.

by Xanthe Scharff




In late December, I sat in an Istanbul criminal-court building and witnessed a scene unfold that has become depressingly familiar throughout Turkey. A man was accused of entering his ex-girlfriend's home, in violation of a preventive order, on four different dates in May 2023. He had threatened to kill her and destroyed her property. The victim was too scared to attend the proceedings.

After a brief hearing, I watched the defendant scurry out of the courtroom, clutching a single piece of paper with the judge's ruling: He had been released without pretrial detention.

"Cases like those end in murder," Evrim Kepenek, a Turkish journalist who follows domestic-violence cases, told me. "The man comes to court after violating the protective order and learns that nothing will happen, so he continues until he kills her."

I lived in Istanbul from 2014 to 2016, a relative high point for Turkish organizers intent on bringing global attention to domestic violence and other issues affecting women. When I returned for two weeks this past winter, I was struck by how much the situation has worsened for women facing domestic abuse. The country issues tens of thousands of preventive orders each year, but enforcement is weak. The Women's Rights Center of the Istanbul Bar Association examined hundreds of cases of preventive orders issued in 2022 and found that women have little recourse when orders are violated.

Turkish women's rights overall are in a precarious state. As prime minister of Turkey from 2003 to 2014, Recep Tayyip Erdogan promoted conservative Muslim traditions, such as the right to wear a headscarf in public institutions. Since being elected president, in 2014, he has been outright demeaning toward secular women, and he's gotten harsher in the face of new threats to his political power. Indeed, Erdogan's attacks on women are an example of a well-established pattern of autocratic leaders diminishing women to enhance their own position.

Read: How Erdogan made Turkey authoritarian again

Authoritarian-leaning leaders "have a strategic reason to be sexist," the Harvard political-science professors Erica Chenoweth and Zoe Marks wrote in Foreign Affairs in 2022. "Understanding the relationship between sexism and democratic backsliding is vital for those who wish to fight back against both."

Turkey shows that when democracies falter, conditions for women worsen. Still, Turkish women are fighting back, shifting tactics in response to new challenges, and achieving real victories.



The women's movement in Turkey is arguably the most successful and long-standing civil-society effort in the republic. Long before the Treaty of Lausanne recognized the state of Turkey in 1923, Ottoman-era women fought to end men's rights to polygamy and unilateral divorce. Alongside the secular agenda of the early republic, women pushed for Sharia law to be replaced by Western civil and penal codes, making Turkey the only country in the region to do this. Influenced by feminism in the United States, in the 1980s, they took their fight to the domestic sphere. Through relentless campaigning, by the early 2000s, they'd won equal decision making in marriage, the criminalization of marital rape, an end to sentence reductions for "honor killings," and some protections against domestic violence.

From the May 1909 issue: Women in the Young Turks movement

When I first traveled to Turkey, in 2014, women had developed significant organizing power. They took advantage of Western media's interest in the region after the Arab Spring, and Erdogan's ongoing talks with the European Union, to organize massive protests. That year, I walked alongside one of the largest parades for trans rights in the region, one of many large protests that women helped lead. The route was so packed that I worried about a stampede. Although Erdogan constantly insulted people who did not conform to traditional gender conventions, activists were winning the war of global public perception.

Conservative Muslim women, however, supported Erdogan. Fifty-five percent of women voters, compared with 48 percent of men, voted for Erdogan in the 2014 presidential elections. By lifting the headscarf ban, he had expanded some conservative women's freedom of expression, and households had benefited from a strengthened economy.

Conditions for women across the political spectrum would erode significantly in the following years. On March 20, 2021, Turkey stunned the Council of Europe by withdrawing from the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence--also known as the Istanbul Convention, for the city in which it opened for signatures--which Turkey had been the first country to ratify. Erdogan claimed that the convention undermined family values and had been "hijacked by a group of people attempting to normalize homosexuality," though the document makes no major statements about gay rights.

Soon after, Erdogan's government made another attempt at undermining the women's movement by charging the We Will Stop Femicide Platform, a volunteer group of lawyers and advocates who represent victims of domestic violence, with "acting against morality." The prosecution recommended that the group be dismantled. In an unusual victory for a human-rights group, in September 2023, after 18 months and four hearings, the judge went against Erdogan's political agenda and dropped the case due to lack of evidence.

Erdogan's attacks on women grew as his political support weakened, after criticism about his response to the February 2023 earthquake and amid raging inflation. Two hard-line Islamist parties were ready and willing to fortify him: the New Welfare Party (YRP) and Huda Par. YRP's leader has likened Turkey's domestic-violence law to fascism, and Huda Par advocates for separate education for men and women and criminalizing sex outside marriage. In the May 2023 elections, both parties campaigned for the repeal of Law 6284, which includes provisions to protect women but stops short of criminalizing domestic violence. As a result, Erdogan lost considerable support from conservative women voters.

Last month, Erdogan announced his plans to amend and weaken Law 6284, and on July 3, his party submitted an omnibus bill to the Turkish Parliament that removes an important provision for protection. Currently, a domestic abuser who violates a preventive order is subject to temporary imprisonment. If the proposed reforms pass, the abuser can avoid this preventive confinement. Equally concerning to the women's movement, the legal reform would require married women to take their husband's name, emphasizing the family as the basis for society. Parliament is reviewing the bill.

On March 8, Turkish women participated in their annual "Feminist Night" march, despite a government ban on protests in the busy downtown district where they had gathered. Police hit women until the protective shields they carried were broken, and then detained and charged protesters.

"This is actually an expression of how afraid they are of women," said Ozgur Sevinc Simsek, a film director who was released in 2021 after serving five and a half years in prison on terrorism charges. "The male state knows that no matter how much it intervenes, women will never give up." Viewed with this lens, Erdogan is a rational political actor seeking to neutralize threats and consolidate his power.



Despite all the setbacks, there are signs of hope. In the May 2023 elections, Turkish women won 11 out of 81 mayoral seats, including in five urban centers and some conservative areas, more than doubling their representation in Turkey's government.

Read: Arab women are tired of talking about just 'women's issues'

"The election took place between two sharp lines," said 31-year-old Gulistan Sonuk, who won a mayoral race in the eastern province of Batman by a large margin against Huda Par. "One was the mentality that saw women as second-class, and the other defended women's freedom. The public chose the latter."

The Turkish women's movement continues to fight back against Erdogan even as he lashes out at civil society. The movement's judicial and electoral wins in the face of illiberal leadership and brutal censorship are a beacon of hope to defenders of women and democracy everywhere, though their fight is far from over.

Today, women's rights and liberal democracy are under attack in countries around the world, including the United States. The countries that are the biggest threat to the U.S.--Russia, China and Iran--are autocratic patriarchies in which women often form a last line of defense by fighting for their rights. While the democratic world wrings its hands in the face of seemingly unstoppable forces of illiberalism, women are still organizing.
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Netanyahu's Folly

The message the Israeli prime minister delivers to Congress will not be the one he intends.

by Franklin Foer




On Wednesday, Benjamin Netanyahu will receive an ovation in the United States Congress, at least from a large swath of the chamber. But he hardly deserves one. More than 100 Israeli hostages--some alive, many dead--remain trapped in Gaza because of his failure to aggressively pursue a deal for their release. His strident refusal to ponder the postwar governance of Gaza means that anarchy and misery will prevail there for the indefinite future--conditions that terrorists almost always exploit.

With his coalition fraying and his political future in doubt, Netanyahu has begun resorting to an old political instinct: He's picked a diversionary fight with a Democratic president. Last month, he recorded a video falsely accusing Joe Biden's administration of depriving Israel of the weapons it needs to win the war against Hamas. And upon his arrival in the U.S., he will embrace Biden's political opponent, Donald Trump, and bask in the adulation of the president's strident Republican critics.

Although a skirmish with Biden might help Netanyahu navigate his personal short-term crisis, it is terrible for Israel's long-term interests. That's because no American president has suffered as much politically for what he has done on Israel's behalf as Biden has. Biden's Zionism cost him the affection of his party's base, which turned on him at his hour of greatest need. For months, as his campaign faltered, he was heckled by left-wing critics of his Israel policy everywhere he spoke.

In return for Biden's devotion, Netanyahu has consistently displayed ingratitude--and hardly a hint of reciprocity. By attempting to turn Biden, one of the most pro-Israel presidents in the history of the country, into a villain, Netanyahu is sending a message to other American politicians, especially Democrats: There's no glory in being a resolute ally.

The story is familiar to Israelis who have obsessively followed Biden's travails. They watched as critics of Israel attempted to persuade Democratic-primary voters to mark "uncommitted" on their presidential ballot. They saw how White House interns wrote a letter chastising Biden for his support of Israel, evidence of a deep revolt within his own administration against his policy.

Facing these critics and his own domestic weakness, Biden asked Netanyahu for a bit of help. He wanted Israel to do a better job of distributing humanitarian aid; he pressed Israel to stick to its original timeline for the war, in which it would have ratcheted down operations at the beginning of this year. But at almost every turn, Netanyahu resisted Biden's pleas to follow a different path. When he did oblige, it was only after painful importuning.

That may have bothered Biden, but until recently, he avoided sharply attacking Netanyahu in public. Indeed, Biden kept defending Israel against its critics. He rebutted the charge that its operations in Gaza constitute genocide. He condemned the International Criminal Court when it issued arrest warrants for Israeli leaders. He vetoed United Nations resolutions condemning Israel.

Not only that, but Biden also deployed American power to protect Israel against its most ominous enemy. When Iran attacked Israel on April 13, a general he had dispatched coordinated its defense. American pilots shot down drones headed to the country. It was a literal act of allyship.

And after all of that, when Israel ignored Biden's request to refrain from invading Rafah, the president quietly suffered Netanyahu's defiance and took only the most minimal actions to protest it.

Biden comes from a different generation, one that considered Israel to be a great liberal cause. In the marrow of his bones, he believes that the Jewish state is essential to the preservation of the Jewish people. Aside from evangelical Christians, most American politicians no longer have such a profound commitment to Zionism. And during the current war, with the images of terrible suffering in Gaza, American attitudes toward Israel have shifted quickly, especially on the left. Supporting Israel is hardly the obvious political choice it once was.

If American politicians become reluctant to throw their being into the defense of Israel, it is because they will have studied this object lesson. They will be intimately familiar with Netanyahu's shabby treatment of Biden--and Netanyahu will bear responsibility for the consequences. As much as any failure in Gaza, Netanyahu's cynical trashing of Israel's most sincere friend will have left his country lonelier, weaker, and far more exposed.
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            An orangutan rehabilitation center in Borneo, an iceberg-filled fjord in Greenland, a holy waterfall in Bali, green slime at the Nickelodeon Kids' Choice Awards, scenes from the Republican National Convention, a fire festival in Japan, a hot summer day in New York City, and much more
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                [image: A small isolated island with tall sheer cliffs, topped by a lighthouse]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Strombolicchio, a volcanic island topped by a lighthouse, about a mile away from Italy's island of Stromboli, on July 12, 2024. On July 11, the volcano erupted, sending ash, lava, and white smoke up from its crater.
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                [image: Two people do yoga poses on paddleboards at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People do yoga poses on paddleboards at sunset as the heat index tops 100 degrees at Olathe Lake on July 15, 2024, in Olathe, Kansas.
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                [image: Children cool off and play in water sprayed from a fire hydrant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children cool off and play in water sprayed from a fire hydrant on a hot day, July 16, 2024, in the Washington Heights neighborhood of New York City.
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                [image: A man smiles broadly while holding a trophy in front of a large group of excited soccer players.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Felipe VI, the King of Spain, holds the trophy as he and his daughter Princess Sofia celebrate with the players after they won the final match between Spain and England at the Euro 2024 soccer tournament in Berlin, Germany, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: White-robed men hold up large flaming torches on a forest trail.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                White-robed men hold up flaming torches during an annual fire festival at the World Heritage-listed Kumano Nachi Taisha shrine in the Wakayama Prefecture town of Nachikatsuura, Japan, on July 14, 2024.
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                A person watches an eruption from Mount Etna in Sicily on July 15, 2024. Flights to Sicily's Catania airport were temporarily suspended following the eruption.
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                Tourists ride bamboo rafts in the Yulong River scenic area in Guilin, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, China, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: The tops of two tall residential buildings beyond a dune field, with the ocean in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Luxury buildings are seen from the coastal dune field in Concon, Chile. The dune field, located between Vina del Mar and Concon, has been invaded by the construction of large buildings intended to accommodate tourists. This year three sinkholes have opened near or directly under buildings after heavy rains, leaving them uninhabitable. Although experts advised against building in the dune field, because of the lack of clear regulation, a battle has raged for the past three decades over how much of the area should be off-limits to development.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Lucas Aguayo Araos / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two workers stand beside many tall racks of mushrooms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A staff member of a mushroom-cultivation-and-processing company records the growth of mushroom sticks in Qingdao, Shandong province, China, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands inside a set of racks holding up rows of brightly colored peppers to dry.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker sorts peppers, zucchini, eggplants, and other vegetables laid to dry under the sun in Gaziantep, Turkey, on July 10, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people are gathered in a street lined by tall residential buildings, and more stand on many balconies above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People on balconies wait for the start of the last bull run of the San Fermin festival in Pamplona, Spain, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: Former President Donald Trump is surrounded by Secret Service agents, backdropped by a large American flag, after an attempted assassination. Trump, with some visible blood on his face, raises his fist high.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Republican presidential candidate former President Donald Trump is surrounded by U.S. Secret Service agents after an attempted assassination at a campaign rally on July 13, 2024, in Butler, Pennsylvania.
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                Speaker of the House Mike Johnson holds the gavel onstage ahead of the start of the first day of the Republican National Convention at the Fiserv Forum on July 15, 2024, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.
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                [image: Rudy Giuliani is helped to his feet after falling into a row of chairs at the Republican National Convention.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Politician and disbarred lawyer Rudy Giuliani is helped to his feet after falling into a row of chairs on the second day of the 2024 Republican National Convention at the Fiserv Forum in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, on July 16, 2024.
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                [image: An audience watches as green slime is blasted onto a colorful stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Attendees are slimed at the 37th Annual Nickelodeon Kids' Choice Awards at the Barker Hangar in Santa Monica, California, on July 13, 2024.
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                Balinese Hindus take part in a cleansing ritual called Banyu Pinaruh, which is believed to purify their body and soul, at Sebatu holy waterfall in Gianyar, Bali, Indonesia, on July 14, 2024.
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                A humpback whale breaches near Iguana Island, Panama, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: A woman swings high, leaning back, captured in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman swings on Venao beach in Pedasi, Panama, on July 13, 2024.
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                A boy jumps into the Ibar river to cool off in Mitrovica, Kosovo, on July 17, 2024.
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                This aerial photograph taken on July 18, 2024, outside Brest, France, shows old vessels sailing past a lighthouse as they attend the grand parade during the eighth Brest Maritime Festival.
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                A visitor looks out at icebergs jammed in the Ilulissat Icefjord on July 15, 2024, near Ilulissat, Greenland. The Ilulissat Icefjord is approximately 60 kilometers long and is a conduit for icebergs calving from the massive Sermeq Kujalleq glacier, also called the Jakobshavn Glacier, of the Greenland Ice Sheet. Since 1850, Sermeq Kujalleq has retreated approximately 25 miles (40 kilometers), a process that has accelerated in recent decades, with the period from 2002 accounting for 13.7 miles (22 kilometers) of glacier retreat.
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                A person runs across the Rainbow Bridge, shrouded in fog, in the West Coast New Area in Qingdao, Shandong province, China, on July 12, 2024.
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                Fans try to enter the stadium during the CONMEBOL Copa America 2024 Final match between Argentina and Colombia at Hard Rock Stadium on July 14, 2024, in Miami Gardens, Florida.
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                Poor Clare Sisters play soccer as they support the Colombian national team in the Copa America final against Argentina, at a convent in Montenegro, Colombia, on July 13, 2024.
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                A visitor dressed up as an anime character attends Festival Kamen 2024 at the National Stadium in San Jose, Costa Rica, on July 14, 2024.
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                Mikail Agdas, baglama master, sits on a couch with his lamb in Konya, Turkey, on July 10, 2024.
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                Cast member Ryan Reynolds holds Britain's ugliest dog, Peggy, who plays Dogpool in Deadpool & Wolverine, during a photo-call for the movie in London, England, on July 12, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands beside a large cutout of a creature from a children's book, standing in a corn field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmer Tom Pearcy, the creator of York Maze, poses for a picture in a corn field on July 12, 2024, in York, England. York Maze is celebrating the 25th anniversary of the publication of the children's book "The Gruffalo" this year. Pearcy has cut more than 5 kilometers of maze pathways into a design shaped like the Gruffalo in his 15-acre field.
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                On July 12, 2024, Bujang, a 35-year-old male orangutan rescued from a circus in Sumatra, asks for food on a sanctuary island surrounded by a river, where non-releasable orangutans are protected for life. The Samboja Lestari Orangutan Rehabilitation Center is run by the nonprofit Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation in Samboja, East Kalimantan.
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                Wives of Ukrainian servicemen assigned to the front line take part in assault combat training as part of a program to provide them with military skills, in Kyiv Oblast, Ukraine, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: A riot police officer kicks away a tear-gas canister in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A riot police officer kicks away a tear-gas canister during anti-government protests in Nairobi, Kenya, on July 16, 2024. Police were out in force in the center of Kenya's capital on Tuesday after calls for more demonstrations against the embattled government of President William Ruto. Activists led by young Kenyans launched peaceful rallies a month ago against deeply unpopular tax hikes, but they descended into violence last month, prompting Ruto to drop the planned increases.
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                [image: Men stand amid building wreckage, in front of the collapsed minaret of a mosque.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men stand before the collapsed minaret of a mosque, following Israeli bombardment in Nuseirat, in the central Gaza Strip, on July 17, 2024.
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                [image: Trees erupt in flames at night, during a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trees erupt in flames as a wildfire burns between the Gaziemir and Buca districts of Izmir, Turkey, on July 18, 2024.
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                [image: Drones create the shape of a horse and rider, with fireworks spilling down to form the horse's luminous mane]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone-and-firework show lights up the sky near the Eiffel Tower on July 14, 2024, in Paris, France. The Olympic Flame arrived in Paris on July 14 to be integrated into the Bastille Day celebrations.
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                [image: Two people hold up two stylized Olympic torches, sharing the flame at the tips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Claudia Tagbo and Pascal Touitou carry Olympic Torches at Basilique du Sacre-Coeur de Montmartre during the second day of the Paris 2024 Olympic Torch Relay on July 15, 2024, in Paris, France.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Trump Signals Weakness to Xi Jinping

He's all but said he wouldn't defend Taiwan from a Chinese invasion. What else would he give up to Beijing?

by Michael Schuman




Words matter in international diplomacy, and Donald Trump has spewed out some that are especially dangerous. He signaled that he might not defend Taiwan from a Chinese invasion. "Taiwan should pay us for defense," he told Bloomberg Businessweek in an interview released on Tuesday. "You know, we're no different than an insurance company." Trump went on to imply that protecting the island was not even possible. "Taiwan is 9,500 miles away," he said. "It's 68 miles away from China."

The comment typifies Trump's view of foreign policy as a business transaction, and likely appeals to a political base weary of Washington's superpower responsibilities. But although such talk may be good domestic politics, it makes for atrocious geopolitical strategy. The Chinese dictator Xi Jinping is listening for clues about American intentions in Asia, and factoring them into his calculations for promoting Chinese influence. Trump's Taiwan remarks play right into his hands by undermining the most fundamental, yet fragile, source of U.S. global power: confidence in American leadership.

At the moment, conflict over Taiwan, which the Communist regime in Beijing claims as an integral part of China, hardly seems imminent. The CIA believes that Xi has told his military brass to be ready to invade Taiwan by 2027, but this doesn't mean he will. Xi told President Joe Biden in a November meeting that he had no plans to do so (though it would be foolhardy to take the Chinese leader at his word). China would run tremendous risks with a grab for the island. If the campaign faltered, or sparked a costly regional war, the price could be Xi's political career and perhaps even the future of Communist rule over China.

Read: Telling the truth about Taiwan

Washington doesn't have a binding commitment to defend Taiwan. Although Biden has on several occasions said that the U.S. would come to Taiwan's defense, Washington's formal position has been kept purposely ambiguous. Trump's comment has just made it more so.

And that's risky business. Xi has turned to promoting nationalist causes to build support for his dictatorship amid economic malaise and heavier repression. This has elevated the importance of what the Communists call "reunification" with Taiwan in Xi's domestic political messaging. If he is indeed considering military action to make that happen, he will base that potentially fateful decision, in part, on whether he believes that the U.S. will oppose him. By creating greater uncertainty about the U.S. position, Trump is raising the possibility of a destructive war in East Asia.

That's not just because of a single statement. Trump's latest ill-considered comments are part of a pattern suggesting that he and his party will not stand with Taiwan. He has falsely accused Taiwan of undercutting the U.S. microchip industry--a claim he repeated in his recent interview. This year's Republican Party platform broke tradition and omitted mention of Taiwan.

Perhaps even more damaging, however, is what Trump is signaling to American partners in Asia. China's leaders seem to believe that U.S. support is enabling many governments in Asia to resist Chinese regional dominance. If those allies' faith in American commitments in Asia wavers--or even if Xi believes it is wavering--that could persuade China to be even more aggressive in pursuing its controversial territorial claims in the South China Sea, among other interests. Asian leaders, not only in Taipei, but in Tokyo, Seoul, Manila, New Delhi, and elsewhere, could struggle to hold their ground against Xi's pressure if they are unsure of U.S. support.

China's leaders know this full well, and their propaganda machine was quick to capitalize on Trump's comments to characterize the U.S. as untrustworthy. "Trump's remarks reflect the shameless but true thoughts of many U.S. politicians," the Communist Party-run news outlet Global Times argued. "The U.S. wants to maximize its exploitation of the Taiwan island's interests" and "gain economic benefits as much as possible." As a result, the outlet gleefully claimed, Taiwan's democratic leadership "should be trembling now."

Trump's position on Taiwan in this respect looks a lot like his stance on the war in Ukraine. By criticizing aid to Ukraine and NATO, Trump encourages Russian President Vladimir Putin to persist in his invasion and pursue who knows what other violence in Europe. But the dangers may be greater in the East than in the West. There is no Asian NATO that could hold fast in the region if Trump withdraws. The democracies of Asia would be left to fend for themselves against Xi's designs.

That problem could go global. Xi is persistently on the lookout for weaknesses in U.S. leadership to exploit in China's favor. He has likely identified Trump as one of them. Three days before Trump's inauguration, in 2017, Xi gave a speech at the World Economic Forum in Davos portraying China as a benevolent power pursuing the global good in a tumultuous world. He became more assertive in promoting Beijing's international role over the course of Trump's tenure. The U.S. stepped back from global leadership during those years, and Xi tried to fill the void. In 2020, Trump criticized and then withdrew from the World Health Organization; Xi jumped on the chance to paint China as the more responsible global citizen by donating millions to the agency. Rancor between Trump and U.S. partners in Europe helped Xi make progress in dividing the Atlantic alliance over policy toward China.

Xi's goals to remake the world order and assert Chinese global leadership have not changed, but Biden's revitalization of the American alliance system has set back progress on those goals. The Chinese leader was forced to alter his strategy by partnering with Putin and seeking to build a coalition within the developing world to counter U.S. influence. Trump's Taiwan comments are a reminder that his return to the White House would bring uncertainty and instability to U.S. foreign policy, which could once again open opportunities for Xi to demonstrate Chinese leadership.

Of course, unraveling the U.S.-led global order will take a lot more than a few offhand comments in a volatile presidential race. But by disparaging longtime partnerships with the world's democracies, Trump is placing at risk the foundation of American primacy. His statement on Taiwan displays a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of American power, which is based not on aircraft carriers and nuclear warheads as much as on relationships built on trust. If Trump sacrifices that to domestic politics, U.S. superpower stature will be lost along with it.
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Make America Hungary Again

Building a quasi-dictatorship in a place where most people believe in democracy is a particular art that Viktor Orban has mastered.

by Zack Beauchamp




At last week's NATO summit, one allied leader distinguished himself from the pack of those anxious about the possibility that Joe Biden might lose the November presidential election to Donald Trump: Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban, the leader of the European Union's only authoritarian member state, accused his European peers of being "the people on the Titanic playing violins as the ship went down." Orban left the conference early on Thursday to meet with Trump in Florida--his second visit to Mar-a-Lago this year, after he went there in March to endorse Trump's presidential bid.

This is no unrequited love affair. In the past several years, Orban has become perhaps the most popular foreign leader in the Republican Party. Trump released a video in April calling Orban a "great man," and vowing to work closely with him "once again when I take the oath of office." Senator J. D. Vance, Trump's running mate, has cited Orban as a policy inspiration, saying that "he's made some smart decisions there that we could learn from in the United States."

Trump's admiration for autocrats is no secret, but Orban represents something particularly insidious. Hungary has become an authoritarian beachhead in the heart of Europe by custom-building its quasi-dictatorship to survive and even thrive in a place where most people believe in democracy. Orban has created a system that can pull the wool over his citizens' eyes, making them feel as though they have power over the state even as the state exerts power over them.


This article has been adapted from Zack Beauchamp's new book, The Reactionary Spirit: How America's Most Insidious Political Tradition Swept the World.



In theory, Hungary should have been rocky soil for authoritarianism to flourish, given its decades-long, bitter experience with communism. But the reactionary spirit--the impulse to turn to authoritarianism as a means of staving off social change--remained a powerful lure for sectors of its society. Orban skillfully manipulated this sentiment to build support for his political project and hid his assault on democracy behind subtle, legalistic maneuvering. He devised a playbook for paying lip service to democracy while hollowing out its institutions until an incumbent basically can't lose. The Republican Party's chorus of praise for this project is revealing, to say the least.



Hungary's transition to democracy in the early 1990s was so swift and smooth as to be the envy of many of its neighbors, particularly the ones to its south and east. In those years, Hungary was widely seen as a model of post-communist economic, political, and social stability. Orban and his Fidesz party were an important part of that success story. They emerged from an anti-communist student movement on the center right, and Orban served as prime minister from 1998 to 2002.

In 2002, Fidesz lost an election to Hungary's center-left Socialists. Orban spent the next eight years nursing a political grudge that would curdle into an ever more hard-line political agenda. He was fortunate in his enemies: The country's economy was devastated by the 2008 recession, and the Socialist government was mired in scandal. Its leader, Ferenc Gyurcsany, had been caught on tape admitting that he had lied about Hungary's economic situation. In 2010, Fidesz campaigned as a clean and competent alternative to an unpopular incumbent.

Jacob Heilbrunn: Behind the American right's fascination with Viktor Orban

The party returned to power with a two-thirds majority--and as the avatar of a new, hard-right authoritarianism that was not quite what it had promised voters. So instead of announcing their intention to construct an autocratic state, Orban and his allies approached the project like lawyers--altering the Hungarian legal code in ways both bold and devious. Many of their tactics passed below the radar of all but the most attentive experts and activists. Over time, the combined weight of them made Fidesz extremely difficult to dislodge through electoral means.

First, the party rewrote the entire Hungarian constitution in secret. Parliament passed the new constitution after only nine days of debate. Changes included a restructuring of Hungarian elections, such that more than half of parliamentary representatives would be chosen through single-member, American-style districts (the remainder are determined by a national proportional-vote share). In drawing the new districts, Fidesz abused a rule that allowed the government to vary them in size from roughly 60,000 to 90,000 people.


(Top) Members of the Hungarian new government take the oath of office at Hungarian Parliament in Budapest, Hungary on May 24, 2022. (Bottom) Hungary's Prime Minister Viktor Orban holds a news conference in Budapest, Hungary, June 12, 2020. (Attila Volgyi Xinhua / eyevine /Redux; Bernadett Szabo / Reuters)



The new map packed opposition voters into a handful of larger districts, diluting their votes, while pro-Fidesz voters were distributed among smaller districts. This gerrymandered system would allow Fidesz to fall short of a popular-vote majority but still win a two-thirds majority in Parliament--something that happened not once but twice, in 2014 and 2018.

A blizzard of other electoral changes accompanied the redistricting. Each was incremental, and potentially even defensible in isolation. But in combination, the laws erected extraordinary barriers that would keep opposition parties from winning elections. For example, the old system had allowed for a runoff in any district where the victorious candidate got less than 50 percent of the vote. The new system abolished the runoff, allowing a party to win a district with a mere plurality. At the same time, Fidesz created a rule that required national parties to compete in at least 27 single-member districts--even as the party passed laws that made it trickier for small parties to unite on a joint list. The result was that the various opposition parties were basically forced to split the anti-Fidesz vote in many districts, allowing Orban's candidates to win with relatively small pluralities.

Such election-law minutiae can be confusing, even boring. Fidesz leaders knew this and counted on the public to tune out the legal arcana as the party adopted rafts of technical new policies that together served to entrench it in power. Kim Lane Scheppele, a professor at Princeton who studies Hungarian law, told me that the relevant changes were sometimes hidden across different statutes in unrelated areas. A significant change to election law might end up in, for example, counterterrorism legislation.

Scheppele termed Orban's overall strategy "autocratic legalism," which she defined as the use of legally aboveboard, procedurally sound, incremental measures to replace democratic practices with authoritarian ones. Fidesz tends to pass laws that somewhat resemble those in peer democracies, so that the party can maintain a democratic veneer--and plausibly say that it's standing up for freedom while actually restricting it.

Many of Orban's early policies follow this pattern. One law lowered the maximum retirement age for judges from 70 to 62, which created hundreds of vacancies that Fidesz promptly filled with its allies. Orban then expanded the jurisdiction of the constitutional court, which is tasked with reviewing legislation, to ensure that his newly appointed friends would be the ones deciding key cases for his government. In 2018, Orban went on to form a whole new court system to oversee "administrative" concerns, such as election law and corruption. Its judges were--unsurprisingly--Fidesz cronies.

The combination of a two-thirds majority in Parliament and control over the courts has allowed the Fidesz government to assert its will across Hungarian society, systematically taking control of institutions that could potentially threaten its lock on political power.

The press is perhaps the most striking example. After the 2010 election, the government passed a law that brought Hungary's public media outlets--the equivalents of, say, the BBC in Britain--under the aegis of a new Fidesz-controlled institution that fired independent reporters and replaced them with government mouthpieces. The law also created a body called the Media Council, which Fidesz dominated, and gave it the power to fine private media organizations for vague offenses (such as failing to be balanced). Marius Dragomir, a professor at Central European University, told me that Orban sold this move as a corrective to left-wing bias in Hungarian media, although in reality, left-wing simply meant independent of Orban.

But Fidesz's most effective tool in bringing the press to heel may have been simple market pressure. During the 2010s, the news media globally experienced a revenue crisis as advertising dollars flowed instead to online giants such as Google. In Hungary, the government had traditionally purchased advertising space from media outlets for public-service announcements and the like, and the outlets depended inordinately on this revenue. Fidesz politicized the funding stream, shoveling government ad dollars toward friendly outlets while letting critical outlets starve until they had little choice but to be sold off to the state or one of its allies. Whenever market pressure wasn't enough, the party would use the tools provided by the 2010 media law.

Dragomir's research found that, by 2017, roughly 90 percent of all media in Hungary was directly or indirectly controlled by the government, and the proportion has only grown since. On a single day in 2018, Fidesz cronies consolidated about 500 outlets under the management of a new Fidesz-run "nonprofit" called the Central European Press and Media Foundation, which overnight became the largest media conglomerate in Europe. In 2020, Index--the largest remaining independent outlet in the country--was sold to Fidesz interests. In 2021, the radio station Klubradio, which had somehow survived losing 90 percent of its ad revenue during Fidesz's first year back in power, was forced off the airwaves by the Media Council. Klubradio now broadcasts exclusively online; the government gave its former frequency to a pro-Fidesz outlet.

Today Hungary is in the grips of a near-perfect system of subtle authoritarianism. Elections do not need to be nakedly rigged, in the sense of falsifying vote counts, because the deck is so stacked against the opposition that winning is functionally impossible. The greatest proof of the system's resilience came in 2022, when Hungary's main opposition parties overcame numerous hurdles to unite on a single ticket. In each district, these parties carefully selected the candidates--more conservative ones in rural areas, more left-leaning ones in Budapest--who would best compete with Fidesz. The idea was to circumvent the system that had forced vote splitting between opposition candidates and give the Hungarian people a binary choice: Fidesz or literally anyone else.

Perhaps this gambit could have worked in 2014, before Orban fully consolidated control. But in the intervening years, the electoral rules and the press had become so tilted that even a united opposition faced nearly insurmountable challenges. Financially hobbled, fighting on a gerrymandered map, and unable to get its message out because of government control of the press, the opposition was crushed. Fidesz won another two-thirds majority in Parliament, fueled in large part by victories in single-member districts outside Budapest--where it won an astonishing 98 percent of seats.



When I first visited Hungary in 2018, the idea that Viktor Orban might become a major figure in Republican Party politics would have been laughable. But over the course of the next few years, the radicalizing American right fell in love with Orban's Hungary. Today it is to the American right what the Nordic countries have long been to the American left: a utopian blueprint for what their country could and should be.

The relationship is a triumph for Orban, who has spent millions on lobbyists and organizations such as the Danube Institute to make Fidesz's case to a global audience. But many countries spend lavishly on public relations and foreign lobbying without capturing the heart of one of the two major parties in the world's only superpower. Hungary's rise in America is not just about money; it is a reflection of a deep ideological affinity.

Bernard-Henri Levy: How an anti-totalitarian militant discovered ultranationalism

Many of Hungary's admirers on the American right see Hungary as an exemplar of effective Christian conservative governance and a bulwark against the depredations of the cultural left. Indeed, Orban has won a string of cultural victories. He has banned gay couples from adopting, built a barrier on the Serbian border to block migration, and prohibited government IDs from recognizing a person's gender as anything other than the one assigned at birth. Hungary's education system is dominated by the right; so, too, is its mainstream media. Hungarian conservatives have won their country's culture war in a way that their peers haven't anywhere else in the Western world. Some on the global right find much to admire, even envy, in those accomplishments.

But Orban is not a normal conservative. He is an authoritarian who has self-consciously instrumentalized a central component of conservatism, its commitment to seeing value in tradition and existing social norms, in the service of securing his hold on power. In his addresses to American audiences. Orban has deliberately pushed his hard-line assault on traditional democratic institutions as a necessary response to an insurgent, even revolutionary, left. In a speech to CPAC Dallas in 2022, he argued that conservatives "cannot fight successfully by liberal means" because "our opponents use liberal institutions, concepts, and language to disguise their Marxist and hegemonist plans."


