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        Young Democrats Have a New Favorite Clinton
        Russell Berman

        When Bill Clinton walked onto the stage of the United Center at the Democratic National Convention last night, he received an ovation befitting a Democrat who twice won the presidency. But the roar that greeted him was not quite as loud, nor as long, as the one that greeted the Clinton who twice lost.Nearly a quarter century after Bill Clinton left the White House, he remains a beloved figure in many corners of the Democratic Party. At a few points during his speech, he brought the convention cro...

      

      
        America Could Do Without Its Chief Wellness Officer
        Benjamin Mazer

        Vivek Murthy, the surgeon general of the United States, used to spend his time focused on the traditional issues of the nation's doctor. He led campaigns and authored reports to promote physical activity, limit adolescents' vaping, and improve treatment for alcohol and drug addiction. He reminded us to eat our fruits and vegetables.These days, he's more likely to talk about friendship and Americans' desperate need for more of it. Last year, he gave this phenomenon a grave, official designation: T...

      

      
        TV Still Runs Politics
        Paul Farhi

        When Kamala Harris "introduces" herself to the American public with her acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention tonight, most of the people who catch her remarks will do so via television--just as they did when John F. Kennedy accepted the party nomination in 1960. TV may not be the omnipresent force that it was before the rise of the internet, but it is still the most important medium in American politics.Pundits and wise men have been predicting the fall of television, and partic...

      

      
        Why the Blue Wall Looms So Large
        Ronald Brownstein

        American politics over the past generation has experienced the equivalent of continental drift. The tectonic plates of our political life have shifted and scraped, toppling old allegiances and forging new demographic and geographic patterns of support. The turmoil has shattered and remade each party's agenda, message, and electoral coalition. And yet, no matter what else changes, the most direct path to the White House always seems to run through a handful of blue-collar states in the nation's ol...

      

      
        Sometimes You Just Have to Ignore the Economists
        Zephyr Teachout

        Last week, the economics commentariat and much of the mainstream media erupted with contempt toward Kamala Harris's proposed federal price-gouging law. Op-eds, social-media posts, and straight news reports mocked Harris for economically illiterate pandering and warned of Soviet-style "price controls" that would lead to shortages and runaway inflation.The strange thing about these complaints is that what Harris actually proposed was neither radical nor new--and it certainly wasn't price controls. I...

      

      
        The Asterisk on Kamala Harris's Poll Numbers
        Gilad Edelman

        One month since she entered the presidential race, Kamala Harris has a small but clear lead over Donald Trump, if the polls are to be trusted. But after the past two presidential elections, trusting the polls might feel like a very strange thing to do.The 2016 election lives in popular memory as perhaps the most infamous polling miss of all time, but 2020 was quietly even worse. The polls four years ago badly underestimated Trump's support even as they correctly forecast a Joe Biden win. A compre...

      

      
        The Ultimate Happiness Diet
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.A great deal has been written lately about ways of eating that increase longevity and improve health. Debates rage around the virtues and drawbacks of certain restrictive and regional diets, including such varieties as old-school omnivore, lacto-ovo flexitarian, Mediterranean, and Okinawan. These discussions are interesting and important, but usually leave out one important question: What diet ma...

      

      
        Ketamine's Catch-22
        Ethan Brooks

        Last week, five people were charged with providing the ketamine that led to actor Matthew Perry's death. It's the latest news in a saga that has renewed questions over ketamine's dual role as a promising depression treatment and an illicit drug.Questions about ketamine are now all the more relevant because of a pandemic-era decision that allows doctors to prescribe the drug online--transforming the way Americans access and maintain prescriptions for controlled substances.What role does ketamine ha...

      

      
        She's Everything. He's Just Doug.
        Helen Lewis

        She's everything. He's just Doug.Don't take it from me--that's his official title. Here at the United Center in Chicago, state delegates at the Democratic National Convention are given placards to wave during the speeches. The first night was dominated by We Love Joe and Union Yes!, interspersed with the campaign's battle-cry: We Fight, We Win.For the speech by the second gentleman, however, the signs simply read DOUG.That reflects Doug Emhoff's public persona, as a sort of Ringo-esque goofball wh...

      

      
        Barack Obama's Warning to Democrats
        Michael Powell

        Listening to Barack Obama at the Democratic National Convention last night was like stumbling upon a man from another time. His evocation of the importance, the centrality even, of searching for humanity in our fellow Americans, particularly those on the far side of our partisan divide, was moving because it felt so foreign."Mutual respect has to be part of our message," he said. "Our politics has become so polarized these days that all of us, across the political spectrum, seem quick to assume t...

      

      
        Silicon Valley Is Coming Out in Force Against an AI-Safety Bill
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        Since the start of the AI boom, the attention on this technology has focused on not just its world-changing potential, but also fears of how it could go wrong. A set of so-called AI doomers have suggested that artificial intelligence could grow powerful enough to spur nuclear war or enable large-scale cyberattacks. Even top leaders in the AI industry have said that the technology is so dangerous, it needs to be heavily regulated.A high-profile bill in California is now attempting to do that. The ...

      

      
        The Truth About Celebrities and Politics
        John Hendrickson

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In his DNC address, former President Barack Obama warned about putting a premium on "money, fame, status," and "likes." At the same time, his fellow Democrats are shrewdly deploying celebrities and influencers to help propel Kamala Harris to victory this November. How should voters square this tension?F...

      

      
        How Poetry Can Map Defiance
        Walt Hunter

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.The 24-year-old Dine poet Kinsale Drake's "Making a Monument Valley," which appears in The Atlantic's September issue, maps the Indigenous history of Los Angeles with pulsing, kinetic language. Drake's debut collection of poems, The Sky Was Once a Dark Blanket, will be published next month; ahead of its release, I asked Drake a few questions about "Monument Valley" and its ride through th...

      

      
        Emily in Paris Doesn't Need a Makeover
        Hannah Giorgis

        In the first season of Emily in Paris, the show's plucky American heroine doesn't speak a lick of French. For every turn of phrase that could move Emily Cooper (played by Lily Collins) up a Duolingo level, the marketing ingenue peppers her cheery English sentences with a whole lot of embarrassing merde. Luckily for Emily, things are finally looking up on the language front. The first half of Season 4, which is now streaming, catches up with her after nearly a year of life in Paris, during which s...

      

      
        Iceland's Puffling Rescuers
        Alan Taylor

        Residents of Iceland's Westman Islands are currently on puffin patrol. During the months of August and September, an annual tradition brings entire families out to the streets and harbor of Vestmannaeyjar late at night, where they work to find and rescue misdirected young puffins, called pufflings. During their first flight, the pufflings can become confused in the darkness, flying from sea cliffs toward city lights rather than toward the moonlight, and ending up stranded on dangerous city street...

      

      
        The MAGA Aesthetic Is AI Slop
        Charlie Warzel

        Taylor Swift fans are not endorsing Donald Trump en masse. Kamala Harris did not give a speech at the Democratic National Convention to a sea of communists while standing in front of the hammer and sickle. Hillary Clinton was not recently seen walking around Chicago in a MAGA hat. But images of all these things exist.In recent weeks, far-right corners of social media have been clogged with such depictions, created with generative-AI tools. You can spot them right away, as they bear the technology...

      

      
        Republicans' New, Dangerous Attempt to Break the Election
        Bob Bauer

        Only months before November's elections, the Republican National Committee has launched a new legal attack on the rules that govern federal elections. Supported by 24 states, the RNC is seeking, on an emergency basis, a Supreme Court ruling that the United States Congress lacks the constitutional authority to regulate presidential elections--congressional elections, yes, but not elections held to select presidents. The petitioners' immediate goal is to allow the state of Arizona to impose a "proof...

      

      
        Kamala Harris Settles the Biggest Fight in the Democratic Party
        Franklin Foer

        When the electorate is seething, a triumphant political party becomes a vessel for discontent. But in the elections that have followed Donald Trump's victory in 2016, Democrats have been confused about which groundswell of anti-establishment ire they should channel: the spirit of Occupy Wall Street or that of Black Lives Matter?  Each protest movement suggested a different electoral strategy for countering Trump. By railing against plutocracy, Democrats hoped to win back the working-class white v...

      

      
        What Gena Rowlands Knew About Marriage
        Christina Newland

        Gena Rowlands was an up-and-coming stage actor when she married the actor and director John Cassavetes in 1954. Beginning with his directorial debut, 1959's Shadows, Cassavetes would alter the vernacular of American independent film, exploring working-class lives through a lyrically loose, near-guerrilla style of low-budget filmmaking. And throughout the duo's marriage, which lasted for nearly 35 years until Cassavetes's death in 1989, the movies they made together would establish Rowlands as a l...

      

      
        Could Donald Trump Break the Fed?
        Jordan Weissmann

        Mainstream economists hold sacred the notion that central banks must be shielded from political influence. The U.S. Federal Reserve's fundamental job is to set interest rates at the optimal level to keep employment high and inflation low. This often requires inflicting short-term pain--such as steeper borrowing costs or temporarily higher unemployment--to avoid even more disastrous outcomes in the long term. Elected officials, the thinking goes, don't have that kind of patience. With an eye on the ...

      

      
        Did God Save Donald Trump?
        Peter Wehner

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When Donald Trump survived an assassination attempt last month, every decent American responded with gratitude for the luck that saw the bullet graze the former president and not kill him. But some Christian supporters of Trump saw something else at work.According to Al Mohler, the president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, it was "God and God alone" who saved Trump. "For God alone is the soverei...

      

      
        The New Law of Electoral Politics
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.More than 60 countries, home to half the global population, are holding or have already held national elections this year. What many political analysts forecast as "the year of democracy" is turning out to be the year of the insurgents, as ruling parties fall around the world. It is a trend that Democrats are desperately hoping won't apply to Kamala Harris this November...

      

      
        Cape Cod Offers a Harbinger of America's Economic Future
        Rob Anderson

        A decade ago, I opened a restaurant in Provincetown, Massachusetts, and found out quickly how perilous our local economy can be. One afternoon in July, a few of my line cooks--all Jamaican culinary students who had traveled to the United States on student work-study visas--rolled into work late for the third time that week. The other cooks were annoyed. So was I. I'd been spending my days stumbling through what seemed like impossible situations, and here was one more crisis.But the students had a g...

      

      
        The Democrats Aren't on the High Road Anymore
        David A. Graham

        During Donald Trump's crude and shambolic first run for president in 2016, Michelle Obama offered a mission statement for the Democratic Party that doubled as a pithy summary of her family's political project: "When they go low, we go high." A decade and a half before that, Barack Obama announced himself as a major figure by declaring at the 2004 Democratic National Convention, "There's not a liberal America and a conservative America; there's the United States of America."Neither of those statem...

      

      
        The DNC Is a Big Smiling Mess
        Mark Leibovich

        Here's the thing about political conventions: They are, foremost, productions--obsessively planned and guided heavily to what looks pretty on screens. But here's the thing about the Democratic Party: Now, as ever, it is a bit of a mess.A seemingly happy mess. But a mess nonetheless. And this can make for an awkward production.Up and down the Democratic pecking order, everyone in Chicago in these first 24 hours of the Democratic National Convention has tried to put a chipper face on the proceedings...
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Young Democrats Have a New Favorite Clinton

At the DNC, Hillary Clinton has achieved something approaching icon status among Democrats coming of age.

by Russell Berman




When Bill Clinton walked onto the stage of the United Center at the Democratic National Convention last night, he received an ovation befitting a Democrat who twice won the presidency. But the roar that greeted him was not quite as loud, nor as long, as the one that greeted the Clinton who twice lost.

Nearly a quarter century after Bill Clinton left the White House, he remains a beloved figure in many corners of the Democratic Party. At a few points during his speech, he brought the convention crowd to its feet with quips that called to mind the Clinton of old. When Donald Trump speaks, Clinton urged Democrats in one such zinger, "don't count the lies. Count the I's." But like the other former Democratic president who spoke in prime time this week, Clinton was outshone by his wife.

Bill has for decades been the more gifted communicator of the Democratic power couple; that wasn't the case this week. On Monday night, after nearly two minutes of initial cheers from the audience, Hillary Clinton delivered the crisper, more energizing speech. She championed Kamala Harris as the candidate who could shatter "the highest, hardest glass ceiling," and she mocked the man who prevented her from doing so herself: "We have him on the run now," Clinton said of Trump.

Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess

As time has eased the Democrats' anguish over Hillary's 2016 loss to Trump, the almost-president has become the bigger draw over the former president. That is especially true among the youngest Democrats who have gathered in Chicago this week. Gen Z Democrats have far more experience with Hillary than Bill; those in their early 20s weren't even born until after he left office. Hillary's 2016 candidacy, and the Women's March that followed her defeat, served for many of them as a political awakening. "She really paved the way for a lot of the organizing that's happening now," Sabrina Collins, a 25-year-old from Kentucky, told me.

Clinton was not the first choice for young Democrats in 2016, many of whom rallied behind Senator Bernie Sanders's progressive movement. But among Democrats coming of age now, she has achieved something approaching icon status. On a shuttle bus inching its way through clogged streets to the United Center early Monday evening, I overheard one 20-something woman cry out, "If I don't hear Hillary Clinton speak, I'm going to riot." At least for some Democrats, the bitterness over her loss to Trump--usually accompanied by rueful jokes about her inattention to Wisconsin that year--has given way to admiration of her resilience. Speaking to Michigan's delegation yesterday morning, the retiring Senator Debbie Stabenow hailed Clinton's "courage" in putting a woman's name on a presidential ticket, arguing that it would break, or at least lessen, the stigma Harris might face. "Don't underestimate the power of that," Stabenow said of Clinton. "We have to see women's faces in power to make power happen."

At an event hosted by the Gen Z group Voters of Tomorrow on Tuesday, a 24-year-old member of the Indianapolis city council, Nick Roberts, shared his favorite moment from the convention's opening night. He didn't mention Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's energetic endorsement of Harris, nor President Joe Biden's emotional valedictory. To Roberts, the evening's highlight came during Clinton's denunciation of Trump's 34 felony convictions, as the arena crowd began chanting "Lock him up!" At first, Clinton tried to ignore the shouts and then, for a moment, she seemed to consider how to respond. Would she gently admonish the crowd, as Harris has done when supporters have started the chant at her rallies? Would she--dare she--affirm the same chant that Trump had used against her? Clinton chose to respond wordlessly, but knowingly. With a wide grin, she nodded along for several seconds. Roberts loved it. "I know the campaign is trying to tone it down," he told the Voters of Tomorrow crowd. "But with all she's been subjected to the last eight years, I think she deserved those 10 seconds of glee."

In conventions past, it was Bill Clinton who provided the more electrifying moments. He has addressed every DNC since 1980, and, as he recalled last night, he's attended every convention since 1972. His 2012 defense of President Barack Obama's economic record was so well received that Obama--the first of two future presidents to defeat Clinton's wife--dubbed him "the secretary of explaining stuff." In 2020, Clinton was relegated to a five-minute video--his shortest appearance in more than 30 years. That was an entirely virtual convention because of the coronavirus pandemic, but it was also the first since the #MeToo reckoning had cast sexual-misconduct allegations against Clinton (which he has denied) and his long history of extramarital affairs in a harsher light. In the late 1990s, many Democrats dismissed Clinton's relationship with a 22-year-old White House intern, Monica Lewinsky, as private, consensual, and unworthy of public rebuke. Two decades later, some of them had regrets. Kirsten Gillibrand, who took over Hillary Clinton's Senate seat in New York, said in 2017 that Bill Clinton should have resigned over the Lewinsky affair.

Caitlin Flanagan: Bill Clinton: A reckoning

The Gen Z attitude toward Bill Clinton appeared somewhat indifferent. I asked several attendees at the Voters of Tomorrow event which Clinton they were more excited to see. All of them immediately said Hillary. When I asked about Bill, a few of them politely declined to answer, because, they told me, they didn't know much about him. "I'll be honest: I just recently got into politics, so there's a lot of history I need to catch up on," Misty Ly, a 20-year-old from Georgia, replied. She said she had never heard the name Monica Lewinsky.

The former president's return to the convention stage drew no significant outcry from Democrats. Talk of his behavior with women has faded, and most of the Democrats I spoke with this week said they had no problem with the party featuring him again. Bill Clinton's speech lasted longer than Hillary's, but whether he was allotted more time or simply took more time wasn't clear.

Clinton reportedly scrapped the original draft of his remarks and rewrote the speech to be more joyful and energetic after seeing Monday's program. Yet within moments of taking the stage, he had veered off the prepared script. His voice was weaker than it once was, and he slightly mispronounced Kamala's name twice. Clinton's rambling and ad-libbing occasionally detracted from the speech's rhythm and cadence. One of the biggest applause lines was a joke about his age--and Trump's. Clinton turned 78 earlier this week, two months after Trump did. "The only personal vanity I want to assert is that I'm still younger than Donald Trump," Clinton said.

Clinton's strength as an orator is not rousing a crowd but silencing it. And for stretches of his speech, the United Center listened quietly as Clinton explained his view of the election. Updating a memorable riff from his 2012 speech, Clinton tallied the number of jobs created under Democratic and Republican presidents since the end of the Cold War--a total of 51 million. "What's the score?" he asked rhetorically, insisting he had triple-checked his claim. "Democrats: 50. Republicans: one."

The crowd erupted, offering Clinton one of his loudest cheers. He drew a few of them last night. Alluding to his advancing years, Clinton wondered at one point how many more conventions he'll have the chance to address. Democrats will most likely welcome him back--they always have. At the moment, however, he's no longer the Clinton they most want to see.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/hillary-bill-clinton-dnc-young-democrats/679557/?utm_source=feed
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America Could Do Without Its Chief Wellness Officer

The "nation's doctor" has turned from addressing smoking and nutrition to worrying about America's emotional well-being.

by Benjamin Mazer




Vivek Murthy, the surgeon general of the United States, used to spend his time focused on the traditional issues of the nation's doctor. He led campaigns and authored reports to promote physical activity, limit adolescents' vaping, and improve treatment for alcohol and drug addiction. He reminded us to eat our fruits and vegetables.



These days, he's more likely to talk about friendship and Americans' desperate need for more of it. Last year, he gave this phenomenon a grave, official designation: The country is experiencing an "epidemic of loneliness and isolation." His office encourages people to document the ways they've connected with others on a postcard, an act that will supposedly help enhance the function of their immune system. He offers what he has referred to as "disarmingly simple" relationship-building techniques, such as company-mandated conversations with co-workers about personal matters. The surgeon general's official website has even pushed a third-party digital solution called FriendApp that's positioned itself as a gentler alternative to the most popular social-media platforms. These are among the more concrete recommendations in Murthy's anti-loneliness campaign. The official government advisory also encourages people to "invest time in nurturing your relationships through consistent, frequent, and high-quality engagement" and to "be responsive, supportive, and practice gratitude."



Speaking as someone who has struggled to make connections, I appreciate Murthy's concern. Speaking as a practicing physician, I think he's being a little goofy. Past surgeons general have mostly lectured the public on the dangers of cigarettes or cholesterol and saturated fat. Murthy's predecessor, Jerome Adams, prioritized the opioid epidemic, oral health, and COVID. Murthy, on the other hand, has preached about the importance of finding emotional fulfillment, using love as medicine, and treating art as a source of healing. The surgeon general appears to have transformed himself from the nation's doctor into something newer: its first chief wellness officer.



When I spoke with Murthy a few weeks ago, I told him that his advocacy reminded me more of self-help bromides than public-health advice. I asked him why so many of his recent projects--the immunity-boosting postcard, for example--seemed superficial and gimmicky. "Well, I would characterize the work we do as different than 'superficial and gimmicky,'" he responded in the same amiable voice he uses to narrate mindfulness exercises for the meditation app Calm. He assured me that "small steps can make a difference when it comes to building social connection" and that his work is backed up by data. "The science drives what we do in our office," he said. By the time our call was over, I felt like an anti-wellness ogre.



Murthy dipped his toes into the placid waters of holistic health while serving his first stint in office, during the Obama administration. (In 2015, he prescribed happiness to a TED Talk audience.) After leaving, he published a best-selling book about the "healing power of human connection." Since being back in uniform--President Joe Biden reappointed him surgeon general in 2021--Murthy has been hammering wellness tropes with singular determination. He's put out reports and press releases promoting "work-life harmony," endorsing a "culture of gratitude and recognition," and treating "quiet quitting" as if it were an outbreak of disease. His biweekly podcast promises to help listeners "navigate the messiness and uncertainties of life to find meaning and joy." Last fall, he told the health-and-fitness guru Andrew Huberman that "there are people who may not have diagnosable mental illness but are not operating optimally in their lives, and that's detracting from their fulfillment."



In Murthy's diagnosis of our national mood, loneliness isn't merely a bad feeling; it's poison for our body. Although loneliness certainly isn't good for us, the surgeon general has made some oddly specific claims. Is feeling isolated really equivalent to smoking up to 15 cigarettes a day, as his social-connection advisory declares? A published study says so, but medical experts have made similar statements about sitting, alcohol, air pollution, and processed foods. Those have each been characterized as the "new smoking"--yet it is tobacco, the most conventional of public-health concerns, that remains the leading cause of preventable death. Besides, if being lonely were only as bad as, say, smoking five cigarettes a day, would we find it any less distressing? I think most people know that such assertions aren't meant to be taken literally: They're metaphors, not statistics. But when the surgeon general disseminates incredible statements--when he implies that loneliness is literally as harmful as sucking dozens of carcinogens into your lungs--some Americans may more easily dismiss his credible points, such as his important work on gun violence.



Talking with Murthy, I found it hard not to feel moved by his passion and drawn in by his congeniality. He started our conversation by asking me about my college experience, then talking about the difficult time he had getting to know people in school. I don't believe that his priorities are entirely misguided. I have witnessed a yearning for connection in my own community. I've also seen its downstream consequences on people's bodies. I have patients who have waited far too long to seek out treatment, because they had no one in their lives looking out for them. And his wellness-based initiatives do have some meaningful components: Murthy has endorsed paid family leave and improved public transit as policies that could bring relief to our disconnected nation.



But on the whole, the loneliness report offers only vague directives. Social connection should be made a priority for research institutions, governments, health systems, and workplaces. Public-health departments are urged to find "sustainable interventions and strategies" to promote it. The details of these interventions and strategies are mostly left to the reader's imagination. One night at dinner, for instance, I suggested to my partner that perhaps Murthy's guidance could help us make friends in our new home in Baltimore. We took up the surgeon general's advice to join a community group, eventually landing on an LGBTQ dinner club. Over the next few months, we met nice people and had pleasant conversations. It was good to get out of the house. But I can't say that we formed any deep, enduring friendships--the type I'd consider "high-quality engagement" that might extend my life.



For Murthy, focusing on general well-being allows him to tap into a long-standing and lucrative market. Speaking gigs, book deals, and consulting opportunities will surely await him after he leaves office--if he so desires. He'll be particularly well positioned for the corporate world, where chief wellness officers are de rigueur. (These days, even the CIA has one!) He's already done work for companies including Netflix, Airbnb, and Estee Lauder, and he's served as an adviser for Attention, a "technology company focusing on mental health," as it is described in his 2021 public financial disclosure. Murthy told me that he didn't yet know what his future plans might be, but that "the question of how we enhance the overall health and well-being of people in our country and around the world will remain important" to his work.



But Murthy has now set up a quandary for every surgeon general who follows him. Should the nation's doctor continue to dispense prescriptions for happiness and love? Or should the office go back to giving staid advice on how to curb the nation's rates of chronic illness? Fostering the total physical and spiritual well-being of all citizens sounds pretty good, but it's also quite ambitious. Murthy may be relying on gimmicks and gestures because he's run up against the limits of his role. Helping someone quit cigarettes is a measurable goal with clear results; undoing 15 cigarettes' worth of loneliness each day is a squishier project. And however well intentioned Murthy might be, a federal bureaucracy will never be a natural place to turn to for emotional healing. America's doctor might have to settle for getting us to eat a few more fruits and vegetables.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/08/surgeon-general-vivek-murthy-wellness/679555/?utm_source=feed
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TV Still Runs Politics

Just about every major development in the current presidential campaign started as a television event.

by Paul Farhi




When Kamala Harris "introduces" herself to the American public with her acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention tonight, most of the people who catch her remarks will do so via television--just as they did when John F. Kennedy accepted the party nomination in 1960. TV may not be the omnipresent force that it was before the rise of the internet, but it is still the most important medium in American politics.

Pundits and wise men have been predicting the fall of television, and particularly television news, for decades. In 2002, The New York Times forecast "the coming disappearance" of nightly network newscasts. No less an authority than Roger Ailes, the founder of Fox News, averred that once "dinosaurs" such as Dan Rather, Tom Brokaw, and Peter Jennings left their anchor chairs, the traditional 30-minute newscast would face "extinction." More recently, it was cable TV and cable news that were supposed to be heading for the boneyard, given the ominous trend of cord-cutting and the stampede to streaming. (Confession: I've written that take myself.)

These eulogies were premature. Television is no longer the only game in town, but it still sets the game's agenda. Just about every major development in the current presidential campaign started as a television event. Video clips suggesting that Joe Biden had lost more than a step circulated on social media throughout his presidency, but only after more than 51 million people saw his disastrous June debate appearance did the pressure to drop out of the race become insurmountable. Tim Walz was all but unknown outside Minnesota until his run of folksy cable-news interviews helped propel him onto the Democratic ticket. Similarly, J. D. Vance would probably never have been a contender on the Republican side without the help of his regular Fox News appearances, in which he honed his craft as arch-Trumpist attack dog. As for this week's convention, it has been scheduled, staged, and choreographed to fit the rhythms of TV, just as dozens were before it.