Viktor Orban speaks at the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) in Dallas, Texas, U.S., August 4, 2022. (Shelby Tauber / Reuters / Redux)



Orban has sold the GOP a package deal that more and more Republicans are willing to buy--one that does not separate the authoritarianism out from the cultural conservatism but that accepts the former as a necessary means of accomplishing the latter.

Of course, nothing about idealizing foreign autocrats is uniquely conservative. Prominent thinkers on the Western left routinely exaggerated the Soviet Union's accomplishments and downplayed its crimes, even at the height of Stalinist depravity. One of history's most influential libertarian thinkers, the economist Friedrich Hayek, proudly defended Augusto Pinochet's murderous dictatorship in Chile on anti-socialist grounds. But there was never much risk that a Soviet apologist would win a national election in Cold War America; no libertarian politician won power on a platform of instituting a Pinochet-style dictatorship in Western Europe. Outright rejection of democracy doesn't work in a context where democracy represents the consensus position.

By contrast, Orban's autocratic legalism is designed to create the appearance of democracy, supplying plausible deniability to the project of democratic dismantlement. This is the playbook to watch for when Donald Trump, Ron DeSantis, and many other prominent Republicans cite Hungary as a "model." And they do cite it. In a 2022 interview, Kevin Roberts, the head of the Heritage Foundation, said that "modern Hungary is not just a model for conservative statecraft, but the model." Roberts met with Orban privately in March and issued a public statement afterward announcing that he was "especially proud of our relationship with Prime Minister Orban, whose leadership in Hungary on immigration, family policy, and the importance of the nation-state is a model for conservative governance."

Roberts is one of the driving forces behind Project 2025, the now-famous blueprint for a second Trump term. That document proposes Fidesz-style policies for the United States, such as replacing 50,000 federal bureaucrats with Trump-aligned ideologues. In his foreword to the document, Roberts makes the case for these policies in distinctly Orbanist terms, arguing that seizing control of the bureaucracy is necessary to win the culture war.

"Federal spending is the secret lifeblood of the Great Awokening. Nearly every power center held by the Left is funded or supported, one way or another, through the bureaucracy," he writes. "A conservative President must move swiftly," he adds, to "remove the career and political bureaucrats" behind these developments.

Project 2025 also promotes a strikingly Hungarian solution to what the Trump administration lawyer Gene Hamilton believes is a problem with the Justice Department--namely that it has become "a bloated bureaucracy with a critical core of personnel who are infatuated with the perpetuation of a radical liberal agenda." The project's reform proposal, which Hamilton wrote, suggests bringing on large numbers of new political appointees to supervise "every office and component across the department--especially in the Civil Rights Division, the FBI, and the Executive Office for Immigration Review." Hamilton suggests transferring authority over elections from the Civil Rights Division to the Criminal Division, and assigning criminal attorneys to investigate election officials involved in what he describes as "fraud" in the 2020 presidential election.

The chapter on the media is even more nakedly Orbanist. In it, Heritage fellow Mike Gonzalez proposes stripping the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, which provides funding to NPR and PBS, of its public funding and status--a move specifically billed as punishment for covering stories in a way that Gonzalez doesn't approve. He describes the CPB's budget as "half a billion dollars squandered on leftist opinion each year."

All of these proposals might have been generated independently, without any reference to Hungary. But the Republican Party of Donald Trump has made no secret of its admiration of Hungary's government, and it has arrived at policy proposals that bear more than a surface-level similarity to Orban's authoritarian efforts at power consolidation. This, together with the explicit imitation coming from people such as Vance and DeSantis, shows that the affinities are shaping the agenda at the highest level.

Yasmeen Serhan: The last chance to stop autocracy in Hungary

Americans tend to imagine that the end of democracy will come with a bang--something like January 6, signaling a fundamental break with the existing constitutional order. But the ever strengthening connections between Fidesz and the GOP suggest a different and more insidious possibility: a second Trump administration quietly and bureaucratically reshuffling the American legal apparatus to put Washington on the road to Budapest.
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        AI's Real Hallucination Problem
        Charlie Warzel

        Two years ago, OpenAI released the public beta of DALL-E 2, an image-generation tool that immediately signified that we'd entered a new technological era. Trained off a huge body of data, DALL-E 2 produced unsettlingly good, delightful, and frequently unexpected outputs; my Twitter feed filled up with images derived from prompts such as close-up photo of brushing teeth with toothbrush covered with nacho cheese. Suddenly, it seemed as though machines could create just about anything in response to...

      

      
        J. D. Vance Has a Point About Mountain Dew
        Ian Bogost

        "Democrats say that it is racist to believe ... well, they say it's racist to do anything," J. D. Vance proclaimed during a campaign rally this week, after bringing up the need for voter-ID requirements. "I had a Diet Mountain Dew yesterday and one today, and I'm sure they're going to call that racist too," he said, adding, "But--it's good." His audience laughed, and Vance laughed before punctuating the moment: "I love you guys."The clip has spread widely, mostly because it seems absurd. What the he...

      

      
        MAGA Cries 'Coup'
        Ali Breland

        Over the past 24 hours, MAGA world has coalesced remarkably quickly around a shared reaction to the news that President Joe Biden will not seek reelection: It's saying that the race was stolen from Biden."The people who called us a threat to Democracy for years just ran a coup against the sitting President," declared @libsoftiktok, a high-profile anti-trans X account. Other accounts chimed in, comparing Biden's announcement to the insurrection attempt at the Capitol on January 6, 2021. "For anyon...

      

      
        AI Can't Make Music
        Matteo Wong

        The first concert I bought tickets to after the pandemic subsided was a performance of the British singer-songwriter Birdy, held last April in Belgium. I've listened to Birdy more than to any other artist; her voice has pulled me through the hardest and happiest stretches of my life. I know every lyric to nearly every song in her discography, but that night Birdy's voice had the same effect as the first time I'd listened to her, through beat-up headphones connected to an iPod over a decade ago--a ...

      

      
        Twitter Won't Die
        Charlie Warzel

        Let's face it, Twitter isn't going anywhere anytime soon. The platform is a lot like a cockroach. It is ugly, skittering, repulsive, and incredibly difficult--despite many efforts--to kill. Elon Musk purchased the network in late 2022, treated its power users with disdain, haphazardly fired much of its workforce, alienated its advertisers, insisted on calling it X, and turned it into a vehicle for an edgelordian political project. People left in droves. And yet somehow, at this moment in 2024, X ha...

      

      
        Trump Versus the Coconut-Pilled
        Charlie Warzel

        In the days after Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance, while searching for a touch of levity, I began joking online that the president should go on Hot Ones, a very popular YouTube interview show where celebrities answer questions while eating spicier and spicier chicken wings. Although it was a joke at first, I quickly became fixated on the idea. Hot Ones turned into a shorthand for the Biden campaign's attentional vulnerability: If the president was too infirm, or his staff couldn't trust...

      

      
        Whoops! The Internet Broke.
        Matteo Wong

        Overnight, much of the world ground to a halt: Tens of thousands of flights and trains were canceled or delayed, hospitals stopped elective surgeries, doctors couldn't book appointments, banks struggled to process transactions, television networks stopped broadcasting. The culprit was not a war, an earthquake, a mounting heat wave, or a terrorist attack, but some faulty computer code. It was likely the largest IT failure in history.An update to a piece of software provided by CrowdStrike, a popul...

      

      
        The Biden Campaign Just Can't Stop Meme-ing
        Ali Breland

        Since October, almost every week--and sometimes several times a day--someone from the Biden presidential-campaign team has opened their laptop and navigated to TruthSocial.com, the right-wing Twitter clone owned by Donald Trump. They've clicked the website's "Compose" button, typed something up, and hit the website's special "Truth" button to publish the post from the campaign's official account, Biden-Harris HQ.Truth Social is known as the platform where Trump and the rest of MAGA world go to post...

      

      
        Silicon Valley Got Their Guy
        Ali Breland

        When Donald Trump tapped Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio to be his running mate on Monday, far-right influencers were pleased. The announcement was met with a chorus of "we're so back" and all of its iterations from people who post very angrily, many via pseudonymous accounts, about things including the inferiority of women, the inferiority of Black people, the inferiority of gay people, and the inferiority of Jewish people."Vance has voiced support for mass deportations and legal immigration restric...

      

      
        A New Development in the Debate About Instagram and Teens
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        The teens are on Instagram. That much is obvious. A majority of teens say they use the app, including 8 percent who say they use it "almost constantly," according to the Pew Research Center. And yet a lot is still unknown about what such extensive use might do to kids. Many people believe that it and other social-media apps are contributing to a teen mental-health crisis.Now, after years of contentious relationships with academic researchers, Meta is opening a small pilot program that would allow...

      

      
        The Secret Meaning of Prime Day
        Ian Bogost

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.This year marks the tenth Prime Day, the shopping holiday that Amazon invented for itself in 2015, in honor of the company's 20th anniversary. The marketing effort was so successful, according to Amazon, that sales exceeded those from the previous year's record-breaking Black Friday. Early Prime Day success was also measured in Instant Pot 7-in-1 multifunctional pressure cookers: 24,000 were purchased on the first Prime Day;...

      

      
        The Flattening Machine
        Charlie Warzel

        A wonder of the internet is that, from the right perch, you can watch information wash over people in real time. I happened to check X on Saturday only minutes after the attempted assassination of Donald Trump, and I experienced immediate disbelief. Surely the stills and live-feed screenshots were fake--AI-generated or Photoshopped.But the sheer volume of information in a high-stakes news event such as this one has a counterintuitive effect: Distinguishing real from fake is actually quite easy whe...
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AI's Real Hallucination Problem

Tech executives are acting like they own the world.

by Charlie Warzel




Two years ago, OpenAI released the public beta of DALL-E 2, an image-generation tool that immediately signified that we'd entered a new technological era. Trained off a huge body of data, DALL-E 2 produced unsettlingly good, delightful, and frequently unexpected outputs; my Twitter feed filled up with images derived from prompts such as close-up photo of brushing teeth with toothbrush covered with nacho cheese. Suddenly, it seemed as though machines could create just about anything in response to simple prompts.



You likely know the story from there: A few months later, ChatGPT arrived, millions of people started using it, the student essay was pronounced dead, Web3 entrepreneurs nearly broke their ankles scrambling to pivot their companies to AI, and the technology industry was consumed by hype. The generative-AI revolution began in earnest.



Where has it gotten us? Although enthusiasts eagerly use the technology to boost productivity and automate busywork, the drawbacks are also impossible to ignore. Social networks such as Facebook have been flooded with bizarre AI-generated slop images; search engines are floundering, trying to index an internet awash in hastily assembled, chatbot-written articles. Generative AI, we know for sure now, has been trained without permission on copyrighted media, which makes it all the more galling that the technology is competing against creative people for jobs and online attention; a backlash against AI companies scraping the internet for training data is in full swing.



Yet these companies, emboldened by the success of their products and the war chests of investor capital, have brushed these problems aside and unapologetically embraced a manifest-destiny attitude toward their technologies. Some of these firms are, in no uncertain terms, trying to rewrite the rules of society by doing whatever they can to create a godlike superintelligence (also known as artificial general intelligence, or AGI). Others seem more interested in using generative AI to build tools that repurpose others' creative work with little to no citation. In recent months, leaders within the AI industry are more brazenly expressing a paternalistic attitude about how the future will look--including who will win (those who embrace their technology) and who will be left behind (those who do not). They're not asking us; they're telling us. As the journalist Joss Fong commented recently, "There's an audacity crisis happening in California."



There are material concerns to contend with here. It is audacious to massively jeopardize your net-zero climate commitment in favor of advancing a technology that has told people to eat rocks, yet Google appears to have done just that, according to its latest environmental report. (In an emailed statement, a Google spokesperson, Corina Standiford, said that the company remains "dedicated to the sustainability goals we've set," including reaching net-zero emissions by 2030. According to the report, its emissions grew 13 percent in 2023, in large part because of the energy demands of generative AI.) And it is certainly audacious for companies such as Perplexity to use third-party tools to harvest information while ignoring long-standing online protocols that prevent websites from being scraped and having their content stolen.



But I've found the rhetoric from AI leaders to be especially exasperating. This month, I spoke with OpenAI CEO Sam Altman and Thrive Global CEO Arianna Huffington after they announced their intention to build an AI health coach. The pair explicitly compared their nonexistent product to the New Deal. (They suggested that their product--so theoretical, they could not tell me whether it would be an app or not--could quickly become part of the health-care system's critical infrastructure.) But this audacity is about more than just grandiose press releases. In an interview at Dartmouth College last month, OpenAI's chief technology officer, Mira Murati, discussed AI's effects on labor, saying that, as a result of generative AI, "some creative jobs maybe will go away, but maybe they shouldn't have been there in the first place." She added later that "strictly repetitive" jobs are also likely on the chopping block. Her candor appears emblematic of OpenAI's very mission, which straightforwardly seeks to develop an intelligence capable of "turbocharging the global economy." Jobs that can be replaced, her words suggested, aren't just unworthy: They should never have existed. In the long arc of technological change, this may be true--human operators of elevators, traffic signals, and telephones eventually gave way to automation--but that doesn't mean that catastrophic job loss across several industries simultaneously is economically or morally acceptable.

Read: AI has become a technology of faith

Along these lines, Altman has said that generative AI will "create entirely new jobs." Other tech boosters have said the same. But if you listen closely, their language is cold and unsettling, offering insight into the kinds of labor that these people value--and, by extension, the kinds that they don't. Altman has spoken of AGI possibly replacing the "median human" worker's labor--giving the impression that the least exceptional among us might be sacrificed in the name of progress.



Even some inside the industry have expressed alarm at those in charge of this technology's future. Last month, Leopold Aschenbrenner, a former OpenAI employee, wrote a 165-page essay series warning readers about what's being built in San Francisco. "Few have the faintest glimmer of what is about to hit them," Aschenbrenner, who was reportedly fired this year for leaking company information, wrote. In Aschenbrenner's reckoning, he and "perhaps a few hundred people, most of them in San Francisco and the AI labs," have the "situational awareness" to anticipate the future, which will be marked by the arrival of AGI, geopolitical struggle, and radical cultural and economic change.



Aschenbrenner's manifesto is a useful document in that it articulates how the architects of this technology see themselves: a small group of people bound together by their intellect, skill sets, and fate to help decide the shape of the future. Yet to read his treatise is to feel not FOMO, but alienation. The civilizational struggle he depicts bears little resemblance to the AI that the rest of us can see. "The fate of the world rests on these people," he writes of the Silicon Valley cohort building AI systems. This is not a call to action or a proposal for input; it's a statement of who is in charge.



Unlike me, Aschenbrenner believes that a superintelligence is coming, and coming soon. His treatise contains quite a bit of grand speculation about the potential for AI models to drastically improve from here. (Skeptics have strongly pushed back on this assessment.) But his primary concern is that too few people wield too much power. "I don't think it can just be a small clique building this technology," he told me recently when I asked why he wrote the treatise.



"I felt a sense of responsibility, by having ended up a part of this group, to tell people what they're thinking," he said, referring to the leaders at AI companies who believe they're on the cusp of achieving AGI. "And again, they might be right or they might be wrong, but people deserve to hear it." In our conversation, I found an unexpected overlap between us: Whether you believe that AI executives are delusional or genuinely on the verge of constructing a superintelligence, you should be concerned about how much power they've amassed.



Having a class of builders with deep ambitions is part of a healthy, progressive society. Great technologists are, by nature, imbued with an audacious spirit to push the bounds of what is possible--and that can be a very good thing for humanity indeed. None of this is to say that the technology is useless: AI undoubtedly has transformative potential (predicting how proteins fold is a genuine revelation, for example). But audacity can quickly turn into a liability when builders become untethered from reality, or when their hubris leads them to believe that it is their right to impose their values on the rest of us, in return for building God.

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

An industry is what it produces, and in 2024, these executive pronouncements and brazen actions, taken together, are the actual state of the artificial-intelligence industry two years into its latest revolution. The apocalyptic visions, the looming nature of superintelligence, and the struggle for the future of humanity--all of these narratives are not facts but hypotheticals, however exciting, scary, or plausible.



When you strip all of that away and focus on what's really there and what's really being said, the message is clear: These companies wish to be left alone to "scale in peace," a phrase that SSI, a new AI company co-founded by Ilya Sutskever, formerly OpenAI's chief scientist, used with no trace of self-awareness in announcing his company's mission. ("SSI" stands for "safe superintelligence," of course.) To do that, they'll need to commandeer all creative resources--to eminent-domain the entire internet. The stakes demand it. We're to trust that they will build these tools safely, implement them responsibly, and share the wealth of their creations. We're to trust their values--about the labor that's valuable and the creative pursuits that ought to exist--as they remake the world in their image. We're to trust them because they are smart. We're to trust them as they achieve global scale with a technology that they say will be among the most disruptive in all of human history. Because they have seen the future, and because history has delivered them to this societal hinge point, marrying ambition and talent with just enough raw computing power to create God. To deny them this right is reckless, but also futile.

It's possible, then, that generative AI's chief export is not image slop, voice clones, or lorem ipsum chatbot bullshit but instead unearned, entitled audacity. Yet another example of AI producing hallucinations--not in the machines, but in the people who build them.
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J. D. Vance Has a Point About Mountain Dew

The soft drink has long been associated with the joy and despair of white America.

by Ian Bogost




"Democrats say that it is racist to believe ... well, they say it's racist to do anything," J. D. Vance proclaimed during a campaign rally this week, after bringing up the need for voter-ID requirements. "I had a Diet Mountain Dew yesterday and one today, and I'm sure they're going to call that racist too," he said, adding, "But--it's good." His audience laughed, and Vance laughed before punctuating the moment: "I love you guys."

The clip has spread widely, mostly because it seems absurd. What the heck is Vance on about, with his supposedly racist Diet Mountain Dew? But don't underestimate the power of the Dew. By invoking this bright-yellow, hyper-caffeinated soda, Vance invoked a whole history of symbolism for white, rural America.

Vance is right: It would be ridiculous for Democrats to call a soda racist, if any Democrats were actually to do that. At the same time, consumer packaged goods have histories and market demographics. Everyone might drink Coca-Cola from time to time, but Diet Coke developed such an association with women that a similar product, Coke Zero, had to be introduced to appeal to men. Marketing can also shift a product's associations. In the mid-20th century, Coke and Pepsi were seen by consumers as "white" and "Black" drinks, respectively. Now Sprite is sometimes considered a Black soda, even if people of all races also drink it. Dr. Brown's soda has origins in New York Jewish delicatessens. For decades, "latte swillers" offered a sneer at yuppie, lefty voters. La Croix invokes middlebrow, coastal knowledge workers. And so on.

Read: All soda is lemon-lime soda

Before it was a soda name, the phrase mountain dew was, for generations, Appalachian slang for "moonshine." The soft drink, invented in Tennessee in the 1930s as a whiskey mixer, arrived very late in the evolution of lemon-lime sodas, a topic I have covered extensively for The Atlantic. (Today, the beverage industry categorizes Mountain Dew, which has a yellower color and more intense flavor than other lemon-lime sodas, as a "heavy citrus" beverage.) Most sodas were regional during the early 20th century, due to challenges related to bottling and distribution; the market for Mountain Dew was mostly limited, at first, to the part of the country where its history began. Its brand rights were sold twice in the '60s, with PepsiCo, its current owner, taking over in 1964. Even then, the country-bumpkin sensibility persisted. Mountain Dew was marketed with a hillbilly character on the bottle and under the tagline "Yahoo, Mountain Dew. It'll Tickle Yore Innards." Even by the late '80s, just before Pepsi introduced Diet Mountain Dew, the company marketed the drink with a country twang: "Dew It Country Cool."

Mountain Dew became a national and then international drink, but it still hewed close to its origins, remaining most popular in a "Mountain Dew Belt" that includes a stretch from Alabama to West Virginia. It thus retains a deep connection to Appalachia. Writing for Eater in 2015 about her own love for Diet Mountain Dew--DMD to her kin--the Kentucky native Sarah Baird said, "When I moved away from home, it became very clear that I should be ashamed of drinking Diet Mountain Dew." Now Vance seems to be referring to the same idea, that Mountain Dew is a drink for hillbillies, and thus a source of unwarranted derision.

Read: Opioid of the masses

Vance, who graduated from Yale Law School and worked for the billionaire Peter Thiel, has built his whole political career on his supposedly populist, Appalachian roots. He knows the delight, and perhaps the shame, of which Baird speaks--It's good; I love you guys. But more important, he understands that Mountain Dew is a symbol of Appalachia, and that Appalachia is the host of America's white poverty, despair, and addiction: the original underclass, as The Atlantic called it just before Donald Trump was elected president. "Mountain Dew Mouth" is a term for poor dental hygiene in Appalachia, and a way to make deprivation seem like personal choice. When Vance invokes Mountain Dew, he does so as a symbol of this despair, and the bias that comes with it. He does so to appeal to a disadvantaged American population that might feel that the country has forsaken them for other (equally) disadvantaged groups who aren't white. He turns the shame of drinking Mountain Dew into a source of class and race resentment: They'll say that anything we do is wrong. According to this reading, Mountain Dew is understood to be the drink of choice for the "basket of deplorables."

PepsiCo understands that Mountain Dew is an underdog's drink. In the 1990s, the company began marketing the drink to Gen Xers, back when the members of my generation were considered slackers and outsiders. It attached itself early to extreme sports, such as snowboarding and mountain biking, appealing to audiences who were also widely seen as lowlifes. And more recently, Mountain Dew started marketing the brand heavily to gamers, another group largely seen as washouts.

As such, it has enjoyed some minoritarian success. This year, Mountain Dew is the fifth-most-popular soda in America, ahead of Coke Zero and Diet Pepsi, and just behind Sprite and Diet Coke. It's hardly fringe, and people of all races, economic classes, and geographic regions drink it. Mountain Dew won. But that victory makes it an even more effective symbol for those who see it as a cultural touch point. Everyone has heard of Mountain Dew. Surely most have tried it. But "heavy citrus" still bears private meaning for those who see the drink as distinctly, and troublingly, their own.
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MAGA Cries 'Coup'

The right's playbook against Kamala Harris is already clear.

by Ali Breland




Over the past 24 hours, MAGA world has coalesced remarkably quickly around a shared reaction to the news that President Joe Biden will not seek reelection: It's saying that the race was stolen from Biden.



"The people who called us a threat to Democracy for years just ran a coup against the sitting President," declared @libsoftiktok, a high-profile anti-trans X account. Other accounts chimed in, comparing Biden's announcement to the insurrection attempt at the Capitol on January 6, 2021. "For anyone who still believes January 6th was a coup, take notes. You just witnessed a real one. July 21st," @EndWokeness posted. Mike Cernovich, a far-right influencer and an early perpetuator of the "Pizzagate" conspiracy theory, who has more than a million followers, posted, "By any objective analysis, we witnessed a coup."



More reputable conservatives joined in: "One candidate survived assassination. The other staged a coup," the prominent venture capitalist (and major Donald Trump supporter) David Sacks wrote on X. "Joe Biden succumbed to a coup by Nancy Pelosi, Barack Obama, and Hollywood donors," agreed Senator Tom Cotton. This morning, Trump himself amplified the "coup" attack line on Truth Social, posting that Democrats "stole the race from Biden after he won it in the primaries--A First!"



The right-wing talking point is an attempt to point out perceived hypocrisy. Democrats have tried to run a presidential campaign predicated on the notion that "democracy is on the ballot." It's a reference to Trump's strongman tendencies, especially his attempts to overturn the results of the 2020 election, which culminated in the January 6 insurrection. Now the right has a rare opportunity to try to undermine that message--and they're pursuing it.



July 21 was quite obviously not like January 6. For one thing, there was none of the violence that typically accompanies a government overthrow. For another, Biden voluntarily removed himself from the presidential race.



Trump loyalists are arguing that he did so against the will of primary voters. "Having invalidated the votes of more than 14 million Americans who selected Joe Biden to be the Democrat nominee for president," Speaker of the House Mike Johnson posted on X, "the self-proclaimed 'party of democracy' has proven exactly the opposite." In fact, most Democrats did want Biden to bow out of the race--nearly two-thirds of them, according to recent polls. And although it's understandable that some voters are grousing about Biden passing the torch to Vice President Kamala Harris rather than pushing for an open convention, the idea that this is a coup demonstrates that the right is overplaying its hand.



It's also an example of the right's ongoing January 6 revisionism. As my colleague David A. Graham wrote, some Republicans have sought to "convert a shameful catastrophe into a celebration of the valor and honor of the culprits and portray those who attacked the country as the true patriots." Flooding the zone with accusations of a coup can end up stripping the word of all meaning.



We should expect to hear this type of rhetoric more in the coming days and weeks. The "coup" line was one of two big reactions on the right-wing internet after Biden's announcement yesterday, offering a clear preview of the right's playbook against Harris. Predictably, certain parts of the right-wing internet also defaulted to its fixation on the topic of diversity, equity, and inclusion. To many Trump loyalists, the fact that Harris is a Black woman automatically makes her a "DEI presidential candidate."



"Bye Joe. Kamala is worse and a DEI hire also her laugh is annoying," Valentina Gomez, a candidate for Missouri's secretary of state, posted on X. Other notable right-wing figures made comments about Harris and DEI. Charlie Kirk, the founder and president of Turning Point USA, posted that if Democrats did not make Harris the nominee, "they'd be admitting that they don't really believe in all the DEI and 'female empowerment' nonsense," revealing that "their ideology is a fraud."



"Kind of poetic and perfect that Democrat obsession with DEI has stuck them with Kamala Harris being their nominee," the right-wing influencer Jesse Kelly posted, suggesting that Harris is a weak candidate who will get trounced by Trump. Harris is already the target of a reinvigorated "birther" conspiracy, which the right originally leveled against Obama in 2008 (and which Trump famously helped mainstream). One poster went viral citing a 2020 Newsweek article by the Claremont Institute scholar and former law professor John Eastman, which claims that Harris is not a natural-born citizen and thus cannot serve as vice president. (Eastman was recommended for disbarment for his alleged role in trying to help Trump overturn the 2020 election.)



This all builds on racist attacks that far-right factions of the party have been making against Harris for weeks now, as the calls for Biden to end his campaign proliferated. At the beginning of July, Wired noted that users on X trotted out similar claims about Harris being an "anchor baby" and questioned her status as a natural-born citizen. For years, people have been fighting over Harris's race on her Wikipedia page. More recently, a member of the far-right forum The Donald wrote that Harris "is why DEI is particularly dangerous: idiots like her are lifted up above far smarter people so she starts to believe she's the smartest one in the room."



By the time Biden actually ended his campaign yesterday, there was already a MAGA playbook waiting for her. All Trump loyalists had to do was pick which messages they wanted. And their followers knew exactly what to do next.
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AI Can't Make Music

But that doesn't mean it poses an empty threat to musicians.

by Matteo Wong




The first concert I bought tickets to after the pandemic subsided was a performance of the British singer-songwriter Birdy, held last April in Belgium. I've listened to Birdy more than to any other artist; her voice has pulled me through the hardest and happiest stretches of my life. I know every lyric to nearly every song in her discography, but that night Birdy's voice had the same effect as the first time I'd listened to her, through beat-up headphones connected to an iPod over a decade ago--a physical shudder, as if a hand had reached across time and grazed me, somehow, just beneath the skin.



Countless people around the world have their own version of this ineffable connection, with Taylor Swift, perhaps, or the Beatles, Bob Marley, or Metallica. My feelings about Birdy's music were powerful enough to propel me across the Atlantic, just as tens of thousands of people flocked to the Sphere to see Phish earlier this year, or some 400,000 went to Woodstock in 1969. And now tech companies are imagining a new way to cage this magic in silicon, disrupting not only the monetization and distribution of music, as they have before, but the very act of its creation.



Generative AI has been unleashed on the music industry. YouTube has launched multiple AI-generated music experiments, TikTok an AI-powered song-writing assistant, and Meta an AI audio tool. Several AI start-ups, most notably Suno and Udio, offer programs that promise to conjure a piece of music in response to any prompt: Type R&B ballad about heartbreak or lo-fi coffee-shop study tune into Suno's or Udio's AI, and it will spit back convincing, if somewhat uninspired, clips complete with lyrics and a synthetic voice. "We want more people to create music, and not just consume music," David Ding, the CEO and a co-founder of Udio, told me. You may have already heard one of these synthetic tunes. Last year, an AI-generated "Drake" song went viral on Spotify, TikTok, and YouTube before being taken down; this spring, an AI-generated beat orbiting the Kendrick Lamar-Drake feud was streamed millions of times.



Twenty-five years after Napster, with all that's come since then, musicians should be accustomed to technology reordering their livelihood. Many have expressed concern over the current moment, signing a letter in April warning that AI could "degrade the value of our work and prevent us from being fairly compensated for it." (Stars including Katy Perry, Nicki Minaj, and Jon Bon Jovi were among the signatories.) In June, major record labels sued Suno and Udio, alleging that their AI products had been trained on copyrighted music without permission.

Read: Artists are losing the war against AI

Some of these fears are misplaced. Anyone who expects that a program can create music and replace human artistry is wrong: I doubt that many people would line up for Lollapalooza to watch SZA type a prompt into a laptop, or to see a robot croon. Still, generative AI does pose a certain kind of threat to musicians--just as it does to visual artists and authors. What is becoming clear now is that the coming war is not really one between human and machine creativity; the two will forever be incommensurable. Rather, it is a struggle over how art and human labor are valued--and who has the power to make that appraisal.



"There's a lot more to making a song than it sounding good," Rodney Alejandro, a musician and the chair of the Berklee College of Music's songwriting department, told me. Truly successful music, he said, depends on an artist's particular voice and life experience, rooted in their body, coursing through the composition and performance, and reaching a community of listeners. While AI models are starting to replicate musical patterns, it is the breaking of rules that tends to produce era-defining songs. Algorithms "are great at fulfilling expectations but not good at subverting them, but that's what often makes the best music," Eric Drott, a music-theory professor at the University of Texas at Austin, told me. Even the promise of personalized music--a song about your breakup--negates the cultural valence of every heartbroken person crying to the same tune. As the musician and technologist Mat Dryhurst has put it, "Pop music is a promise that you aren't listening alone."



It might be more accurate to say that these programs make and arrange noise, but not music--closer to an electric guitar or Auto-Tune than a creative partner. Musicians have always experimented with technology, even algorithms. Beginning in the 1700s, classical composers, possibly even Mozart, created sets of musical bars that could be randomly combined into various compositions by rolling dice; two centuries later, John Cage used the I-Ching, an ancient Chinese text, to randomly compose songs. Computer-modulated "generative music" was popularized three decades ago by Brian Eno. Phonographs, turntables, and streaming have all transformed how music sounds, is made, and becomes popular. Visual artists have experimented with new technologies and automation for a similarly long time. Radio didn't break music, and photography didn't break painting. "From the perspective of art, [AI] is absolutely a boring question," Amanda Wasielewski, an art-history professor at Uppsala University, in Sweden, told me. To say ChatGPT will force humans to invent new languages, or abandon language altogether, would be absurd. Audio-generation models pose no more of an existential challenge to the nature of music.



Within this framework, it's easy to see how they might be useful tools. AI could help an artist who struggles with a certain instrument, isn't good at mixing and mastering, or needs help revising a lyric. Andrew Sanchez, the COO and a co-founder of Udio, told me that artists use AI to both provide "the germ of an idea" and workshop their own musical ideas, "using the AI to kind of bring something new." This is how Dryhurst and his collaborator and partner, Holly Herndon, perhaps the world's foremost AI artists and musicians, seem to use the technology. They've been experimenting with AI in their joint work for nearly a decade, using custom and corporate models to explore voice clones and push the limits of AI-generated sounds and images: synthetic voices, ways to "spawn" works in the style of other willing artists, AI models that respond to user prompts in unsettling ways. AI provides the opportunity, Herndon told me, to generate "infinite media" from a seed idea.

Read: Welcome to a world without endings

But even as Herndon sees AI's potential to transform the art and music ecosystem, "art is not just the media," she said. "It's the complex web of relationships and the discourse and the contexts that it's made in." Consider the prototypical example of visual art that observers scorn: a Jackson Pollock drip painting. I could do that, detractors say--but what's relevant is that Pollock actually did. The enormous paintings are as much the tracks of Pollock's dance around the canvas, laid across the floor as he worked, as they are delightful visual images. They matter as much because of the art world they emerged from and exist in as because of how they look.



What is actually terrifying and disruptive about AI technology has little to do with aesthetics or creativity. The issue is artists' lives and livelihoods. "It's actually about labor," Nick Seaver, an anthropology professor at Tufts and the author of Computing Taste: Algorithms and the Makers of Music Recommendation, told me. "It's not really about the nature of music." There is "not a chance in hell" that the next Taylor Swift hit will be AI-generated, he said, but "it's very plausible" that the next commercial jingle you hear will be.



The music industry has adapted to, and blossomed after, technological threats in the past. But there is "a lot of pain and a lot of dislocation and a lot of immiseration that happens along the way," Drott told me. Musical recordings eventually allowed more people to access music and enabled new venues of creative expression, expanding the market of listeners and creating entirely new sorts of jobs for sound, recording, and mastering engineers. But before that could happen, Drott said, huge numbers of live performers lost their jobs in the early 20th century--recordings replaced ensembles in movie theaters and musicians in many nightclubs, for instance.



Sanchez, of Udio, told me that he believes generative AI will allow more people to create music, as amateurs and professionally. Even if that's true, generative AI will also eat away at the work available to people who make music for strictly commercial and production purposes, whose customers may decide that aesthetic vision is secondary to cost--those who compose background music and clips for sample libraries, or recording engineers. At one point in our conversation, Udio's Ding likened using music-generating AI to conducting an orchestra: The user envisions the whole piece, but the AI does every part autonomously. The metaphor is beautiful, offering the possibility of playing with complex musical concepts in the same way one might play with a simple chord progression or scale at a piano. It also implies that an entire orchestra is out of work.



What is different about AI is a matter of scale, not kind. Record labels are suing Udio and Suno not because they fear that the start-ups will fundamentally change music itself, but because they fear that the start-ups will change the speed at which music is made, without the permission of, or payments to, musicians whose oeuvres those tools depend on and the labels that own the legal rights to those catalogs. (Udio declined to comment on the litigation or say where its training data come from. Mikey Shulman, the CEO of Suno, told me in an emailed statement that his company's product "is designed to generate completely new outputs, not to memorize and regurgitate pre-existing content.") Humans already sample from and cover others' work, and can get in trouble if they do so without sharing credit or royalties. What AI models are being accused of, although technologically different--reproducing likeness and style more than an exact song--is fundamentally a similar heist carried out at unprecedented speed and scale.



Herein lies the issue, really, with AI in any setting: The programs aren't necessarily doing something no human can; they're doing something no human can in such a short period of time. Sometimes that's great, as when an AI model quickly solves a scientific challenge that would have taken a researcher years. Sometimes that's terrifying, as when Suno or Udio appears capable of replacing entire production studios. Frequently, the dividing line is blurred--for an amateur musician to be able to generate a high-quality beat or for an independent graphic designer to take on more assignments seems great. But somewhere down the line, that means a producer or another designer didn't get a contract. The key question AI raises is perhaps one of speed limits.

Read: Science is becoming less human

Also, unlike technological shifts in the past, the tremendous resources needed to create a cutting-edge AI model today mean the technology emerges from--and further entrenches--a handful of extremely well-resourced companies that are accountable to nobody but their investors. If AI replaces large numbers of working artists, that will be a triumph not of machines over human creativity but of oligopoly over civil society, and a failure of our laws and economy.



Or perhaps, amid a deluge of AI-generated jingles and podcast music and pop songs, we will all search even harder for the human. When I learned, a few months after the Belgium concert, that Birdy would be performing in New York City in the fall, I immediately bought tickets for myself and my sister. Birdy performed a version of one of her songs as a ballad, which built into a cascading sequence involving a looper pedal, that gave me goose bumps. The pedal layered, or "looped," her voice over itself live--a piece of technology that, instead of replacing humanity, amplifies it.
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Twitter Won't Die

The platform has always been in the doomscrolling business, and business is booming.

by Charlie Warzel




Let's face it, Twitter isn't going anywhere anytime soon. The platform is a lot like a cockroach. It is ugly, skittering, repulsive, and incredibly difficult--despite many efforts--to kill. Elon Musk purchased the network in late 2022, treated its power users with disdain, haphazardly fired much of its workforce, alienated its advertisers, insisted on calling it X, and turned it into a vehicle for an edgelordian political project. People left in droves. And yet somehow, at this moment in 2024, X has the juice.



It's still a rat's nest of reckless speculation, angry partisans, and toxicity, but it's also alive in a way that's hard to quantify. Joe Biden's shocking performance at the presidential debate in late June set my timeline ablaze in a way it hadn't been since 2021. When a gunman shot at Donald Trump eight days ago, the platform did what it does best, offering a mix of conspiracy theorizing, up-to-the-second hard-news reporting, and, perhaps most crucial, a notion of communal spectating (which, despite the awfulness, is genuinely addictive). The past three weeks have been extraordinarily chaotic, full of the kind of infighting, violence, and spectacle that X was built to help document and even fuel. All of that culminated this afternoon when Biden announced that he was withdrawing from the presidential race with a series of posts on the platform. X has always been in the doomscrolling business, and business is booming.



If you step back, though, you may notice how awkward this situation is: Joe Biden chose to make one of the biggest announcements in presidential history on a social-media site owned and operated by one of his opponent's biggest donors and most vocal supporters. Musk reacted to the news by posting about how his "smartest friends" are voting for Trump and by compulsively replying "Trump/Vance LFG!!" to people on X.



Biden's staff posted the news on X because they must have understood that, for better or worse, it is the quickest, least mediated way to inject information into the bloodstream of political and cultural discourse. (As Musk remarked about the mainstream media this afternoon: "They're so slow.") That X is back to its old ways means journalists, pundits, consultants, lawmakers, and hyper-engaged political hobbyists have all settled back into the familiar pattern of refreshing the app to consume news in the 24-second news cycle. "Among other things this should be the moment that brings all the liberal exiles back to Twitter/X," the New York Times columnist Ross Douthat posted shortly after Biden's announcement. "Nobody's ever escaping this platform now."



Although I don't imagine that Musk's platform is going to see a historic influx of new users, Douthat's point about inescapability feels right. For people who are addicted to political mayhem or need to monitor or report on it for the next four months, avoiding X is going to be extremely difficult.



When Musk acquired Twitter, my favorite explanation for what he bought came from The Verge's Nilay Patel, who argued that the platform's greatest asset was not its technology, but the addled "politicians, reporters, celebrities, and other people who should know better but keep posting anyway." Nobody fit this description better than Musk, an inveterate poster. Patel, writing as if he was speaking to Musk, concluded: "You just bought yourself for $44 billion."



This is still true, but with hindsight it's also clear that he purchased the ability to remodel the platform fairly dramatically in his image. Arguably, he went too far. During the first 18 months of his tenure, the platform seemed to revolve around Musk's own posts and personality. This was partly algorithmic--Musk reportedly asked engineers to boost his posts--and partly cultural. Musk became Twitter's proprietor and perpetual main character. The platform's "For You" recommendation feed felt, at times, almost curated by Musk, full of the same stale memes, Reddit-flavored viral slop, and edgelord humor that the billionaire shared via his own account.



But Musk's stewardship may also have shifted the Overton window, especially among his peers in Silicon Valley--namely, venture capitalists such as Marc Andreessen, who has flirted with the right by railing against "wokism" on the platform for years. Musk has used his account to help launch Florida Governor Ron DeSantis's failed presidential campaign as well as to reinstate the banned accounts of conspiracy theorists, white nationalists, trolls, and, of course, Trump himself; Musk's decision to use X to explicitly advance the Trumpist political project has pushed the social network even more to the right, according to one Pew Research Center report. Among pundits who spend a lot of time on the platform, the vibe has clearly changed. It makes sense that, as Musk's influence shifts the platform to the right, his contemporaries feel comfortable following suit. As the venture capitalist Ben Horowitz said on his podcast last week: "The future of our business, the future of technology, new technology, and the future of America is really at stake ... We think Donald Trump is actually the right choice. Sorry, Mom."



Silicon Valley venture capitalists are not, outside fundraising, a key electoral demographic--and perhaps this "mask off" moment has merely revealed sentiments that were there all along. Still, any consideration of Musk's role highlights the truth about what he really bought: a still-important communication channel that, while open to all, may be influenced by his own grudges and ideologies in both subtle and very direct ways.



Wealthy and powerful men have long owned influential media properties and used them in explicitly political ways, but Musk's sole executorship of X is slightly different. The site has always felt more like an informational commons than an actual journalistic arm. Now reinvigorated users must wrestle with a difficult question: Should we continue to outsource the liveliest parts of our political conversation to a platform owned by a far-right activist?



In a perfect world, the answer would be a straightforward no. But those who oppose Musk and Trump have reasons to stay. There is the argument that ceding X's political battleground to the right would be foolish--that staying and waging an ideological fight is both noble and politically savvy. Another line of thinking I've heard among journalist peers is that it's unwise to give up the large audiences that many have built on the platform. If the goal is to inform, you want the largest megaphone.



But staying has its risks. It gives Musk that much more influence over the political discourse, to be conducted on a platform whose algorithms privilege the very rage-bait and reductive engagement that led Musk to become its most famous and well-followed user.



Whether you're concerned about Musk's ownership at this point probably depends on your ideology or your viewpoint on Twitter's relevance. Today, as Trump supporters struggled to make sense of a new campaign landscape, one far-right influencer in my feed issued an all-caps plea: "GET TRUMP BACK ON X NOW!" It was yet another admission that this comparatively small platform still feels like it matters. But there's another way to interpret right-wing shitposters begging for a Trump return: If X actually matters, if it moves the political needle, why is it that the biggest personality in American politics--the person who cemented the website's status in the firmament of political discourse--doesn't post? The answer is that Trump now has his own platform, Truth Social, which he began posting on after Twitter temporarily banned him after January 6. Trump's account has technically been reactivated on X, but the only thing he's posted since 2021 is his own mugshot to promote his website.



Musk bought a substantial amount of influence for $44 billion. But his political idol is, for now, still his competitor.
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Trump Versus the Coconut-Pilled

Kamala Harris and the Democrats finally have a chance to attract positive attention.

by Charlie Warzel




In the days after Joe Biden's disastrous debate performance, while searching for a touch of levity, I began joking online that the president should go on Hot Ones, a very popular YouTube interview show where celebrities answer questions while eating spicier and spicier chicken wings. Although it was a joke at first, I quickly became fixated on the idea. Hot Ones turned into a shorthand for the Biden campaign's attentional vulnerability: If the president was too infirm, or his staff couldn't trust him, to eat wings on a popular web show aimed at a young online audience, then that seemed like good evidence that he was a campaigning liability.



Hot Ones has become the cornerstone of what I've been thinking of as the Joe Biden Theory of Attention. It doesn't matter what Biden says: After the debate, his brittle demeanor and bizarre slipups became a black hole, swallowing any and all substance. Every bit of attention was locked on his least flattering qualities. In each public appearance, Biden unwittingly created an attack ad for the Trump campaign--which, as my colleague Tim Alberta has reported, was tailored to run against Biden's age. Online, Biden was a self-defeating candidate--able to attract a critical mass of attention, but only in the worst way.



Vice President Kamala Harris, whom Biden endorsed for the presidency as he stepped aside from campaigning for reelection earlier today, has no such problem. She has always had a digital fandom. During her 2020 primary campaign, her online fans, known as the #KHive, gained a reputation both for their ability to drum up enthusiasm for the candidate across different platforms and for being overly aggressive, sometimes harassing other posters. But whatever--the important thing is that these people exist and they're invigorated. The Harris Theory of Attention is much different from her former running mate's in that she seems eminently meme-able, not only because of her formidable public-speaking skills but also because her public performances can occasionally veer into awkwardness. Harris is prone to gaffes as well: In 2021, a flubbed answer about visiting the border led to her receding from the public eye during the early days of the Biden administration.



Supporters have compared her to Julia Louis-Dreyfus's character from Veep, in that she sometimes appears to exude a just barely sublimated ambition to be president. But this energy isn't a liability on today's internet; it's an asset. Around the July 4 holiday, as speculation increased that Biden could drop out of the race, progressives started entertaining a Harris candidacy with an ironic zeal that transformed into something genuine. On TikTok and X, people began posting videos of goofy or awkward moments from past Harris speeches--videos of her singing "Wheels on the Bus" or uttering "You think you just fell out of a coconut tree," followed by a peculiar, tense string of laughter. (That second one has been viewed 14 million times on X alone.) This being the internet, the videos were immediately remixed into other memes, each iteration getting more absurd. In one, those previous two clips are set to the Joker's theme from The Dark Knight; in another, Harris's campaign exploits are remixed in a frenetic supercut set to music from Charlie XCX's popular album Brat. Being "coconut-pilled" became a winking shorthand for people who were coming around to the idea of Harris as a commanding nominee. As The Washington Post's Taylor Lorenz wrote recently, a lot of the ironic Harris support was coming from leftists who'd previously supported Bernie Sanders's campaign. Just as important, the enthusiasm around the ridiculous Harris memes gave the impression of an odd but genuine bit of grassroots support for a viable Trump challenger--something that younger supporters may have felt was lacking in Biden's online campaign.



It's hard to discount all of this attention in the era of meme stocks, when small groups of devoted, extremely online supporters have been able to band together and exert outsize influence on everything from the stock market to Hollywood. "Ironic khive posting is unironically the most energized the twitter Dem electorate has been in about a year and I think there's probably something optimistic in that," Kelly Weil, a journalist who writes frequently about the internet, posted on X earlier this month, during the surge of Harris memes.



Harris's quirks are well matched for an online discourse that revels in weirdness and chaos. A little bit of strangeness--especially if it seems harmless--is an excellent way for a candidate to attract attention online. Remixed speeches, no matter how unhinged, are still an example of what a political consultant might call "earned media." Each meme, however odd, is an ephemeral and free political ad. People might be poking fun or gawking, but they're still listening to the message (the coconut-tree anecdote, for example, is part of a story Harris told about the importance of context and resisting a narrow view of history).



Weird memes can't win an election on their own, obviously. But just as the Biden Hot Ones test spoke to a larger vulnerability for Biden, the semi-ironic "coconut-pilling" of leftists on X and TikTok reveals a larger opportunity for Democrats with Biden out of the race. Not only has the Trump campaign lost its most salient line of attack (that Biden is old and unfit for office), but it's now forced to compete for attention against a candidate who, should she become the nominee, can easily attract it in droves. Harris may not be extremely online herself--she lacks the genuine social-media prowess of somebody like Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez--but her age and vibrancy are still advantages online. Whereas the Biden campaign's Dark Brandon memes felt forced, Harris's efforts are likely to appear more authentic, maybe even fun. Trump would certainly lose the ability to portray his opponent as weak and elderly if Harris were to get the nomination. In the June debate, Trump said he could trounce Biden in a golf match. How would that same line work on Harris? Probably quite poorly, conjuring images of Trump doddering around on a golf course.



Presidential elections ought to be about substance over style. The particulars of attention ought to be secondary to a candidate's record. The major frustration among Biden supporters was that the pressure for him to step down was unfair, given the success of his presidency and his lifetime of service. It's an understandable argument. But presidential campaigns--especially ones that will be decided on the thinnest of margins--are attention contests. They are big, dumb spectacles that, at their core, are about the most consequential of issues, but are also sometimes influenced by incredibly superficial concerns from an electorate that doesn't always vote rationally.



The past few weeks have been both an argument over and an education in the importance of style and image in the eyes of voters, the press, and lawmakers. Biden's attentional liabilities didn't just hurt his candidacy; they strengthened Trump's. In the past eight days, Trump dodged a bullet, was memorialized with a historic image of triumphalism and strength, and spent a week monopolizing the airwaves at a convention where Hulk Hogan ripped his shirt off and declared his support for the Republican candidate in front of millions of viewers. The Trump campaign will certainly find ways to seize on Harris's gaffes, should she become the nominee, and its candidate remains the front-runner. But now Trump is going to find himself forced to do two things he loathes and isn't very good at: sharing the stage and competing for attention.
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Whoops! The Internet Broke.

Massive outages caused by a cloud-computing bug are the new normal.

by Matteo Wong




Overnight, much of the world ground to a halt: Tens of thousands of flights and trains were canceled or delayed, hospitals stopped elective surgeries, doctors couldn't book appointments, banks struggled to process transactions, television networks stopped broadcasting. The culprit was not a war, an earthquake, a mounting heat wave, or a terrorist attack, but some faulty computer code. It was likely the largest IT failure in history.



An update to a piece of software provided by CrowdStrike, a popular cloud-based cybersecurity platform, introduced a bug that caused outages in millions of Windows devices. (A spokesperson for the firm, which controls some 15 percent of the market for security software, wrote in an email that "the issue has been identified, isolated and a fix has been deployed.") This wasn't just a matter of large numbers of people not being able to log in to their email; industries and government agencies dependent on software for their most basic operations have been upended. A single company erred a single time, the web buckled, and the globe shuddered. It is as though the Y2K apocalypse has finally arrived, 24 and a half years later than expected.



Today's outages demonstrate the extent to which the world has become dependent on the cloud. Yes, the cloud provides much of what you see on any given screen--social-media feeds, online health portals, digital shopping carts--but it is also responsible for many functions in the "real" world as well. The cloud stores your information in physical buildings; runs the software that hospitals depend on; facilitates the supply-chain and manufacturing logistics that produce and deliver everything in those carts to your door; connects the network of employees that write, edit, and illustrate this magazine.



Software has instantaneous effects--which can prove disastrous given the slower pace of the physical world. In this case, fixing the bug that CrowdStrike introduced is not necessarily as simple as downloading a new update. The faulty code prevents every affected computer from working properly, which means they likely must be manually reconfigured by IT professionals. Fully resolving the problem could be a lengthy process.



CrowdStrike is only one of many tech companies that provide a cloud-based software service to much of the world. Google and Microsoft dominate email and office-work software; Workday takes care of accounting; Okta provides online sign-in services; CloudFlare supports the data centers littered across the globe. Underneath all that, just three firms--Amazon, Google, and Microsoft--account for roughly two-thirds of the cloud market. Despite their immense power, these companies are beholden to shareholders, not the public whose lives they shape. And because of their sprawl, it's all the more probable that outages like today's are not isolated, but global. With older, more traditional infrastructure, there may have been reason to fear a single bridge or tunnel collapsing because of faulty cement--the equivalent of one hospital or airline system needing to reboot today. The CrowdStrike situation shows how easily a million digital bridges, all built with the same company's concrete, can crumble at once.

The reach and importance of cloud-based software will define the century to come. Such tech outages have happened before, at smaller scales, and will happen again. Software and data servers have become a site of geopolitical contest. Protesters target cloud providers the way they would have previously blocked highways. It is clearer than ever that the internet is not some cumulus floating above modern civilization, but the ground it is built upon.
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The Biden Campaign Just Can't Stop Meme-ing

The president is relentlessly trolling Trump--on Trump's own social-media site.

by Ali Breland




Since October, almost every week--and sometimes several times a day--someone from the Biden presidential-campaign team has opened their laptop and navigated to TruthSocial.com, the right-wing Twitter clone owned by Donald Trump. They've clicked the website's "Compose" button, typed something up, and hit the website's special "Truth" button to publish the post from the campaign's official account, Biden-Harris HQ.

Truth Social is known as the platform where Trump and the rest of MAGA world go to post. It is where the former president first posted after surviving the assassination attempt on Saturday, and where he announced that J. D. Vance would be his running mate. That Joe Biden has an active account is akin to a satanic metal band playing at a Christian-rock festival. Most of the posts are either about how Trump is faltering, or about how Biden is succeeding at things that Trump has claimed are his own strengths. Last month, the account posted side-by-side photos of a packed Biden rally and a comparatively less packed Trump one: "President Biden vs. @realDonaldTrump speaking at the same venue in Philly ?."

The Biden-Harris HQ account is the logical conclusion of an ethos that "any engagement is good engagement." The account follows a single person, Trump, and has more than 200,000 followers--an impressive amount within enemy territory, but one that is paltry compared with Trump's 7 million or even Don Jr.'s 3.7 million. With those numbers, Biden probably isn't doing anything meaningful in an electoral sense, especially if almost all of those followers already hate him. But in a sense, something special is going on--a little political meme magic, even, as Biden's campaign nears implosion.

On several occasions, Biden's Truth Social account has bragged about the stock market hitting new highs under the president, which is a riff on how Trump constantly referenced the stock-market records during his presidency. Other posts include a montage of Trump supposedly "getting confused, lost, wandering off, and waving to nobody" (posted a few days after Biden appeared confused and lost during a G7 event), and Trump getting "booed" at a Libertarian Party event. The Biden campaign is not exactly known for its social-media acuity. Its posting strategy on the biggest platforms has sometimes veered toward the bland and cringey.  Since the debate, his campaign has posted several clips of Biden on TikTok with the caption "Dark Brandon calls out the media for ignoring Trump's lies." But the Truth Social posts stand out in that they are actually pretty good. Dunking on your rival is always a solid move. Nailing your rival's signature dunk in their home arena is even better.

Every post receives a deluge of negative comments. Truth Social users don't just view Biden's account as a chance to skewer a politician they hate regarding the issue he's posting about. They air out whatever rage they feel toward anything even vaguely progressive. One user posted an image of an LGBTQ Pride flag superimposed with the text "June is groomer pride month" in response to a Biden post about the Dow reaching a new all-time high. In most of the more than 900 other replies to the Dow post, people aired similar anti-liberal perspectives. "I fucking hate Democrats ... And I celebrate when they die," reads one response to a Biden post about a Fox News clip in which the anchor says Republicans "look incompetent."

Naturally, I wanted to find out who was doing the poster's version of the fight scene in Cool Hand Luke where Paul Newman gets punched over and over but keeps getting back up for more. After trading emails with the Biden campaign, I found out that their martyr of malarkey was not a single person, but a team of people led by Rob Flaherty, Biden's deputy campaign manager.

Flaherty explained to me that, initially, the campaign joined Truth Social in an attempt to influence Trump's vice-presidential pick--hoping to goad him into picking a more extreme candidate than Nikki Haley, who ran as a more moderate alternative to Trump in the Republican primary. She was once rumored to be a potential VP pick, though Trump squashed those rumors in a Truth Social post in May. "We lifted up any attack line Nikki Haley had on Trump so that his base would turn on her," Flaherty told me. (In one day in March, the account sent five consecutive posts calling out critiques of Trump from Haley and her supporters.)

Democrats did a version of this in the midterm elections, amplifying far-right candidates in Republican primaries, whom they saw as more beatable than moderate ones. But this strategy of "accelerationism"--supporting an intensification of things you're opposed to, with the aim of showing how bad they are and get people to your side--can easily backfire.

Flaherty told me this last Friday--before the Republican National Convention began, but at which point Biden was losing support in his party and trailing Trump in the polls. With Vance as Trump's running mate, the Biden team appears to have gotten what it wanted: a candidate who has boosted a sanitized version of the white-supremacist "Great Replacement" theory and who said in 2022 that he "would like abortion to be illegal nationally." (The Biden campaign declined to comment further when I followed up with them yesterday.)

The Biden campaign has also turned to Truth Social with more juvenile aims: trolling Trump as much as possible. It lets staff directly counter messages that Trump sends to his base, and it makes for good posting. "It just sort of seemed like a funny thing to do," Flaherty told me over the phone. "To show up on his home court and troll him."

It's an attempt to walk into MAGA territory, flex on your haters, and talk smack. That well-tested approach--which Trump himself has frequently engaged in on social media--is one of the few tactics that almost makes sense in an otherwise confounding and splintered election-media landscape. Every candidate has Facebook, YouTube, and now TikTok accounts because they know they're supposed to, but no one really knows what they're supposed to do on them. Trump knew how to leverage Twitter before he was booted from it in 2021, but he lost a step on Truth Social. His posts there are not as pithy and don't run news cycles and move markets the way his tweets did (vice-presidential announcements notwithstanding). Aside from Dark Brandon, Biden's meme alter ego, the president never seems to have had a firm footing on any platform.

New York's John Herrman predicted last year that 2024 would be the "Nowhere Election," and he seems to have been right. Amid a swirling mess of social-media platforms, video-streaming sites, podcasts, and legacy media outlets, no medium has a clear edge over the others like Facebook and Twitter had in 2008 and 2012, respectively, and that TV did before that. The consequence of this for candidates, Herrman writes, is that "without a clear sense of where audiences are gathered or whom they trust, it's hard to know how to allocate resources or how to reach people."

The Biden campaign is also aware of this. Flaherty noted that voters' attention is diffuse and requires a more diffuse posting strategy than in previous election cycles. "There are no broadcasts anymore. You're going on a YouTuber's stream to talk to his audience. You're going to Truth Social to talk to a far-right MAGA audience." Whatever resources the Biden team is allocating to its meager 200,000 Truth Social followers isn't going to turn things around. But the campaign's Truth Social account has become the place where Biden comes across as confident and combative--as the kind of candidate capable of out-dueling Trump.

After a brief hiatus following the assassination attempt on Trump, the Biden campaign took to Truth Social to respond to the Vance announcement. The account reminded users that the senator from Ohio had called Trump a "cynical asshole." Right away, MAGA reply guys swooped in to roast Biden back.
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Silicon Valley Got Their Guy

J. D. Vance has solidified tech's MAGA moment.

by Ali Breland




When Donald Trump tapped Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio to be his running mate on Monday, far-right influencers were pleased. The announcement was met with a chorus of "we're so back" and all of its iterations from people who post very angrily, many via pseudonymous accounts, about things including the inferiority of women, the inferiority of Black people, the inferiority of gay people, and the inferiority of Jewish people.



"Vance has voiced support for mass deportations and legal immigration restriction," wrote Patrick Casey, who previously led the white-nationalist group Identity Evropa, celebrating the vice-presidential pick. Bronze Age Pervert, whose actual name is Costin Alamariu and who espouses fascist and racist positions, re-shared Casey's post.



Some of Silicon Valley's most powerful people had a similar reaction--yet another marker of how portions of the tech world are drifting deeper into reactionary politics that flit around the edges of the far right. The prominent venture capitalists Marc Andreessen and Ben Horowitz are planning to donate to Trump's campaign, The Information reported yesterday. Elon Musk, who endorsed Trump after the assassination attempt on Saturday, also said he would donate $45 million a month to a Trump super PAC, and called Trump's VP pick an "excellent decision." The influential investor Balaji Srinivasan posted that Vance is "a great choice for VP."

Both the online far right and Silicon Valley have reason to be excited. Vance is steeped in the discourse of the online right. On X, he follows niche but popular anonymous posters such as Bronze Age Pervert, Raw Egg Nationalist, and Lomez, who have either expressed racist beliefs or, in the lattermost's case, released books by racists through his publishing house. Although people follow accounts on X for a number of reasons, what's more telling is that Vance is reportedly friends with Curtis Yarvin, an anti-egalitarian monarchist blogger who is an influential figure among the intellectual online right. Vance says that he doesn't cook with seed oils, a cause du jour of the online right, whose influencers say they cause obesity. He has publicly praised Viktor Orban, Hungary's authoritarian leader. And he has promoted a sanitized version of the "Great Replacement Theory," a white-supremacist conspiracy theory that there is an liberal plot to replace white people in the West with nonwhite immigrants.



Vance is also steeped in the world of Silicon Valley. He used to work for an investment firm run by Peter Thiel, the billionaire venture capitalist who has famously long harbored a melange of right-wing positions ranging from moderate to extremist. (A Thiel biographer, Max Chafkin, wrote that Vance was a political extension of Thiel.) Even when Vance left Silicon Valley proper, his connections followed him. When he founded a venture-capital firm in Cincinnati, he raised money from Thiel, Andreessen, and former Google CEO Eric Schmidt. Thiel reportedly was in the room when Vance first met Trump, in early 2021--and, more recently, Musk vouched for Vance as Trump mulled his VP decision.



Tech heavy hitters' pleasure with Trump's VP pick is in part because Vance is a former venture capitalist and a Thiel acolyte. But there is also something else happening. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance wrote in "The Rise of Techno-Authoritarianism," the Silicon Valley embrace of Vance is another step in the direction of a political ideology Andreessen outlined in the "Techno-Optimist Manifesto" he published last year. He positioned the manifesto as an argument in favor of technological development, but it reads as a reactionary screed against anyone who questions the uninhibited development of technology corporations. He cites ideological patron saints that include Nick Land--an influential far-right philosopher who has dabbled in a form of eugenics Land calls "hyper-racism"--and the Italian futurist F. T. Marinetti, who helped provide the intellectual underpinnings for fascism in the early 1900s. Musk has become a far-right influencer himself.

Read: The rise of techno-authoritarianism

Andreessen's and Musk's politics may not match one-to-one with Yarvin's, Bronze Age Pervert's, and the like. But as Ezra Klein wrote in October, they are all a part of a new group of figures on the right whose politics embody reaction more than free-market, limited-government principles. "It's a coalition obsessed with where we went wrong: the weakness, the political correctness, the liberalism, the trigger warnings, the smug elites," Klein writes. "It's a coalition that believes we were once hard and have become soft; worse, we have come to lionize softness and punish hardness."



This is what undergirds Vance's grievance politics. We are a nation that has strayed. This can be fixed only by strong hands. In the book that fueled his rise, Hillbilly Elegy, Vance critiqued Appalachians for their supposed weak mental pathologies that lock them in a recurring cycle of dysfunction. They had become like "the bugmen," Bronze Age Pervert's term for the people--primarily progressive and urban--who he claims have been made soft by the excesses of liberalism. This hatred of softness also shows up in tech. As Andreessen spells out in his manifesto, America has been led astray by "ESG" and "anti-merit" corporate policies, almost certainly code for diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts that have become reviled in parts of Silicon Valley.



When Andreessen wrote his manifesto in October, the threads between people like him and Bronze Age Pervert were starting to form but still seemed loose. The collective embrace of Vance suggests that they're getting tighter.
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A New Development in the Debate About Instagram and Teens

Meta, infamous for kicking researchers off its platform, flirts with slightly more transparency.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




The teens are on Instagram. That much is obvious. A majority of teens say they use the app, including 8 percent who say they use it "almost constantly," according to the Pew Research Center. And yet a lot is still unknown about what such extensive use might do to kids. Many people believe that it and other social-media apps are contributing to a teen mental-health crisis.



Now, after years of contentious relationships with academic researchers, Meta is opening a small pilot program that would allow a handful of them to access Instagram data for up to about six months in order to study the app's effect on the well-being of teens and young adults. The company will announce today that it is seeking proposals that focus on certain research areas--investigating whether social-media use is associated with different effects in different regions of the world, for example--and that it plans to accept up to seven submissions. Once approved, researchers will be able to access relevant data from study participants--how many accounts they follow, for example, or how much they use Instagram and when. Meta has said that certain types of data will be off-limits, such as user-demographic information and the content of media published by users; a full list of eligible data is forthcoming, and it is as yet unclear whether internal information related to ads that are served to users or Instagram's content-sorting algorithm, for example, might be provided. The program is being run in partnership with the Center for Open Science, or COS, a nonprofit. Researchers, not Meta, will be responsible for recruiting the teens, and will be required to get parental consent and take privacy precautions. Meta shared details about the initiative exclusively with The Atlantic ahead of the announcement.



The project cracks open the door for greater insights into social media's effects--yet some researchers are nevertheless regarding it with trepidation. Like many online platforms, Instagram is essentially a black box, which has made it difficult for outsiders to draw direct links between the app and its possible effects on mental-health. "We consider ourselves to be in a very difficult and unusual situation, which is [that] the social-media companies have treasure troves of data that no academic researcher will ever amass on their own," Holden Thorp, the editor in chief of Science, which published studies about the 2020 election in collaboration with Meta, told me. "So you have potentially a resource that could answer questions that you can't answer any other way."

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

Part of the reason this feels particularly fraught is that leaks from within Meta have indicated that the company has conducted its own research into the harms of its products. In 2021, documents released by the whistleblower Frances Haugen showed that the company's own research has repeatedly found that Instagram can harm teenagers, especially teenage girls. "Almost no one outside of Facebook knows what happens inside of Facebook," Haugen said in congressional testimony that year. (Meta was previously known as Facebook, which it owns; the company rebranded just a few weeks after Haugen's appearance.) Later in her testimony, she said that "there is a broad swath of research that supports the idea that usage of social media amplifies the risk" of mental-health issues such as depression. Before that, Facebook became notorious among researchers for restricting their ability to study the site, including one high-profile incident in 2021, in which it kicked a group of researchers from New York University off the platform.



All of which underscores the value of independent research: The stakes are high, but the actual data are limited. Existing experimental research has produced mixed results, in part because of the issues around access. In the meantime, the idea that social media is harmful has calcified. Last month, the U.S. surgeon general proposed putting a cigarette-style warning label on social sites--to serve as a reminder to parents that they haven't been proved safe. Cities and school districts across the country are busy passing rules and legislation to restrict the use of devices in the classroom. 



Read: Get phones out of schools now



It is against this backdrop that Meta has decided to loosen its grip, however slightly. "As this topic has heated up, we have felt like we needed to find a way to share data in a responsible way, in a privacy-preserving way," Curtiss Cobb, a vice president of research at Meta, told me. "It's reasonable for people to have these questions. If we have the data that can illuminate it, and it can be shared in a responsible way, it's in all of our interests to do that."



Outside experts I talked with had mixed opinions on the project. Thorp pointed out that Meta has ultimate control over the data that are handed over. Candice Odgers, a psychologist at UC Irvine who studies the effects of technology on adolescent mental health and has written on the subject for The Atlantic, said the pilot program is a decent, if limited, first step. "Scientifically, I think this is a critical step in the right direction as it offers a potentially open and transparent way of testing how social media may be impacting adolescents' well-being and lives," she told me. "It can help to ensure that science is conducted in the light of day, by having researchers preregister their findings and openly share their code, data, and results for others to replicate." Researchers have long called for more data sharing from Meta, Odgers noted. "This announcement represents one step forward, although they can, and should, certainly do more."



Notably, Meta has been a complicated research partner for similar projects in the past. The political-partisanship studies published in Science came from a kindred program, though its design was slightly different; Meta served a bigger role as a research partner. As The Wall Street Journal reported, the company and researchers ended up disagreeing on the work's conclusions before the studies were even published. The studies were ultimately inconclusive about Facebook's ability to drive partisanship in U.S. elections, though Meta positioned them as adding "to a growing body of research showing there is little evidence that key features of Meta's platforms alone" cause partisanship or change in political attitudes.



Cobb told me that Meta has eliminated some of the problems with the 2020 election project by introducing a technique called "registered reports." This, he said, will avoid some later back-and-forth over interpretations of the results that cropped up last time: Would-be researchers will be required to get their processes peer-reviewed upfront, and the results will be published regardless of outcome. Cobb also noted that Meta won't be a research collaborator on the work, as it was in 2020. "We're just going to be providing the data," he explained. (The company is funding this research through a grant to the COS.)



Meta, for its part, has also framed the project as one that could later be built upon if it's successful. Perhaps it's best understood as a baby step forward in the direction of data transparency--and a much needed one at that.
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The Secret Meaning of Prime Day

A day of reflection on the delight and absurdity of the online-shopping age

by Ian Bogost




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


This year marks the tenth Prime Day, the shopping holiday that Amazon invented for itself in 2015, in honor of the company's 20th anniversary. The marketing effort was so successful, according to Amazon, that sales exceeded those from the previous year's record-breaking Black Friday. Early Prime Day success was also measured in Instant Pot 7-in-1 multifunctional pressure cookers: 24,000 were purchased on the first Prime Day; on the second, 215,000.

The event has only grown since then, and not just in revenues but in meaning. Black Friday celebrates (and laments) the commercialization of holiday gifts--things people want, and that people want to give. Prime Day, as a ritual observance, has a different focus: not the desirable, but the ordinary. It celebrates the stuff you buy for boring reasons, or for no particular reason at all. This looseness is the point: Laptop computers are on sale, but also batteries; you can find a deal on ceramic cookery, or microfiber cleaning cloths. Yet what was once essentially a colossal summer tag sale, created for the sole purpose of enriching one of the world's largest companies, has somehow managed to take on certain trappings of an actual holiday. I hate to admit it, but Prime Day has attained the status of tradition.