Derek Thompson: The 'Trump effect' on cable news

No one would suggest that we still live in the age of Walter Cronkite. Americans now get political news and information through dozens of platforms and tens of thousands of sources--YouTube and TikTok videos, Facebook and X posts, Substack newsletters and podcasts. And yet the TV-news audience has hung around.

Outside of NFL games, nothing on television attracts as large a crowd as the traditional nightly newscasts. Every night, an average of almost 19 million people combined watched ABC's World News Tonight, NBC Nightly News, and CBS Evening News during the 2023-24 TV season. Although that's several million fewer people than watched the big three 10 years ago, the rate of decline is far slower than that of just about everything else on television, broadcast or otherwise. More people now watch the evening newscasts than the networks' prime-time entertainment programming. Pretty good for 6:30 p.m.

If anything, cable news has been even more resilient, despite some cyclical ups and downs. During the first quarter of 2024, Fox News, CNN, and MSNBC attracted about as many viewers on average as they did eight years ago. That's despite the fact that millions of households stopped subscribing to cable over the same period.

The explanation isn't much of a mystery: The cable-news audience is dominated by older viewers, the cohort least likely to give up cable for streaming apps. The rest of the cable industry wishes it had the news channels' relative stability. USA Network, for example, has lost 75 percent of its nightly audience over the past 10 years; FX and the History Channel have lost about two-thirds.

Relying on an older audience does make TV news less attractive to most advertisers, who want to reach and influence younger consumers. The reverse is true for political campaigns. Old people vote in far greater numbers than young people, making them a highly coveted target audience for anyone who wants to get or stay elected. As a result, cable news remains the de facto town square and community soapbox. As Jack Shafer put it in Politico Magazine early this year, "Cable has become the place that candidates toss their hats into the ring, where they launch trial balloons for new policies, where the debates that once took place in House and Senate chambers are now often conducted under studio lights, where evidence to impeach presidents is first presented, and where Supreme Court nominees are first vetted."

Television more broadly is where political campaigns will still spend the bulk of their war chests to persuade voters. Many local TV stations, if not their viewers, will benefit from the projected $16 billion in ad spending by presidential, Senate, and House candidates and their allied PACs this cycle. The demand for airtime in swing states, in particular, is so strong that some stations expect to sell all of their available commercial slots this fall.

Elaine Godfrey: Trump's TV obsession is a first

The future of political advertising likely belongs to TV, too. Digital sources now claim about a quarter of political ad spending, but their continued growth is in question, according to Travis N. Ridout, a co-director of the Wesleyan Media Project, which tracks political ads. "Campaigns are questioning the value of social media ads" for several reasons, he told me. The primary one is the format itself. Political ads make relatively complicated arguments in favor of a candidate or a policy, demanding more attention than the average commercial for Tide or Taco Bell. But ads on Facebook or Instagram can be easily ignored. People quickly swipe or scroll away; they don't have their sound on. People ignore TV commercials, too, but the medium is more immersive; it arrests a viewer's attention with sights and sound that fill the screen without distraction.

Instead of being rendered obsolete by social media, TV news has achieved a sort of symbiosis with it, in which television is the dominant species. Michael Socolow, a professor and media historian at the University of Maine, told me that Walz's and Vance's appearances on cable shows created the clips that then seeded social media. The combination of old and new media worked in concert to raise their profiles, certifying them as plausible choices. "It's not cable TV per se" that matters, Socolow said, but the meme culture that it feeds. Television's future "is through viral-meme creation and social-media circulation."

The upshot is that new-media sources appear more likely to take their place alongside television than to replace it. If that's the case, it rebukes the long-standing conventional wisdom that TV news was doomed by senescence and technology. It calls to mind then-CBS president Howard Stringer's response when he was confronted by a gloomy prediction about the future of his business at a conference some 30 years ago. "They keep saying the networks are dinosaurs," Stringer said. "What they don't say is that the dinosaurs ruled the Earth for millions of years."
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Why the Blue Wall Looms So Large

Once again, the presidential election will likely come down to how Democrats perform in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.

by Ronald Brownstein




American politics over the past generation has experienced the equivalent of continental drift. The tectonic plates of our political life have shifted and scraped, toppling old allegiances and forging new demographic and geographic patterns of support. The turmoil has shattered and remade each party's agenda, message, and electoral coalition. And yet, no matter what else changes, the most direct path to the White House always seems to run through a handful of blue-collar states in the nation's old industrial heartland.

This year is no exception. Strategists in both parties consider Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin the pivotal states that are most likely to decide the winner in 2024--just as they did in 2020 and 2016. Although taking this trio of Rust Belt battlegrounds is not the only way for Vice President Kamala Harris to reach the necessary 270 Electoral College votes, "if you look at the history of those states ... then you have to believe they are the fastest way to get there," says the longtime Democratic operative Tad Devine, who managed the Electoral College strategy for the Democratic presidential nominees in 1988, 2000, and 2004. Republicans consider those three states equally indispensable for Donald Trump.

If Harris can sweep Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, which offer a combined 44 Electoral College votes, and hold every state that President Joe Biden won by three percentage points or more in 2020, and win the congressional district centered on Omaha in Nebraska (one of two states that award some of their electors by congressional district), she would reach exactly the magic 270 votes. In turn, even if Trump sweeps all four of the major Sun Belt battlegrounds--North Carolina and Georgia in the Southeast, and Arizona and Nevada in the Southwest--he cannot reach 270 without carrying at least one of the big three Rust Belt states (unless he achieves a major upset in one of the states that Biden won last time by at least three percentage points).

The priority on Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin is evident in both the time and the money that each campaign is expending there. Both sides are bombarding these states with personal appearances and television advertising: Pennsylvania ranks first, Michigan second, and Wisconsin fourth (behind Georgia) in the ad-spend total, at more than $200 million so far for the three states, according to figures from AdImpact. And for the Democrats gathered in Chicago, Harris's prospects in the three Rust Belt states is a perpetual topic of discussion, excitement, and anxiety.

"Let me just say, in conclusion," former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi told the Michigan delegation at the convention yesterday morning. "No pressure: The future of the nation is riding on you."

Ronald Brownstein: How the Rustbelt paved Trump's road to victory

Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin were a significant part of what I termed in 2009 the "Blue Wall"--the 18 states that ultimately voted for the Democratic presidential nominee in all six elections from 1992 through 2012. That was the largest bloc of states consistently won by the Democrats over that many elections since the formation of the modern party system in 1828. The 2016 election broke that pattern: Trump won the presidency by dislodging the big three of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin from the Blue Wall by a combined margin of about 80,000 votes. In 2020, Biden reclaimed all three--and with them, the White House--by a combined margin of nearly 260,000 votes.

Charles Franklin, the director of the Marquette Law School Poll, has calculated that in both 2016 and 2020, Wisconsin was the tipping-point state that provided the 270th Electoral College vote (first for Trump and then for Biden). Priorities USA, a leading Democratic super PAC, projects that Pennsylvania is the most likely such fulcrum this year. Perhaps because of this tipping-point effect, my term Blue Wall has morphed into a shorthand for these crucial states--even though they were simply the three bricks that fell out of the rest of the wall in 2016.

At a breakfast meeting of the Pennsylvania delegation that kicked off convention week in Chicago on Monday, speakers talked about defending the Blue Wall across Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin against Trump as urgently as characters in Game of Thrones would discuss fortifying the Wall in the north against the White Walkers.

"It is no secret; we are the keystone state of the Blue Wall," Sharif Street, the Pennsylvania party chair, said. "As goes Pennsylvania, so will go America."

A little later, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, Harris's vice-presidential nominee, popped into the meeting with a similar message. "I just came from the Wisconsin breakfast, and the Blue Wall is solid, people," he told the large crowd in a hotel ballroom.

Another special guest, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, dwelled on the topic. "Can we all agree we are going to be the Blue Wall again in 2024?" she asked. "Thank you for helping to save the world with us a few years ago. Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin: This race once again is going to come down to our big states."

Franklin Foer: Kamala Harris settles the biggest fight in the Democratic Party

Before these states became the three-headed decider in presidential elections, campaigns usually considered Ohio--a demographically and economically similar neighbor--to be the tipping-point state. Early in the 1988 presidential race, I interviewed Lee Atwater, the legendary GOP strategist who was running George H. W. Bush's campaign, and he told me that the campaign's entire Electoral College strategy was to lock down so many states that Democrat Michael Dukakis could not reach 270 without winning Ohio, and then to defend Ohio with what Atwater called a "gubernatorial" level of campaign spending.

Sixteen years later, Karl Rove, the chief strategist for George W. Bush's reelection campaign against the Democrat John Kerry, likewise considered Ohio "the key state," he told me this week. Bush eventually won a second term (by the second-narrowest Electoral College majority for a reelected president ever) when he outstripped Kerry in Ohio by about 120,000 votes.

The state remained vital for Barack Obama, who carried it in both his 2008 and 2012 victories. But since then, Ohio has moved solidly toward the Republican Party, which has established overwhelming advantages in the state's small towns and rural areas. Ohio no longer functions as a fulcrum in the presidential race; it is no longer even a state that Democrats contest at that level.

As Ohio has faded, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin have together filled its former pivotal role in presidential contests. An earlier generation of political analysts and operatives viewed Ohio as decisive partly because it seemed to capture America in miniature, due to its racial, educational, and economic mix and rural/urban makeup. Yet that microcosm thesis doesn't explain the prominence of the new big three. Demographically, the states are not all that representative of an America that is inexorably growing more diverse: All three are whiter and older than the national average, with a lower proportion of college graduates and immigrants, according to census figures. The national trends regarding educational attainment and ethnic diversity that have unfolded in many other states, especially across the Sun Belt, have evolved much more slowly in the big three Rust Belt states.

In particular, white voters without a college degree, who fell below 40 percent as a proportion of the national vote for the first time in 2020, according to census data, still cast about half the vote in Michigan and Pennsylvania that year and nearly three-fifths of it in Wisconsin, according to calculations by William Frey, a demographer at Brookings Metro, a center-left think tank. Voters of color, who in 2020 cast about three of every 10 votes nationally, constituted only about one in five voters in Michigan, one in six in Pennsylvania, and one in 10 in Wisconsin.

Derek Thompson: The new law of electoral politics

If these Rust Belt battlegrounds still wield great influence in presidential races without being representative of the country overall, what explains that continued prominence? Experts I spoke with offered three persuasive explanations.

One is that a critical mass of voters in these states are conscious of their fulcrum role and therefore devote more attention to presidential contests than most voters do elsewhere. Rove likens the role that Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin now play in the general election to the part that Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina have typically played as the early states on the primary calendar. "There may be something to be said for them taking their roles seriously," Rove told me. "Like, 'We are going to pay a little bit more attention to this, and our politics are going to be slightly more robust.'"

Another explanation for these states' central role is that they have remained highly competitive in presidential elections when so many other states "have made a very rapid transition," as Rove put it, into the camp of one party or the other. Mark Graul, a GOP operative who ran George W. Bush's Wisconsin campaigns, told me that the Rust Belt battlegrounds have remained so close because, within them, all of the big political changes over the past generation have largely offset one another. For example, although Democrats are benefiting from better performance in the growing white-collar suburbs around such cities as Philadelphia, Detroit, and Milwaukee, those gains have largely been matched by increasing GOP margins among the substantial small-town and rural portions of these states. In the long run, Graul told me, Republicans won't be able to sustain that trade-off, because their strongholds are either stagnant or losing population. For the near term, though, these states "have been able to weather the demographic and geographic voting shifts and still remain incredibly closely divided," he said.

The third explanation--identifying perhaps the most important dynamic at work--centers on these states' powerful tendency to move together in elections. The big three have voted for the same party in every presidential election since 1980, with the sole exception of 1988 (when Wisconsin went with Dukakis, while Michigan and Pennsylvania backed Bush). Even more remarkably, in this century the same party has controlled the governorship in all three states simultaneously, except for one four-year period when Democrats held Pennsylvania while the other two elected Republicans.

Devine told me that because of the demographic and economic similarities and their proclivity for moving in tandem, the three states should be "considered a single entity," which he calls "Mi-Pa-Wi." With its 44 combined Electoral College votes, Devine said, Mi-Pa-Wi is in effect the last true swing state of that size, given that the states of comparable magnitude--California, New York, Florida, and Texas--all tilt solidly blue or red. "These three states are really one big state that is going to decide the election," he said.

Read: The DNC is a big smiling mess

On paper, that should be an ominous prospect for Democrats in the Trump era. The foundation of Trump's electoral coalition is non-college-educated white voters--and they constitute a significantly larger share of the vote in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin than they do nationally.

Yet, at their national convention this week, Democrats from these states clearly feel more optimistic about their prospects now than they did when Biden was the presumptive nominee. "I think this race has been reset," Pennsylvania's Democratic governor, Josh Shapiro, told me after the delegation breakfast on Monday. A recent survey from the New York Times/Siena College poll showed Harris with a four-percentage-point lead over Trump in all three states. Other surveys have shown the two candidates more closely matched, but almost all polls show Harris gaining.