When I say, "It's Prime Day," you know what I mean. In that respect, it reminds me of other holidays, in the way that other holidays suggest a time of year, a thing to do, and a memory of how they've been before. Easter, Purim, and Dia de Muertos are repeating events that work like keyframes in our lives. Their rituals used to be grounded in cultural systems such as religion, but everything is fair game now. Today is Prime Day; but it's also corn-fritters day. A couple of weeks ago I somehow missed National Ian Day. Arbitrary, invented celebrations have become so numerous that they descend into parody. To make every day a holiday is to undermine the very idea of allocating a day on the calendar to mark something notable.

Read: I got lumberrolled

But Amazon has, I must confess, earned such a marker. Although the company was not the first to sell goods via the internet, it did become the world's symbol for doing so. For two decades it expanded and perfected that craft, and then for 10 years more it marked the fact with Prime Day. I have spent nearly 30 years buying things on Amazon, and over those years I have earned degrees, moved cities, had children who themselves grew up, started hobbies and abandoned them, grayed and wizened. The dumb certainty of Amazon's made-up holiday accompanied me, and now I can recall previous Prime Days like prior Halloweens.

I lost my first Amazon account, from 1997, but my current one still stretches back 20 years. Looking back across my purchase history, I find a surprisingly touching summary of my life through commerce. At the start, mostly media: the third Lord of the Rings movie on DVD, Angelina Ballerina for my then-2-year-old daughter, esoteric books for my scholarly research. By 2005, the lure of the everything store had taken hold, inspiring my purchase of a little Le Creuset demi kettle whose loud whistle and tiny capacity I forgot I remembered. I bought not one but two CDs by the French dance-pop artist Alizee--a fact I can't believe I'm admitting in a national magazine. I would rip and listen to those tracks, beside others, on my iPod Nano on the international flights I took to give lectures using the Kensington wireless laser pointer I also bought from Amazon. I bought microwavable noodles, a red pocket camera as a Valentine's Day gift for my wife, a 1080p HD television when such a resolution would have been impressive, a 52-piece socket set I still own and use regularly, the unreasonably high-end Italian ice-cream maker that runs my gelato hobby.

Read: Amazon returns have gone to hell

I am embarrassed to have felt feelings while browsing my Amazon purchase history, but Amazon--like any brand that manages to infuse itself into American life (Coca-Cola, McDonald's, Apple)--has had a role in my actions, and therefore my accomplishments, memories, accidents, and errors. Prime Day makes me think back to all the purchases I made before the holiday existed, when the mere act of buying something from a website felt miraculous. My first-ever purchase on Amazon.com, when the site still sold only books, was of three copies of the philosopher Gilles Deleuze's book about his contemporary Michel Foucault for a (very 1990s) reading group. The existence of the site allowed me to realize my interests and identity at the time, in a way that was distinctively Amazonian. Now the goods I buy (and sometimes try to return) reflect the person I've become: a guy who needs foam paintbrushes, bags of roasted coffee beans, weatherproof outdoor-outlet enclosures, M6-size machine screws; a guy who would sooner read the instruction manual for his neighbor's drill than revisit French philosophy from the 1980s.

Amazon wants you to celebrate Prime Day by buying things. But you can mark the event in other ways. Maybe think of buying things for others. Prime Day strips Black Friday of its gift-giving aspects, but these might be worth reclaiming--perhaps with an eye toward everyday necessities: a gift of diapers, or a ream of paper towels with a ribbon, or a package of the deodorant your partner likes. Another option is to use the day to avoid all online purchases--or even as an excuse to cancel your Prime membership. Or else just look back at all the stuff you've bought this year. In reviewing my own order history today, I wondered whether I might like to share past orders with my friends and family, as a kind of retail reminiscence.

Read: The rise of the micro-holiday

Amazon itself seems more or less indifferent to the meaning that Prime Day has accrued, as a moment for reflection on the delight and absurdity of the online shopping age. The company has tried only to supersize its holiday, extending what was once an actual Prime "Day" to 30 hours of discounted prices in 2017, then 36 hours in 2018, before landing, in 2019, on the excessive conclusion that it should be a two-day event. Amazon "celebrates"--if that's the word for what this $2 trillion company is doing--Prime Day the way it always has, by moving goods and collecting dollars. Today it's hawking Amazon Echo devices, prebiotic sodas, dietary-supplement powders, electric toothbrushes, and pickleball paddles, among a zillion other products. There is no logic to this sale. The ritual is randomness.

Prime Day's holiday spirit is simple: It doesn't matter what I buy, so long as I buy something. But Amazon's accomplishment, and the cultural gravity of its annual event, comes from having done the opposite. It has given me a way to find what matters in the things I buy. Through itself or the copycats and competitors it inspired, Amazon popularized a way of life, and one that we've been living for 30 years now. Like the summer solstice, that's notable enough to be observed.
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The Flattening Machine

The chaotic aftermath of the assassination attempt shows a toxic information system working as designed.

by Charlie Warzel




A wonder of the internet is that, from the right perch, you can watch information wash over people in real time. I happened to check X on Saturday only minutes after the attempted assassination of Donald Trump, and I experienced immediate disbelief. Surely the stills and live-feed screenshots were fake--AI-generated or Photoshopped.



But the sheer volume of information in a high-stakes news event such as this one has a counterintuitive effect: Distinguishing real from fake is actually quite easy when the entire world focuses its attention on the same thing. Amid a flurry of confusion and speculation, the basic facts of this horrifying event emerged quickly. The former president was shot at. He was injured but is recovering. For a brief moment, the online information apparatus worked to deliver important information--a terrifying shared reality of political violence.



Our information ecosystem is actually pretty good while the dust is up. But the second it begins to settle, that same system creates chaos. As my own shock wore off, leaving me to contemplate the enormity of the moment, I could sense a familiar shift on Reddit, X, and other platforms.



The basic facts held attention for only so long before being supplanted by wild speculation--people were eager to post about the identity of the shooter, his possible motives, the political ramifications of the event, the specter of more violence. It may be human nature to react this way in traumatic moments--to desperately attempt to fill an information void--but the online platforms so many of us frequent have monetized and gamified this instinct, rewarding those who create the most compelling stories. Within the first four hours, right-wing politicians, perhaps looking to curry favor with Trump, hammered out reckless posts blaming Joe Biden's campaign for the shooting; Elon Musk suggested that the Secret Service may have let the shooting happen on purpose; as soon as the shooter's name was released, self-styled online investigators dug up his name and his voter registration, eager for information they could retrofit to their worldview. Yesterday, conspiracy theorists pointed to a two-year-old promotional video from BlackRock that was filmed at the shooter's school and features the shooter for a moment--proof, they said, of some inexplicable globalist conspiracy. As my colleague Ali Breland noted in an article on Sunday, conspiracy theorizing has become the "default logic for many Americans in understanding all major moments."

Read: The Trump shooting conspiracies outpaced reality

An attempted assassination became a mass attentional event like any other. Right-wing hucksters, BlueAnon posters, politicians, news outlets, conspiracy shock jocks, ironic trolls, and Instagram dropshippers all knew how to mobilize and hit their marks. Musk let only about 30 minutes pass before he brought attention back to himself by endorsing Trump for president. It took just 86 minutes for Barstool Sports' Dave Portnoy to post a link to a black T-shirt with the immediately iconic image of a bloodied Trump raising a fist. Trolls made fake online accounts to dupe people into thinking the shooter was part of the anti-fascist movement.



Some may wish to see the conspiracy peddling, cynical politicking, and information warfare as a kind of gross aberration or the unintended consequences and outputs of a system that's gone awry. This is wrong. What we are witnessing is an information system working as designed. It is a machine that rewards speed, bravado, and provocation. It is a machine that goads people into participating as the worst version of themselves. It is a machine that is hyperefficient, ravenous, even insatiable--a machine that can devour any news cycle, no matter how large, and pick it apart until it is an old, tired carcass.



All of these people are following old playbooks honed by years of toxic online politics and decades of gun violence in schools, grocery stores, nightclubs, and movie theaters. But what feels meaningful in the days after this assassination attempt is the full embrace of the system as somehow virtuous by the bad actors who exploit it; unabashed, reckless posting is now something like a political stance in and of itself, encouraged by the owners, funders, and champions of the tech platforms that have created these incentives. Prominent members of Silicon Valley's reactionary oligarchy have rallied around Musk's purchase of X, the platform that functions as the beating heart of the machine. Nor is it shocking that tech investors, including Marc Andreessen and David Sacks (the latter of whom spoke last night at the Republican National Convention), are helping funnel money to Trump, the candidate who is made in the machine's image.



In the hours after the shooting, the right-wing accounts that I follow quickly coalesced around a specific narrative that the mainstream media were refusing to acknowledge the attempt on Trump's life. Influencers passed around screenshots from outlets such as CNN and The Washington Post featuring early headlines such as "Trump Escorted Away After Loud Noises at Pa. Rally"--headlines that were quickly updated once further information was confirmed. The images were offered as proof that the media lie to Americans. "The legacy media is a pure propaganda machine. X is the voice of the people," Musk posted on Sunday, linking to an image of the headlines. Similarly, Rogan O'Handley, a lawyer and a conservative influencer, posted a screenshot of what he claimed was a memo given to reporters "telling them to play down Trump's attempted assassination."



It wasn't immediately clear where that memo came from, but its content didn't actually show what he said it did. The opening lines: "Reminder to stick to facts, don't speculate, editorialize, sensationalize or jump to conclusions when reporting on the Trump rally incident today. Don't call it an assassination attempt unless authorities say it is." In high-stakes breaking-news moments, reputable news outlets tend to approach headlines with extreme caution to avoid reporting false information. This has the unfortunate side effect of sometimes seeming absurd--especially in a televised moment such as the Trump shooting, where anyone can hear the pops of gunfire and see the former president move to the ground.

Read: Stop pretending you know how this will end

Saturday's events demonstrated both how important these standards are and just how outmoded they can seem in a supersaturated information environment. At a moment dominated by attention seekers, on platforms that reward fast-twitch proclamations and bullshit, pausing to gather evidence is painted as suspicious behavior. Reckless opportunists have rebranded baseless speculation as virtuous truth-telling. This has long been a tactic of the far-right media ecosystem--in 2017, one conservative influencer told me that the reason hours-long livestreamed videos had become so popular among MAGA fans is the videos were deemed to be rawer and more authentic, unlike mainstream-media content, which they argued was filtered. Seven years later, reactiveness has become its own kind of trustworthiness. In that sense, perhaps the core of the fight over misinformation isn't so much about the increase of fake news or alternate realities as it is about a societal devaluing of restraint, rigor, and other hallmarks of the journalistic process.



The overall effect of this transformation is a kind of flattening. Online, the harrowing events of Saturday weren't all that distinguishable from other mass shootings or political scandals. On X, I saw a post in my feed suggesting, ironically or not, "I know this sounds insane now but everyone will totally forget about this in ten days." The line has stuck in my head for the past few days, not because I think it's true, but because it feels like it could be. The flattening--of time, of consequence, of perspective--more than the rage or polarization or mistrust, is the main output of our modern information ecosystem. The world around us erupts; our life changes. People know their role, take their place, play their part, and feel, for an instant, like they're living in history. But then the window closes. The timeline flickers with something new--the appointment of a vice-presidential candidate, say, announced (where else?) on Trump's own social-media platform--and the world moves on.
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What the Democrats' Divisions Could Mean for the Election

"From Biden's perspective, perhaps nothing is changing, but everything is changing around him."

by The Editors




Calls from Democrats for Joe Biden to end his bid for reelection are mounting, with congressional members such as Nancy Pelosi joining those who support an end to his candidacy. Still, many at the core of Biden's base remain staunchly behind the president, and Democrats continue to face a divide as the election draws nearer.

Many people see what's going on among Democrats as chaotic, McKay Coppins said last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic, but it's also the sign of a vital, healthy political party: "There is still a willingness to put pressure on what a lot of Democrats see as an increasingly belligerent and detached-from-reality leader."

This, Coppins continues, contrasts with the Republican Party: "Donald Trump has, at various points, had the beginnings of a backlash, and he's always managed to tamp it down."

For Trump, this week has been no less eventful. Following an assassination attempt at a campaign rally, Trump announced his running mate--Senator J. D. Vance--and dodged prosecution in a federal documents case. And at the Republican National Convention, the week's events took hold: For many delegates in Milwaukee, Leigh Ann Caldwell said last night, "Trump was a godlike figure."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more were Laura Barron-Lopez, the White House Correspondent for PBS NewsHour; Elisabeth Bumiller, the assistant managing editor and Washington bureau chief of The New York Times; Caldwell, an anchor of Washington Post Live; and Coppins, a staff writer at The Atlantic. 

Watch the full episode here.
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        Kamala Harris's Biggest Advantage
        Jill Filipovic

        Of all the reasons Kamala Harris is better equipped than Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump in November--her relative youth, the fact that she's a former prosecutor challenging a convicted felon--her biggest advantage may be her record on abortion. Harris served as the Biden administration's de facto advocate for reproductive rights; it is her voice, not Biden's, that's been loudest in objecting to abortion bans and conservative efforts to curtail IVF and contraception. According to the White House, ...
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Biden Made a Healthy Decision

Difficult conversations about a person's decline--even in private--are still too rare in American life.

by Louise Aronson





 As one of the physicians who recently expressed concern about President Joe Biden's health and his likelihood of significant decline over the next four and a half years, I was relieved when he ended his reelection campaign--and also overwhelmingly sad. In essence, as people keep saying, he had his car keys and driver's license taken away with the whole world watching. This evening as he gave a short speech from the White House about his accomplishments, his voice was weak, he stumbled occasionally over his prepared remarks, and his physical presence was diminished from what it once was.



For months, I have wished that I could have Biden in my exam room, not as the president of the United States, but as a patient in my geriatrics clinic. Instead, watching from afar as he insisted on running, I wondered if his doctors were talking to him honestly about his concerning symptoms, and his disappointing odds of fulfilling the requirements of the office for another term. I hoped that if they were discussing his future, they were pointing out the advantages of taking charge in this situation, even when no available option was Biden's ideal. But, given what they and the president said in public before he ended his campaign, I worried that little of this was happening. Despite the aging U.S. population, few clinicians are trained to care for aging bodies, much less to discuss the developmental stages of elderhood and identity-threatening realities of later life.



In medicine, we use the term difficult conversations to refer to discussions of existential issues, particularly those with inherent uncertainty and ambiguity. They work best when the patient, perhaps in the presence of family or friends, shares their view of their own health and their hopes or concerns for their future, before--if they're open to it--hearing a physician's view and having a chance to explore the possibilities of the coming years in more depth. I might have asked the president what worries or scares him and what brings him joy and meaning, and worked to identify what his best- and worst-case scenarios would look like.



Part of what was so excruciating about watching Biden hold on to his hope of winning a second term was seeing someone struggle to accept that their best-case scenario might be impossible. Variations of this situation play out daily in clinics and hospitals, and if you have a shred of empathy, it's always heartbreaking. Yet few such difficult conversations--or the loud silences that too often take the place of these conversations--happen so publicly. Watching this one reminded me how unwelcome they are in American life, even in the offices of physicians delivering bad news.

Admittedly, in denying the evident changes in how he walked, spoke, and looked, Biden contributed to the painful and public way that questions about his next four or five years of life were discussed. But his actions were of a piece with common age-denying choices and behaviors: Think of the gray hair diligently covered by many people over 50, the carefully cultivated older gym body, the graduation date dropped off a resume, and the popular falsehood that "age is just a number." These choices and statements are a response to a culture that views the diminishment of advanced age not as the natural progression for living organisms but as a personal failure. And people in this country do have reason to dread advanced old age. It can be deeply isolating, and many people end up warehoused and treated in ways that make little sense in a health-care system that hasn't kept up with the numbers or needs of older adults.



This election cycle in particular has inundated Americans with signals that "old" and "disabled" are categories no one should want to join. Magazine covers have shorthanded politicians' old age and questions about their competence with images of walkers. In the past, Donald Trump has ridiculed a disabled reporter and refused to be seen in the company of wounded veterans. In March, he mocked Biden's stutter, and his nephew claimed today in Time magazine that Trump said people with disabilities "should just die." (Trump has not yet responded to this.) Pundits and politicians alike have simplified, distorted, disparaged, and lumped all people over age 70 into an inaccurate whole. Many octogenarians are cognitively and physically healthy, and the right person at Biden's age might have made a fine candidate--as would a person who uses a walker or other assistive device, whatever their age.



By staying in the race after he began to present such a concerning picture of health, Biden himself may have contributed to public conflations of old age and frailty. The driving analogy is apt: Most of us will need to retire from driving at some point, and it's a much more positive experience for those who get to choose when to stop. Still, retiring from driving, work, or anything else can feel like that much harder a choice to make in a country where the Republican presidential nominee has used his considerable platform to suggest, repeatedly, that people who are old or not fully able-bodied are not worthy of our compassion or attention.



Ironically, Trump is now the oldest candidate ever to be nominated for president. He has made a show of his relative robustness compared with Biden, a line of argument that puts him in a precarious position. Although he doesn't appear frail, health records released during his presidency indicated that he was obese and had hypercholesterolemia and heart disease. And although he doesn't drink alcohol or smoke, he eats a lot of fast food and seemingly doesn't exercise beyond slow-paced golf games. It's impossible to diagnose a person from afar, but his multiple instances of inaccurate recall and disjointed, tangential speech call into question his basic communication and leadership abilities, and raise the question of cognitive change beyond that of normal aging. If Trump came to my clinic, I would do the same physical and cognitive assessment on his as I would on Biden. I would also explore his interest in taking a healthier approach to aging given how his many risk factors increase his chance of adverse health events, functional loss, and death. I hope Trump's doctors are having such conversations with their patient now.

For Biden's part, he now has to engage in another difficult--though also potentially exciting--conversation with himself and his family: What comes next? Clearly, after 81 years, most of his life is behind him. No one chooses how many years they have left.  But with the privileges of free time and enough money, he can choose how to pursue his own health and happiness--to consider what matters most to him, what he enjoys most, and what he wants to do to avoid regrets when he comes to the end of his life.



Most people do not become president, so most people are not going to move into old age with a list of regrets that could include stepping aside in a presidential election and, perhaps, watching their opponent triumph. They would not include wondering if, after all, they might have won, if their best-case scenario had indeed been possible. I hope Biden never has those thoughts. Instead, I'd like to see him take a new leadership role by choosing a different best-case scenario: one in which he demonstrates how to embrace the opportunities of advanced old age, even if they are as simple as reliably getting a full night's sleep and spending time with his family.
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Kamala Harris's Biggest Advantage

Abortion is a winning issue for Democrats, and the vice president is well positioned to use it.

by Jill Filipovic




Of all the reasons Kamala Harris is better equipped than Joe Biden to defeat Donald Trump in November--her relative youth, the fact that she's a former prosecutor challenging a convicted felon--her biggest advantage may be her record on abortion. Harris served as the Biden administration's de facto advocate for reproductive rights; it is her voice, not Biden's, that's been loudest in objecting to abortion bans and conservative efforts to curtail IVF and contraception. According to the White House, she is the only vice president to have paid an official visit to an abortion clinic. As a senator, she famously grilled the Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh on abortion, asking him, "Can you think of any laws that give the government the power to make decisions about the male body?" (He could not.)

As California's attorney general, Harris investigated the anti-abortion activists who pretended to be researchers from a biologics company and illegally recorded videos that were edited to suggest that Planned Parenthood sold fetal parts. (After Harris left the AG's office for the Senate, her successor brought criminal charges, and Planned Parenthood eventually won more than $2 million in damages from a lawsuit against the activists.) It also doesn't hurt that Harris is running against a notorious misogynist who selected for his running mate a man who said as recently as 2022 that he would support a nationwide abortion ban.

In the tiny sliver of time in which she's been the potential presidential nominee, Harris has already reenergized Democratic voters, especially abortion-rights advocates. Laudatory press statements have been issued by abortion-rights groups including Reproductive Freedom for All (formerly NARAL) and EMILY's List, which is planning to donate millions to her campaign. If Harris is the nominee, Democrats will have the opportunity to make reproductive choice the leading issue of the 2024 campaign. And that might be enough to win.

  Since the Supreme Court, stacked with Trump-appointed justices, issued its ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization in 2022, Americans' support for abortion rights has soared to the highest levels since Gallup began measuring abortion attitudes, in 1995. Over the past two years, seven states, including solidly red ones, have asked their citizens to vote directly on laws either expanding or constricting abortion rights, and every single time, abortion rights have won. Only about one in 10 Americans think that abortion should be illegal in all circumstances--about as many as believe Jesus will return to Earth in their lifetime. So many voters are in favor of at least some abortion rights that Republican lawmakers across several states are trying to make it more difficult or even impossible for citizens to vote directly on ballot initiatives and constitutional amendments, even as they continue to push unpopular abortion bans through legislatures and the courts.

Read: The pro-life movement's not-so-secret plan for Trump

Abortion bans have irrevocably altered the lives of untold American women, but they've been political gifts to Democrats--one of the few advantages the party has this year. Voters have clearly expressed their displeasure with the current state of the economy, the border, and public safety, all of which have dragged down Biden's approval ratings. Polling from early July (before Biden dropped out) showed that Trump had more voters' trust on the border, the economy, the war between Israel and Hamas, and crime and safety. But abortion was the issue for which Trump received the least trust, and Biden the most.

And that's polling on Joe Biden, a man who has been at best uncomfortable with and at worst hostile to abortion rights for most of his career. As a young senator, he groused that the Supreme Court had gone too far in Roe v. Wade. In the 1990s, he boasted about voting some 50 times against federal funding of abortions; in 2006, he said, "I do not view abortion as a choice and a right."

By 2012, Biden was emphasizing his support for a woman's right to choose. As Barack Obama's running mate, he maintained his belief that life begins at conception but said, "I just refuse to impose that on others." And after the Supreme Court overturned Roe during his presidency, he called on Congress to codify that right. But he still takes pains to avoid even uttering the word abortion, skipping over it in his State of the Union address despite its inclusion in the prewritten text. His June 27 debate performance reached its nadir when he was asked an easy-win abortion question and responded by bungling the premise of Roe, struggling to rebuke a Trump fantasy about abortions "even after birth" (which do not exist), and saying that "the deal" with abortion was at least partly about "young women who are being raped by their in-laws." When Florida banned abortions after six weeks of pregnancy, Biden gave a sprawling speech in Tampa in which he used the word abortion just twice and quickly moved on to other issues, according to a Politico analysis. When Harris appeared in Jacksonville for a Biden-campaign event the next week, she spoke almost exclusively about reproductive rights, and said abortion 15 times.

Trump, like Biden, has proved malleable in his abortion politics, seesawing from "I'm very pro-choice" in 1999 to "I am pro-life" in 2011. In 2016, he said, "There has to be some form of punishment" for women who have abortions if the procedure ever became illegal (then quickly reversed his position), and he has more recently deemed himself "the most pro-life president in American history" and boasted that he "was able to kill Roe v. Wade." But this year, public opinion has swung so hard against abortion restrictions that even Trump, who said in 2016 he was sure that voters would look the other way if he shot someone on Fifth Avenue, pushed his party to scale back its stated opposition to abortion in its 2024 platform. Trump didn't mention abortion once during a record-length convention speech in which he found time to pontificate on Hannibal Lecter and a potential RNC in Venezuela.

Read: Suddenly Trump looks older and more deranged

That say-nothing strategy might have worked if the contest had remained between Trump and Biden. But instead, Harris seems poised for the nomination, and Trump picked a staunchly anti-abortion running mate in J. D. Vance. Although he started trying to soften his stance when he became Trump's VP pick, Vance previously voiced support for a national ban on abortion (though he acknowledged that it was unlikely in the current political climate) and for state laws that outlaw the procedure without exceptions for rape or incest.

Against these candidates, and with a single-issue advantage like this, talking about abortion nonstop is in Democrats' best interests. Abortion is certainly not the only issue voters care about, or even the one they care about the most, so Harris would be remiss if she made it her campaign's sole focus. Democrats have plenty of successes to tout from the Biden administration, including rescuing the post-COVID economy, investing big in infrastructure, and overseeing declining murder rates.

But focusing on abortion and reproductive freedom offers Democrats a rare opportunity to pick up swing voters and turn out dedicated pro-abortion-rights Democrats. Forty-one percent of Republican and Republican-leaning voters, including more than a quarter of self-described conservative Republicans, say abortion should generally be legal, according to a Pew Research Center survey conducted in April. In a Wall Street Journal poll from March, 39 percent of suburban women in swing states chose abortion as their most important issue--more than any other option. And because many people seem to see abortion through the lens of health, family, and personal freedom, the issue dovetails quite neatly with Democrats' other (limited) strengths: health-care access and protecting democracy from the threat of autocracy during a second Trump term.

Read: Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?

A Democrat like Harris, who speaks forcefully and passionately about abortion rights, is an ideal foil for Trump and Vance. Her position is strong in a nation where anger over abortion bans remains vigorous. A candidate who can galvanize abortion-rights voters is exactly what Republicans fear and Democrats need. If Harris makes reproductive freedom a cornerstone of her campaign, she just may be the woman who finally breaks the presidential glass ceiling--and who keeps Democrats in the White House.
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When Storm Prep Is Left up to Citizens

Rapidly intensifying storms have made it much harder for cities to plan their responses.

by Sara Sneath




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


Last month, at the start of hurricane season, I invited my inner circle to a hurricane-preparation dinner. Over a supreme pizza and a bottle of wine, my girlfriend, our roommate, my best friend, and I discussed how we would evacuate together from New Orleans with our three dogs and three chickens. We talked about when we'd decide to leave (as soon as the storm hit Category 2) and where we'd go (it would depend on the direction of the storm, but we have friends in Texas and Georgia with whom we could stay).

For decades, communities have relied on emergency-management agencies to tell them what to do during a disaster. But as our world warms, storms are intensifying more rapidly, making it much harder for cities to plan their responses. In an ideal world, emergency managers would have 72 hours to orchestrate a mandatory evacuation, but fast-moving storms give cities much less time to order people away. In the coming months and years, more people will need to decide either to evacuate--a process that is disruptive at best, and dangerous for vulnerable people at worst--or be prepared to stay home, in some cases without power for more than a week, and possibly without assistance from city officials.

Fast-moving storms put emergency managers in a double bind: If they leave residents with too short a window to flee, they raise the risk of them getting trapped in their cars as the storm bears down. But calling for an unnecessary evacuation, where a storm ends up less intense than first feared, has its own dangers. During Hurricane Rita in 2005, for example, evacuees in Houston were short on fuel, water, and food, stuck in a traffic gridlock in high heat; the evacuation wound up killing more people than the storm itself. With less time to prepare for a storm's arrival, coastal managers could turn to more targeted evacuations, focusing on the people directly in the path of storm surge.

For residents who choose to stay, assistance from their city is not a given. In the days following Hurricane Ida, New Orleans city officials set up eight emergency resource centers where those in need could charge their devices, pick up food, and cool down. The city has since proposed a list of 15 potential Emergency Resource Centers, but the activation of these centers in an emergency isn't guaranteed. Buildings could be damaged in the storm, and site availability would have to be determined accordingly. Ultimately, the messaging from the city has been that for the first 72 hours after a storm hits, those who stay are on their own.

When I told Kim Johnston, a Queensland University of Technology professor, who has thought a lot about how communities collaborate during natural disasters in Australia, about my hurricane-preparation dinner, she quickly replied with useful advice. Johnston's research has shown that community-led disaster preparation saves lives and speeds up recovery. She suggested moving the group chat to WhatsApp, as cell service could be limited during a disaster. Figuring out how to evacuate pets is also important, she noted. For us, that meant the dogs would need to be in a different car than the chickens. I was grateful for Johnston's guidance, but also worried: How will those who have fewer resources or no support system manage?

The problem extends far beyond New Orleans. Record-breaking ocean temperatures are expected to fuel more major hurricanes than usual this year, and research published in May found that the global mean rate of tropical-cyclone intensification has increased near coastal regions during the period from 1979 to 2020. One force that weakens hurricanes is vertical wind shear, how wind changes speed and direction with altitude. Climate change is reducing vertical wind shear in coastal areas, the climate and data scientist Karthik Balaguru, one of the authors of the study, told me. And that decrease means storms are more likely to intensify quickly just before they make landfall. We saw it happen earlier this month with Hurricane Beryl--a storm that forecasters said was unlike any they'd seen before, developing early in the season and undergoing two rapid intensifications before making landfall.

New Orleans is, in some ways, better equipped for this challenge than other cities. Richard Chatman, the deputy director of the New Orleans Office of Homeland Security and Emergency Preparedness, first came to New Orleans in 2005 to help with emergency response after Hurricane Katrina. "This is a special place," he said of New Orleans. "All the way down to the porch-neighbor mentality. People know each other." Community groups are stepping up to fill disaster-preparedness gaps, hosting supply distributions and adding commercial-scale solar panels and batteries to local churches. Mary Delahoussaye, who works at the Split Second Foundation, a nonprofit dedicated to the wellness of people with disabilities, told me she's reminding her clients not to treat city-assisted evacuation as their plan A and advising them on other options to get ready for the next storm.

Planning smartly for one's individual disaster response isn't exactly a replicable strategy across cities and countries. But New Orleans's lessons can apply to others who must rely on themselves to prepare: Neighbors should talk with one another openly and often about their just-in-case plans. People with disabilities should alert the national service Smart 911 about their particular needs. Have a plan for evacuating and a plan for staying. This list is not comprehensive, of course; it's best to look out for specific guidance from local officials.

A week after our hurricane dinner, my roommate and I ordered plywood sheets to protect the windows in our house in Gentilly from high-speed winds. I was home by myself when the wood was delivered and started pulling the sheets into my backyard one by one. My neighbor from across the street came over to help. "You shouldn't have to do this alone," he said.

No one should have to do this alone, I thought.
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Why I Buy German Toothpaste Now

Toothpaste that uses a newer fluoride alternative called hydroxyapatite works to fight cavities--but is scarce in the United States.

by Sarah Zhang




For as long as I can remember, I have bought into the gospel of fluoride, believing that my teeth would surely rot out of my head without its protection. So it felt a little bit illicit, recently, when I purchased a box of German fluoride-free kids' toothpaste for my daughter. The toothpaste came in blue, understated packaging--no cartoon characters or candy flavors--which I associated with German practicality. And instead of fluoride, it contained an anticavity ingredient called hydroxyapatite, vouched for by several dental researchers I interviewed for this story. Could it be, I wondered as I clicked "Buy," that toothpaste doesn't need to contain fluoride after all?



The scientific case for hydroxyapatite toothpaste is actually quite simple: Composed of calcium and phosphate, hydroxyapatite is the very mineral that primarily makes up our bones and teeth. Tooth enamel, the hard protective outer layer, is naturally about 96 percent hydroxyapatite. NASA researchers first patented an idea for repairing teeth with a hydroxyapatite precursor in the 1970s; nothing came of it then, but a Japanese company acquired the patent and eventually created a popular toothpaste called Apagard. Hydroxyapatite toothpaste has been approved for cavity prevention in Japan since 1993. It is also approved in Canada and endorsed by the Canadian Dental Association. And it's sold in Europe, where the European Commission has deemed the ingredient safe in toothpaste.



In the United States, however, fluoride still reigns supreme. You likely won't find toothpaste containing hydroxyapatite at your corner drugstore. A few boutique hydroxyapatite-based brands have popped up, but they cannot market themselves for cavity prevention without FDA approval, a long and expensive process that no hydroxyapatite toothpaste has yet gone through. The American Dental Association (ADA), meanwhile, gives its Seal of Acceptance only to toothpastes that contain fluoride.



Fluoride does work remarkably well: It is incorporated into the enamel structure of the tooth itself, forming a mineral crystal that is significantly more resistant to cavity-causing acid than the tooth's natural material, according Bernhard Ganss, a scientist at the University of Toronto's Faculty of Dentistry. "  The dogma in dentistry has always been: Fluoride is a good thing."



The trouble with fluoride is that, at very high levels, it becomes a bad thing. Ingesting too much can lead to a condition called fluorosis, in which teeth become mottled in mild cases or structurally weak in more serious ones. The same can happen to bones. More controversially, high levels of fluoride in drinking water--higher than the level recommended in the U.S., but lower than the current EPA limit--have been linked to lower IQ in children. Toothpaste typically contains more than 1,000 times the fluoride recommended in drinking water. We use much less toothpaste than water, of course, and it's not meant to be swallowed, but young children do not spit out toothpaste reliably.



Hydroxyapatite is a way to sidestep the fluoride controversy. It offers the anticavity benefits of fluoride, but without the risks. Bennett Amaechi, a dentistry professor at the University of Texas Health Science Center at San Antonio, says he now recommends it to parents who have concerns about fluoride. He has collaborated with toothpaste manufacturers to study   hydroxyapatite, but Felicitas Bidlack told me the same thing about its utility. Bidlack is not a dentist, but she is a tooth enamel researcher, recommended to me by the American Dental Association, which one could hardly accuse of being anti-fluoride. Yet for kids under 2 still learning not to swallow toothpaste, she would likely choose hydroxyapatite. "That's what I would do as a mother," she told me.



Fluoride toothpaste is in a bit of catch-22, Bidlack added. Sweet candy flavors, bright colors, and glitter can make toothpaste enticing enough for kids to want to brush their teeth, but if it's too enticing, kids might simply eat it. "If you provide fluoride with this good-tasting goo that they put in their mouths, there is definitely a risk of unintentional ingestion," says Ganss, who has published papers on hydroxyapatite in collaboration with scientists from the Dr. Wolff Group, a German business that manufactures toothpaste. He went even further: For very young kids, "I would actually really stand up and say no fluoride, period."



I found these conversations clarifying, as they cut through the contradictory advice I've been given about fluoride for my 1-year-old. Toothpaste marketed to kids under 2 in the U.S. does not in fact contain fluoride (it usually contains a sugar alcohol called xylitol), and toothpastes that do contain fluoride are labeled as unsuitable for kids younger than 2 unless instructed by a doctor. But the American Academy of Pediatrics, whose guidelines our pediatrician repeated, says to use fluoride toothpaste as soon as the first tooth appears--though only a rice-size smear, which would limit exposure to fluoride. So is fluoride good or not? Is it safe or not? Wouldn't it be nice not to deal with fluoride at all?



Hydroxyapatite's track record is not as long as fluoride's, but the evidence so far looks good: In clinical trials that have followed kids or adults for six months to a year and a half--largely funded by toothpaste manufacturers--hydroxyapatite and fluoride have come out about equally protective against cavities. Hydroxyapatite is chemically not as resistant to cavity-causing acid as the mineral formed by fluoride, but Ganss says that daily brushing might replenish hydroxyapatite often enough that the real-world protection is the same. The mineral may also have some other benefits: In studies, hydroxyapatite has helped reduce tooth sensitivity and the amount of bacteria stuck to teeth. The one thing it cannot do is resolve the controversy over adding fluoride to drinking water, which is done as a public-health measure in most parts of the U.S. to prevent tooth decay. Hydroxyapatite can't be put into drinking water, because it doesn't dissolve at a neutral pH. "The tap water would be milky," Ganss says. "It would probably clog all your pipes within a few days or so."



The researchers I spoke with thought fluoride still had its uses, particularly in treatments and toothpaste for adults who know not to swallow too much. Amaechi still brushes with the Colgate he's used all his life, as he sees no reason for him, as an adult, to change his habits. But he does recommend hydroxyapatite in specific situations--for example, patients with dry mouth, he says, may particularly benefit from this formulation.



Age 2 isn't some magic threshold at which the calculus regarding toothpaste in small children suddenly changes, of course. Canada, in fact, recommends holding off on fluoride for most kids until age 3; fluoride-free options for kids are now expanding in the U.S., even without FDA approval of hydroxyapatite. The German children's toothpaste came only in boring white mint, but I found a number of brands in the U.S. already selling more tempting flavors, such as orange creamsicle and birthday cake.
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Retirement Gets Harder the Longer You Wait

For men like Joe Biden--highly educated, employed past 65, strongly tied to work--stepping away can pose its own risks to health and happiness.

by Charley Locke




When President Joe Biden announced on Sunday that he was ending his campaign for reelection, he took pains to describe his choice as one meant to serve the greater good. "I believe it is in the best interest of my party and the country," he wrote in a statement. His decision seemed calculated to prioritize the health of the nation over his own self-interest--and, perhaps, above his own mental and physical well-being.

When people choose to retire, it's generally a positive experience, without a sizable effect on mental health. But stepping away from a high-powered job, whether toward full retirement or a substantial reduction in work, is fraught for many Americans. And it's especially difficult for Biden's demographic: highly educated men who have continued working far past 65, the average retirement age for men. "Particularly for college-educated men in professional positions, there's this expectation that your work is part of your identity," Sarah Damaske, who studies gender and labor at Pennsylvania State University, told me. Losing it can have serious consequences. Being president has almost certainly harmed Biden's health, and he has demonstrated symptoms of significant cognitive and physical decline during his term. But exiting the presidency in January will pose new cognitive challenges.

"When people are at the center of their universe through their job, we don't have a storyline or a place in our society that is attractive enough to say, 'Maybe I've had enough,'" says Joseph Coughlin, the founder and director of the MIT AgeLab. "You're showing people the door with no direction." That has implications for cognitive and emotional health. When a person starts to identify himself by the past tense--that he used to be a doctor, a teacher, or the president--he shifts his focus from his present and future to his past. Research shows that ruminating on the past can correlate with negative mental-health outcomes, including depression and a sense that one's perspective and experiences are no longer relevant.

Many Americans who stay in high-powered positions into their 70s, 80s, and beyond do so out of a warranted concern over who they would be without the job. S. K. Park, 88, a former psychiatrist and professor at the University at Buffalo's Jacobs School of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences, never wanted to retire. But at 80, he told me, "I made up my mind to retire when I was still at the height of my cognitive ability. I was very conscious of not being a stubborn, obstinate old person." At 84, 53 years after he started his job, Park left, figuring that he would turn to other interests: his children and grandson, calligraphy, hiking, and travel. But instead, "all of a sudden, life kind of stopped," he said. Suddenly, he wasn't sure how to spend his time or how he provided value to his community.

Stepping away from work--which can provide an identity, a routine, a social network, and a purpose--is linked to several ill effects on health, especially for older adults. It has been linked to declines in verbal memory, the skill that allows you to recall spoken and written information, crucial for tasks like giving a presentation and communicating with clients. A 2020 meta-analysis found that 28 percent of retirees suffer from depression. By comparison, 2019 estimates from the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation suggest that, around the world, only 13.8 percent of adults age 60 or older experience any kind of mental disorder.

Read: There are exceptionally sharp octogenarians. Biden isn't one.

Some doctors--a profession that notably skews older--are loath to retire precisely because they're familiar with the medical literature. "I'm at least intellectually aware that in old age, people may fall into a state of despair," Park said. "I'm trying hard not to fall into that hole." Stephen Derbes, an 83-year-old rheumatologist at the LSU School of Medicine who still sees patients at the hospital, has no plans to retire. "I fear I would be very likely at risk of getting depressed if I just bailed out," he told me. "As far as feelings of worth, that would be gone or at least diminished, since I wouldn't have responsibilities."

The loss of a professional self-identity is particularly acute for men, who often have weaker ties and self-definition outside of the workplace. "For men, traditionally, there's a total identification with work," says Jack Maslow, an 82-year-old clinical therapist who runs a men's group in Corte Madera, California, treating his patients as they adjust to the transition away from work. Beth C. Truesdale, a sociologist who studies retirement and aging at the W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research, told me, "Women have often had to find other ways to create a sense of who they are, beyond what they do." They are more likely to be caregivers, to maintain social relationships on behalf of their spouse or family, and to volunteer in their communities. And by retirement age, women are more likely to have already taken breaks from paid work.

Gary Givler, a 77-year-old retired Episcopal deacon in Batavia, Ohio, sees the gendered struggle in the men's group of retirees that he leads. For decades, Givler worked both as the vice president of an insurance company and as a deacon, with stints as a chaplain at a pediatric hospital and as a preacher. When he retired from his corporate job, in 2015, he started the men's group at his church; he's kept it up since his diaconal retirement, in 2023. Every Monday morning, the group of 15 men in their 70s and 80s--who retired from careers including engineering, teaching, and corporate leadership--meet at a local Panera Bread to talk about news, politics, and their lives. Yesterday, the conversation focused on Biden's announcement: how he'd met the particular challenge of being pressured to end his campaign, and the courage it must have taken to publicly admit that he's no longer the best candidate for the job. "The group thought that Joe did the right thing," Givler said. But that didn't change the men's ambivalence about their own retirement. "A lot of them tell me they'd give anything to have a reason to put a shirt and tie on and go somewhere for an important meeting."

Read: Joe Biden made the right choice

Retirement doesn't have to be accompanied by decline. Mo Wang, a professor at the University of Florida who studies retirement and older workers, estimates that retirement has a significant positive effect on psychological well-being for 5 to 10 percent of people, largely those who worked very physically demanding jobs. But Wang has also found that retirement is linked to negative psychological effects for 20 to 25 percent of workers, at least temporarily. Other research has shown that people in full retirement tend to fare worse physically than those who keep up some kind of bridge employment or volunteering. The effect can become more dramatic as workers age, because a decades-long routine--the same weekly schedule, the same commute, the same colleagues--might help them perform daily tasks. "Their experience can compensate for cognitive decline, so they're able to work much longer," Wang told me. When they transition away from a professional routine, the adjustment can be a rude awakening.

Many working-class Americans are pushed into early retirement because they can no longer manage a physically demanding job, such as construction or waitressing. Truesdale estimates that only 5 percent of Americans over 80 are still working. But that number is almost certain to rise. The oldest Baby Boomers are 78, and they're generally working longer than their predecessors. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that adults age 65 and older will be 8.6 percent of the labor force in 2032, compared with 6.6 percent in 2022. "The aging population today, let alone those that are coming, have more formal education than at any time in history," Coughlin told me. They're also living longer than their forebears. Over the next decade, more Americans than ever will be placed in an unenviable position similar to Biden's, facing a delayed retirement that's likely to pose new health challenges.

Whether he likes it or not, Biden has personified the ungainly challenge of reckoning with one's work performance and stepping back from the job before one would like to. Now he has an opportunity to show millions of Americans navigating their 70s and 80s how to reckon with their limitations and maintain pride beyond the job. The best way to prepare for retirement at an older age, Wang said, is to make the transition gradual. At age 70, start to reduce your work hours and invest time in nonwork interests so that by 80, you have a strong identity beyond your professional work. For those leaving intense, identity-defining jobs, that process can include mentorship or an elder-statesman role. "Because Biden is transitioning from a very powerful role, it would be good for him to channel that energy to help the transition of power," Wang said.

From the July 2019 issue: Your professional decline is coming (much) sooner than you think

Preparation, though, may not be enough to overcome the siren song of employment. Park missed his professional identity so much that this week, the 88-year-old went back to work, where he'll resume supervising medical students. "I don't think I should work until I die," he told me. "I would quit myself if I go through what Biden seems to be going through." But for now, he's excited to get back to his career. When his current contract ends, he'll be 89. "I will probably say that will be enough," he said. "But never say never."
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There Are No Good Options Left With Bird Flu

The threat to humans is low. But the status quo is still pretty troubling.

by Yasmin Tayag




Of all the news about bird flu, this month has brought some of the most concerning yet. Six people working on a chicken farm in Colorado have tested positive for the virus--the biggest human outbreak detected in the U.S. The country's tally is now up to 11 since 2022, but that's almost certainly a significant undercount considering the lack of routine testing.



Since the current strain of bird flu, known as "highly pathogenic avian influenza H5N1," began spreading around the world in late 2021, it has become something like a "super virus" in its spread among animals, Richard Webby, an influenza expert at St. Jude Children's Research Hospital in Memphis, told me. Wild birds have been decimated, as have poultry farms: The virus has been detected in more than 100 million birds in 48 states. H5N1 has been around for longer than 25 years, but only recently has it regularly jumped to mammals, infecting cats, sea lions, and bears. In March, it was detected for the first time in American cattle and, since then, has already spread to 163 herds in 13 states.



All of that would be worrying enough without reports of people also falling sick. Everyone who has tested positive in the U.S. has worked closely with farm animals, but each additional case makes the prospect of another human pandemic feel more real. "That's absolutely the worst-case scenario," Webby said. It's a possibility, although not the likeliest one. For now, the virus seems poised to continue its current trajectory: circulating among wild birds, wreaking havoc on poultry farms, and spreading among cattle herds. That outcome wouldn't be as catastrophic as a pandemic. But it's still not one to look forward to.



Even with the spate of farmworker infections, the threat of bird flu to humans is, at the moment, considered low. Researchers are keeping an eye out for two red flags. The bigger one would be the virus's ability to spread between people. All of the people who have tested positive in the U.S. were infected by exposure to sick cows or poultry, and they have not seemed to pass the virus along to anyone else. Symptoms have generally been mild, including respiratory issues, though several people have developed serious cases of conjunctivitis, or pink eye. (No one in the U.S., or globally, has died from this variant of H5N1.) "There is no evidence at this point that this virus is going human to human, and therefore it really does not pose a threat to public health," Jenna Guthmiller, an immunologist at the University of Colorado Anschutz School of Medicine, told me.



The second warning sign is how the virus itself is changing. So far, H5N1 isn't very good at getting into human cells and then replicating inside them, abilities that would enable the virus's spread among people. But that may be changing. In a lab study, virus particles from infected cows showed signs that they were capable of binding to human receptors in the upper respiratory tract.



The current strain of H5N1 has already mutated to infect mammals, and a few genetic changes could be all it takes for the virus to spread more efficiently to humans--or, worse, between them. "We're at the highest risk of the virus" since the early 2000s, when a different strain of H5N1 led to numerous deadly human infections in East and Southeast Asia, Webby said. Not because the virus itself is necessarily more infectious but because it is spreading among so many different animals, and especially mammals--giving it more opportunities than ever to find a way to replicate in humans. But, again, despite all that transmission--all those chances for the virus to mutate into something that can reliably sicken humans--it hasn't yet. That could "absolutely" continue to be the norm, David Topham, a flu expert at the University of Rochester Medical Center, told me.



The status quo is still pretty troubling. New cases of bird flu keep popping up in herds across the country, raising fears that it might never be eradicated from cattle. The "most likely" scenario, Webby said, is that this virus will become endemic in birds and dairy cows--a constant presence, regularly causing outbreaks. Right now, infections in poultry tend to align with the migration of wild birds; if cows are constantly infected, chicken outbreaks could become more frequent.



Nothing about endemicity would be good for humans. The consequences would be diminished, but not eliminated. Farmworkers may continue to periodically fall sick, Guthmiller said. The cost of regular animal outbreaks would be exorbitant. The USDA has already allocated more than $2 billion to address surges among poultry and livestock, which includes compensating farmers for animals that have been killed and eggs that have been destroyed to quell the spread.



If the virus continues to regularly sicken cows, it will have even more opportunities to mutate in a way that could allow it to more easily infect humans. In infected cows, virus particles are mostly found in their udders; the virus is thought to spread between the animals through contaminated milking equipment. Research released last week, which has not yet been peer reviewed, indicates that cows can be infected by aerosolized virus; if they can spread the virus through their exhalations and sneezes, they could become infected merely by breathing the same air.



H5N1 is restless--it will continue trying to infect new hosts. Given enough opportunities to mutate, the virus will do so. "It's like playing the lottery," Topham said. "We're giving this virus a lot of tickets." H5N1 may also be able to combine with flu viruses from different animals. If cows, chickens, and other animals--say, pigs, which aren't affected by the current outbreak--on the same farm all have different versions of the flu, "that's your mixing vessel right there," Topham said. The H1N1 virus that caused the 2009 swine-flu outbreak, for example, was a mix of flu viruses from pigs, humans, and birds.



There is one other possible future--the best-case scenario, which unfortunately is also the least likely. The virus possibly "could disappear," Webby said. This would partly depend on eradicating it from cows, which he believes is plausible with human intervention and herd immunity. But eliminating the virus in birds--the main animals that get bird flu and spread it--is largely out of human control. H5N1 is particularly lethal in birds, with a mortality rate of up to 100 percent for some species; if it somehow kills enough of them, Guthmiller said, it very well could just fizzle out. "Dumb luck," as Webby put it, might still prevail.



But a supercharged bird virus with a taste for infecting mammals is not the kind of thing that should be left up to chance. It is fortunate that only 11 farmworkers have been infected--as far as we know. Tools to curtail the spread of bird flu are available, but they're not being used, or used appropriately. Personal protective equipment is helpful when worn correctly, but doing so isn't feasible when it involves wearing respirators and Tyvek suits in temperatures that reach 104 degrees Fahrenheit. Unlike many other countries, the U.S. does not vaccinate chickens against H5N1, in part because it's expensive to do. And cost is also why only 60 farmworkers have been tested for bird flu, giving an imperfect window into the virus's spread. "It's going to be a lot more costly to deal with another pandemic than to deal with immunizing our farms," Topham said.



America's response has been painfully shortsighted, and the country is paying the price: Had bird flu been kept in check earlier, it might never have made it into cows, and might never have developed the mutations that allow it to flirt so closely with human-to-human transmission. At this point, bird flu's future has no good options--only one that's bad, another that's abysmal, and one that relies on nothing but dumb luck.
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Maybe She's Born With It. Maybe It's Neurocosmetics.

Skin care is coming for your brain.

by Hannah Seo




Updated at 10:14 a.m. on July 19, 2024.

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 psychologist 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."



Due to an editing error, this article originally misidentified Janet Lydecker as a psychiatrist.
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NASA Should Ditch the Spin

Americans deserve more transparency about Boeing's space-debut debacle.

by Marina Koren




Before Barry Wilmore and Sunita Williams took off for the International Space Station in early June, NASA removed some of their suitcases from their Boeing-made spacecraft. The ISS was in urgent need of a new pump for the system that recycles urine into water, so the personal items had to go. There's no laundry on the ISS, but no matter. For their inaugural mission on Boeing's Starliner, Butch and Suni, as the astronauts are known, were planning to stay on the space station for only about a week.

But one week turned into another, and then another, and then seven. Before Starliner launched, NASA had set a 45-day deadline for keeping the spacecraft in orbit for the sake of the capsule's batteries, which hadn't been tested in space yet. Today is day 48. According to NASA officials, the batteries are still performing well, and Starliner could remain docked to the space station as late as mid-August while the agency and its aerospace contractor troubleshoot issues with the spacecraft. SpaceX has been successfully shuttling astronauts to ISS for four years, and NASA badly wants a second option. But this historic mission--the first time Boeing has ever flown NASA astronauts--has turned into a debacle.

Officials at the agency and the aerospace company have insisted that Wilmore and Williams are not in any danger, but the public narrative--that the astronauts are stranded on the ISS--has not been flattering. Boeing has taken the brunt of the bad reviews, perhaps because public perception of the aerospace company is already suffering from well-publicized issues with its airplanes, including a door falling out mid-flight. But NASA, which hired Boeing to transport its astronauts, bears significant responsibility too: for its uneven supervision of Starliner's development leading up to launch and its overly guarded communications to the public since, which have done more to fan rumors about the state of the mission than dispel them.

NASA itself has previously acknowledged that it could have handled the Starliner program better. In an uncrewed 2019 test flight, in which Starliner failed to reach the ISS, engineers had to hurriedly patch a flight-software glitch that would otherwise have caused the destruction of the spacecraft and--if any astronauts had been on board--the loss of human lives. A NASA official later said that its oversight of the program had been "insufficient." NASA personnel have since worked more closely with Boeing employees, looking over the aerospace giant's shoulder as it has addressed software errors, corroded valves, and parachute concerns. By May of this year, in the lead-up to the long-awaited crewed flight, a Boeing official said the Starliner team was operating at "peak performance."

Then fresh problems appeared--a helium leak, a "design vulnerability" in the propulsion system--delaying the launch by a month. When Wilmore and Williams finally reached orbit, Starliner sprouted more helium leaks and some of its thrusters conked out, forcing the astronauts to delay their docking with the ISS. Nine days after the astronauts arrived, NASA announced the first of several postponements of their departure; the malfunctioning thrusters are on a part of Starliner that is discarded before reentry, and officials said they wanted to collect as much data as they can before it burns up in Earth's atmosphere. Eventually, NASA stopped setting new return dates altogether and began conducting tests of a Starliner thruster at a facility in New Mexico to better understand how the thrusters might perform during a return journey.

Read: Boeing was this close to launching astronauts

None of this, officials have said, means the astronauts are in dire straits. And to be fair, the "stranded" narrative is certainly exaggerated. (NASA maintains that it has no plans to retrieve Wilmore and Williams with SpaceX's trusty Crew Dragon.) And yet the agency's attempts to refute any stuck-ness narrative have been both ineffective and baffling. For weeks, officials have repeatedly claimed that, in an emergency, Starliner could whisk the astronauts away from the ISS and deliver them to the ground. But clearly a normal return is being held up, for reasons significant enough that NASA is willing to change certain mission parameters, as well as make time for running tests at home and reviewing the results.

Recently, I asked Steve Stich, the manager of NASA's commercial-crew program, whether Wilmore and Williams's journey home is directly contingent on the testing, which involves engineers disassembling a thruster and inspecting every bit for flaws. Stich didn't give a firm yes or no. Instead, he said that NASA wants to finish the testing first, to "make sure we're not missing anything before we commit to undocking and landing." NASA did not respond to a request for more information on Stich's reply, and Boeing did not respond to a request for comment on this story.

That sort of obfuscation forces observers to read between the lines. It's not unreasonable to conclude that NASA believes bringing the astronauts home before they've raked Starliner with a fine-tooth comb is simply too risky right now. "Of course they don't feel comfortable putting them in the vehicle," a retired NASA astronaut told me, speaking on condition of anonymity so that he could be candid. "Otherwise they would have put them in it already."

Read: Too much of a good thing at NASA

Maybe officials worry that admitting outright that a return journey is currently too risky would fuel more sensationalist coverage. Or perhaps NASA leaders want to protect Boeing. After all, they plan to fly more crews on Starliner, and any hint of frustration from the space agency could erode public trust in its already troubled contractor.

NASA would fare better if it leaned into uncertainty instead of avoiding the very mention of it. To borrow the agency's own mantra, Starliner's first crewed flight is a test mission. Anomalies are to be expected, and NASA is well equipped to handle them. This is the agency that rescued the Apollo 13 crew with a roomful of engineers, cardboard, and duct tape. It's no stranger to improvising solutions to unexpected problems. Even more important, NASA owes the public as much transparency as possible: It is a taxpayer-funded agency, and a few billion dollars of its budget have gone directly into the Starliner program. "It is discouraging that NASA appears more focused on shaping the story than on their mandate to provide unfettered information to taxpayers," Lori Garver, a former deputy NASA administrator and the author of the memoir Escaping Gravity: My Quest to Transform NASA and Launch a New Space Age, told me.

Engineers completed the testing campaign in New Mexico last week, and a public update on Starliner is expected tomorrow. Meanwhile, on the ISS, Wilmore and Williams have slotted into the rhythm of living in space, contributing to scientific research and station maintenance. Their lives may depend on Starliner working properly, so no one can fault NASA for taking an extremely cautious approach. But few, I believe, would fault the space agency for being more direct about it.
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USA Swimming Has a Secret Weapon: Linear Algebra

Meet the mathematician helping Olympic athletes improve their performance.

by Jordana Cepelewicz


Mollie O'Callaghan of Team Australia and Kate Douglass of Team United States compete in the women's 100-meter freestyle heats on day five of the Fukuoka 2023 World Aquatics Championships at Marine Messe Fukuoka Hall A, on July 27, 2023, in Fukuoka, Japan. (Adam Pretty / Getty)



This article was originally published by Quanta Magazine.

In the fall of 2014, Andrew Wilson took a front-row seat in Ken Ono's number-theory class at Emory University, in Atlanta. Wilson was not only double-majoring in applied math and physics; he was also a walk-on member of Emory's swim team. Ono took an interest in Wilson's ambitions. "We thought that, together, maybe we could use our interest in mathematics to help him improve as a swimmer," Ono says.

Ono, who typically studies abstract patterns in numbers and special functions called "modular forms," began collecting and analyzing acceleration data from Wilson and other Emory swimmers to identify and quantify their weaknesses. "It got to the point where I could just see what an athlete was doing without actually watching them swim," he says.

Within two years, Wilson had won national collegiate championships; he would go on to earn a gold medal at the 2021 Tokyo Olympics. By then, Ono was at the University of Virginia, where he worked alongside Todd DeSorbo--the head coach for both UVA swimming and the U.S. Olympic women's swim team. Ono will join the Olympic-team staff in Paris later this summer as a technical consultant. "I feel like we're all in this together, trying to make something new," he says.

Jordana Cepelewicz of Quanta spoke with Ono about how he has used mathematics to help swimmers make it to the Olympic stage. The interview has been condensed and edited for clarity.

Jordana Cepelewicz: So how successful has your program been?

Ken Ono: The results speak for themselves. A bunch of our people went to the Olympics in 2021. At the most recent World Championships, every female American gold medalist in individual events was a UVA athlete. Kate Douglass showed up here at UVA a few years ago, swimming the 200-meter breaststroke in two minutes and 30 seconds. Now she's the American record holder, with a time of two minutes, 19.30 seconds. She just broke the U.S. Olympic trials' all-time record, and she's a favorite to win the Olympics this year.

Five UVA athletes, including Kate, just became U.S. Olympians--one-fourth of the U.S. women's team! Gretchen Walsh won the 100-meter butterfly, setting the world record. Paige Madden got second in the 400-meter freestyle, right after Katie Ledecky; Paige is now a two-time Olympian.

Read: Do Olympic-level achievements make people happy?

Cepelewicz: What was your initial goal?

Ono: If you take the swimming out of it, we have Newton's laws of motion. Those are the equations that we work with. We wanted to carefully understand the implications of Newton's laws applied to swimmers in the pool. How do we measure acceleration, deceleration, and drag? Those were the first questions that we had to answer in the development of our tools.

Cepelewicz: How did you get started?

Ono: It began innocently enough--with Saran Wrap and accelerometers designed for shark tracking that I bought from marine-technology outfits. We didn't know what we were doing. I needed to fasten these accelerometers to swimmers. So I got Saran Wrap and wrapped these sensors around their waists super tight. Some swimmers were just too powerful, so the sensors never stayed inside the Saran Wrap. So now I have these belts that my wife made that have a little pocket for the sensors.

Cepelewicz: It took time to get this experimental setup to work.

Ono: It was hard to even get the data. Our protocols for waterproofing were funny. They looked like Boy Scout instructions: "Wrap the accelerometer in tissue paper, burrito style." And we discovered that some of our sensors could fail. They were very sensitive to light. So we had to fashion little plastic UV covers to protect them.

It wasn't that long ago that we were that amateur. We've come a long way since then.

Cepelewicz: What kind of data do you collect?

Ono: I record swims with high-definition video, and with accelerometers and force paddles. I've also assembled a very large battery of tests that look nothing like swimming. I test how athletes swim when they take their kicks at different tempos. I test how flexible they are, how tired they get after certain tasks. I want to get a good sense of what their capabilities will be.

During these swims and tests, I measure the force that is generated in three-dimensional space by the athlete's legs, by undulation at the hips, and by their hands. High-definition video generally captures only 24 screenshots per second. Each sensor gives me 512 force vectors per second. They can reveal things you'll never see in the video.

Cepelewicz: Like what?

Ono: One subtle thing that we picked up on very easily--and you wouldn't see it with your eyes--is how an athlete might change the execution of their kicks three strokes away from the wall, causing them to lose time.

That's just one example. Using our data, we perform a very careful and serious analysis of each individual swimmer. We get a breakdown of the swim. My first tests look for where you're decelerating for no good reason. Some athletes really struggle with their transitions, coming into and coming out of a wall. Or they might need to correct their head placement in a streamline, an underwater glide where they're not actually swimming. At the Olympic and World Championship level, where races might come down to hundredths of a second, these things matter.

Once we wipe out those sources of deceleration, then we look at what limbs are doing in motion. As you fatigue, how is your stroke falling apart? Are you maximizing the percentage of force you generate so that your body swims in the right direction?

Read: The glorious drama of the U.S. swim team

Cepelewicz: How do you extract this information from your data?

Ono: Some of it is as simple as linear algebra. When an athlete takes a stroke, they're generating force that can be pointed downward, upward, to the right or to the left, or in the direction of the swim. We use linear-algebra techniques to calculate the percentage in each of those directions.

Would you believe that we've never measured anyone who was more than 60 percent efficient in the four strokes --freestyle, breaststroke, butterfly, and backstroke? It's basically impossible. In April, we had Paige Madden wear force sensors, and we modeled the path of her hand as she took a stroke and recovered. We computed that in the first lap of her swim, 59.1 percent of the force her right hand generated was propelling her in the direction she wanted to go. That is awesome.

But by Lap 8, only 42.1 percent was propelling her forward. Not only was she getting more tired, but her execution was starting to fall apart. So using just these insights from linear algebra, we gave her some cues about how to swim the race differently. And the next day, on Lap 8, she was close to 50 percent. One month later, she swam her personal best.

Our paddles don't let you lie. We don't let you fool yourselves.

Cepelewicz: And this math works the same for all four strokes?

Ono: I've never been able to get our force sensors to work for breaststroke. There's too much going on. I get data, but I can't make heads or tails out of it.

Cepelewicz: Why is breaststroke harder to deal with?

Ono: I wish I could tell you. I mean, in breaststroke, your hands are doing much more in terms of in-sweep, out-sweep. That's a hard problem. But I don't know.

Cepelewicz: You also use your data to make predictions and develop race strategies, right?

Ono: That's right. We can use all our data to build a "digital twin" of an athlete. Digital twins are mathematical models of complicated systems and processes, such as the spread of COVID or the migration of populations of animals--things that vary over time.

Except, in my case, it really is a digital twin. It looks like an EKG, going tch, tch, tch, and it's developed based on the data I've captured about an athlete's movements. I can model how they will race under different conditions. Over the last seven or eight years, I've collected thousands of swims from more than 100 top athletes. So I can race your digital twin against the database, make adjustments, and assemble the optimal formula you should use for your race--how many kicks do you take off the dive; where do you place your hands coming into a turn; how many breaths do you take, and in what pattern? It's curated per athlete, per inch. We can say: If you swim using this formula, you're going to do the 100-yard backstroke in under 48 seconds.

These simulated races between digital twins might show a competitor two or three feet ahead of you at a particular point in time--but I don't want you to worry about that, because you'll see that in Leg 3, they're going to slow down, and you'll catch up.

If you watch footage of NCAA races, you'll probably get a sense that the UVA athletes seem to have this extra swagger, like they cannot lose. And there is of course truth to that, because they are winning all the time. But one of the unexpected benefits of our work is, in their mind, they think, If I swim that formula, I win the race.

Cepelewicz: What challenges have you had to overcome while doing these analyses?

Ono: There are several. For example, the question of orientation in three-dimensional space is critical. Your body is constantly in motion. So how do we decide when the force is actually going in the direction of the swim? It's not that easy. We had to make sure that we were basing our analyses on the right orientations.

Accelerometer data is very noisy. Accelerometers are very sensitive. So some of the mathematics that's deeply theoretical involves how you smooth the data to dampen out the noise. I need to know when a peak is meaningful. I have to be able to look at a stream of accelerometer data and say: This is where you're breathing to the right, but you lifted your head up a little too much, or this is how much force you generated in the instant you moved off the wall, before you started decelerating. I need that level of sensitivity. I need to have confidence that the numbers I get mean what I think they mean.

Figuring out the correct method to smooth out this noisy data was probably the most sophisticated type of mathematics that we had to do, and that's very secret.

Read: What about the math Olympians? 

Cepelewicz: What have you taken away from this experience?

Ono: We haven't discovered or invented any new math. We're not doing rocket science here. What I think this proves is that the attention to detail that comes from thinking analytically has merit. I want to find the stuff no one else has, and use Newton's laws, together with experimentation and some linear algebra, to help craft the best performances for the athletes we work with.

There are still coaches that don't take us seriously. But that's not my job. My job is to help these athletes improve as swimmers, and to help get as many of them on the Olympic team as we can.

I'm a pure mathematician by training. That can be rather lonely. So this is perhaps the one time in my life where my training as a mathematical scientist seems to matter to a large group of people. It has been a dream ride.
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Elephants Are Doing Something Deeply Human

They're part of a growing list of animals that use namelike calls.

by Tove Danovich




The best thing language has ever done for us, as far as I'm concerned, is give us the ability to talk with and about one another. Why bother with words if you can't get your friend's attention on a crowded street and pull them aside to complain about your nemesis? Language, that is to say, would be largely useless without names. As soon as a group is bigger than a handful of people, names become essential: Referring to someone who shares your cave or campfire as "that guy" goes only so far.

Perhaps because names are so crucial and personal, naming things can feel uniquely human. And until a little over a decade ago, scientists predominantly thought that was true. Then, in 2013, a study suggested that bottlenose dolphins use namelike calls. Scientists have since found evidence that parrots, and perhaps whales and bats, use calls that identify them as individuals too. In June, a study published in Nature Ecology & Evolution showed that elephants do the same. Among humans, at least, names are inextricably linked with identity. The fact that we're not unique in using them is a tantalizing sign that we aren't the only beings who can recognize ourselves and those around us as individuals.

Many animals are born with the ability to make a specific collection of sounds, such as alarm calls that correlate with aerial predators or threats on the ground. But "names, by definition, have to be learned," Mickey Pardo, a postdoctoral researcher at Colorado State University who led the elephant study, told me. Every species that uses auditory names (or namelike identifiers) must necessarily be capable of what scientists call "vocal-production learning"--the ability to learn and produce new sounds or modify existing ones.

The fact that so many different species capable of vocal-production learning use namelike calls--especially species with such different evolutionary lineages--underscores just how important naming must be. In fact, Pardo said, it's plausible that such creatures gained the ability to learn new sounds specifically for the purpose of naming one another. In the case of humans, Pardo proposed, the skills enabled by naming might even have "allowed our communication system to get more sophisticated until we had language."

So far, the species that use names (or anything like them), including us humans, are highly social. We all live in fluid groups: Sometimes individuals spend time with family and closely bonded friends or partners, and other times they're surrounded by strangers or acquaintances. Stephanie King, an associate professor at the University of Bristol, in England, and a lead author on the bottlenose-dolphin paper, told me that, in such societies, names serve a practical function. They allow you to track and address your social companions, whether they're nearby or you've become separated from them. That's especially helpful if you rely on others' cooperation to hunt or care for young. "For dolphins, it's important to keep track of who you can rely on to assist you in times of conflict," King said.

Read: How first contact with whale civilization could unfold

Names can also have more sentimental purposes. Among elephants and dolphins, Pardo said, name calls may be a sign of closeness: Individuals of both species appear likelier to use the names of other animals they're bonded to. Humans, too, can use names to project or create intimacy. For example, in one study, people were likelier to do a favor for someone who remembered their name. When I meet someone and want to stay in touch, I go out of my way to learn and remember their name.

This, perhaps, gives some credence to Dale Carnegie's advice in How to Win Friends and Influence People to learn others' names: "A person's name is to that person the sweetest, most important sound in any language." Personal experience supports that theory. Many times, my own name, Tove, has caused me trouble. Because it's Scandinavian, it rhymes with nova, not stove, which means I spend countless hours of my life pronouncing and spelling my name for people when I'd rather talk about anything else. But as much as that annoys me, I'll never change my name--it's mine--and I care that others get it right.

For humans, the significance of names is inseparable from concepts of identity and individuality. We could walk around describing one another with labels--American, woman, child, baker, pedestrian--but people generally don't like to be addressed or referred to that way. "It makes you feel less than human," Laurel Sutton, the president of the American Name Society, told me, perhaps because such epithets fail to differentiate an individual from a group. "We are very individualistic as a species."

Scientists don't yet know whether names have developed such deep significance among other species. But the mere existence of naming among animals is a hint that they have a sense of themselves as separable from the world around them. It's not the first clue that scientists have had of such a possibility. Since the 1970s, chimpanzees--and, by some accounts, dolphins and even reef fish--have passed the controversial "mirror test," in which an animal reacts to a mark placed on its own body that's visible in a mirror. But touching a red dot on your forehead is still very different from understanding that every member of your species is an individual.

Of course, names and the mirror test are far from the only ways that animals demonstrate an awareness of something that approximates identity. Individuals from all sorts of species can recognize their offspring and mates. Dolphins may be able to recognize familiar companions based on their urine in the water. Bats likely use signatures encoded in echolocation calls to distinguish between other individuals.