Her revival builds on the larger trend across the region. After Trump's upset victories in 2016, Democrats have regained the initiative in all three states. In 2018, each of them elected a Democratic governor; then each backed Biden in 2020; and in 2022, all three elected Democratic governors again--in every instance by a larger margin than in 2018. Democrats now also hold five of their six U.S. Senate seats.

The winning formula for Democrats in all three states has been similar. Although the party has rarely captured a majority of working-class white voters, its winning candidates--such as Whitmer, Shapiro, Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers, and Biden in 2020--have routinely performed a few points better with those voters than the party does elsewhere. Democrats have also posted huge advantages among young people, especially in such college towns as Ann Arbor, Michigan, and Madison, Wisconsin. And in all three states, Democrats are benefiting from expanding margins among college-educated voters in the suburbs of major cities--an advantage that widened after Dobbs, the 2022 Supreme Court decision overturning the constitutional right to abortion. (Later that year, Whitmer, Shapiro, and Evers each won about three-fifths of college-educated white voters: a crushing margin that improved on Biden's performance, according to exit polls.) These formidable gains with white-collar voters have enabled the party to withstand disappointing turnout and somewhat shrinking margins among Black voters in Philadelphia, Detroit, Milwaukee, and other midsize cities.

Democrats hope that Harris can reverse that electoral erosion in Black communities, while expanding the party's advantages in well-educated suburbs, especially among women, and recapturing young people who had soured on Biden. Her biggest challenge in the region will be holding as much as possible of Biden's support among older and blue-collar white voters, who are probably the most receptive audience for the coming Republican attack ads claiming that Harris is a "woke" liberal extremist who is soft on crime and immigration.

Dan Kildee, a Democrat who is retiring after this session as the House representative of a district that includes Flint, Michigan, told me that this sort of hard-edged message will find an audience among some working-class white voters, but he believes Harris can keep those losses to a manageable level. "There's a whole segment of that cohort of the electorate that now has evidence of what a Donald Trump presidency looks like," Kildee said, "and will weigh that against the more hopeful and optimistic message that Vice President Harris brings."

The margin is very tight: Even if Harris does everything right, an optimal outcome for her in these states might be winning them by one or two percentage points. Shapiro could have been speaking about all three states when he told reporters on Monday: "You can get to a race that's sort of basically statistically tied, and getting that last point or two in Pennsylvania is really, really tough."

But unlike what happened in 2016, when Hillary Clinton famously, fatally, took her eye off Michigan and Wisconsin to focus on campaigning elsewhere, Democrats are singularly focused on cementing Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin back into the Blue Wall. At the Pennsylvania breakfast, Whitmer told the delegates: "Josh [Shapiro] and I and Tony [Evers] are talking about a Blue Wall strategy. The three of us together, in all three of our states, turning out the voters, getting people pumped up, educating people." If they can celebrate victory after that effort, she said, it will mean they can "say 'Madam President' for the first time in the history of this country."
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Sometimes You Just Have to Ignore the Economists

Kamala Harris's proposed price-gouging ban might irritate academics, but it makes sense to everyone else.

by Zephyr Teachout




Last week, the economics commentariat and much of the mainstream media erupted with contempt toward Kamala Harris's proposed federal price-gouging law. Op-eds, social-media posts, and straight news reports mocked Harris for economically illiterate pandering and warned of Soviet-style "price controls" that would lead to shortages and runaway inflation.

The strange thing about these complaints is that what Harris actually proposed was neither radical nor new--and it certainly wasn't price controls. In fact, almost every state already has a law restricting at least some forms of price gouging. Although Harris has not specified the exact design of her proposal, one hopes that it would follow the basic outline of state-level bans: forbidding unwarranted price hikes for necessary goods during emergencies.

Price gouging in the popular imagination has a "know it when you see it" quality, but it is actually a well-developed body of law. A typical price-gouging claim has four elements. First, a triggering event, sometimes called an "abnormal market disruption," such as a natural disaster or power outage, must have occurred. Second, in most states, the claim must concern essential goods and services. (No one cares if you overcharge for Louis Vuitton handbags during a hurricane.) Third, a price increase must be "excessive" or "unconscionable," which most states define as exceeding a certain percentage, typically 10 to 25 percent. Finally, the elevated price must be in excess of the seller's increased cost. This is crucial: Even during emergencies, sellers are allowed to maintain their existing profit margins. They just can't increase those margins excessively.

For example, early in the coronavirus pandemic, some New York City residents complained that grocery stores were charging exorbitant prices for Lysol. But because those stores were merely passing along price increases from their distributor, they didn't get in trouble. Instead, the state pursued a case against the wholesaler, which agreed last year to pay $100,000 in penalties and restitution. (During the pandemic, I took a sabbatical from teaching law to work for New York Attorney General Letitia James, with a focus on price gouging; I worked on the appeal of the Lysol case.)

Annie Lowrey: The truth about high prices

Price-gouging bans are broadly popular--except among economists. The reason is that, in the perfect world of simple economic models, allowing sellers to charge whatever they want during periods of heightened demand is actually a good thing: It signals to the rest of the market that there's money to be made on the product in question, which in turn leads to more supply. Accordingly, prohibiting gouging leads to less production of essential goods and services. Plus, letting prices rise helps ensure that the product will be sold to the people who value it the most.

Here, regular people seem to understand a few things that economists don't. During an emergency, such as a natural disaster, short-term demand cannot be met by short-term supply, setting the stage for sellers to exploit their position by raising prices on goods already in their inventory. The idealized law of supply and demand predicts that new investors would rush in, but the real world doesn't work like that. A short-term price spike won't always trigger the long-term investments needed to increase supply, because everyone knows that the situation is, by definition, abnormal; they can't count on a continued revenue boom. During a rare blizzard, sellers might jack up the prices of snowblowers. But investors aren't going to set up a new snowblower-manufacturing hub based on a blizzard, because by the time they had any inventory to sell, the snow would long be melted. So after the disruption, all goes back to normal--except with a big wealth transfer from the public to the company that raised prices.

And that's before taking into account the barriers to entry that exist in today's concentrated markets. Incumbents in heavily consolidated sectors like food are largely insulated from the threat of new competition. Price-gouging laws thus operate as a kind of poor man's antitrust. They don't address the lopsided balance of power, but they at least prohibit that power from being exploited in certain high-stakes contexts.

The other big problem with the textbook economics take on price gouging is the assumption that temporarily higher-priced products will find their way to the people who value them the most. That might be true in a world where everyone had the same amount of money to spend. In the world we actually inhabit, that is not the case. During a power outage, a working-class cancer patient who desperately needs to buy the last generator in stock to keep his medications refrigerated might not be able to outbid a healthy millionaire who just wants to run their air conditioner.

This is another way of saying that price-gouging bans are a form of moral policy. The laws recognize that consumers, not being the coldly rational Homo economicus of academic models, are going to be less price-sensitive during disaster; their desperation can be exploited. And people who lack the savings to get through a crisis or the resources to comparison shop are even more likely to suffer from price increases on essential items. In a pandemic, war, or major weather event, it seems morally repugnant to give an unearned bonanza to a big firm while denying essential services to vulnerable members of society. All parents, not just the wealthiest, should have an equal chance to obtain diapers even if supply chains are disrupted. Price-gouging laws represent a different set of market rules, grounded in fairness.

Price-gouging laws also protect against volatility and instability. During the immediate aftermath of COVID, unchecked price increases made an already-bad inflation problem even worse, contributing to a dangerous spiral that harmed the macro economy as well as individual consumers.

Roge Karma: We're entering an AI price-fixing dystopia

The problem with price-gouging laws is that they exist only at the state level. Few states have the resources to take on the multinational corporations that dominate markets for many essential goods. Even if they did, they would still face jurisdictional challenges. If a company makes baby formula in Wisconsin and then sells to a distributor in Minnesota, which then sells to a supermarket in Oregon, that company might radically hike the price it charges in Minnesota when the next pandemic hits--but then be unreachable by the Oregon attorney general even if Oregonians end up paying the cost.

Most price gouging today happens far beyond the reach of most state attorneys general. A strong federal law would help not only the public but also the small-business owners who lack the ability to do anything but pass on big increases--and who become, unfairly, the face of ugly profiteering for many consumers. If properly designed, such a law would very rarely need to be used. With a federal ban in place, the biggest corporations in the world would keep a price-gouging expert at the ready to wag their finger the next time they're tempted to exploit a disaster for profit.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/08/economists-kamala-harris-price-gouging/679547/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Asterisk on Kamala Harris's Poll Numbers

<span>Pollsters think they've learned from their mistakes in 2020. Of course, they thought that last time too.</span>

by Gilad Edelman




One month since she entered the presidential race, Kamala Harris has a small but clear lead over Donald Trump, if the polls are to be trusted. But after the past two presidential elections, trusting the polls might feel like a very strange thing to do.

The 2016 election lives in popular memory as perhaps the most infamous polling miss of all time, but 2020 was quietly even worse. The polls four years ago badly underestimated Trump's support even as they correctly forecast a Joe Biden win. A comprehensive postmortem by the American Association for Public Opinion Research concluded that 2020 polls were the least accurate in decades, overstating Biden's advantage by an average of 3.9 percentage points nationally and 4.3 percentage points at the state level over the final two weeks of the election. (In 2016, by contrast, national polling predicted Hillary Clinton's popular-vote margin quite accurately.) According to The New York Times, Biden led by 10 points in Wisconsin but won it by less than 1 point; he led Michigan by 8 and won by 3; he led in Pennsylvania by 5 and won by about 1. As of this writing, Harris is up in all three states, but by less than Biden was. A 2020-size error would mean that she's actually down--and poised to lose the Electoral College.

The pollsters know they messed up in 2020. They are cautiously optimistic that they've learned from their mistakes. Of course, they thought that last time too.

How did the polls get worse from 2016 to 2020, with everyone watching? In the aftermath of Trump's surprise 2016 victory, the public-opinion-research industry concluded that the problem was educational polarization. If pollsters had made a point of including enough white people without college degrees in their samples, they wouldn't have underestimated Trump so badly. During the 2020 cycle, they focused on correcting that mistake.

It didn't work. Even though polls in 2020 included more white non-college-educated voters, they turned out to be disproportionately the white non-college-educated voters who preferred Biden. The new consensus is that Republican voters are less likely to respond to polls in the first place, even controlling for education level. (To put it more nerdily, partisan preference correlates independently with willingness to take a poll, at least when Trump is on the ballot.) Don Levy, the director of the Siena College Research Institute, which conducts polls on behalf of The New York Times, calls the phenomenon "anti-establishment response bias." The more someone distrusts mainstream institutions, including the media and pollsters, the more likely they are to vote for Trump.

Read: The polling crisis is a catastrophe for American democracy

Levy told me that, in 2020, the people working the phones for Siena frequently reported incidents of being yelled at by mistrustful Trump supporters. "In plain English, it was not uncommon for someone to say, 'I'm voting for Trump--fuck you,'" and then hang up before completing the rest of the survey, he said. (So much for the "shy Trump voter" hypothesis.) In 2020, those responses weren't counted. This time around, they are. Levy told me that including these "partials" in 2020 would have erased nearly half of Siena's error rate.

That still leaves the other half. Another complication is that most pollsters have given up on live calls in favor of online or text-based polls, meaning they have no angry partials to include. And so pollsters are trying variations of the same technique: getting more likely-Trump voters into their data sets. If a lower percentage of Republican-leaning voters respond to polls, then maybe you just need to reach out to a larger number.

This might sound obvious, but it entails an uncomfortable shift for the industry. Public pollsters have traditionally stuck to the politically neutral categories found in the census when assembling or weighting their samples: age, gender, race, and so on. The theory was that if you built your sample correctly along demographic lines--if you called the right number of white people and Latinos, evangelicals and atheists, men and women--then an accurate picture of the nation's partisan balance would naturally emerge.

"In 2016, the feeling was that the problem we had was not capturing non-college-educated white voters, particularly in the Midwest," Chris Jackson, the head of U.S. public polling at Ipsos, told me. "But what 2020 told us is that's not actually sufficient. There is some kind of political-behavior dimension that wasn't captured in that education-by-race crosstab. So, essentially, what the industry writ large has done is, we've started really looking much more strongly at political variables."

Pollsters were once loath to include such variables, because modeling the partisan makeup of the electorate is an inexact science--if it weren't, we wouldn't need polls in the first place. But after its failure in 2020, the industry has little choice. "There's no avoiding coming up with a hypothesis as to the composition of the electorate," Matt Knee, who runs polls and analytics for Republican campaigns, told me. "Choosing to throw up your hands on the most important predictor of how someone's going to vote, and saying 'That's not a valid thing to include in my hypothesis' just doesn't make sense."

Read: Return of the people machine

Some pollsters are leaning on state-level voter files to get the right balance of Democrats and Republicans into their samples. Another approach is to use "recalled vote": asking people whom they voted for in 2020 and making sure that the mix of respondents matches up with the actual results. (If a state went 60 percent for Trump, say, but only 50 percent of the respondents say they voted for Trump, the pollster would either call more Trump-2020 voters or weight their responses more heavily after the fact.)