From the March 2019 issue: A journey into the animal mind

As tempting as it may be to find analogues for human behavior among animals, King cautioned against putting too much stock in such arguments. "It's more interesting to look at how and why the animals behave as they do in their system," she said. Perhaps studying animal naming behaviors might be most valuable for the ways it allows scientists to learn more about other species and how they adapt to their environments. For example, King said, a dolphin's signature whistle--its name--is discrete, whereas an elephant name call encodes other information along with the elephant's identity. This difference may have arisen, King posited, because of the way sound travels underwater or how pressure changes dolphins' ability to vocalize. But it could also stem from the fact that dolphins more regularly encounter a wider number of individuals, which means they need more efficient introductions. Finding the answer would tell scientists more about these species' societies and evolutionary needs--not just that they do something similar to humans.

Still, I can't help but feel a sense of connection when I learn that a new species has joined the ranks of namers. As the botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer wrote in her book Braiding Sweetgrass, "Names are the way we humans build relationship, not only with each other but with the living world." And other species' names make me hope for the possibility that those relationships might become more reciprocal. The thought of someday being able to address an elephant in a way it can understand is downright magical. To say, "Hello, I'm Tove. Please tell me your name."
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The MAGA Plan to End Free Weather Reports

Project 2025 would all but dissolve the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

by Zoe Schlanger




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


In the United States, as in most other countries, weather forecasts are a freely accessible government amenity. The National Weather Service issues alerts and predictions, warning of hurricanes and excessive heat and rainfall, all at the total cost to American taxpayers of roughly $4 per person per year. Anyone with a TV, smartphone, radio, or newspaper can know what tomorrow's weather will look like, whether a hurricane is heading toward their town, or if a drought has been forecast for the next season. Even if they get that news from a privately owned app or TV station, much of the underlying weather data are courtesy of meteorologists working for the federal government.

Charging for popular services that were previously free isn't generally a winning political strategy. But hard-right policy makers appear poised to try to do just that should Republicans gain power in the next term. Project 2025--a nearly 900-page book of policy proposals published by the conservative think tank the Heritage Foundation--states that an incoming administration should all but dissolve the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, under which the National Weather Service operates. Donald Trump has attempted to distance himself from Project 2025, but given that it was largely written by veterans of his first administration, the document is widely seen as a blueprint for a second Trump term.

NOAA "should be dismantled and many of its functions eliminated, sent to other agencies, privatized, or placed under the control of states and territories," Project 2025 reads. The proposals roughly amount to two main avenues of attack. First, it suggests that the NWS should eliminate its public-facing forecasts, focus on data gathering, and otherwise "fully commercialize its forecasting operations," which the authors of the plan imply will improve, not limit, forecasts for all Americans. Then, NOAA's scientific-research arm, which studies things such as Arctic-ice dynamics and how greenhouse gases behave (and which the document calls "the source of much of NOAA's climate alarmism"), should be aggressively shrunk. "The preponderance of its climate-change research should be disbanded," the document says. It further notes that scientific agencies such as NOAA are "vulnerable to obstructionism of an Administration's aims," so appointees should be screened to ensure that their views are "wholly in sync" with the president's.

The U.S. is, without question, experiencing a summer of brutal weather. In just the past week, a record-breaking hurricane brought major flooding and power outages to Texas amid an extreme-heat advisory. More than a dozen tornadoes ripped through multiple states. Catastrophic flash flooding barreled through wildfire burn scars in New Mexico. Large parts of the West roasted in life-threatening temperatures. Facing any of this without the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration would be mayhem. And future years are likely to be worse.

Read: Hurricane Beryl is a terrifying omen

The NWS serves as a crucial point of contact in a weather crisis, alerting the public when forecasts turn dangerous and advising emergency managers on the best plan of action. So far in 2024, the NWS has issued some 13,000 severe-thunderstorm warnings, 2,000 tornado warnings, and 1,800 flash-flood warnings, plus almost 3,000 river-flood warnings, according to JoAnn Becker, a meteorologist and the president of the union that represents NWS employees.

NOAA is also home to the National Hurricane Center, which tracks storms, and the Office of Marine and Aviation Operations, whose pilots fly "hurricane hunter" planes directly into cyclones to measure their wind speed and hone the agency's predictions. NOAA even predicts space weather. Just this past May, it forecast a severe geomagnetic storm with the potential to threaten power grids and satellites. (The most consequential outages never came to pass, but the solar storm did throw off farmers' GPS-guided tractors for a while.)

Privatizing the weather is not a new conservative aim. Nearly two decades ago, when the National Weather Service updated its website to be more user-friendly, Barry Myers, then executive vice president of AccuWeather, complained to the press that "we work very hard every day competing with other companies, and we also have to compete with the government." In 2005, after meeting with a representative from AccuWeather, then-Senator Rick Santorum introduced a bill calling for the NWS to cease competition with the private sector, and reserve its forecasts for commercial providers. The bill never made it out of committee. But in 2017, Trump picked Myers to lead NOAA. (Myers withdrew his nomination after waiting two years for Senate confirmation.)

Funding for many of NOAA's programs could plummet in 2025, and the agency already suffers from occasional telecommunications breakdowns, including a recent alert-system outage amid flooding in the Midwest. It is also subject to political pressures: In 2019, the agency backed then-President Trump's false claim (accompanied by a seemingly Sharpie-altered map) that Hurricane Dorian was headed for Alabama. Private companies might be better funded and, theoretically, less subject to political whims. They can also use supercomputing power to hone NOAA's data into hyperlocal predictions, perhaps for an area as small as a football stadium. Some, including AccuWeather, use their own proprietary algorithms to interpret NWS data and produce forecasts that they claim have superior accuracy. (Remember, though: Without NWS data, none of this would happen.)

Read: NOAA politicized the weather report

But this is not the vision that Project 2025 lays out. It proposes a dramatically defunded NOAA whose husk is nonetheless hyper-responsive to the administration's politics. And commercializing the agency's underlying data risks creating a system of tiered services. One could imagine a future where private outfits charge subscriptions for their weather reports, and only some municipalities are able to pay for the best forecasts. Private companies are also subject to commercial conflicts of interest; do we want flood-risk predictions sponsored by a flood-insurance company, or heat advisories from an air-conditioning conglomerate?

The NWS also has perks that a private system would be hard-pressed to replicate, including a partnership with the World Meteorological Organization, which allows the U.S. access to a suite of other countries' weather models. International collaboration proved crucial in 2012, when Hurricane Sandy was still churning in the Atlantic Ocean. Initially, the American model predicted, incorrectly, that the storm would turn away from the East Coast. But the European model accurately forecast a collision course, which bought emergency managers in the U.S. crucial time to prepare before Sandy made ferocious landfall in New Jersey.

Violent storms like Sandy make clear that America's national security is only as strong as our ability to accurately predict the weather, especially as natural disasters and extreme weather rise in our warming climate. In fact, NOAA's existence is one of the reasons we know that the climate really is warming. The agency is home to one of the most significant repositories of climate data on Earth, which includes information on shifting atmospheric conditions and the health of coastal fisheries, plus hundreds of thousands of years' worth of ice-core and tree-ring data. Scientists around the globe use all of this information. Its collection is proof of human-induced global warming. It's fitting, then, that the agency would be a target of hard-right activists and the Heritage Foundation, which has received fossil-fuel funding.

Democrats have seized on Project 2025 as an anti-Trump talking point. The Democratic National Convention is running ads urging voters to simply "Google it," presumably in the hopes that voters will be alarmed by proposals to eliminate the Department of Education and limit access to emergency contraceptives. But Project 2025's robust sections on how the next administration could whittle away climate-change research have also caught the attention of lawmakers. "Every non-billionaire American should dread this plan," Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, who has been raising alarms about NOAA's fate since Trump first took office, told me in an email.

Read: The open plot to dismantle the federal government

The politicization of the weather exasperates JoAnn Becker. Most of her colleagues in meteorology, she said, are living their childhood dreams, which have nothing to do with politics. In 1976, when Becker was a little girl, Typhoon Pamela left much of her native Guam without power for months, and reshaped her life. She wanted to be part of a team that gave people a chance to prepare for something like that. "We're not pushing an agenda. We're looking objectively at the changes in our climate overall," Becker said.

The solution to weather-related polarization, though, is not to eliminate the means by which the United States understands the climate. An ever-growing number of American lives now depend on the country's ability to respond quickly to weather emergencies. Eliminating or privatizing climate information won't eliminate the effects of climate change. It will only make them more deadly.
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The Great Manliness Flip-Flop

When it comes to masculinity, Republicans have become everything they once accused Democrats of being.

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.


The men leading Kamala Harris's shortlist right now illustrate the differences in how the two major parties define modern masculinity.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	"I hope Trump kept the receipt."
 	The Supreme Court fools itself.
 	Kamala Harris and the threat of a woman's laugh




"Who the Real Men Are"

America after World War II celebrated traditional masculinity. It venerated images of the strong, silent types in popular culture, characters who exuded confidence without being braggarts and who sent the message that being an honorable man meant doing your job, being good to your family, and keeping your feelings to yourself. Heroes in that postwar culture were cowboys, soldiers, cops, and other tough guys.

Republicans, in particular, admired the actors who played these role models, including Clint Eastwood, Robert Mitchum, John Wayne, and, of course, Ronald Reagan, who turned art into reality after he was shot: He apologized to his wife for forgetting to duck and kidded with his surgeons about whether they were all Republicans before they dug a bullet out of him.

After the 1960s, the GOP defined itself as a guardian of this stoic manliness in opposition to the putative femininity of Democratic men. (Remember, by this point, Democrats such as Reagan had already defected to the Republicans.) Democrats were guys who, in Republican eyes, looked like John Lennon, with ponytails and glasses and wrinkled linen shirts. To them, Democratic men weren't men; they were boys who tore up their draft cards and cried and shouted and marched and shared their inner feelings--all of that icky stuff that real men don't do.

These liberal men were ostensibly letting down their family and their country. This prospect was especially shameful during the Cold War against the Soviets, who were known to be virile, 10-foot-tall giants. (The Commies were so tough that they drank liquid nitrogen and smoked cigarettes made from plutonium.)

Most of this was pure hooey, of course. Anyone who grew up around the working class knew plenty of tough Democratic men; likewise, plenty of country-club Republicans never lifted anything heavier than a martini glass weighted down with cocktail onions. But when the educational divide between the right and the left grew larger, Republican men adhered even more strongly to old cultural stereotypes while Democratic men, more urbanized and educated, identified less and less with images of their fathers and grandfathers in the fields and factories.

In the age of Donald Trump, however, Republicans have become much of what they once claimed to see in Democrats. The reality is that elected Democratic leaders are now (to borrow from the title of a classic John Wayne movie) the quiet men, and Republicans have become full-on hysterics, screaming about voting machines and Hunter Biden and drag queens while trying to impeach Kamala Harris for ... being female while on duty, or something.

Consider each candidate's shortlist for vice president. Trump was choosing from a shallow and disappointing barrel that included perhaps one person--Doug Burgum--who fell into the traditional Republican-male stereotype: a calm, soft-spoken businessman in his late 60s from the Great Plains. The rest--including Byron Donalds, Marco Rubio, J. D. Vance, and Tim Scott, a man who once made his virginity a campaign issue--were like a casting sheet for a political opera bouffe.

As I have written, Trump is hands down America's unmanliest president, despite the weird pseudo-macho culture that his fans have created around him--and despite his moment of defiance after a bullet grazed his ear. I give him all the credit in the world for those few minutes; I have no idea if I'd have that much presence of mind with a few gallons of adrenaline barreling through my veins. But true to form, he then wallowed in the assassination attempt like the narcissist he is, regaling the faithful at the Republican National Convention about how much human ears can bleed. As it turns out, one moment of brave fist-pumping could not overcome a lifetime of unmanly behavior.

And so, Trump's choice of Vance made sense. Vance, who honorably served four years in the Marines, is now a plutocrat who ran for Senate with artless griping about how childless cat ladies are going to destroy American civilization. It was a pick that probably seemed safe, even funny, when the Biden campaign was fading, especially if Trump thought he had found someone next to whom he could appear mature and tough.

Now consider the men on Kamala Harris's shortlist, including Governors Josh Shapiro of Pennsylvania, Andy Beshear of Kentucky, and Roy Cooper of North Carolina, and Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona. All of them are men of substance who have achieved political success as Democrats in states with heavy GOP representation. They have made reputations as guys who do their job and don't whine about it. You may take issue with some of their politics--I do--but these are serious people, unlike the performative clowns who abased themselves for a man whose values they once claimed to reject.

I do not lean in particular toward any of these shortlisters, and I have no special insight or information here that would lead me to speculate about outcomes in the veepstakes. Presidential ticket-balancing is often an ugly and unpredictable business, but I assume that Harris is not going to run on a ballot that is all female or all Black or, for that matter, all West Coast or all anything else. (The late, great P. J. O'Rourke captured the unloveliness of this process when he once snarked that, in 1988, the Democratic candidate, Governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts, "went with the high-concept ticket-balancing choice of [Texas Senator] Lloyd Bentsen, who was two hundred fifty years old and a little to the right of Albert Speer.")

Kelly, in particular, stands in stark contrast to the pitiable men of the national GOP. An Irish American born and raised in New Jersey, he became a pilot in the Navy after attending the United States Merchant Marine Academy. He flew 39 combat missions in Operation Desert Storm and then became an astronaut--just like his twin brother, Scott, who commanded the International Space Station.

On January 8, 2011, his wife, then-Representative Gabby Giffords of Arizona, was shot in the head by a deranged attacker while she was meeting with her constituents outside a supermarket. Kelly proceeded to fulfill one of the most important obligations for any man or woman: He took care of his injured family member. He retired from the military and left NASA shortly after Giffords was shot, and eight years later--after supporting Giffords through the grueling early stages of her recovery--he ran for Senate.

Kelly is not an electrifying speaker (nor is Cooper), but neither is Vance. Trump thought he was buying some sort of life story about hillbilly toughness with Vance, but he may find that his submissive running mate does not compare well with someone like the imposing Kelly, his years of military service, and his history of devotion to a wife nearly killed by an assassin.

One other thing I notice about Kelly, Shapiro, and Cooper: I hardly know what their voices sound like. John Adams once said of George Washington that he had "the gift of silence." I wish some Republican men had it. My ears have had to endure GOP officials who cannot stop talking--the streams of gibberish from Trump, the self-contradicting sophism of Lindsey Graham, the babbling of the insufferable Vivek Ramaswamy. It is a relief to hear men who talk like normal human beings instead of like a raging street preacher or the Guy Everyone Hated in Their Graduate Seminar.

More than 40 years ago, the British singer Joe Jackson wrote a song about men, their changing roles, and sexual identity. "But now and then," he sang, "we wonder who the real men are." I don't know the answer; like most men, I have tried to find my own way as a man, as a husband, and as a father. I've tried to learn from my own father's mistakes while emulating his better qualities. I know that, like many men, I've failed more often than I've succeeded. But I keep trying.

I also know this: The real men are not the ones who have to keep crowing about manliness and putting down women. Real men serve their nation, their community, and their family, and unlike Trump and his elected Republican coterie, they do it without whining or demanding credit.

Related:

	Donald Trump, the most unmanly president
 	Kamala Harris's white-boy summer




Today's News

	President Joe Biden will address the nation from the Oval Office at 8 p.m. ET tonight about his decision to withdraw from the presidential race.
 	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu gave a speech to Congress defending the war in Gaza and condemning protesters in America.
 	FBI Director Christopher A. Wray testified in front of the House Judiciary Committee about the gunman who tried to assassinate Donald Trump.




Evening Read


Emin Ozmen / Magnum



When Women Fight Back Against Autocracy

By Xanthe Scharff

In late December, I sat in an Istanbul criminal-court building and witnessed a scene unfold that has become depressingly familiar throughout Turkey. A man was accused of entering his ex-girlfriend's home, in violation of a preventive order, on four different dates in May 2023. He had threatened to kill her and destroyed her property. The victim was too scared to attend the proceedings.
 After a brief hearing, I watched the defendant scurry out of the courtroom, clutching a single piece of paper with the judge's ruling: He had been released without pretrial detention.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Nothing Netanyahu says will matter.
 	Kamala Harris's biggest advantage
 	NASA should ditch the spin.
 	How do you solve a problem like Norman Mailer?
 	AI's real hallucination problem




Culture Break


Clive Brunskill / Getty



Check out. These photos show last-minute preparations for the 2024 Summer Olympic Games, set to start on Friday.

Watch (or skip). Deadpool & Wolverine is for hard-core fans of superhero films, not casual viewers--and certainly not the nonbelievers, David Sims writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Can Memes Really Win Elections?

Kamala Harris has had a great few weeks online. But social-media traction can curdle fast.

by Lora Kelley




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


In some corners of the internet, Kamala Harris is the main character. Will her viral moment serve her?

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	J. D. Vance has a point about Mountain Dew.
 	Kamala Harris's diversity hire
 	Adrienne LaFrance: American fury
 	The party is not over.




A Fine Line

On Sunday, some of the most notable people in the world were posting some of the most consequential statements of modern American history on social media. But there was one post from a lesser-known figure that none of the frenzied political reporting of recent weeks prepared me for: "kamala IS brat," the pop singer Charli XCX declared. With three words, XCX, a pop diva of the summer, validated the likely Democratic presidential nominee (to be clear, being "brat"--the title and central concept of her latest album--is a good thing).

The internet, to paraphrase another XCX lyric, went crazy. Fans of XCX, who has dominated dance-music charts and captured a young and very online corner of the internet this summer, shared a slew of video edits of Harris with XCX's songs in the background. Harris's own rapid-response account on X quickly updated its banner image to "kamala hq" in the font and color scheme of Brat.

Sunday was a banner day for Harris online (and, you know, in real life). The internet was ready for her: Over the past month, a steady stream of clips and memes of her zaniest moments, including her widely shared quote from her mother, "You think you just fell out of a coconut tree?," have been getting traction. Harris has long had an energetic online fan base--the so-called #KHive rallied behind her in 2020--but she herself does not often post beyond standard politician fare. That may be part of why the flickers of engagement from her campaign's account over the past few days--and the clips positioning the candidate as a fun pop-cultural figure--have delighted her fans so.

The posts are fun, but they may not hold much value for Harris beyond that. Harris's team should "keep in mind that the 'extremely online' population doesn't necessarily represent the demographics or worldview of the rest of the country," Caitlin Chin-Rothmann, a fellow focused on technology at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me in an email. For all the people excited about the recent memes, many are baffled at, or simply uninterested in, the Brat and coconut-tree discourse. (XCX, although beloved by her fans, is also more of a niche cultural figure than a mainstream pop star.)

If Harris indeed becomes the Democratic nominee, she will want, to state the obvious, to earn as many votes as possible. Getting the age group likeliest to be on TikTok and listen to XCX to vote for her could only help. "The youth vote is not large--they're one of the lowest-turnout groups in the country--but they've leaned strongly Democratic in recent cycles," Seth Masket, the director of the Center on American Politics at the University of Denver, said in an email. "It's likely Biden wouldn't have won in 2020 without their strong support. Engaging them seems particularly important, if not by itself sufficient."

Still, equating online activity with voting trends is a dangerous game: "Social media is mostly a reflection, not a cause, of political behavior," Dean Lacy, a government professor at Dartmouth, noted to me via email. Research has not borne out a link between social-media traction and the results of an election, he added. It's too early to see how Harris would play among young people on Election Day, and the picture based on the polling thus far is mixed. (Much of that polling was conducted before she became the likely nominee, so the findings may yet shift as her presence in the race turns from a hypothetical to a real possibility.) CNN polling conducted late last month found that although slightly more people aged 18-34 supported Harris than Donald Trump, she lagged behind other Democrats who saw more support in recent elections.

So what is a buzzy online moment worth? Normally, Masket said, he wouldn't see a huge advantage from this type of online flurry. But young people seemed "incredibly unenthusiastic" about Joe Biden as the nominee, so targeting Gen Z with memes and cultural references may help engage them. And Harris's campaign doesn't have much time to spare in bringing aboard the undecided among those voters.

The line between participating in an online joke and being cringe is a thin one. Harris is teetering on that line right now--and so far, she's on the right side of it. It helps that most of the posts and memes are coming from her fans, not from her or her campaign. But the positive online energy could quickly curdle, my colleague Charlie Warzel reminded me, if voters perceive a gap between how Harris acts and how she posts. "If she runs a very staid, normal political campaign, then I think it will feel very inauthentic and cringey if her staff tries to make her seem Extremely Online," he said.

The value of these memes, for Harris, is in what they prove about her candidacy. After months of controlling Biden's public appearances, the Democrats now have a candidate they can proudly draw attention toward. Harris, as Charlie told me, can "take some of the oxygen away from the Trump campaign. That ability is more of an asset than any set of memes."

Related:

	The brat-ification of Kamala Harris
 	The Harris gamble


Stephanie Bai contributed research.



Today's News

	Vice President Kamala Harris reportedly has enough support from Democratic delegates to become the party's nominee in the presidential race.
 	Secret Service Director Kimberly Cheatle resigned after facing intense scrutiny over her agency's failure to prevent the assassination attempt on Donald Trump.
 	Senator Robert Menendez will resign next month after he was recently found guilty of federal bribery and conspiracy charges.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Fast-moving storms mean that planning for an evacuation is much harder now, Sara Sneath writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Why I Buy German Toothpaste Now

By Sarah Zhang

For as long as I can remember, I have bought into the gospel of fluoride, believing that my teeth would surely rot out of my head without its protection. So it felt a little bit illicit, recently, when I purchased a box of German fluoride-free kids' toothpaste for my daughter. The toothpaste came in blue, understated packaging--no cartoon characters or candy flavors--which I associated with German practicality. And instead of fluoride, it contained an anticavity ingredient called hydroxyapatite, vouched for by several dental researchers I interviewed for this story. Could it be, I wondered as I clicked "Buy," that toothpaste doesn't need to contain fluoride after all?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	There are no good options left with bird flu.
 	Netanyahu's folly
 	The emerging bipartisan wokeness
 	The wannabe tough-guy presidency
 	How sports got so whiny
 	Retirement gets harder the longer you wait.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: DiggPirate / Getty.



Listen. In the latest episode of Good on Paper, Atlantic writer Jerusalem Demsas interviews the happiness expert Arthur C. Brooks about whether religion can truly cure loneliness.

Read. These eight books about the thrills of competition and pushing one's limits will inspire people to move their body.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I'll leave you with this video of Stephen Colbert (a.k.a. "Stephen Colbrat") performing the viral Charli XCX "Apple" choreography on his show last night. I give him credit: The dance is pretty difficult to learn.

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Next 100 Days

<em>Atlantic</em> journalists answer seven questions about what happens from now until November.

by Lora Kelley




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


Now that President Joe Biden has dropped out of the race, Democrats have about 100 days to mount an entirely new campaign. Biden's endorsement of Vice President Kamala Harris made her the heir apparent to the Democratic nomination, but much about the Democrats' next moves remains unsettled. Below are seven questions, answered, about how this process could actually work.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	This is exactly what the Trump team feared.
 	David Frum: The Harris gamble
 	Anne Applebaum: Suddenly Trump looks older and more deranged.




What Comes Next

Can Harris take over Biden's campaign infrastructure--and receive his campaign's money?

Yes--and very likely. Biden's campaign filed paperwork to rename itself "Harris for President" yesterday afternoon, and the Biden-Harris campaign's roughly 1,300 staffers were told they would now be the Harris campaign's staff. If she becomes the nominee, Harris should be able to gain access to the Biden campaign's coffers, although some Republican operatives and lawyers are suggesting that the Biden campaign's money isn't Harris's yet, and they may mount legal challenges. (The Federal Election Commission chair, who was appointed by Donald Trump, has also said that this is an "unprecedented" situation with "open questions.") Harris's campaign has brought in an additional $81 million since yesterday, it said this afternoon.

Harris said that she intends to "earn and win" the Democratic nomination. Would another Democrat actually challenge her? Would they stand a chance?

As my colleague Russell Berman told me: Probably not, and no. The Democratic establishment is behind her and clearly wants her to be the nominee--and virtually all of her plausible challengers have endorsed her. Still, Russell reminded me that unlike Biden, Harris has not won any primaries. The delegates are now uncommitted, and are not obligated by the rules of the Democratic National Convention to back her. Harris is in a strong position. But if she stumbles badly or tanks in polls in the coming weeks, some Democrats could conceivably launch a last-minute bid against her, Russell said.

Why haven't any prominent Democrats decided to challenge her at this point?

Everything moved so fast, Russell told me: "It became clear immediately that many, if not most, senior Democrats were looking to Biden for a signal of whether the party should rally around Harris or open things up to a wider field." Biden's endorsement of Harris, followed by statements backing her (with a few notable exceptions) from Democratic Party leaders, "point strongly to a coronation," Russell said. Between that and her well-funded campaign, anyone running against Harris would likely have a very hard time winning.

What happens at the Democratic National Convention from August 19-22? 

The convention will go forward as scheduled in Chicago next month. The Democratic National Committee has yet to clarify whether it will still virtually vote on a nominee in early August, as it had planned to do. If that doesn't happen, delegates would vote at the convention itself--and the nominee's presidential campaign wouldn't start in earnest until August 23, perilously close to the beginning of early voting in some states. The Harris campaign is likely rushing to put together new programming for the convention now.

What qualities in a VP pick would be most useful to round out Harris's ticket?

Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear, Senator Mark Kelly of Arizona, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, and North Carolina Governor Roy Cooper have all come up as potential Harris running mates. What these politicians have in common--beyond being white men, a quality that some Democrats think will broaden her ticket's appeal, this being America--is that they are well-liked Democrats in swing or right-leaning states. Politicians in such states, my colleague Elaina Plott Calabro told me, especially those "who have proved their ability to win among Trump-partial voters," will almost definitely be the people Harris looks to.

And a strong and strategic running mate for Harris could make Trump's choice of J. D. Vance even riskier. As my colleague Tim Alberta wrote in The Atlantic today, the Vance pick was something of a bravado move made to invigorate the base when the Trump team was teeing up for a landslide win against Biden--not to bring in swing voters in a close election.

How has this development affected the Trump campaign's plans so far?

The Trump campaign has been operating for months under the assumption of a Trump-Biden matchup, and it's been preparing for victory. Now, having built a campaign focused on Biden's weaknesses--including hammering him for his age--Republicans will need to scramble to try to beat a candidate two decades Trump's junior. The Trump campaign is insisting that nothing has changed, Tim wrote yesterday. But "at the very least," he wrote, Trump's team realizes that "Harris's promotion will provide a desperately needed jolt to Democrats nationwide in the form of fundraising, volunteerism, and enthusiasm."

Harris has not polled very well as vice president, and she didn't even make it to the primaries in her 2020 presidential campaign. Why do Democrats think she can win?

In short: Because she's not Biden or Trump. Among Democrats, my colleague Ronald Brownstein told me, Harris is benefiting from Biden's frequent framing: Don't compare me to the Almighty; compare me to the alternative. In this case, the alternative is Biden himself.

Democrats also consider her more effective than Biden at doing the job of running for president. Harris has already been on the trail delivering Democratic talking points to voters, and her communication skills are improving now that she has a clearer lane--what Ronald calls "her point-person role in responding to the red-state and Supreme Court rights rollbacks inspired and enabled by Trump." And although "the negatives about Biden are virtually set in concrete," Harris's image is less settled, he said. That creates an opportunity for Democrats--but they need to act quickly, he said, lest Republicans take advantage of the opening to cement negative impressions of her.

Related:

	Can Harris reassemble Obama's coalition?
 	How is this going to work?




Today's News

	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu arrived in Washington, D.C., for his first visit in almost four years. He is expected to meet with President Biden and Vice President Harris, and to deliver a speech to Congress.
 	The House Oversight and Accountability Committee questioned Secret Service Director Kimberly Cheatle about the assassination attempt on Trump.
 	Most airlines have recovered after CrowdStrike recently caused an outage that took down many systems; Delta, which has canceled more than 5,500 flights since Friday morning, continued to face issues today.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Many animals are more sophisticated than humans once gave them credit for, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



AI Can't Make Music

By Matteo Wong

Anyone who expects that a program can create music and replace human artistry is wrong: I doubt that many people would line up for Lollapalooza to watch SZA type a prompt into a laptop, or to see a robot croon. Still, generative AI does pose a certain kind of threat to musicians--just as it does to visual artists and authors. What is becoming clear now is that the coming war is not really one between human and machine creativity; the two will forever be incommensurable. Rather, it is a struggle over how art and human labor are valued--and who has the power to make that appraisal.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The CrowdStrike failure was a warning.
 	You know who else is really old?
 	MAGA cries "coup."
 	Trump versus the coconut-pilled
 	Tony Blair, prophet of the inevitable, embraces AI.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Spelling Television / 90210 Productions / Alamy.



Remember. Shannen Doherty, the late actor who turned her Beverly Hills, 90210 character into someone viewers could never forget, Lynn Steger Strong writes.

Read. "The Garden," a poem by Grady Chambers:

"When my mother could no longer walk / from the kitchen to the yard, / the garden became my chore."

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/07/the-next-100-days/679196/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Candidate, Not a Cult Leader

After Biden's decision to leave the race, the difference between the Democrats and the Republicans could not be clearer.

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.


President Joe Biden has chosen to put his country over his own ego, a heroic decision that shows the difference between a political party and a cult of personality.



Joe Biden, the president of the United States, has decided not to run for his office in 2024. He joins a small but honorable fraternity of men who, for various reasons, declined to seek reelection. This club was founded by George Washington, whose refusal to stand for the presidency again in 1796 was particularly important, because he was walking away from a virtually guaranteed victory.

Biden, by contrast, was facing the serious prospect of a loss, but his decision is similarly admirable. The president sees Donald Trump as a threat to American democracy, and he must know that he has been trailing Trump for months, even before the debate in June that sealed his fate. Biden tried to recover, but in every public outing, he raised more doubts than he dispelled. Anxious Democrats tried to get the message through to him, in private at first and then in public, that he was losing ground in swing states and that his continued presence in the race could even doom downballot candidates.

Many Democrats at the national level believed that Biden was leading his party to a repeat of 2016, in which Trump would again grind out an Electoral College victory while the Republicans would take the House and Senate. Biden would be defeated, and Trump would control the entire government. This time, there would be none of the supposed adults in the room who guided Trump during his tenure. His next administration would be staffed by bottom-feeding opportunists and cranks. The courts are positioned to support this new era of Trumpism: The conservative majority on the Supreme Court has already invited Trump to rule as a king--or worse.

Faced with what he sees as a nightmare scenario both for his party and his nation, President Biden decided to end his candidacy.

My colleague Franklin Foer (who has written a biography of Biden) noted today that the Biden of the past few weeks was a less than admirable figure: He was a defensive, brittle old man who didn't want to be told he could no longer lead the party on the field of political battle. Like many Americans, I have had the experience of tussling with an elderly parent who came to understand I was right but needed time to admit it. (My father lived to be 94, and we faced many such issues together.) Biden, I am assuming, has been trying to come to grips with the possibility that he might now be the Democrat least likely to defeat Trump.

I do not know--no one can at this point--whether Biden's replacement will fare any better in November. (Biden has thrown his support behind his vice president, Kamala Harris, as one would expect. Representative Jim Clyburn endorsed her, and the Democrats seem to be coalescing around her.) But at least the Democrats have a fighting chance now. Biden said recently that he couldn't wait to get back on the trail against Trump, an attempt at bravado that implied he was about to start barnstorming across the fruited plain. I did not believe he was physically capable of doing that kind of campaigning; I doubt many elected Democrats did either.

Of course, if the nominee is Harris, the Republicans will go into culture-war overdrive. They will say that as a Californian, she is too liberal. They will say that as a former prosecutor, she is too conservative. They will say that she is too female and too Black. (Well, they won't say those last two out loud, but get ready for a fusillade of dog whistles that will be amped up to the point that they could shatter granite.)

Indeed, the MAGA Republicans are already griping about a Democratic Party "coup," as if they have serious concerns about democracy in any political party, including their own. But Biden's decision reflected a determination to put the fate of his country ahead of his personal vanity, a choice Trump is inherently incapable of making.

After today the difference between the Democrats and the Republicans could not be clearer. Biden faces challenges of age that are not going to get any easier. His decision to make way for a younger candidate reaffirmed that his party is not about one man. Trump, meanwhile, continues to bellow gibberish at his rallies, raving like the emotionally unstable, would-be dictator that he is.

Even after Trump insulted America's veterans and the nation's war dead, even after he was found liable for sexual abuse, even after he racked up 34 felony convictions, almost no elected officials in his party called for him to leave the ticket. (As usual, Mitt Romney was seated at a table for one.) Yet millions of Americans, sadly, have come to regard Trump's pestilential character as merely a curious facet of an otherwise normal candidate.

Now that Biden is stepping down, perhaps all the false equivalency can end. Biden is a good man, and he's been a good and consequential president with a first-term record most of his predecessors would envy. He is capable of serving out his term and should do so. (The calls from Republicans today that he should now resign, coming from opportunistic hypocrites such as Elise Stefanik, are as meaningless as they are predictable.) Trump was a disaster, an incompetent and ignorant president whose selfish decisions, especially about COVID-19, likely cost many thousands of Americans their lives.

Biden's decision is now also a challenge to every voter in the pro-democracy coalition to live by their words. For two years, many Americans lamented the choice between the aging Biden and the dissolute, unbalanced Trump. Their wish has been granted: They will now likely have a choice between a shouty, 78-year-old habitual liar whose life is a record of shame and failure and a 59-year-old woman who has served honorably as a big-state attorney general, a senator, and the vice president of the United States.

Harris has her critics, and she will bring her own vulnerabilities to a campaign. Every American should assess her record with judicious skepticism, as they would that of any other politician. But in the end, if the vice president is the eventual nominee, she will be a candidate similar to many others throughout American history who can claim a long record of senior-government experience. (Like Trump, for example, she has been given briefs on nuclear-launch procedures. Unlike Trump, she almost certainly understood them.)

Every voter who cares about democracy but has claimed to be paralyzed by the two old men in the race will now have no excuses for indecision. The Democrats have made clear that they intend to field a stable, experienced candidate. The Republicans, a cult of personality in the grip of fevered delusions, will field Trump. Tonight, Americans have the clarity they demanded.

Related:

	Peter Wehner: Joe Biden made the right choice.
 	Helen Lewis on the response outside America




When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Makes Kate Winslet So Surprising

Culture and entertainment musts from Matt Seaton

by Isabel Fattal




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's guest is senior editor Matt Seaton, who has written about a happiness expert's frank advice for Joe Biden and a game of cricket that turned into a diplomatic incident.