Each technique has its limitations. Party registration doesn't match up perfectly with voting preferences. Some states, including Michigan and Wisconsin, don't even have party registration, meaning pollsters have to rely on modeled partisanship based on factors such as age, gender, and religion. Recalled vote might be even shakier: Quite a lot of people misremember or lie about their voting history. Many say they voted when they in fact did not, and some people who voted for the loser will claim that they voted for the winner. Levy told me that when Siena experimented with using recalled vote in 2022, it made some results less accurate.

Still, pollsters see signs for hope. "People who told us they voted for Trump in 2020 are responding at the same rates as people who told us they voted for Biden in 2020," said Jackson, from Ipsos, which "suggests we're not having a really strong systemic bias." The New York Times poll master Nate Cohn made a similar observation in a recent interview with The New Yorker: Democrats were much likelier to respond to Times polls in 2020, but this year, "it's fairly even--so I'm cautiously optimistic that this means that we don't have a deep, hidden non-response bias." Another difference between 2020 and now: There is no pandemic. Some experts believe that Democratic voters were more likely to answer surveys in 2020 because they were more likely than Republicans to be at home with little else to do.

What's clear at this point is that the election is close, and Harris is in a stronger position than Biden was. Natalie Jackson, a Democratic pollster at GQR Research, told me that if Harris's numbers were just a result of energized Democrats being in the mood to answer polls, then Democrats would be seeing a comparable bump in generic congressional polls. The fact that they aren't suggests that the change is real. "Trump's numbers haven't moved," Jackson said. "This is all shifting from third party or undecided to Democrat."

Like Olympic athletes, political pollsters spend four years fine-tuning their craft, but don't find out whether their preparations were adequate until it's too late to do anything differently. The nonresponse bias that bedeviled the polls in 2020 is not an easy thing to fix. By definition, pollsters know very little about the people who don't talk to them. If Trump outperforms the polls once again, it will be because even after all these years, something about his supporters remains a mystery.
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The Ultimate Happiness Diet

What we eat clearly has a bearing on our well-being. But the best recipe for success centers on <em>how</em> we eat.

by Arthur C. Brooks




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

A great deal has been written lately about ways of eating that increase longevity and improve health. Debates rage around the virtues and drawbacks of certain restrictive and regional diets, including such varieties as old-school omnivore, lacto-ovo flexitarian, Mediterranean, and Okinawan. These discussions are interesting and important, but usually leave out one important question: What diet makes us happiest?

The answer, of course, is much more subjective and individual than figuring out which diet is best for your blood-cholesterol levels. No matter what the population data said about the nutritional value of organ meats, for example, I would never be happy eating such stuff. What makes us happy isn't all subjective, though, and this column is devoted to bringing objective social science to bear on how to improve your well-being. As it happens, plenty of good research has been done on our food and eating habits that can help us become happier, one meal at a time.

Arthur C. Brooks: Happiness is a warm coffee

As a rule, eating is an inherently pleasurable activity: Our brains have evolved to find feeding ourselves--which, on its face, should be a boring, repetitive task we must do to stay alive--rewarding. Many parts of the brain's pleasure system are involved when we eat, including the orbitofrontal cortex, the cingulate cortex, the ventral tegmental area, the hypothalamus, the periventricular gray and periaqueductal gray, the nucleus accumbens, the ventral pallidum, the amygdala, and the insular cortices. But for the stimulation of this whole system to transcend mere pleasure and become a source of happiness, we need to experience enjoyment--and that generally means adding the elements of sociality and memory. Research from Asia shows that happiness rises when people eat together in group settings, and pleasure is enhanced when memories of past meals are savored. So, to be happier, make eating a social, memorable experience as often as possible.

Emotions also affect eating--and not always positively. For example, one 2012 study found that young women with depressive symptoms were 130 percent more likely than nondepressed women to binge eat. But the relationship between eating and emotions is generally benign. A 2013 study in the journal Appetite showed that among what it called "emotional eaters," meaning people who eat in response to strong emotions of any kind, a positive mood stimulated significantly more eating than a negative mood. We celebrate our birthdays with cake, after all.

Thanks to such research, we can devise an eating strategy based on the patterns and diets that yield the highest levels of happiness. To begin with, studies show that people are happier when they eat moderately often. One 2016 survey of students in Iran found that the happiest were those who ate breakfast every day and had a daily total of three meals, plus one or two snacks in between. We need to bear in mind that this does not suggest that all-day grazing is a good strategy; rather, it supports the idea of maintaining a regular meal schedule while allowing a couple of mindful, scheduled nibbles along the way.

In 2021, the Dutch happiness researcher Ruut Veenhoven published a meta-analysis of studies on menus that offer the highest life satisfaction. His findings showed that happiness increases when people eat a varied diet, moderate in fat and oils, fairly low in salt and sugar, and above all rich in fruit and vegetables. More recent research also finds that proteins and fats tend to be associated with lower anxiety and depression, and that high carbohydrate consumption is more associated with mood problems and elevated stress.

Arthur C. Brooks: Don't wish for happiness. Work for it.

The latest data on alcohol consumption are less supportive than they once were of the idea that moderate drinking could be part of a healthy diet. A huge, systematic review of modern research on alcohol and health concludes that low and moderate drinking is not beneficial for health, as was formerly believed. Further, drinking for its inebriating effects is associated with a "low hedonic capacity," a natural inability to feel good. This typically leads to long-term problems, given the risks to mental and physical health from almost any alcohol consumption beyond low levels.

What about junk food and desserts, to which people so often turn for a brighter mood? Here, too, the data are not encouraging. Consuming highly processed and fast food is associated with greater odds of psychological distress, particularly in children and adolescents. Eating candy has immediate mood benefits, but these last only a few minutes, and the downside is that the refined sugar typically found in sweets is addictive; withdrawal can cause clinical anxiety. In addition, diets high in saturated fat and refined sugar are associated with memory impairment.

Although a diet rich in plant stuffs has been very clearly established as important for health, far less research exists on such a diet's happiness effects, especially those of an all-plant regimen. Vegetarianism has been found to raise a sense of tranquility, but to lower enjoyment. Some scholarship has suggested that a low-fat, fully vegan diet can help ease depression and anxiety.

All around the world, an overconsumption of foods that lead to obesity is associated with lower levels of well-being--though we don't know enough about the happiness effects of weight-loss diets. Crash diets that stimulate the body's starvation response are clearly bad, and scholars long ago found that such harsh regimens can even bring on psychotic symptoms. The evidence that exists on less severe caloric restriction appears mildly positive for well-being: Although intermittent fasting has no evident impact on anxiety or mood, the practice does seem to reduce people's depression scores. As for the newly popular weight-loss drugs, such as Ozempic, their long-term effects on happiness have yet to be demonstrated, but studies on diabetic patients who use these medications tend to show anxiety and depression falling.

Read: The diet the might cure depression

Obviously, the relations between food and well-being pose far more questions to which we'd like to know the answers, including how much we can benefit from dietary supplements. But based on the research we do have, I can suggest a few basic rules for happy eating to start with.

For most people, the best happiness diet is one balanced across a variety of foods and emphasizing proteins and fats over carbohydrates. Such a diet avoids junk food and refined sweets. Alcohol consumption should be moderate at most, and recreational drinking is a no-no. Avoiding obesity is important for happiness, but not to the extent of going on a crash weight-loss program in a way that mimics starvation. Your eating should be organized primarily around regular, formal meal times, rather than eating on the run or foraging all day long. Meals are best taken in the company of others.

This, to me, all sounds very Spanish. Over the past 35 years, I have spent a great deal of time in Spain: I married into a Catalan family, and have lived in Spain for long periods. As with virtually everywhere else today, a good many people eat poorly in Spain, especially among the young, sadly. Still, the typical Spanish diet remains a sound model, consisting of a varied, balanced menu that's rich in proteins and olive oil, and moderate in carbohydrates and alcohol (which is generally served only with meals). And starvation diets are unheard-of in Spain.

The standard meals are breakfast; small midmorning snack; midday meal around 2:30 p.m.; a light snack around 6 p.m., known as merienda; and a late supper. To be sure, in what they eat, Spaniards are very similar in their habits to other peoples around the Mediterranean. But I am always struck by how they eat. Spanish people rarely eat alone; meals are emphatically social occasions, which is why they take a long time. As the research shows, that is a good recipe for happiness.

M. Nolan Gray: Why dining rooms are disappearing from American homes

I should mention one other characteristic of the Spanish way of eating, which helps explain one strange pattern in the research. Scholars have found that the more we crave and think about food, the less happiness it brings us. For example, researchers in 2020 showed that people high in "foodiness" (that is, people with stated interest in good eating) tended to overestimate the satisfaction they'd get from meals--and, we can only presume, to be chronically disappointed.

In Spain, people certainly like their food, but they don't typically focus on it much--let alone express cravings for food. My Spanish wife thinks the obsessions of what we Americans might call a food culture are quite eccentric, like collecting antique yo-yos or something. "It's just food," she says. "The point is to eat together."

That makes sense to me. And when I am in Spain, I always wind up in a brighter mood after a few days in the routine. My worries diminish, my problems seem more manageable, and, well, I'm happier. Now I know why.

The food isn't the point at all. It's about the love.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/08/ultimate-happiness-diet/679520/?utm_source=feed
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Ketamine's Catch-22

The drug has a hard-partying past--and a promising future in treating depression.

by Ethan Brooks

Last week, five people were charged with providing the ketamine that led to actor Matthew Perry's death. It's the latest news in a saga that has renewed questions over ketamine's dual role as a promising depression treatment and an illicit drug.

Questions about ketamine are now all the more relevant because of a pandemic-era decision that allows doctors to prescribe the drug online--transforming the way Americans access and maintain prescriptions for controlled substances.

What role does ketamine have to play in the future of depression treatment now that the prescribing landscape has changed?

This is the third and final episode of Scripts, a new three-part miniseries from Radio Atlantic about the pills we take for our brains and the stories we tell ourselves about them.

Listen to the story here:

Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Today we have the third and final episode in our series exploring psychotropic meds and the cultural stories surrounding them. In those early, uncertain days of the pandemic, the government made a decision--a decision that is proving very hard to walk back and that transformed how we access these drugs, how doctors prescribe them, and how we stay on them.

This week, a story about ketamine and about the fallout of that decision. Reporter Ethan Brooks will take it from here.

Ethan Brooks: Okay, I'm going to start with this doctor. His name is Scott Smith, and his story starts back before the pandemic. Smith is working in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina, as a family doctor--so sick kids, high blood pressure, all sorts of things.

One day he's driving to work, listening to the radio, and NPR is airing a story about ketamine as a treatment for depression.

Scott Smith: And as I was driving to work and I heard them talking about that, I said out loud, That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard of. Ketamine would never help anybody for depression.

Brooks: You said that out loud?

Smith: Yeah, to myself as I was driving because it just was ludicrous.

Brooks: This felt ludicrous because, for Smith, that's just not what ketamine was for. For him it was as an anesthetic, something you might give to a kid who needs stitches on their tongue, get them to quit squirming. The way it functioned, as he understood it, was to separate the mind from the body.

For other people, ketamine is a party drug, going by names like K, Special K, and, according to the DEA, "Super Acid." I haven't heard that one before.

But recently, ketamine's new gig is as a depression treatment, and a promising one--promising because it works fast, which is a useful feature for people who are suicidally depressed. And it works well for patients for whom other depression treatments don't work.

Ketamine for depression is often prescribed off-label. And in 2019, the FDA approved an on-label treatment called Spravato, which is a nasal spray. It's the first genuinely new, FDA-approved depression treatment in 50 years. 

After Scott Smith heard that story on the radio, he did some research. And before long, he was a believer.

Smith: I asked myself, Wait a minute. Why has nobody told me about how powerful this treatment is? And why isn't this being used?

Brooks: So Scott Smith, when he learned all this, felt, in a way, offended that we had been sitting on this drug for so many years, that so many people, including people really close to him, had been struggling with severe depression and that ketamine wasn't an option that was available to them.

Smith: It was in my face that this was real, and I couldn't deny it. I couldn't deny it. To deny it, to me, would mean being a bad doctor. This situation had been presented to me by the universe. My best friend killed himself.

There was no way I was going to let this pass by.

Brooks: Have you felt that before? Like, is this the first time that's happened?

Smith: That was the first time it overwhelmed me.

Brooks: Smith wanted to get ketamine to as many patients as he could who needed it. So he made a bold decision: He starts his own practice, one that serves both ketamine patients and his normal family-practice patients. He rents an office with two completely separate waiting rooms, so you could be sitting in one waiting room and totally unaware that the other exists. The sign on the door to the first waiting room said smith family, md. The sign on the door to the other room said ketamine treatment services. Scott Smith was behind both doors.