Matt enjoys watching Kate Winslet play against what one might call her English-rose type, would bring the audiobook of Charlotte Bronte's Villette to a desert island, and returns often to a Robert Frost poem that is both nature writing and its complete opposite.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Congress accidentally legalized weed six years ago.
 	The fakest populism you ever saw
 	Why you should trust your gut




The Culture Survey: Matt Seaton

An actor I would watch in anything: I was a latecomer to admiring Kate Winslet. For the first 20 or so years of her career, I could see that she was leading-lady material but couldn't understand what the fuss was about. That really changed with her performance in the title role of the HBO miniseries Mildred Pierce (2011, though I caught up with it later than that); she was also memorable in the 2015 film The Dressmaker, and great again in another HBO show, Mare of Easttown (2021). I think what finally got my attention was how she excelled at playing against what I'd taken to be her English-rose type, and showed a more complex side that's steel and grit layered over a prickly vulnerability. I'm a convert now. [Related: The real twist of Mare of Easttown]

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: For a quiet song, I'll choose "My Old Friend the Blues," as recorded by the Proclaimers--a wonderfully improbable cover of a great Steve Earle song. Earle is a favorite of mine in his own right: Probably the best gig I ever saw was when he toured with the Del McCoury Band, which involved the ensemble standing around a big old mic and stepping in to sing or play a solo, the Grand Ole Opry way. Earle's melancholy song voiced in soulful Scottish accents is one of those rare improvements on the original.

And this mention of the Reid brothers from Leith, Scotland, takes me indirectly to my loud choice, from the belting Northern Irish contingent of the U.K.'s punk and postpunk scene. Stiff Little Fingers' "Gotta Gettaway" is my pick; I was a tame teenager, in truth, but this driving punk anthem about escape from conformity moved my inner mosh pit, and it still does.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: After that raucous ruckus, this may seem strange, but I was brought up to have a soft spot for Baroque music (a taste I also share with my wife). Some years ago, Christoph Willibald Gluck's Orfeo ed Euridice got me through a difficult time in my life. I think it may have been because something so surpassingly beautiful forces you to believe in the triumph of the human spirit. That said, years later, I went to a production at the Metropolitan Opera and was a little taken aback: I knew the tragic myth of Orpheus and knew Gluck's music inside out, but I had never read the libretto in translation or even a synopsis of the opera's plot, so I was probably the only person in the audience who experienced the happy ending as an anticlimax. Ridiculous, really--the music should have told me.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: This is going back a bit, but I will never forget a show I saw in 2020 at the ever-superb Jewish Museum featuring work originally curated by a groundbreaking New York art dealer named Edith Halpert. From the mid-1920s to 1970, her Downtown Gallery championed American artists, some of whom became household names. The exhibit was a cornucopia of mostly representational artwork from the period before abstract expressionism became the Official American Art. A piece by a fairly obscure printmaker named Victoria Hutson Huntley so struck me that I ended up on a quest to track down her work, and now I have one of her prints in my study.

Something I recently rewatched, reread, or otherwise revisited: Years ago, a close friend at university told me that Charlotte Bronte's Villette was by far her favorite novel, the one she'd take to a desert island. I couldn't get on with it. That vaguely haunted me, and having become a devotee of audiobooks, I decided recently to try again. Villette read aloud--a rendering that can work its alchemy with any title--was a revelation. The story of Lucy Snowe, a young Englishwoman obliged to earn her way as a schoolteacher in a provincial town loosely based on 19th-century Brussels, and her perplexed romantic life seems to me now perhaps the richest, most rewarding experience of fiction I'm ever likely to know. Bronte's ability to draw characters, dramatize their tangled relations, and above all illuminate Lucy's inner life is simply a marvel. The audiobook is packed for my desert-island stay. [Related: Alexander Chee on what writing parties reveals about characters]

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: I'm not a great student of poetry, so this is a rather predictable choice of poet, but a poem of Robert Frost's abides with me. Not, in fact, the very well-known "Mending Wall" (though I happen to like mending the stone walls around our home in Vermont) but a short poem known simply by its first line, "In Winter in the Woods Alone." Again, I relate to the poem's ostensible subject, which is about chopping down a maple tree, but the poem ends thus as the speaker leaves the snowy woods at dusk: "I see for Nature no defeat / In one tree's overthrow / Or for myself in my retreat / For yet another blow." It's nature writing, but it's also the opposite of nature writing. Frost presses upon us the speaker's antagonism despite the declared truce, and makes apparent that this imagined conflict between man and nature is pure projection--a product of the human will to master. In three short stanzas, you have to reckon with all of that. These days, I try to get our firewood from fallen or dead timber.



The Week Ahead

	Deadpool & Wolverine, the third movie in Marvel's Deadpool series, starring Ryan Reynolds and Hugh Jackman (in theaters Friday)
 	The 2024 Summer Olympics, in Paris (opening ceremony on Friday)
 	Liars, a new novel by Sarah Manguso about the dissolution of a marriage (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Gregory Reid / Gallery Stock.



Why Parents Don't Mind If Their Kids Don't Marry

By Stephanie H. Murray

Few generational stereotypes are more familiar to Americans than the overbearing mother needling her grown children to settle down and start a family. But it may be time to retire that cliche. A recent survey by Pew Research Center found that only 39 percent of registered U.S. voters say "society is better off if people make marriage and having children a priority," and a majority say society is "just as well off if people have priorities other than marriage and children." This followed earlier Pew research showing that most young adults feel little to no pressure from their parents to marry or have kids, and that most parents do not consider it "important" whether their kids do so.
 Findings such as these--as well as a data point from Pew last year that 88 percent of parents consider it "extremely" or "very" important for their children to be financially independent and have jobs or careers they enjoy--have prompted some commentators to worry that Americans have their priorities out of line, placing money and career above relationships and family. But the real story of how parents' attitudes toward these subjects have changed is more complicated than workism run amok.


Read the full article.

More in Culture

	Dr. Ruth, Richard Simmons, and the joys of eccentricity 
 	The remarkable charisma of Shelley Duvall
 	Seven bedside-table books for when you can't sleep
 	The church of Saint Richard
 	Not your typical prison drama
 	Simone Biles and the limits of "work ethic"
 	The cheapness of luxury
 	Please see Twisters in theaters.
 	"How I faked my way to rock stardom"




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	The end of Biden's candidacy approaches.
 	The new Trump is always the old Trump.
 	What the Microsoft outage reveals




Photo Album


On July 12, 2024, Bujang, a 35-year-old male orangutan rescued from a circus in Sumatra, asks for food on a sanctuary island surrounded by a river, where non-releasable orangutans are protected for life. The Samboja Lestari Orangutan Rehabilitation Center is run by the nonprofit Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation in Samboja, East Kalimantan. Yasuyoshi Chiba / AFP / Getty



Check out photos from the past week of an orangutan rehabilitation center in Borneo, an iceberg-filled fjord in Greenland, scenes from the Republican National Convention, and more.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Animals Behaving in 'Humanlike' Ways

We may not be the only species to call one another by name or to plan ahead for our future.

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.


Do dogs understand what's funny? In the November 1910 issue of The Atlantic, the nature writer John Burroughs turned to this question as he tried to understand how animal minds really work. Humans laugh because they perceive "some sort of incongruity" that they find entertaining, Burroughs wrote; dogs, he argued, don't have the intellectual capability to spot these incongruities. He conducted an informal experiment: "When one day I suddenly appeared before my dog in a suit of khaki, a garb in which he had never before seen me, did it excite his mirth, as it did that of some of my neighbors? On the contrary, it alarmed him."

As Burroughs explores what's knowable about the animal mind, he's also aware of the limitations of his quest. "We have to describe that which is not man in terms of man, because we have no other terms, and thereby tell a kind of untruth," he writes. "It is as when we put birdsongs or animal-calls into words, or write them on the musical scale--we only hint what we cannot express."

The years since Burrough's essay have been marked by astonishing findings in animal cognition. Many animals are more sophisticated than humans once gave them credit for. And some behave in ways that are remarkably humanlike: Evidence suggests chimps might recognize themselves in a mirror, elephants use namelike calls to identify one another, and some animals review their past to plan ahead for their future. If we can find these actions elsewhere in the animal kingdom, then what does humanlike really mean, anyway?



Elephants Are Doing Something Deeply Human

By Tove Danovich

They're part of a growing list of animals that use namelike calls.

Read the article.

How First Contact With Whale Civilization Could Unfold

By Ross Andersen

If we can learn to speak their language, what should we say?

Read the article.

A Journey Into the Animal Mind

By Ross Andersen

What science can tell us about how other creatures experience the world

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	What mirrors tell us about animal minds: ... including our own. (From 2017)
 	The surprising complexity of animal memories: Chimpanzees, birds, and even rats have shown signs of reviewing their past to prepare for the future, Frans De Waal wrote in 2019.




Other Diversions

	Seven bedside-table books for when you can't sleep
 	The world needs more cheerful weirdos.
 	The key to a good parent-child relationship? Low expectations.




P.S.


Courtesy of Isobel Stevenson



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Isobel Stevenson sent a picture of the sunset just outside Columbia, Connecticut, taken this past spring. "I was on my way home from Hartford, and had been diverted from my usual route because of roadworks or an accident," Stevenson wrote. "If not for the diversion, I never would have seen this, so I like it as a reminder that awe and wonder can be the unintended reward for small inconveniences."

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 Searing Reminder That Trump Is Unwell

His bizarre diatribe at the RNC shows why the pro-democracy coalition is so worried about beating him.

by Tom Nichols




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


Donald Trump's bizarre diatribe at the Republican National Convention shows why the prodemocracy coalition is so worried about beating the GOP nominee--even if it means that Joe Biden must step down.

But first, here are three new stories from The Atlantic.

	It's official: The Supreme Court ignores its own precedent.
 	What the Microsoft outage reveals 
 	"Hillbilly" women will get no help from J. D. Vance.




Not Comparable

It's been quite a year in politics, what with President Biden facing calls to drop out of the race and Trump having a meltdown in public after an assassination attempt and ...

I'm sorry, did I say a year? I meant a week.

So much has happened, and political events have become so freakish, that we can all be forgiven for losing our bearings a bit. For the past few days, I've felt like Homer Simpson after he accidentally turned a toaster into a time machine and came back to find that Ned Flanders was the unchallenged dictator of the world.

But in the midst of all this, two things remain clear:

	Joe Biden is showing significant signs of frailty and faces real opposition within his party to continuing his campaign.
 	Donald Trump is emotionally unwell.


These are not comparable problems.

Nor did Biden and Trump have equally bad weeks. Biden is facing a revolt in his own party and is now recovering from COVID. Trump was nearly killed by a young loner.

Biden claims to still be in the race, an answer many elected Democrats have refused to accept. My colleague Russell Berman wrote yesterday afternoon that Senator Peter Welch of Vermont believes that the Biden campaign may be at an end; more telling is that Russell described Welch as the only member of the upper chamber making that argument, but from the time that Russell wrote that article to this afternoon, three more sitting Democratic U.S. senators--Sherrod Brown of Ohio, Jon Tester of Montana, and Martin Heinrich of New Mexico--called for Biden to step down.

The case for Biden leaving the race is evident to anyone who's watched him over the past month. He seems to be no better in his public outings than he was during the debate, and has sometimes seemed worse. As I've said here, I don't think that means he can't run the country for the remainder of his term, but Trump is going to be fired up and on the road, and I doubt that Biden can match that level of engagement, which could be decisive in a race that will be won on slim margins in a handful of states. I suspect that the people voting to save democracy would vote for Biden if he were governing from a cryostatic tube, but the Democrats calling on him to wrap it up have perfectly valid fears that he could lose and take the down-ballot races with him.

Meanwhile, the Republican National Convention was a searing reminder that Trump is a vengeful autocrat with obvious mental deficits who has surrounded himself with a crew of vicious goons.

I approached Trump's speech with genuine curiosity. I was for most of my life a working political scientist, and I have written speeches for politicians; I think I know a good one when I see one. So I watched last night to see if Trump, tamed by a brush with death, would strike a new tone or, at the very least, try to make peace with one of his most hated enemies: the teleprompter.

No chance. To be fair, some people who watched the speech thought that the first 10 minutes or so, in which Trump recounted being injured, were good, even thoughtful. I thought they were terrible; although Trump and his people have emphasized Trump's defiance in the moment after he was hurt, his blow-by-blow account of the incident came across to me as creepy and solipsistic rather than brave.

Contrast that with Ronald Reagan, the previous president injured in an attempt on his life. Karen Tumulty of The Washington Post reminded us today that Reagan appeared before Congress a month after he was nearly killed. (His injuries were severe and life-threatening.) Reagan was on the Hill to talk about the economy, but he started by thanking the country for its prayers and good wishes, noting a cute letter he got from a child while he was in the hospital, and paying tribute to the people injured alongside him. This digression took all of four paragraphs, a matter of a few minutes. "Now, let's talk about getting spending and inflation under control and cutting your tax rates," he then said.
 
 Trump, however, droned on about how much the human ear can bleed, while the screens behind him showed huge pictures of blood on his face. He then went over to the equipment owned by Corey Comperatore, the volunteer firefighter killed in the attack, and kissed the helmet. Some in the crowd may have loved it, but I prefer a bit more stoicism in national leaders; I've always thought that Trump's penchant for hugging and kissing flags was weird, and planting a kiss on the headgear of a dead man was even weirder.

And then things really went off the rails. If you didn't sit through it, I can't blame you; it was the longest presidential-nomination-acceptance speech on record. Basking in the friendliest audience he will ever find on this planet, Trump couldn't help himself. He was supposed to be like a band at a concert doing a tight set, playing some favorites for the loyal fans, introducing a little new material, and gaining a wider audience. Instead, he blew the chance and ran overtime as he noodled, improvised, and even mangled some of his classics.

The speech wasn't written that way, of course, but Trump can't stick to a script. You can always tell when Trump is trying to read the teleprompter: His shoulders tense up, he cocks his head and squints, and he rushes through words he has clearly never seen before. It doesn't help that Trump's writers stuff his speeches with baroque constructions that are supposed to be soaring and majestic but that always end up sounding more like dollar-store Churchill imitations. Trump struggles with these complex sentences, and then he abandons them--and that is when the real Trump comes out, in all his whiny and aggrieved glory.

I do not have the space (or the endurance) to relive those moments with you, but they were the ramblings of a man who has serious psychological problems. All of it was on display last night: rage, paranoia, pettiness, desolating selfishness.

I'm always sorry to leave readers with these sorts of observations just before a weekend, but much of the media response to Biden's troubles and Trump's madness has been mired in equivalences that obscure what's happening to both men, and what's at stake for the nation. (As I was writing this, for example, a Washington Post newsletter arrived in my inbox and told me that the GOP had just wrapped up "an energized, focused convention." That's an interesting description of a Republican gathering that featured a sex worker, Hulk Hogan, and a spaced-out Trump.)

Yes, Biden is old, and he's having trouble communicating. The people expressing serious concerns about him have good reason to worry about both his health and his ability to defeat Trump. He might be out of the race by next week. But Trump is mentally and emotionally unwell. He and his valet, J. D. Vance, are not going anywhere. The real tragedy is that, in a serious country, Biden might step down without incident, and a normal race would continue, because decent people would have banished Trump from the public square long ago.

Related:

	David Frum: This crew is totally beatable. 
 	The new Trump is always the old Trump.




Today's News

 	A software update from the cybersecurity company CrowdStrike caused a digital outage that disrupted airlines, health care, shipping, and many other services on Friday.
 	A federal appeals court temporarily blocked a Biden-administration student-loan-repayment plan, leading the Department of Education to pause payments for 8 million borrowers.
 	Depending on his recovery from COVID-19, Biden expects to meet Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu when the latter is in Washington next week to address a joint session of Congress.
 




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Emma Sarappo explores the books that keep readers awake at night.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: Damon Beres asks: What happens when a bot gets too good at its job?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photo-illustration by Joanne Imperio / The Atlantic. Sources: Courtesy of the author; Gijsbert Hanekroot / Getty; Paul Natkin / Getty.



How I Faked My Way to Rock Stardom

By J. R. Patterson

Before John Fogerty's life became mine, there was cold. In November 2012, I was 22 and had left the family farm in Manitoba to find work in the oil fields of Alberta. I arrived during a bust and, because work was not immediate, spent the days driving my Ford F-150 around the country surrounding Calgary, listening to AM radio and my small collection of CDs--a few Rolling Stones albums, some outlaw-country records, and the complete discography of Creedence Clearwater Revival.
 The Ford was what they call a SuperCab, with a rear backward-opening half door and a narrow bench for a back seat. At night, lacking the money for a hotel, I would find a quiet place to park, crawl into the back seat, and stretch out on the bench, my clothes wrapped around my boots for a pillow. I kept my guitars--an acoustic Martin and an electric Epiphone Les Paul--beside me to warm them, lest they crack in the cold. The nights weren't kind to me either, and I often woke up shivering, the world outside covered with frost or snow. To allay myself, I'd run the engine for a while and put on Creedence.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Biden campaign just can't stop meme-ing.
 	The fakest populism you ever saw
 	Whoops! The internet broke.




Culture Break


Melinda Sue Gordon / Universal Pictures



Watch. Twisters, in theaters, squeezes a lot of juice out of the weather-driven disaster flick.

Read. In Yasmin Zaher's debut novel, The Coin, the promise of exclusivity is a facade.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Some of you may have noticed that I don't particularly admire Trump's running mate, Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio. (Vance has noticed it too.) I wrote about his RNC speech here. I remain appalled at Vance's casual betrayal of the people he claims to care about, the poor and working-class whites he grew up with in Ohio.

Perhaps I feel this more keenly because I grew up in a working-class town in Massachusetts, and I think working people deserve a better spokesperson than an opportunistic plutocrat like Vance. You may find it striking to think of New England as a depressed area; people who are not from the region probably think of it as a lovely expanse of college greens and church steeples and foliage. And it is--but much of New England was once home to mills and factories that produced shoes, textiles, and even military swords. (The bronze doors of the U.S. Capitol's House wing were cast in 1903 in my hometown of Chicopee.) By the late 1970s, many of those workplaces, abandoned as industries moved out of the Northeast and sometimes out of the United States, were rotting hulks.

If you'd like to read a memoir that shows what it was like to grow up in Massachusetts in those days, I'd suggest Townie: A Memoir, by Andre Dubus III, who is near my age and grew up in a mill town much like mine. It's not a pretty read, but it is evocative--so much so that some passages made me wince. I can affirm that it captures the reality of growing up in a part of America, far from Vance's hometown, that was also plagued by dysfunction and decline.

-- Tom



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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Can a Bot Be Too Good at Its Job?

AI agents can automate complex tasks on behalf of human operators--with potentially disastrous consequences.

by Damon Beres




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


AI has been cheered by proponents for its ability to automate tasks, allowing users to spare themselves from boring work assignments (or, in a less happy example, to flood the web with useless slop). What will happen when this tendency is taken to its extreme?

In a recent article for The Atlantic, Jonathan Zittrain writes about the coming era of AI agents--bots that operate on behalf of humans, not only responding to specific prompts but also undertaking much more complex interactions such as shopping and responding to emails. "This routinization of AI that doesn't simply talk with us, but also acts out in the world, is a crossing of the blood-brain barrier between digital and analog, bits and atoms," Zittrain writes. "That should give us pause."

Zittrain references a man who created a bot that could manage every step of the pizza-ordering process: It called a local pizzeria, "spoke" in a synthetic voice, responded to the person on the other line, asked for the right toppings, provided the man's address, and so on. Sounds neat! Yet problems may arise when these relatively autonomous agents are left floating in the ether of the internet for all time, ceaselessly working toward goals whose relevance has long since faded, sucking up resources all the while. And some people may put these bots to nefarious ends, Zittrain notes: "Imagine a fleet of pro-Vladimir Putin agents playing a long game by joining hobbyist forums, earnestly discussing those hobbies, and then waiting for a seemingly organic, opportune moment to work in favored political talking points."

Zittrain points to reasonable steps that could be taken now to avoid disaster in the future--without ruining whatever potential good might come from this new breed of digital assistant.




Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Sources: perets; Liyao Xie / Getty.



We Need to Control AI Agents Now

By Jonathan Zittrain

In 2010--well before the rise of ChatGPT and Claude and all the other sprightly, conversational AI models--an army of bots briefly wiped out $1 trillion of value across the NASDAQ and other stock exchanges. Lengthy investigations were undertaken to figure out what had happened and why--and how to prevent it from happening again. The Securities and Exchange Commission's report on the matter blamed high-frequency-trading algorithms unexpectedly engaging in a mindless "hot potato" buying and selling of contracts back and forth to one another.
 A "flash crash," as the incident was called, may seem quaint relative to what lies ahead. That's because, even amid all the AI hype, a looming part of the AI revolution is under-examined: "agents." Agents are AIs that act independently on behalf of humans. As the 2010 flash crash showed, automated bots have been in use for years. But large language models can now translate plain-language goals, expressed by anyone, into concrete instructions that are interpretable and executable by a computer--not just in a narrow, specialized realm such as securities trading, but across the digital and physical worlds at large. Such agents are hard to understand, evaluate, or counter, and once set loose, they could operate indefinitely.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	AI-generated junk is flooding Etsy: "ChatGPT and other AI tools are ascendant in popular culture, as is the idea that you can ask them for anything," Kaitlyn Tiffany wrote last year. "You can even ask them to make you rich."




P.S.

You likely saw the news today of the CrowdStrike bug that knocked a sizable portion of the world's digital infrastructure offline, grounding planes, halting television broadcasts, and gumming up hospitals. In an article for The Atlantic, Samuel Arbesman described the situation in a way that immediately called to mind the AI boom: "Our technological systems are too complicated for anyone to fully understand."

-- Damon
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The Books That Keep Readers Awake at Night

A certain kind of novel can push you to stretch one day into the early hours of the next one.

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.

Every person alive likely knows how it feels to lie in the dark, willing sleep to come but failing, minute after minute, to drift off. Even if you're in bed next to someone, once you close your eyes, you're isolated, with nothing but your own racing thoughts to keep you company. This week, M. L. Rio, who has struggled with insomnia since graduate school, offered a list of books to comfort the restless in the lonely predawn hours--and included a few that might, hopefully, lull them into dreamland. Her list was inventive and instructive, but it made me think of an adjacent category of books: the ones that keep you awake far past your bedtime.

But first, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	"Cornucopia," a poem by Natasha Rao
 	The cheapness of luxury
 	"On Love," a poem by Andrea Cohen


On the whole, I'm blessed with the ability to sleep peacefully once I lay my head down. However, I do not always possess the discipline to forgo short-term gratification for next-day alertness: I'm an inveterate bedtime procrastinator, always delaying lights-out for another episode, a few more scrolls, or, especially, just one more page. And this tendency is exacerbated when I'm reading a certain kind of book--a knotty, exciting, suspenseful one with a strong voice, especially a novel that's older (and therefore has plot details littered across the internet, ready to spoil a too-curious traveler).

These books keep me up at night because I'm racing my own impatience. I wanted to know what would happen in The Secret History, and I knew that if I didn't finish it quickly, I'd end up stumbling across a twist I didn't want ruined. I raced through Pale Fire for the same reason--I desperately wanted to read critical writing picking apart the book's images and implications, but doing that would likely have ruined the reveals about Charles Kinbote's identity that I now know are much better if unspooled slowly and subtly. I stayed up until 2 a.m. reading John Fowles's The Magus partially because I was captivated by its narrator, Nicholas Urfe, a self-important layabout with very little self-awareness, but mostly because, just like Nicholas, I'd become obsessed with the mysterious Greek recluse Conchis and hoped to understand his secrets. And who, I wondered, really was the titular character in Piranesi? I needed to find out, and because I work in the daytime, this frequently meant reading until far too late at night.

These books are invariably fiction--I find that even the most compelling true-crime account or dramatic memoir can wait for the morning, possibly because the events inside have already played out. But in a novel, the action is suspended in time, always ready to stop or start as the reader puts down and returns to the story. This makes getting to the end for the first time extra special, and it's what pushes me to stretch one day long into the early hours of the next one.




Seven Bedside-Table Books for When You Can't Sleep

By M. L. Rio

These titles can offer another voice in the darkness, ready to soothe a restless mind.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Enchanted April, by Elizabeth von Arnim

When The Enchanted April was first published, in 1922, it became a best seller in both England and the U.S. and inspired not only film and theatrical adaptations but also a rash of trips to Italy. (We might think of this as a precursor to the Eat, Pray, Love phenomenon.) The novel describes four women who feel compelled to spend the month of April together in Portofino. The plot is set in motion when the self-effacing, awkward Lotty Wilkins sees an ad in a newspaper on a rainy winter day in London, addressed to "Those who Appreciate Wistaria and Sunshine," and has a eureka moment: She should rent the advertised house. She manages to convince three more women--an acquaintance from her ladies' club and two strangers she scrounges up--to join her. Later, thanks to a month spent among sea and sun and flowering vines and cypress trees, the women all have various epiphanies of their own, returning to forgotten selves and admitting their true desires, in life and in love. The novel is a reminder that sometimes you have to go far away from home to come home to yourself. (It's also a reminder to visit Italy in the springtime.) -- Pamela Newton

From our list: Eight books that will change your perspective





Out Next Week

? The Quiet Damage, by Jesselyn Cook

? Liars, by Sarah Manguso


? A Passionate Mind in Relentless Pursuit: The Vision of Mary McLeod Bethune, by Noliwe Rooks




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic; Sources: Getty.



The Two Marys

By Elliot Ackerman

The Austrian writer Stefan Zweig's 1932 biography, Marie Antoinette: The Portrait of an Average Woman ... [paints] a portrait of an aristocratic elite that cannot fathom the dissolution of a dysfunctional old regime even as it occurs before their eyes. In a second biography, Mary Queen of Scots, Zweig is concerned with questions of legitimacy--what happens to a society when the state's authority is habitually called into question, as Mary Stuart called into question Queen Elizabeth's reign as a Protestant monarch. The two books felt to me like the perfect supplemental reading last month, amid news coverage of the trials of Hunter Biden and Donald Trump, as if Zweig were commenting on our time.

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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More Business Leaders Are Warming to Trump's Pitch

But adding Vance to the ticket could complicate things.

by Lora Kelley




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


In his 2024 campaign, Donald Trump is more open about his pro-business stance than he's ever been, and some corporate leaders have been warming to his pitch. But his choice of J. D. Vance as his running mate complicates his newfound bond with big business.

But first, here are four new stories from The Atlantic.

	The end of Biden's candidacy approaches
 	"I think it's happening": The dam is breaking for Biden.
 	Stuart Stevens: "I thought I understood the GOP. I was wrong."




Dropping the Act

When Donald Trump first ran for president as a Republican, he didn't get a warm response from the elite business world. In 2016, major business leaders shunned the self-styled real-estate mogul and threw their dollars behind Hillary Clinton, reacting in part to Trump's vocal anti-corporate rants. The business world was similarly cold toward Trump in his first bid for reelection (at least in public), and many executives denounced the January 6 insurrection. Now some business leaders are open to the idea of a second Trump term.

In recent months, wealthy businesspeople have pledged their support to Trump. Several top Silicon Valley venture capitalists are planning to donate to a Trump-aligned super PAC. The Winklevoss twins, of The Social Network fame, donated $1 million worth of bitcoin apiece, though some was refunded. And at Davos earlier this year, JPMorgan Chase CEO Jamie Dimon complimented several aspects of Trump's first term (Trump said last month that he would consider Dimon as a future Treasury secretary).

Not every prominent executive is praising Trump, of course: For every CEO shouting about politics, many are saying nothing at all. As Jeffrey Sonnenfeld, a professor at Yale's business school, reminded me, Elon Musk is the only CEO in the top 100 of the Fortune 500 companies pledging support for Trump so far (and how much Musk will actually give is not yet clear). Others in the business world are not explicitly endorsing Trump but are simply contending with the current likelihood of his win: The so-called "Trump trade," the frenzy of market betting in anticipation of a GOP victory in November, has reemerged over the past few weeks, as Biden's debate flop and the assassination attempt boosted investors' expectations that Trump will take back the presidency.

If Trump uses his power as president to weaken corporate regulations, as he has said he will, that could lead to boom times for certain companies, especially those in the tech sector. Some investors are also betting on industries such as domestic oil and (in a grim turn of events) private detention centers that could flourish under Trump's aggressive approach to immigration.

But Trump 2.0 may not universally boost American corporations. Stocks of chip companies such as Qualcomm and Nvidia fell yesterday after Bloomberg Businessweek published Trump's suggestion that Taiwan should pay the United States for defense. And Trump's new running mate has shown an openness to antitrust regulation, an isolationist approach, and an element of true economic populism that have raised alarm among business leaders. With J. D. Vance in office, a second Trump term might drift further from standard pro-business Republicanism.

Trump's rhetoric has always been marked by a deep hypocrisy. He proclaims that he is a champion of the working class while advocating policies that would bolster the wealthiest Americans. Take, for example, his tariff plan: If he follows through on his promise to increase tariffs on foreign goods, the ultrarich would likely see lower tax rates, while the cost of living for the average American would rise. The theme of Monday night's proceedings at the Republican National Convention (RNC) was "Make America Wealthy Again," but the policies Trump has focused on would chiefly make America's plutocrats wealthier. Though the GOP invited labor leaders such as Teamsters president Sean O'Brien to speak at the convention on Monday, Trump is likely to hammer unions (something he did his fair share of during his first term in office) and tilt the balance of power back to corporate bosses. Corporate America likes the sound of that.

Favoring the very rich has long been laced into Trump's economic policies, but now he is starting to drop the populist act. During his first run, he was critical of big corporations: He accused multiple industries and companies of "getting away with murder" and initially suggested that his tax plan would hit the superrich hard (in fact, it did the opposite). As my colleague Roge Karma wrote earlier this month, his posture has changed in his current campaign: "This time around, the former president isn't even pretending to stand up to corporate power." He's rubbing elbows with well-known billionaires, telling wealthy Americans that more tax cuts are coming, and praising the crypto industry that he once accused of being scammy. Trump stands to benefit from the perception that business leaders are behind him, Sonnenfeld noted. It helps bolster the big-shot image the former president tries to cultivate--in Sonnenfeld's words, the "Daddy Warbucks" persona.

Whatever Trump says onstage at the RNC tonight may inject further uncertainty into the stock market--and into the world. But for Trump's supporters, the allure endures. Even in his campaign's pro-business era, Trump is polling well with working-class voters. If Trump wins again, Roge wrote, one powerful lesson will be that his "electoral success had more to do with his personal appeal to voters than with his unorthodox policy positions."

Related:

	Why Wall Street won't stop Trump
 	Trump isn't even pretending anymore.




Today's News

 	Nancy Pelosi reportedly told President Joe Biden that polls show he cannot win against Donald Trump in November. The New York Times reported that Representative Jamie Raskin of Maryland sent Biden a letter earlier this month encouraging him to consult with his fellow Democrats about whether to step down.
 	Hundreds gathered in western Pennsylvania for a public visitation with the family of Corey Comperatore, a man killed at Saturday's Trump rally.
 	Bob Newhart, who transitioned from comedy-records success into a well-known TV actor, died at age 94.
 




Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Sources: NSA Digital Archive / Getty.



Elephants Are Doing Something Deeply Human

By Tove Danovich

The best thing language has ever done for us, as far as I'm concerned, is give us the ability to talk with and about one another. Why bother with words if you can't get your friend's attention on a crowded street and pull them aside to complain about your nemesis? Language, that is to say, would be largely useless without names. As soon as a group is bigger than a handful of people, names become essential: Referring to someone who shares your cave or campfire as "that guy" goes only so far.
 Perhaps because names are so crucial and personal, naming things can feel uniquely human. And until a little over a decade ago, scientists predominantly thought that was true. Then, in 2013, a study suggested that bottlenose dolphins use namelike calls. Scientists have since found evidence that parrots, and perhaps whales and bats, use calls that identify them as individuals too. In June, a study published in Nature Ecology & Evolution showed that elephants do the same. Among humans, at least, names are inextricably linked with identity. The fact that we're not unique in using them is a tantalizing sign that we aren't the only beings who can recognize ourselves and those around us as individuals.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Why you should trust your gut 
 	"Please see Twisters in theaters," our critic writes.
 	The cheapness of luxury 
 	Trump signals weakness to Xi Jinping.




Culture Break


Nina Westervelt / The New York Times / Redux



Watch. In the documentary I Am: Celine Dion (on Prime Video), Celine Dion, who has an autoimmune disease, "doesn't talk about wanting to be well; she talks about wanting to sing," Caitlin Dickerson writes.

Spend a moment in awe. Our photo editor Alan Taylor compiled two years of amazing images from the James Webb Space Telescope.

Play our daily crossword.



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 Spiritual Allegiance to Trump Is Deepening

The GOP has felt pretty confident about its candidate since the debate, but the shooting added a whole new dimension.

by Lora Kelley




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


The Republican National Convention is more than halfway through, and the mood is serene--even spiritual. I spoke with my colleague Mark Leibovich, who is at the convention in Milwaukee, about how the attempted assassination of Donald Trump has only reinforced confidence within his party.

But first, here are three new stories from The Atlantic.

	Eliot A. Cohen: Cancel the foreign-policy apocalypse.
 	Graeme Wood: The case for calming down
 	Make America Hungary again.




Unambiguous Faith

Lora Kelley: How has the assassination attempt shaped the mood of the RNC?

Mark Leibovich: People are definitely jarred by it. But now that a few days have passed since the shooting, there's a sense of divine intervention, like Trump has been touched by God. This seems to have stoked an almost spiritual allegiance to him.

There's an even greater sense of confidence I was hearing while interviewing a bunch of people earlier this week--senators, congressmen, delegates. There are a lot of reasons for them to feel confident based on the political realities on the ground. But the shooting added a new dimension to the collective faith that people have in Trump. This is clearly the party of Trump, and there is no sign of any resistance. Mostly, people are just here for a coronation.

On Monday, I overheard a guy saying that he went out to a drugstore and bought a bunch of gauze pads--like the one Trump was wearing on his ear Monday night--and that he was going to put some kind of logo on them and try to sell them or pass them out. By yesterday, I was seeing people wearing them--mostly plain gauze pads, but I saw a few with writing and logos on them. The merchandising wheels are in motion.

Lora: Is this a different type of RNC than the one you were anticipating before last Saturday?

Mark: The week so far has been spirited but also serene. At the RNC there's usually much more of a siege mentality. There's a big victim complex in this version of the Republican Party, this sense of We're fighting long odds and everyone's against us. But that feeling is not as strong now.