The practice did well. Patients filled up both waiting rooms. And maybe Smith would have liked to treat more patients, but it was a brick-and-mortar office, so that was that. And then the pandemic came, and everything changed.

Okay, so it's March 20, 2020. To set the scene, this is nine days after the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic. This is the same day Governor Cuomo issued a stay-at-home order for all New Yorkers, United announced it will cut down international flights by 95 percent, and the DEA made an announcement: Given the circumstances, doctors no longer had to see patients in person--at all--to prescribe controlled substances.

And this decision, I'd like to submit, is among the most enduring and consequential policy decisions of the pandemic. Before this change, with few exceptions, if you wanted a controlled substance--amphetamine, Suboxone, ketamine, Xanax, testosterone--you needed, at some point, to see a doctor in person.

After the March 2020 change, that in-person barrier was gone. It became easier to get prescribed and easier to stay prescribed. And this, especially in a pandemic, saved lives. But something else happened, too.

The way we access and maintain medications underwent a fundamental shift. The new policy brought us into a new era, one where patients have a lot more power--the power to diagnose and treat ourselves without leaving the room.

Brooks: From 2020 to 2022, one study found a tenfold increase in telehealth visits. Americans, as we've discussed, started taking a lot more psychiatric medications, and the worlds of venture capital and startups saw an opportunity: psychiatry at a scale that would have been impossible before. The money poured in, and before long, the environment resulting from this confluence of demand, policy, and money had a name.

I'll just read a few recent headlines here: "New Mental Health Clinics Are a Wild West," "Adult ADHD Is the Wild West of Psychiatry," "The Wild West of Online Testosterone Prescribing," "The Wild West of Off-Brand Ozempic," "The 'Wild West' of Ketamine Treatment."

You get it--a Wild West, a new world of access and autonomy for patients and for doctors. So Scott Smith--half family-medicine doctor, half ketamine doctor--sees these changes and decides to go west.

Smith: I went all in. I went all in. I became licensed in 48 states.

Brooks: Smith closes the office with two waiting rooms and builds a new practice from the ground up. Now he would only provide ketamine treatment, mostly in the form of off-label, low-dose ketamine lozenges.

Smith: In this practice, every single patient is being treated with the same medicine. The treatment protocol that we're giving these patients is the same, for every single patient.

It's like a Baskin-Robbins store that only serves vanilla ice-cream cones. How fast would a Starbucks run that only sold coffee with cream and sugar? That's it.

Brooks: I started pointing out to Smith that comparing ketamine, a Schedule III controlled substance, to ice cream or to coffee with cream and sugar might give the wrong impression.

And as he clarified his vision, I realized it wasn't "drugs as candy" that he was really going for or treatment as fast food. What he had in mind was all the things fast-food restaurants do well: efficiency, specialization.

And in a country where someone dies by suicide every 11 minutes, maybe fast-food-style efficiency, applied to a fast-acting depression treatment, isn't so bad.

Brooks: In Smith's practice, the problem could be PTSD, anxiety, depression. The solution would be ketamine, ketamine, ketamine.

Smith: I was taking care of about a thousand patients in a pool and, at the peak, it was around 1,500 patients.

Brooks: The more I talked to Smith--and for reasons that will become clear a bit later--I wanted to know: Who were Smith's 1,500 patients? I also wondered if his patients might be more into the "Super Acid" side of ketamine than the depression treatment.

After all, ketamine can be dangerous. There's an FDA warning that includes stuff like urinary tract and bladder problems. But also; respiratory depression.The autopsy for Matthew Perry, who played Chandler Bing in Friends, determined that he died from the "acute effect of ketamine."

I started calling Smith's patients just a few months after Perry's death. And I want to just introduce you to two here.

Willow: Good afternoon.

Brooks: Willow, a nurse in Tennessee. I'm going to use a nickname to protect her privacy.

Johannah Haney: Hi. This is Johannah.

Brooks: And Johannah Haney, a writer in Boston. And I want to tell their stories because they help explain the profound positives that came with the 2020 rule change and, also, the risks inherent in that new Wild West.

Haney: Nobody starts with ketamine treatment, you know what I mean? It's just like, this is sort of the last stop.

If I wasn't going to get relief, I just wanted it to be over and done. And if you think about being on an airplane, and you're just so restless, and all you want is to be at this final destination, and, you know, you're uncomfortable, and you're bored, and you're just like--you know that feeling that you get on a plane? It's how my life felt to me.

Brooks: Johannah had been struggling with depression for years, had tried all the usual depression treatments--SSRIs, anti-anxiety medications, antipsychotics--some of which would work for a while, until they didn't.

There was one that did work well for her.

Haney: But it was affecting the muscles in my mouth. So as time wore on, you couldn't understand my speech anymore, which was kind of a big problem.

Brooks: Willow, the nurse, struggled with the usual depression meds, too.

Willow: I tried Prozac. I tried Paxil. I tried Wellbutrin. And nothing was working.

I no longer went to church. I couldn't seem to even answer phone calls from my friends. I would just lay in bed. I couldn't even make myself brush my teeth. I've had plenty of dental work done since to try to reverse some of the damage. There was no sort of existence other than me just fighting against taking my own life.

Brooks: Had you experienced anything like that before?

Willow: I haven't.

Brooks: Nothing was working for Willow until, one day, she found some research on ketamine.

Willow: At that point, I felt like, What do I have to lose? It couldn't get worse than what it was.

Brooks: Johannah and Willow liked Dr. Smith. Johannah, through her screen, found him to be warm and attentive. Smith prescribed them lozenges to be dissolved in their mouths. The lozenges were supposed to taste like cherry or raspberry, but mostly they tasted bitter, waxy. What the patients hoped for wasn't a cure; that didn't seem realistic. What they hoped for was a separation from the needling idea that it might be better to not be alive.

And there were all sorts of separations that needed to be delicately managed: Depression separated them from the things and people they loved in life. The ketamine separated their minds from their bodies, sometimes so much that it was scary, sometimes so little that they felt nothing. But the only separation that mattered was between two parts of their minds--one that sought normalcy and one that sought nothingness.

Willow: Within the first few doses, there was a drastic difference. It wasn't like I was able to leave my house or I was even able to clean or do things such as that yet, but I would actually get in the bathtub.

I actually was able to hold my concentration for a little bit. Because I was just having constant anxiety attacks.

Haney: I started doing the dishes, which is something that I really couldn't do before. So I still felt like garbage, but I could do the dishes.

Willow: Within a month, I was out my house, checking my mailbox. And about two or three months later, my kids felt like they had their mom back.

I got a promotion at work within about six months, and almost a year later, I was thinking, Well, I'll go back for my next degree. So it made all the difference in my life.

Brooks: Here were two patients, Willow and Johannah, finally finding treatment that worked--treatment that would otherwise be too far away or too expensive. They were patients reaping the full benefit of ketamine's so-called Wild West.

When we come back: the costs.

[Break]

Brooks: Okay, so before we get back to Willow and Johannah and Dr. Smith, I want to move forward in time a bit, around three years after the 2020 change that opened up remote prescribing for controlled substances.

In the three years since the prescribing rules changed, the world changed. There was a nationwide Adderall shortage, driven, in part, by a flood of new telehealth patients. And Scott Smith wasn't the only one with the idea to make a national, online ketamine practice. Startups with names like Joyous and Mindbloom have served thousands of patients.

And the DEA, looking at all of this change, thought, Okay, maybe things have gotten a little out of hand.

So in February 2023, they proposed a new set of rules: not to go back to exactly how things were before the pandemic, but a rule that would force most patients to see doctors at some point, in person. So in February 2023, those new rules went online for public comment. A month passed and, in that time, the DEA received more than 38,000 comments--a record number.

I've read thousands of those comments, downloaded them into one huge spreadsheet, and if you read them together, it's kind of an extraordinary document--story after story about how this new access, new autonomy changed people's lives.

The comments are from patients, doctors, pharmacists, trans people who need testosterone, Marines who need testosterone, polio survivors, palliative-care patients, teenagers, and octogenarians.

They talk about how virtual access to these drugs is a matter of life or death. Some wrote long stories. Others, writing about the new, more restrictive rules, were more direct, like, quote, "This is a horrible idea."

There are so many comments, it's almost easier to get a real picture of it through the search bar. The phrase "saved my life" appears 444 times--all in all, a coalition of suffering people come to deliver one message: That Wild West, it suits us just fine. We didn't choose it then, but we're choosing it now. We want to stay in that Wild West, come what may.

The DEA listened. On May 9, 2023--a couple months after they proposed those new rules--the DEA said, Never mind. We'll keep the 2020 emergency rules in place. We'll try again a bit later. And until then, it's the Wild West--for better or worse.

On May 9, 2023--the same day the DEA announced it would back off on its new rule--Willow, the nurse, got an email from Dr. Smith.

Brooks: Do you remember where you were and what you were feeling at that time?

Willow: Yes, I do. I had just seen him the day before, and so I couldn't believe it.

Brooks: The email informed his patients--all of them--that his practice would shut down immediately.

Willow: I panicked. I didn't want to go back to where I had been before.

I realized I needed to use my brain while it was still functioning okay and hurry up and find help.

Brooks: Like a ticking clock, sort of. Like there's a countdown.

Willow: It was, and it was very scary. I didn't want to become suicidal again. I don't want my kids to lose their mom. I enjoy helping people with my job. I didn't want to slowly just kind of disappear into nothing.

Smith: Well, on May 9, I got done seeing patients in the morning. I was in my office doing paperwork, and there was a banging on my front door, like somebody was just going to knock my front door down. So I went down there, and it was two big, male DEA agents with guns on their hip, and they said, Can we come in? I said, Why?

Brooks: The agents were there with an order. The order says that over about a four-year period, Smith issued around 2,224 prescriptions for controlled substances in states where he either was not licensed or failed to consult state drug-monitoring programs.

It ordered him to stop prescribing ketamine--or any other controlled substance, for that matter.

Smith: It just felt like the end of the world. It just felt like the end of the world. I felt like, Am I crazy? Am I a bad doctor? Did I really do everybody wrong? And then, for a long period of time, I would just fluctuate back and forth between that.

[Music]

Brooks: With regard to the state drug-monitoring programs, Smith maintains he did everything correctly. As for the illegal out-of-state prescriptions, he says all these patients either traveled to visit him in person or traveled to a state where he was licensed to consult with him via telemedicine.

And around the same time Smith's practice shut down, that same story of sudden loss of treatment was happening around the country. Ketamine Wellness Centers, a brick-and-mortar chain, shut down in March 2023 due to funding issues. Patients, some of them suicidally depressed, lost access to treatment immediately. Babylon Health, a telehealth startup once valued at $4.2 billion, was sold off for scraps. And Cerebral, another multibillion-dollar startup treating depression, insomnia, and ADHD, came under investigation by the Department of Justice for violating the Controlled Substances Act.

Patients were forced to find new providers. Whatever the cause, the result for patients was the same: instability and a lot of very tough decisions.

Haney: I mean, I have legitimately and recently thought, like, I'm just going to go back on that one drug that worked for me.

Brooks: For Johannah, that was the antipsychotic medication that worked for her depression but interfered with her ability to speak.

Haney: Honestly, I'm like, Would I rather feel good or be able to talk?

That's sort of where my mind is. Like, I may rather just take that and let my mouth muscles do what they're going to do. So I'm not going to be able to talk anymore. I'll write things down.

Brooks: It sounds like it feels kind of clear to you that it would be worthwhile, if you had to, to kind of go back to having problems with speaking or not being able to speak in order to feel okay.

Haney: I think for sure. Yeah.

Brooks: Willow, after Smith shut down, struggled to find another provider. So when Smith stopped, she stopped. Life got harder again. But a few months later, she found another doctor online and started back on ketamine again.

Willow: I forget what month I'm on. I'm slowly kind of coming back up. I don't need a large dose. I really just need a smaller dose and, also, I don't need it as often anymore.

Because I want to take it as infrequently and at the lowest dose absolutely possible.

Brooks: Why is that?

Willow: It just kind of makes me feel better because I'm scared. I'm scared that it could be taken away again. And what if I can't get my medicine to function? I never had that fear before of having a lifesaving medicine just be taken away like that.

Brooks: Got it. So just to make sure I understand correctly, you could try to take it more consistently or at a higher dose and maybe get back to feeling normal and energetic and kind of back to where you were at the best of the Smith times, but at the moment are kind of intentionally not doing that, as to not become too reliant, because the medication's at risk. Is that right?

Willow: Yes, sir. I'm just really scared of it being taken away again and what happens if I go back to how I was. That's not a life. That's not a life at all.

Brooks: Trade-offs are a part of medicine: effects and side effects. It comes with the territory. Even Johannah's trade-off--her mood for her ability to speak--that's part of the usual equation, just an extreme example.

But for Smith's patients and others who have had to navigate the uncertainty of this moment, it's different. This Wild West can keep patients from sticking with treatments that work for fear of them being taken away--a Wild West not so much for its lawlessness or its dangers but for its uncertainty, the feeling of being surrounded by the unknown.