I was at Trump's first convention, in 2016 in Cleveland, and a lot of the delegates I talked with this week were there too. At that point, Trump had not quelled the resistance to him at all. Ted Cruz gave this very defiant speech, and was basically booed throughout by the Trump supporters in the crowd.

The contrast to this week is really stark. Now we're seeing an even more extreme level of falling in line than seemed possible. People were very happy to embrace J. D. Vance, too. That's an extension of the unambiguous faith people seem to have in Trump.

Lora: What are attendees' reactions to the name Joe Biden?

Mark: There's not so much anger as head-shaking, almost a sense of pity. Biden is part of the good fortune Republicans feel right now. They don't even seem to be bothering with the usual vilification. It's more of a quiet vilification, almost as if they're picking on a feeble target at this point.

I don't want to understate the contempt people here have for the other side and for Biden--and for what losing could look and feel like. Who knows how Republicans would react to a surprise on Election Night? But that does not seem like the prevailing mood, at least so far--and that also may have to do with the shooting.

Lora: What are you seeing from Trump himself?

Mark: There were reports that Trump was thinking about changing the tone of the event to something more unifying and conciliatory, not the usual combative tone. I don't know if that's going to hold.

When Trump came out last night, he looked a little bit moved. He doesn't usually look moved. It seemed to be a look of genuine--I would never say humble, but his face seemed quieter. His whole vibe seemed quieter. He seemed to still be a little bit shocked at what happened to him on Saturday. That would be a normal reaction.

Related:

	John Hendrickson: "Everything is in place now."
 	Tim Alberta: "What the heck just happened?"




Today's News

 	Representative Adam Schiff called for Joe Biden to drop out of the presidential race. He is the most prominent elected Democrat to do so thus far.
 	House Speaker Mike Johnson announced that he will create a bipartisan task force to investigate Saturday's assassination attempt on Donald Trump.
 	J. D. Vance, Trump's newly announced running mate, will speak tonight at the Republican National Convention.
 




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: The search for alien life starts on Earth, but the places that could most help scientists find it are melting away, Marina Koren writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Mark Seliger / August



The Improbable Rise and Savage Fall of Siegfried & Roy

By Chris Jones and Michael J. Mooney

The last survivors of a lost empire live behind the Mirage, in Las Vegas, out back by the pool. On a good day, Siegfried & Roy's Secret Garden will draw more than 1,000 visitors, the $25 adult admission fee justified mostly by the palm shade and tranquility it offers relative to the mania outside its walls. There are also long summer stretches when it's 100 degrees and things get a little grim. During a recent visit, only a few families strolled through, surveying the five sleeping animals on display: three tigers, a lion, and a leopard. The Secret Garden ostensibly operates as an educational facility. "Look, a lion," one young father said to his son, while pointing at a tiger.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A new development in the debate about Instagram and teens
 	Not your typical prison drama
 	A poem for Wednesday




Culture Break


Pat Thomas for The Atlantic



Watch. Simone Biles Rising, a four-part Netflix docuseries about the gymnast, explores the limits of "work ethic."

Dine. Who wants to sit at a communal table? A lot more Americans than you might think.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

In a land far from Milwaukee, preparations for the Olympics are under way. I am eagerly awaiting the Summer Games (my quadrennial foray into niche sports fandom) and found my colleague Alan Taylor's selection of images from the 1924 Paris Olympics lovely. Some of the uniform choices are surprising, though the spectators' hats--and the general energy of the photos--spoke to me.

-- Lora



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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This Isn't a New RNC--Or a New Trump

For a moment after the shooting, a GOP tone shift seemed possible. Then the convention began.

by Charles Sykes




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

For a moment on Saturday, it felt as though we might start to see a gentler, more unifying political climate. But Donald Trump is still Donald Trump, and his message is incapable of bringing America together.

But first, here are three new stories from The Atlantic.

	The MAGA plan to end free weather reports
 	The flattening machine
 	Tyler Austin Harper: What Biden's defenders ask us to believe




Moments Are Fleeting

Well, that didn't last long.

After Saturday's assassination attempt, Donald Trump signaled that he would focus on unifying the country at the Republican National Convention. He told a Washington Examiner reporter that he had scrapped a speech focused on attacking Biden's policies in favor of taking the chance to "bring the country together." "In this moment, it is more important than ever that we stand United," he wrote on Truth Social the morning after the shooting. And a person close to Trump told The Washington Post on Sunday that the RNC's planners "want speakers to dial it down, not dial it up." But that quickly proved impossible for a party that has spent years marinating in grievance.

The mood on day one of the convention was, as John Hendrickson put it in The Atlantic today, "oddly serene." But there were still signs of latent anger: When Trump walked out yesterday, after the opening prayer and the Pledge of Allegiance, the delegates began chanting "Fight! Fight! Fight!," echoing Trump's words after the attempted assassination.

Ron Johnson's apparent speech mishap was an apt metaphor for the GOP's inability to set a new tone: Instead of appealing to national unity, the senator from Wisconsin accused Democratic policies of being a "clear and present danger" to the country. Afterward, he blamed the teleprompter operator for not loading the new, more pacific speech he said he had intended to give.

As the night wore on, it became obvious that the problem wasn't just the teleprompter. Impassioned speeches against Democrats' policies are par for the course at the RNC, and such discourse is essential to our democracy. But yesterday's agenda revealed something darker and angrier than policy disagreement. One featured speaker was North Carolina Lieutenant Governor Mark Robinson, the state's Republican nominee for governor, who declared just last week that "some folks need killing." "It's time for somebody to say it," Robinson remarked in an appearance at a local church. "It's not a matter of vengeance. It's not a matter of being mean or spiteful. It's a matter of necessity."

And yet, despite the GOP's newfound outrage over incendiary rhetoric, he was still on Monday's RNC program. The rest of the schedule is filled with more aggrieved voices from MAGA world. Later this week, the former Fox News host and Vladimir Putin apologist Tucker Carlson will take the stage. He is unlikely to present a message of healing.

But all of this was overshadowed by Trump's choice of J. D. Vance as his running mate. Posting on X just two days before the announcement, the Ohio senator baselessly accused the Biden campaign of causing Trump's attempted assassination with its "rhetoric." On Monday, Vance got his reward.

Indeed, Vance would be a curious choice if Trump were genuinely interested in lowering the temperature. The Ohio senator has distinguished himself by a willingness to not only surrender his principles, but also embrace the language and conspiracism of MAGA trolls. He's lashed out at Democrats for being "childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they've made." As a Senate candidate, he blamed the fentanyl-related deaths of Republican voters on the Biden administration and stated that these deaths "look intentional."

Far from being a voice of political comity, Vance has called loudly on the right to "seize the institutions of the left." Vance has said that if Trump returns to power, he should "fire every single mid-level bureaucrat, every civil servant in the administrative state, replace them with our people. ... And then when the courts stop you, stand before the country" and say, quoting Andrew Jackson, "The chief justice has made his ruling. Now let him enforce it."

And then there is Trump himself. Even as his team seemed to ask other Republicans to tone down their rhetoric, the former president continued to attack his critics in and out of the justice system on social media. The day after he was shot at, Trump was already relitigating his many grievances on Truth Social, and once again appeared to defame E. Jean Carroll, the woman he sexually assaulted.

As we move forward in Uniting our Nation after the horrific events on Saturday, this dismissal of the Lawless Indictment in Florida should be just the first step, followed quickly by the dismissal of ALL the Witch Hunts -- The January 6th Hoax in Washington, D.C., the Manhattan D.A.'s Zombie Case, the New York A.G. Scam, Fake Claims about a woman I never met (a decades old photo in a line with her then husband does not count), and the Georgia "Perfect" Phone Call charges. The Democrat Justice Department coordinated ALL of these Political Attacks, which are an Election Interference conspiracy against Joe Biden's Political Opponent, ME.


For a moment on Saturday, it felt as though we might start to see a gentler, more unifying Republican Party. But in politics, moments are fleeting, and as we were quickly reminded, Donald Trump is still Donald Trump--a man whose core message is incapable of bringing us all together again.

Related:

	"Everything is in place now" 
 	Fighting talk from Republicans




Today's News

 	Senator Bob Menendez of New Jersey was convicted for participation in an international bribery scheme. He was found guilty on all 16 counts he was charged with.
 	U.S. authorities received intelligence in recent weeks about an Iranian plot to assassinate Trump, which led to an increase in Secret Service security prior to his rally in Pennsylvania.
 	President Biden is finalizing plans to support major changes to the Supreme Court in the coming weeks, The Washington Post reported.
 




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: "The legacy of failed presidential assassination attempts in the U.S. should temper expectations that this past weekend was a world-historical event," Derek Thompson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


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



The Secret Meaning of Prime Day

By Ian Bogost

This year marks the tenth Prime Day, the shopping holiday that Amazon invented for itself in 2015, in honor of the company's 20th anniversary. The marketing effort was so successful, according to Amazon, that sales exceeded those from the previous year's record-breaking Black Friday. Early Prime Day success was also measured in Instant Pot 7-in-1 multifunctional pressure cookers: 24,000 were purchased on the first Prime Day; on the second, 215,000.
 The event has only grown since then, and not just in revenues but in meaning. Black Friday celebrates (and laments) the commercialization of holiday gifts--things people want, and that people want to give. Prime Day, as a ritual observance, has a different focus: not the desirable, but the ordinary. It celebrates the stuff you buy for boring reasons, or for no particular reason at all ... Yet what was once essentially a colossal summer tag sale, created for the sole purpose of enriching one of the world's largest companies, has somehow managed to take on certain trappings of an actual holiday. I hate to admit it, but Prime Day has attained the status of tradition.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Tim Alberta: "What the heck just happened?"
 	The church of Saint Richard
 	Adam Serwer: Nothing about the attempted assassination redeems Trump.




Culture Break


Jacek Boczarski/Anadolu via Getty



Read. Turn to these seven bedside-table books when you can't sleep.

Listen. On the Good on Paper podcast, Jerusalem Demsas explores a remarkable school-choice experiment.

Play our daily crossword.



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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MAGA World's Reckless Point-Scoring

Prominent Republicans turned up the temperature within minutes of Saturday's shooting.

by Tom Nichols




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


Some prominent Republicans tried immediately to blame Democrats for the attempt on Donald Trump's life. Such charges are cynical attempts to immunize Trump from any further criticism.

But first, here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	J. D. Vance, heir apparent
 	An astonishing ruling in Trump's classified-documents case
 	Elon Musk is making a bad situation worse.
 	Congress accidentally legalized weed six years ago.




Irresponsible Speculation

Within hours of the attempt on Trump's life on Saturday, RealClearPolitics, a right-leaning news and commentary site, noted the name of the shooter and added that his "online profile suggests that [he] was a leftist radical." It did not provide evidence to back up this claim. The website later removed that sentence without acknowledging the deletion, but not fast enough to stop that line from spreading over onto social media.

So far, it seems that Trump's would-be assassin had no significant online presence beyond a Discord account that had not been used in months, according to the platform. The FBI said that its agents have obtained the gunman's phone, but so far they have not identified a motive for the shooting.

I do not know why RCP leapt to its conclusion about the gunman's ideology. (RealClearPolitics did not respond to a request for an explanation of the silent change.) Speculating at a time like this is a natural temptation--but it's also wildly irresponsible to do so publicly. What we do know is that the attacker was male, young, and white and, according to reporters at several outlets who have interviewed his acquaintances, also apparently intelligent and reportedly something of a social outcast, a profile similar to some other mass shooters. He was a registered Republican, which might not mean anything.

I don't know what his politics were. Neither does anyone else in the general public. Newspapers and websites could have run headlines that said "Registered Republican Shoots Republican Candidate at Republican Rally in Heavily Republican Area" and it would have been accurate--in fact, it is completely true. Wisely, publications did not do that, because so far, none of this information, despite being factually correct, seems relevant to the attack.

So much uncertainty, of course, did not stop people across the political spectrum from making wild accusations about the shooter, but some Republican leaders went the extra distance to try to gain an instant political advantage from the mayhem. Instead of heeding the calls of more responsible Americans to help turn down the national temperature at a horrifying moment, they dialed it up to thermonuclear.

Senator Tim Scott of South Carolina, for example, complained that "Democrats and their allies in the media have recklessly stoked fears, calling President Trump and other conservatives threats to democracy." (For the sake of accuracy, I should note that Democrats and others have said this because Trump and some of his conservative enablers are threats to democracy.) "Their inflammatory rhetoric," Scott added, "puts lives at risk."

In fairness to Senator Scott, he's right that political rhetoric can provoke violence. Cesar Sayoc, for example, is now in a federal prison for mailing bombs to prominent liberals; his defense attorneys claimed that Sayoc is an unstable person who was influenced by his "religious" viewing of Fox News programs such as Fox & Friends and Hannity, along with his immersion in Facebook groups and social media.

Troubled people will do unhinged things, and that should not be an excuse for limiting the ability of American citizens to engage in full-throated criticism of public figures. But some prominent Republicans--people in elected office who have a responsibility as leaders to show at least some restraint--have tried to link a terrible moment of violence to the political views of their foes without any evidence or detailed information, all for the sake of lazy and irresponsible point-scoring.

Senator Rick Scott of Florida made one of the worst such accusations, calling the shooting "an assassination attempt by a madman inspired by the rhetoric of the radical left." Former Attorney General William Barr chimed in, demanding that Democrats "stop their grossly irresponsible talk about Trump being an existential threat to democracy. He is not." Barr, of course, is one of the people who knows firsthand how dangerous a Trump presidency would be, because he himself told us so. In testimony to the House January 6 committee, Barr described Trump as "detached from reality," and he has called Trump's thinking, "when left to his own devices," a "horror show." If Barr thinks these revelations should not lead us to conclude that Trump is an "existential threat," I suppose he's free to parse his own words.

And then comes Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, unveiled this afternoon as the winner of Trump's weeks-long The Apprentice: Extreme Sycophancy Edition and now the GOP vice-presidential nominee. Vance tied President Joe Biden's campaign directly to the shooting: "Today is not just some isolated incident," he posted only a few hours after it happened. "The central premise of the Biden campaign is that President Donald Trump is an authoritarian fascist who must be stopped at all costs. That rhetoric led directly to President Trump's attempted assassination."

Vance apparently didn't think that such language was dangerous when he called Trump "cultural heroin" in an essay for this magazine in 2016, among other pointed criticisms Vance felt free to make before he ran for office. But the spectacle of ambition overpowering decency has been the most prominent feature of Vance's short political career.

Former Trump Cabinet member Ben Carson was among those who resorted to the use of the nebulous they in making his accusations. "They tried to bankrupt him," he posted shortly after the event. "They tried to slander him. They tried to imprison him. Now they have tried to kill him, but if God is protecting him, they will never succeed."

Representative Mike Collins of Georgia, however, left no doubt who he blamed. Within minutes of the shooting, he posted: "Joe Biden sent the orders."

These GOP partisans know exactly what they're doing. They have always known that Trump himself is the source of much of the most violent rhetoric in modern American life. The former president's speeches are a mad swirl of paranoia and rage at everyone who isn't in his camp, and a constant source of embarrassment for supporters, especially elected political leaders in the Republican establishment, who want to portray him as a statesman. For these Trump allies, the attempt on the former president's life was an opportunity to put Trump critics (including some in the media) on the defensive and to immunize Trump from any further condemnations of his own ghastly statements.

As Ed Luce of the Financial Times put it on social media yesterday, this behavior is nothing less than "an Orwellian attempt to silence what remains of the effort to stop [Trump] from regaining power."

And it seems to be working. This morning, MSNBC canceled today's edition of Morning Joe, a decision that one unnamed source explained to CNN was made "to avoid a scenario in which one of the show's stable of two dozen-plus guests might make an inappropriate comment on live television that could be used to assail the program and network as a whole." (As the NYU journalism professor Jay Rosen noted, MSNBC's decision "brings further dimension to the trust-in-media problem: we don't trust ourselves.")

Today, The New York Times opinion editor Kathleen Kingsbury sent a note to readers after outrage from Trump supporters about the Sunday insert in the print edition of the paper calling Trump unfit for office. "There is no connection between our prior decision to run this editorial package in print and Saturday's incident," Kingsbury explained, adding, "We would have changed our plans if we could have." More to the point: The Trump editorial was already online two days before the shooting. The Times is now on its back foot about something it had already published.

Fortunately, more reasonable people are making the utterly sensible point that you can accurately call Donald Trump a menace to democracy and affirm that he is a reprehensible person while also condemning any violence in politics. My colleague David Frum was among the most eloquent of these voices:

Nobody seems to have language to say: We abhor, reject, repudiate, and punish all political violence, even as we maintain that Trump remains himself a promoter of such violence, a subverter of American institutions, and the very opposite of everything decent and patriotic in American life.


Trump's behavior in the public square continues to merit withering denunciation. Criticizing him in the starkest terms is not wishing him personal harm, and those who assert otherwise are engaging in a cheap attempt to silence the just accusations of Americans who are genuinely concerned about Trump's dark vision for their country.

Related:

	The gunman and the would-be dictator
 	A legendary American photograph




Today's News

 	President Biden is set to do an interview with NBC News's Lester Holt that will be broadcast unedited tonight at 9 p.m. eastern time.
 	At the Republican National Convention, Trump was formally awarded enough delegates to secure the Republican nomination.
 	The presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy Jr. will receive Secret Service protection after the assassination attempt on Trump.
 




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Roy Rochlin / Getty; Bobby Bank / WireImage / Getty.



Dr. Ruth, Richard Simmons, and the Joys of Eccentricity

By Gal Beckerman

For a child of the 1980s--like myself--the deaths of Ruth Westheimer and Richard Simmons over the past few days have been a reminder that we live in an era with a serious deficit in goofballs. They were true eccentrics. How else to describe a 4-foot-7 grandmother with a thick German accent doling out explicit sex advice with an impish giggle or an exuberant man in short shorts with a halo of curls who talked with his hands and implored everyone to sweat to the oldies?
 Dr. Ruth and Richard Simmons were as brightly colorful as my Saturday-morning cartoons or my bowl of Trix. But looking back at them now as caricatures risks obscuring the subtle revolutions they helped bring about. Dr. Ruth pushed intimate conversations about sex into the open, discussing orgasms and premature ejaculation with Johnny Carson. Simmons took exercise and loving your body from the reserve of the chiseled and gave them to anyone unafraid to twist their hips with him along to the strains of "Great Balls of Fire."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Five questions for the Secret Service
 	Michael Powell: The worst is not inevitable.
 	Why parents don't mind if their kids don't marry




Culture Break


Stanley Bielecki Movie Collection / Getty



Read. "Cornucopia," a new poem by Natasha Rao.

"Morning after we meet: a parade / in the street. Brass instruments blasting / gladly. Of the dozen we crack, / ten eggs hold double yolks."

Watch. 3 Women, Robert Altman's 1977 identity-swap drama (streaming on multiple platforms), made Shelley Duvall's talents clear.

Play our daily crossword.



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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        Photos: Olympic Preparations in Paris (32 photos)
        The city of Paris is making last-minute preparations for the 2024 Olympic Summer Games; the opening ceremony will take place on Friday, and events will last until August 11, followed by the Paralympic Games from August 28 to September 8. Athletes, fans, and supporters from around the world are pouring in as the city prepares dozens of venues, tightens security, and readies itself for the first Olympic opening ceremony to ever take place outside a stadium. Gathered here are images from Paris (and ...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Gruffalo Maze, Panama Swing, Luminous Mane (35 photos)
        An orangutan rehabilitation center in Borneo, an iceberg-filled fjord in Greenland, a holy waterfall in Bali, green slime at the Nickelodeon Kids' Choice Awards, scenes from the Republican National Convention, a fire festival in Japan, a hot summer day in New York City, and much more

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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            The city of Paris is making last-minute preparations for the 2024 Olympic Summer Games; the opening ceremony will take place on Friday, and events will last until August 11, followed by the Paralympic Games from August 28 to September 8. Athletes, fans, and supporters from around the world are pouring in as the city prepares dozens of venues, tightens security, and readies itself for the first Olympic opening ceremony to ever take place outside a stadium. Gathered here are images from Paris (and Tahiti) from the past week.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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                A view of the Eiffel Tower with the Olympic Rings, seen from the Arc de Triomphe, ahead of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, on July 21, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Several gymnasts practice on various equipment.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Simone Biles of Team USA practices on the balance beam during a gymnastics training session at the Gymnastic Training Center of Le Bourget on July 23, 2024, in Le Bourget, France.
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                [image: Five gymnasts pose with an Olympic-ring structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The German gymnasts Andreas Toba, Nils Dunkel, Pascal Brendel, Lukas Dauser, and Timo Eder pose at the Olympic rings inside the Olympic village on July 23, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: People ride bicycles in front of the Team Australia residence in Paris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride bicycles in front of the Team Australia residence in the Olympic Village on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: Four athletes in canoes drop from a starting platform into water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Athletes practice canoe slalom at the Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium in Vaires-sur-Marne on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a beach-volleyball arena in front of the Eiffel Tower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the beach-volleyball venue at Jardin de la Tour Eiffel, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: The interior of a historic exhibition hall that has been converted into a sporting arena]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the interior of the Grand Palais, where events in fencing and tae kwon do will take place during the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, seen on July 22, 2024
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                [image: Workers assemble bleachers along a river in Paris.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers assemble bleachers and structures for the Paris 2024 opening ceremony on the Seine riverbank, seen on July 17, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of police officers stand together talking.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Police officers receive instructions while preparing to patrol the city, near Bastille square, in Paris, on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: A pigeon-hunting falcon perches inside a tennis arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pigeon-hunting falcon perches inside Roland Garros Stadium, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A person navigates a sailboat through a harbor, leaning over to hold the craft steady.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A member of Team Greece's sailing team trains at Marseille Marina, in Marseille, France, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Five people paddle and steer an inflatable raft, while another sitting in the raft holds an Olympic torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Olympic Torch is carried down the canoe-slalom course at Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium on July 20, 2024.
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                [image: A car that is completely covered with plush versions of the Paris 2024 Olympic mascot, a personified traditional red hat]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A car decorated with plush versions of the Olympic Phryge, the Paris 2024 Olympic Games mascot, seen near the Louvre on July 19, 2024
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                [image: A multiple-exposure picture of a gymnast flipping over the top of a high bar]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A multiple-exposure picture of a gymnast from Japan training in Bercy Arena, in Paris, on July 24, 2024
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                [image: A swimmer adjusts her snorkel before a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ariarne Titmus of Team Australia adjusts her snorkel during a swimming training session at Paris La Defense Arena on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: An athlete on a mountain bike traverses a path through boulders.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jiujiang Mi of China trains for a mountain-bike event on Elancourt Hill, in Trappes, France, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of the head of a horse that is wearing a knit cap with a British flag sewn onto it.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Team Great Britain horse is pictured during training at Chateau de Versailles on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A diver raises his arms, preparing to make a dive.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tom Daley of Team Great Britain trains at the Olympic Aquatics Center on July 22, 2024, in Paris.
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                [image: Three security officers patrol a river in a Zodiac, passing by a large decorative panel that shows a face detail from an oil painting.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Security-team members patrol on a boat along the Seine river ahead of the opening ceremony of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, seen on July 23, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sebastien Bozon / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A skateboarder makes a jump above a railing at a skate park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Kelvin Hoefler of Brazil trains for a skateboarding event at La Concorde 3, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A gymnast performing a release on an apparatus]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ruby Evans of Team Great Britain, photographed during a Team GB artistic-gymnastics training session on July 21, 2024, in Reims
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                [image: Athletes are seen working out with free weights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Athletes from the Argentinean Olympic team work out in the gym at the Olympic Village on July 22, 2024.
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                [image: An interior view of a small apartment with two beds in it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A general view of the bedrooms, including cardboard bed frames, inside the Australian Athletes' Village, seen on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: An underwater view looking up toward a surfer riding a wave]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andy Criere of Spain trains for an Olympic surfing event in Teahupo'o, Tahiti, French Polynesia, on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a tropical shoreline featuring steep mountains and crashing waves]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view shows the athletes taking part in a surfing training session in Teahupo'o, ahead of the start of the Paris 2024 Olympic Games, on the French Polynesian island of Tahiti, on July 21, 2024.
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                [image: A person pushes another person in a wheelchair, who holds an Olympic torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Agence France-Presse (AFP) video journalist Dylan Collins pushes the wheelchair of the AFP photojournalist Christina Assi as she carries the Olympic torch during the Olympic Torch Relay, in Vincennes, near Paris, on July 21, 2024. Assi and Collins were injured in an attack by an Israeli tank on a group of journalists in southern Lebanon on October 13, 2023.
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                [image: A tennis player makes a swing during a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Coco Gauff of Team USA trains during the tennis training session at Roland Garros on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: Five gymnasts pose for a selfie in an arena.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Team Great Britain pose for a selfie during training at Bercy Arena, in Paris, on July 24, 2024.
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                [image: A team of rowers, seen from the front at water level]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Xiaotong Cui, the stroke seat for Team China's women's quadruple sculls, trains at Vaires-sur-Marne Nautical Stadium on July 22, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists take pictures near the Eiffel Tower, which is decorated with the Olympic rings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists take pictures near the Eiffel Tower on July 23, 2024.
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                [image: Soccer players run sprints during a training session.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Japan's soccer team attends a training session at Chaban-Delmas Stadium on July 23, 2024, in Bordeaux, France.
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                [image: Snoop Dogg poses while wearing a Team USA blazer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Snoop Dogg tries on a blazer during the Team USA Welcome Experience ahead of the Paris 2024 Summer Olympics at Polo Ralph Lauren, on July 21, 2024. Snoop Dogg will be contributing to NBC's Olympics coverage, and it was recently announced that he will also act as one of the final torchbearers on Friday.
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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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                [image: A small isolated island with tall sheer cliffs, topped by a lighthouse]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of Strombolicchio, a volcanic island topped by a lighthouse, about a mile away from Italy's island of Stromboli, on July 12, 2024. On July 11, the volcano erupted, sending ash, lava, and white smoke up from its crater.
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                [image: Two people do yoga poses on paddleboards at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People do yoga poses on paddleboards at sunset as the heat index tops 100 degrees at Olathe Lake on July 15, 2024, in Olathe, Kansas.
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                [image: Children cool off and play in water sprayed from a fire hydrant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children cool off and play in water sprayed from a fire hydrant on a hot day, July 16, 2024, in the Washington Heights neighborhood of New York City.
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                [image: A man smiles broadly while holding a trophy in front of a large group of excited soccer players.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Felipe VI, the King of Spain, holds the trophy as he and his daughter Princess Sofia celebrate with the players after they won the final match between Spain and England at the Euro 2024 soccer tournament in Berlin, Germany, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: White-robed men hold up large flaming torches on a forest trail.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                White-robed men hold up flaming torches during an annual fire festival at the World Heritage-listed Kumano Nachi Taisha shrine in the Wakayama Prefecture town of Nachikatsuura, Japan, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: A person watches an eruption from a volcano at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person watches an eruption from Mount Etna in Sicily on July 15, 2024. Flights to Sicily's Catania airport were temporarily suspended following the eruption.
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                [image: An aerial view of buildings along a river beside many tall rock outcroppings]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists ride bamboo rafts in the Yulong River scenic area in Guilin, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region, China, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: The tops of two tall residential buildings beyond a dune field, with the ocean in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Luxury buildings are seen from the coastal dune field in Concon, Chile. The dune field, located between Vina del Mar and Concon, has been invaded by the construction of large buildings intended to accommodate tourists. This year three sinkholes have opened near or directly under buildings after heavy rains, leaving them uninhabitable. Although experts advised against building in the dune field, because of the lack of clear regulation, a battle has raged for the past three decades over how much of the area should be off-limits to development.
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                [image: Two workers stand beside many tall racks of mushrooms.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A staff member of a mushroom-cultivation-and-processing company records the growth of mushroom sticks in Qingdao, Shandong province, China, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands inside a set of racks holding up rows of brightly colored peppers to dry.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker sorts peppers, zucchini, eggplants, and other vegetables laid to dry under the sun in Gaziantep, Turkey, on July 10, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people are gathered in a street lined by tall residential buildings, and more stand on many balconies above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People on balconies wait for the start of the last bull run of the San Fermin festival in Pamplona, Spain, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: Former President Donald Trump is surrounded by Secret Service agents, backdropped by a large American flag, after an attempted assassination. Trump, with some visible blood on his face, raises his fist high.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Republican presidential candidate former President Donald Trump is surrounded by U.S. Secret Service agents after an attempted assassination at a campaign rally on July 13, 2024, in Butler, Pennsylvania.
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                [image: A politician holds up a large gavel while standing at a lectern.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Speaker of the House Mike Johnson holds the gavel onstage ahead of the start of the first day of the Republican National Convention at the Fiserv Forum on July 15, 2024, in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Andrew Harnik / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Rudy Giuliani is helped to his feet after falling into a row of chairs at the Republican National Convention.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Politician and disbarred lawyer Rudy Giuliani is helped to his feet after falling into a row of chairs on the second day of the 2024 Republican National Convention at the Fiserv Forum in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, on July 16, 2024.
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                [image: An audience watches as green slime is blasted onto a colorful stage.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Attendees are slimed at the 37th Annual Nickelodeon Kids' Choice Awards at the Barker Hangar in Santa Monica, California, on July 13, 2024.
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                [image: People wait in a line in a stream, taking turns dunking into a waterfall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Balinese Hindus take part in a cleansing ritual called Banyu Pinaruh, which is believed to purify their body and soul, at Sebatu holy waterfall in Gianyar, Bali, Indonesia, on July 14, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Johannes Christo / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A humpback whale breaches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A humpback whale breaches near Iguana Island, Panama, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: A woman swings high, leaning back, captured in silhouette.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman swings on Venao beach in Pedasi, Panama, on July 13, 2024.
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                [image: A boy jumps into a river, splashing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A boy jumps into the Ibar river to cool off in Mitrovica, Kosovo, on July 17, 2024.
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                [image: Many vintage sailboats sail together near a lighthouse.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial photograph taken on July 18, 2024, outside Brest, France, shows old vessels sailing past a lighthouse as they attend the grand parade during the eighth Brest Maritime Festival.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sebastien Salom-Gomis / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person stands, looking over an iceberg-filled fjord.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor looks out at icebergs jammed in the Ilulissat Icefjord on July 15, 2024, near Ilulissat, Greenland. The Ilulissat Icefjord is approximately 60 kilometers long and is a conduit for icebergs calving from the massive Sermeq Kujalleq glacier, also called the Jakobshavn Glacier, of the Greenland Ice Sheet. Since 1850, Sermeq Kujalleq has retreated approximately 25 miles (40 kilometers), a process that has accelerated in recent decades, with the period from 2002 accounting for 13.7 miles (22 kilometers) of glacier retreat.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sean Gallup / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person runs across a colorful bridge on a foggy morning.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person runs across the Rainbow Bridge, shrouded in fog, in the West Coast New Area in Qingdao, Shandong province, China, on July 12, 2024.
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                [image: Many sports fans try to jam through a door into a stadium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans try to enter the stadium during the CONMEBOL Copa America 2024 Final match between Argentina and Colombia at Hard Rock Stadium on July 14, 2024, in Miami Gardens, Florida.
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                [image: Several nuns play with a soccer ball.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Poor Clare Sisters play soccer as they support the Colombian national team in the Copa America final against Argentina, at a convent in Montenegro, Colombia, on July 13, 2024.
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                [image: A person dressed up as an anime character, with light blue hair and blue-colored contacts]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A visitor dressed up as an anime character attends Festival Kamen 2024 at the National Stadium in San Jose, Costa Rica, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: A man sits with a pet lamb on his lap.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mikail Agdas, baglama master, sits on a couch with his lamb in Konya, Turkey, on July 10, 2024.
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                [image: Ryan Reynolds kisses a small dog that has sparse tufts of hair and a long hanging tongue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Cast member Ryan Reynolds holds Britain's ugliest dog, Peggy, who plays Dogpool in Deadpool & Wolverine, during a photo-call for the movie in London, England, on July 12, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands beside a large cutout of a creature from a children's book, standing in a corn field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmer Tom Pearcy, the creator of York Maze, poses for a picture in a corn field on July 12, 2024, in York, England. York Maze is celebrating the 25th anniversary of the publication of the children's book "The Gruffalo" this year. Pearcy has cut more than 5 kilometers of maze pathways into a design shaped like the Gruffalo in his 15-acre field.
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                [image: A close view of a large orangutan]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On July 12, 2024, Bujang, a 35-year-old male orangutan rescued from a circus in Sumatra, asks for food on a sanctuary island surrounded by a river, where non-releasable orangutans are protected for life. The Samboja Lestari Orangutan Rehabilitation Center is run by the nonprofit Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation in Samboja, East Kalimantan.
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                [image: A woman wears a protective face shield during military training.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wives of Ukrainian servicemen assigned to the front line take part in assault combat training as part of a program to provide them with military skills, in Kyiv Oblast, Ukraine, on July 14, 2024.
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                [image: A riot police officer kicks away a tear-gas canister in a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A riot police officer kicks away a tear-gas canister during anti-government protests in Nairobi, Kenya, on July 16, 2024. Police were out in force in the center of Kenya's capital on Tuesday after calls for more demonstrations against the embattled government of President William Ruto. Activists led by young Kenyans launched peaceful rallies a month ago against deeply unpopular tax hikes, but they descended into violence last month, prompting Ruto to drop the planned increases.
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                [image: Men stand amid building wreckage, in front of the collapsed minaret of a mosque.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men stand before the collapsed minaret of a mosque, following Israeli bombardment in Nuseirat, in the central Gaza Strip, on July 17, 2024.
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                [image: Trees erupt in flames at night, during a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trees erupt in flames as a wildfire burns between the Gaziemir and Buca districts of Izmir, Turkey, on July 18, 2024.
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                [image: Drones create the shape of a horse and rider, with fireworks spilling down to form the horse's luminous mane]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone-and-firework show lights up the sky near the Eiffel Tower on July 14, 2024, in Paris, France. The Olympic Flame arrived in Paris on July 14 to be integrated into the Bastille Day celebrations.
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                [image: Two people hold up two stylized Olympic torches, sharing the flame at the tips.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Claudia Tagbo and Pascal Touitou carry Olympic Torches at Basilique du Sacre-Coeur de Montmartre during the second day of the Paris 2024 Olympic Torch Relay on July 15, 2024, in Paris, France.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/07/photos-of-the-week-gruffalo-maze-panama-swing-luminous-mane/679102/
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