The DEA has said that it will come back in the fall of 2024 with new, final rules for how we access controlled substances online. And in some ways, that feels like an opportunity--or maybe just a moment--not just to reset policy but to strip away some of the stories, preconceptions, shorthand that surround so many of these drugs.

The policy part is probably easier. There are a lot of people arguing for a special registry of virtual prescribers--ones that are known to be reputable, issuing proven treatments--a system that would protect patients from bad actors without ending access to virtual-only care.

But resetting narrative, stripping away stories built up over decades--that is a more complicated proposition. Maybe it starts by just acknowledging what we know and don't know about how these drugs work in our bodies and, when we start on a drug, having a lengthy discussion of what it might take to stop.

That, at least, is somewhere to begin.

[Music]

Brooks: Scripts is produced and reported by me, Ethan Brooks. Editing by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Original music and engineering by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

If you're having thoughts of suicide, please reach out to the national suicide-prevention lifeline at 988 or the Crisis Text Line. For that, you text "talk"--T-A-L-K--to 741741.

Radio Atlantic will be back next week.
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She's Everything. He's Just Doug.

Democrats try a new model of masculinity.

by Helen Lewis




She's everything. He's just Doug.

Don't take it from me--that's his official title. Here at the United Center in Chicago, state delegates at the Democratic National Convention are given placards to wave during the speeches. The first night was dominated by We Love Joe and Union Yes!, interspersed with the campaign's battle-cry: We Fight, We Win.

For the speech by the second gentleman, however, the signs simply read DOUG.

That reflects Doug Emhoff's public persona, as a sort of Ringo-esque goofball who merits first-name terms--he just seems like a Doug, with its overtones of solid Gen X dependability. The familiarity also gestured to Emhoff's potential to be a quietly transformative figure in American politics: Female ambition is now the stuff of a million power breakfasts and lapel badges, but if Kamala Harris becomes America's first female president, her husband will break the real "hardest glass ceiling" in American politics. Behold, a man who is content to be the supporting actor in someone else's drama.

The politics of gender--and race--are the inevitable backdrop to this year's convention. During the honorary roll call on Tuesday night, several delegates mentioned their pride at nominating a woman of color. During the speeches, Shirley Chisholm's name was regularly invoked, as the first woman and first Black American to seek the presidential nomination from one of the two major parties. In the corridors of the United Center, delegates could buy sugar-pink Madam President T-shirts. "Sixty years ago, Fannie Lou Hamer came to this convention in 1964, and was denied entry to sit as a delegate, because she was a Black woman," the actor Wendell Pierce, who came with the Louisiana delegation, told me on the convention floor. "To think that 60 years later, we just nominated a Black woman to lead the party--that is a tribute to that legacy."

Yet Harris's campaign has so far left it to others to present her as a history-making proposition, presumably because they think that the idea alienates some voters--and leaves many more unmoved. Let the right obsess about the cultural implications of rampaging, untamable hordes of childless women, the thinking seems to go, while we get back to talking about how Donald Trump is a convicted felon.

Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess

Arguments about race and gender have been handled by carefully chosen surrogates. On the first night, Hillary Clinton gave a well-received personal speech about the advances made by women in her lifetime, starting with her mother's birth in an era when women could not yet vote in the United States. Oprah Winfrey spoke about the first children to go to desegregated schools, and how they paved the way for the young Kamala, the daughter of a Jamaican father and an Indian mother. Michelle Obama, meanwhile, gave one of the angriest, most straightforwardly political speeches she has ever delivered, unleashing a stream of barely veiled attacks on Trump--condemning the "affirmative action of generational wealth," and those who see a mountain ahead of them and "expect there to be an escalator to take them to the top."

The Democratic desire to tread lightly around gender can also be seen in the convention's treatment of abortion--a significant mover of votes in the midterms--which has consistently been framed as a men's issue too. That reads like an attempt to turn abortion rights from a radical feminist demand into an everyday issue of freedom and family. The first night featured Josh Zurawski talking alongside his wife, Amanda, about her difficulty in accessing medical treatment for a miscarriage because of Texas's draconian laws. The couple was followed by Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear addressing the same theme, which was also part of his successful reelection campaign last year. Headlining the third night, Harris's running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, talked about fertility treatments, and reused one of the most popular lines from his stump speech, advising Republicans to "mind your own damn business."




The official launch of Brand Doug and the Emhoff family has an obvious aim: to normalize the idea of a female president with a supportive husband. "So you want to hear about Doug?" Arizona delegate Joshua Polacheck said, when I entered the scrum on the convention floor ahead of Emhoff's speech. We had just heard Chuck Schumer speak, and Polacheck was disappointed that the Senate majority leader had missed the opportunity for a joke. "As a Jewish boy myself, I thought he was going to say ... if you dream big, one day, as a nice Jewish boy, you can be the first gentleman of the United States."

The unspoken backdrop to that joke is an online right that is obsessed with emasculation. Listen to enough manosphere podcasts, or watch enough TikToks, and you will become familiar with a whole set of anxieties--falling sperm counts, low testosterone levels, male status hierarchies--with a whole vocabulary to match. (Been mogged by a sigma? Try looksmaxxing and don't be a cuck.) The advances made by women in the past few decades have made some men feel unheard and left behind, and have convinced many teenage boys that it's their sex that gets a raw deal. The Republican convention, just a few weeks ago, offered a buffet of macho role models, such as the wrestler Hulk Hogan, singer Kid Rock, and UFC boss Dana White. At the podium in Chicago, both Winfrey and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg mentioned the Republican vice-presidential candidate J. D. Vance's cruel comments about "childless cat ladies," drawing applause from the floor. "As a trans woman, I certainly fall outside of the traditional gender binary," New Jersey delegate Joeigh Perella told me. "Womanhood is not determined about whether or not [a person] can have children, or if they do have children."

To counteract the gender gap in polling, which sees men prefer Trump to Harris by double digits, the Democrats are pushing their own model of masculinity: the dude who is relaxed and secure enough to take pride in his wife's achievements. The left has developed its own phrase book, of wife guys and girl dads, to communicate the virtue of being proud of the women around you. Among the foremost qualities of a political dad, whether of girls or boys, is his ability to take a joke: Witness Walz's kids doing bunny ears behind him on the first night, or Barack Obama ribbing him about his flannel shirts. (The shirts "don't come from some consultant; they come from his closet, and they've been through some stuff," Obama said, while Gwen Walz nodded in the cutaways.) Dads do not fear mockery, because they live to embarrass their children, preferably by dancing in public. Dads have nothing to prove. Dads hug.

In a similar vein, Tuesday night was the domain of the Alpha Wife Guy--men who have achieved enough themselves to be able to revel in their partner's successes. Barack Obama famously watched his wife write two best-selling books while he struggled to finish one after leaving office. "I am the only person stupid enough to speak after Michelle Obama," he observed on Tuesday. (In case you think it was all high-minded feminism, Obama also made a joke at Trump's expense, when he said the former president was obsessed with . . . crowd sizes.) Emhoff, meanwhile, used to be a Los Angeles entertainment lawyer, but gave it up to avoid conflicts of interest when Harris became vice-president . He now teaches law at Georgetown University. "He exemplifies what all men should do: When your lady needs to take the lead, let her take the lead," Pierce told me. "He's emblematic of what good men are."

David A. Graham: The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore

To offset any suggestion that he might be a henpecked homebody, Emhoff's speech referenced his childhood buddies, his fantasy football league, and his group chat. "It's probably blowing up right now," he said. The video before his speech zoomed in on his face in footage showing him grabbing a protester who had taken the mic from Harris at a live event. In his speech, Walz adopted the same tone, boasting about being a good shot, comparing his words to a football "pep talk," and exiting to a Neil Young song. As he spoke, the audience waved signs that read: Coach Walz.

Apart from its specifically masculine touches, the second gentleman's speech closely followed the classic first-lady template. Mindful of the bad headlines suffered by Hillary Clinton for her wide-ranging interest in politics, first ladies since have tended to limit their interventions to a single issue. Laura Bush picked education, Michelle Obama focused on childhood nutrition, and, with no apparent self-awareness, Melania Trump launched a short-lived anti-bullying campaign. Since the Hamas attacks on Israel last October and the wave of protests that followed, Emhoff has spoken out on anti-Semitism. Some Jewish delegates expressed their approval by waving First Mensch signs during his speech.

He hit the other beats, too: humanize the candidate with behind-the-scenes anecdotes, tell your love story, and claim that despite running for office, your spouse believes that their most important job will always be as a parent. (Pause for audience to dab eyes.) "She's always been there for our children," Emhoff told the audience about his wife, "and I know she'll always be there for yours too."

Theirs is a "blended family," a setup that is far from unusual in modern America, but clearly triggering to some on the right, even though Trump has a blended family too. Despite the painful circumstances of Emhoff's divorce, his first wife is now enough of a friend that she has produced a campaign advertisement for him, narrated by their son. All the Emhoffs--Kerstin, Cole, and Ella--have been present at the convention to support Doug. And in writing that sentence, I just realized something else--that it's important to notice the dog that doesn't bark. Three decades after Hillary Rodham agonized over taking her husband's name, absolutely no one seems to care that Kamala Harris isn't an Emhoff. Underneath all the sound and fury, an idea that was once considered radical has slipped into silent acceptance.
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Barack Obama's Warning to Democrats

"All of us," he told his party's convention, "across the political spectrum, seem quick to assume the worst in others unless they agree with us on every single issue."

by Michael Powell




Listening to Barack Obama at the Democratic National Convention last night was like stumbling upon a man from another time. His evocation of the importance, the centrality even, of searching for humanity in our fellow Americans, particularly those on the far side of our partisan divide, was moving because it felt so foreign.

"Mutual respect has to be part of our message," he said. "Our politics has become so polarized these days that all of us, across the political spectrum, seem quick to assume the worst in others unless they agree with us on every single issue. We start thinking that the only way to win is to scold and shame and out-yell."

He continued, "We don't trust each other as much, because we don't take the time to know each other. And in that space between us, politicians and algorithms teach us to caricature each other and troll each other and fear each other."

Obama, of course, is not a monk walking down from a hilltop to share timeless truths. He is a former president and a progressive Democrat, a wealthy man who spent much of his summer on his estate in Martha's Vineyard. He has a steely quality and is often not particularly sentimental, and, in the back-and-forth of partisan politics, he can thrust as readily as he parries. The first section of his speech last night was more or less standard partisan fare, including a juvenile joke about Donald Trump and his obsession with crowd sizes.

Read: The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore

But despite all of that, Obama's core message resonated. He was not lecturing Republicans and admonishing them to change their Trump-loving ways. He was in his hometown of Chicago, speaking to fellow Democrats, to 20,000 activists and politicians in the United Center, people who have learned to speak angrily of Republicans lies, threats to democracy, and the MAGA-many who back them. The acronym itself, MAGA, is distancing.

Obama, in offering caution to his fellow Democrats and perhaps to himself, remained informed by his own progressive beliefs. So he mentioned adult children who must learn to tolerate the "parent or grandparent [who] occasionally says something that makes us cringe." He said, "We don't automatically assume they're bad people." As I spent quality time on Monday in a Chicago park with many young and passionate pro-Palestinian protesters who repeatedly denounced "Genocide Joe" and "Killer Kamala" and "war criminal" Democrats, the thought occurred to me that learning to look past cringe-worthy rhetoric is not a one-way generational street.

More to the point, however, as I listened to Obama last night, I thought back to 2017, when I spent six months living on the high desert Navajo Reservation, a land the size of West Virginia. I was researching a book on a high-school basketball team in Chinle, and met a white man who had cornered the business of broadcasting hundreds of games over the radio to the hoop-crazed Navajos. He evinced a deep respect for the Navajos, who treated him as a friend and deserving of their trust. We came to know each other, and I appeared on several of his halftime broadcasts. I liked him.

Soon after I returned to Brooklyn, we friended each other on Facebook. I quickly came to realize that this man was a passionate Trumper and MAGA-proud, and he no doubt objected to some of my beliefs. Soon enough, we let our social-media friendship lapse, as our political chasm felt too great to bridge.

I regret that now. He is complicated and contradictory, passionate about his basketball and his politics, and in this he is perhaps not entirely different from myself. Why should a tentative friendship end up impaled on a point of politics, even one that now feels so urgent?

Obama reminded his party that "democracy isn't just a bunch of abstract principles and dusty laws. It's the values we live by, and the way we treat each other--including those who don't look like us or pray like us or see the world exactly like we do."

That's a message that all Americans could take to heart.
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Silicon Valley Is Coming Out in Force Against an AI-Safety Bill

California State Senator Scott Wiener responds to his many critics.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Since the start of the AI boom, the attention on this technology has focused on not just its world-changing potential, but also fears of how it could go wrong. A set of so-called AI doomers have suggested that artificial intelligence could grow powerful enough to spur nuclear war or enable large-scale cyberattacks. Even top leaders in the AI industry have said that the technology is so dangerous, it needs to be heavily regulated.



A high-profile bill in California is now attempting to do that. The proposed law, Senate Bill 1047, introduced by State Senator Scott Wiener in February, hopes to stave off the worst possible effects of AI by requiring companies to take certain safety precautions. Wiener objects to any characterization of it as a doomer bill. "AI has the potential to make the world a better place," he told me yesterday. "But as with any powerful technology, it brings benefits and also risks."



S.B. 1047 subjects any AI model that costs more than $100 million to train to a number of safety regulations. Under the proposed law, the companies that make such models would have to submit a plan describing their protocols for managing the risk and agree to annual third-party audits, and they would have to be able to turn the technology off at any time--essentially instituting a kill-switch. AI companies could face fines if their technology causes "critical harm."

The bill, which is set to be voted on in the coming days, has encountered intense resistance. Tech companies including Meta, Google, and OpenAI have raised concerns. Opponents argue that the bill will stifle innovation, hold developers liable for users' abuses, and drive the AI business out of California. Last week, eight Democratic members of Congress wrote a letter to Governor Gavin Newsom, noting that, although it is "somewhat unusual" for them to weigh in on state legislation, they felt compelled to do so. In the letter, the members worry that the bill overly focuses on the most dire effects of AI, and "creates unnecessary risks for California's economy with very little public safety benefit." They urged Newsom to veto it, should it pass. To top it all off, Nancy Pelosi weighed in separately on Friday, calling the bill "well-intentioned but ill informed."



In part, the debate over the bill gets at a core question with AI. Will this technology end the world, or have people just been watching too much sci-fi? At the center of it all is Wiener. Because so many AI companies are based in California, the bill, if passed, could have major implications nationwide. I caught up with the state senator yesterday to discuss what he describes as his "hardball politics" of this bill--and whether he actually believes that AI is capable of going rogue and firing off nuclear weapons.



Our conversation has been condensed and edited for clarity.



Caroline Mimbs Nyce: How did this bill get so controversial?



Scott Wiener: Any time you're trying to regulate any industry in any way, even in a light-touch way--which, this legislation is light-touch--you're going to get pushback. And particularly with the tech industry. This is an industry that has gotten very, very accustomed to not being regulated in the public interest. And I say this as someone who has been a supporter of the technology industry in San Francisco for many years; I'm not in any way anti-tech. But we also have to be mindful of public interest.



It's not surprising at all that there was pushback. And I respect the pushback. That's democracy. I don't respect some of the fearmongering and misinformation that Andreessen Horowitz and others have been spreading around. [Editor's note: Andreessen Horowitz, also known as a16z, did not respond to a request for comment.]



Nyce: What in particular is grinding your gears?



Wiener: People were telling start-up founders that S.B. 1047 was going to send them to prison if their model caused any unanticipated harm, which was completely false and made up. Putting aside the fact that the bill does not apply to start-ups--you have to spend more than $100 million training the model for the bill even to apply to you--the bill is not going to send anyone to prison. There have been some inaccurate statements around open sourcing.



These are just a couple of examples. It's just a lot of inaccuracies, exaggerations, and, at times, misrepresentations about the bill. Listen: I'm not naive. I come out of San Francisco politics. I'm used to hardball politics. And this is hardball politics.



Nyce: You've also gotten some pushback from politicians at the national level. What did you make of the letter from the eight members of Congress?



Wiener: As much as I respect the signers of the letter, I respectfully and strongly disagree with them.



In an ideal world, all of this should be handled at the federal level. All of it. When I authored California's net-neutrality law in 2018, I was very clear that I would be happy to close up shop if Congress were to pass a strong net-neutrality law. We passed that law in California, and here we are six years later; Congress has yet to enact a net-neutrality law.



If Congress goes ahead and is able to pass a strong federal AI-safety law, that's fantastic. But I'm not holding my breath, given the track record.



Nyce: Let's walk through a few of the popular critiques of this bill. The first one is that it takes a doomer perspective. Do you really believe that AI could be involved in the "creation and use" of nuclear weapons?



Wiener: Just to be clear, this is not a doomer bill. The opposition claims that the bill is focused on "science-fiction risks." They're trying to say that anyone who supports this bill is a doomer and is crazy. This bill is not about the Terminator risk. This bill is about huge harms that are quite tangible.



If we're talking about an AI model shutting down the electric grid or disrupting the banking system in a major way--and making it much easier for bad actors to do those things--these are major harms. We know that there are people who are trying to do that today, and sometimes succeeding, in limited ways. Imagine if it becomes profoundly easier and more efficient.



In terms of chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear weapons, we're not talking about what you can learn on Google. We're talking about if it's going to be much, much easier and more efficient to do that with an AI.



Nyce: The next critique of your bill is around harm--that it doesn't address the real harms of AI, such as job losses and biased systems.



Wiener: It's classic whataboutism. There are various risks from AI: deepfakes, algorithmic discrimination, job loss, misinformation. These are all harms that we should address and that we should try to prevent from happening. We have bills that are moving forward to do that. But in addition, we should try to get ahead of these catastrophic risks to reduce the probability that they will happen.



Nyce: This is one of the first major AI-regulation bills to garner national attention. I would be curious what your experience has been--and what you've learned.



Wiener: I have definitely learned a lot about the AI factions, for lack of a better term--the effective altruists and effective accelerationists. It's like the Jets and the Sharks.



As is human nature, the two sides caricature each other and try to demonize each other. The effective accelerationists will classify the effective altruists as insane doomers. Some of the effective altruists will classify all of the effective accelerationists as extreme libertarians. Of course, as is the case with human existence, and human opinions, it's a spectrum.



Nyce: You don't sound too frustrated, all things considered.



Wiener: This legislative process--even though I get frustrated with some of the inaccurate statements that are made about the bill--this has actually been, in many ways, a very thoughtful process, with a lot of people with really thoughtful views, whether I agree or disagree with them. I'm honored to be part of a legislative process where so many people care, because the issue is actually important.



When the opposition refers to the risks of AI as "science fiction," well, we know that's not true, because if they really thought the risk was science fiction, they would not be opposing the bill. They wouldn't care, right? Because it would all be made up. But it's not made-up science fiction. It's real.
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The Truth About Celebrities and Politics

The Democrats and the Republicans both understand that fame is inextricable from American culture.

by John Hendrickson




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


In his DNC address, former President Barack Obama warned about putting a premium on "money, fame, status," and "likes." At the same time, his fellow Democrats are shrewdly deploying celebrities and influencers to help propel Kamala Harris to victory this November. How should voters square this tension?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Did God save Donald Trump?
 	Kamala Harris settles the biggest fight in the Democratic party.
 	The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore.




The Pop-Culture Election

Years from now, if someone asks you to recall a specific moment from the 2024 Democratic National Convention, what will come to mind? I'd probably mention Lil Jon bounding through the audience and hyping up the arena during the 50-state roll call. Political pundits often dismiss such spectacles as meaningless bombast. But the reality is, these are the moments that make politics fun. For better or worse, images--not policies--remain lodged in voters' brains. You can fight that fact or you can use it to your advantage.

Maybe you've heard the joke that D.C. is "Hollywood for ugly people." These days, the line between the political world and the celebrity world has all but vanished. Last night, just before prime time, the Harris campaign sent out a fundraising email from the Veep star Julia Louis-Dreyfus: "I know a thing or two about vice presidents," it read. "And let me tell you, Kamala Harris is the real deal." In Chicago, Lil Jon's performance wasn't the only celebrity appearance. Spike Lee, Patti LaBelle, Common, Eva Longoria, Wendell Pierce, Sean Astin, Don Cheadle, and others were all inside the United Center last night. Jason Isbell, Mickey Guyton, and Tony Goldwyn popped up the night before. The Democratic National Committee has also invited more than 200 influencers and "content creators" to the convention--people who know how to secure those dreaded "likes."

The Harris campaign is leaning into the celebrity-fication and meme-ification of politics, and, so far, it's working. On social media, Harris's official rapid-response account, @KamalaHQ, has embraced Charlie XCX's "brat" iconography, and the campaign recently referenced the infamous internet jokester @dril in an official press release. With these subversive actions, they're courting younger, terminally online voters who may have been tuning out this election altogether--even if it all feels a bit strange to older supporters.

Obama--the first president of the social-media age--lamented certain aspects of our internet-inflected life last night. "We chase the approval of strangers on our phones," he said. "We build all manner of walls and fences around ourselves, and then we wonder why we feel so alone."

The former president's address was sharp, poignant, and funny (following an absolute barn burner of a speech from the former first lady). But it was his section on modern life that stuck out to me most. The message seemed a bit out of sync with the fact that Barack and Michelle Obama are celebrities themselves. Since leaving the White House, the duo's work has been anchored in an entertainment company that has produced Oscar-winning documentaries and slick Netflix movies. Both Obamas have written extremely popular memoirs. Both have famous friends. The former president's literature and music suggestions have become beloved perennial lists. To be sure, none of that is a problem--merely a reflection of contemporary existence. Americans "stan" all manner of famous people in parasocial ways. Even Harris's running mate, the salt-of-the-earth Tim Walz, who will headline tonight, has become an unlikely celebrity in recent weeks.

Celebrities also played a role in the intraparty fighting that led to President Joe Biden's withdrawal from the race. After Biden's disastrous debate performance, journalists and political experts published reams of articles calling for Biden to step aside. And yet it was an op-ed from the Democratic fundraiser and actor George Clooney that seemed to catalyze a broader movement to force Biden's hand. For better or worse, celebrity culture is American culture. Republicans know this too. Arguably the most-talked-about moment from last month's Republican convention in Milwaukee was Hulk Hogan ripping off his shirt, rivaled only by Kid Rock singing "American Bad Ass."

Though the current iterations of the Democratic and Republican Parties couldn't be more different from each other, they both know how Americans think--and where the race is. This election may come down to the state of Pennsylvania, birthplace of Taylor Swift. If either party could somehow persuade Swift, the biggest pop star on the planet, to stage a benefit concert in Pennsylvania, the election might be over. But Swift has spent most of her career avoiding politics altogether. A few days ago, Trump boosted an AI image of Swift on Truth Social and "accepted" a Potemkin endorsement from the star and her fans. It wasn't real--but its potential impact was.

Back to last night's surprise star: Lil Jon. He was ostensibly there to represent his home state of Georgia during the roll call, though his appearance may have had another layer of meaning. Lil Jon was among the contestants who once appeared on The Celebrity Apprentice--Trump's old reality-TV show. At the 2011 White House Correspondents' Dinner, Obama taunted Trump at length, fed up with his birtherism conspiracy-mongering. "Obviously we all know about your credentials and breadth of experience," Obama said to Trump while up on the dais. He described a recent episode of The Celebrity Apprentice and Trump's choice of whom to "fire" on TV. "Ultimately you didn't blame Lil Jon or Meat Loaf--you fired Gary Busey," Obama deadpanned. "And these are the kind of decisions that would keep me up at night. Well handled, sir. Well handled."

That night, the room roared with laughter. Trump sat in the audience, humiliated. Four years later, he would descend the golden escalator inside his namesake tower and change the course of history. Trump would go on to become one of the most famous people to ever live.

America has always been a place where celebrities lead and others follow. But over the past few elections, our politics and our lives have never been more intertwined with all things celebrity. To win an election, you may just have to pay that premium.

Related:

	Can memes really win elections?
 	The forgotten secret of Trump's success (From 2021)






Today's News

	Robert F. Kennedy Jr. announced that he will address the nation about the future of his campaign on Friday in Phoenix. Sources told multiple news outlets that Kennedy is expected to drop out of the race and endorse Trump, but Kennedy would not confirm or deny the reports.
 	Italian authorities said that five bodies have been recovered from the yacht that recently sank off the coast of Sicily.
 	Russian officials said that the country's air-defense system repelled Ukraine's drone attack on Moscow, which was one of the largest drone-attack attempts on the city.






Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: The Atlantic contributing writer Walt Hunter interviewed the Dine poet Kinsale Drake about how poetry can map defiance.


Explore all of our newsletters here.





Evening Read


Jorg Modrow / laif / Redux



Cape Cod Offers a Harbinger of America's Economic Future

By Rob Anderson

A decade ago, I opened a restaurant in Provincetown, Massachusetts, and found out quickly how perilous our local economy can be. One afternoon in July, a few of my line cooks--all Jamaican culinary students who had traveled to the United States on student work-study visas--rolled into work late for the third time that week. The other cooks were annoyed. So was I. I'd been spending my days stumbling through what seemed like impossible situations, and here was one more crisis.
 But the students had a good excuse: They had landed in Provincetown with two promises from a nearby restaurant: a summer job and a place to live. The job had materialized (as had a second one, filling in at my restaurant). The housing hadn't.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Charlie Warzel: The MAGA aesthetic is AI slop.
 	Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess.
 	Republicans' new, dangerous attempt to break the election
 	The huge DNC protest that wasn't
 	Could Donald Trump break the Fed?
 	The new law of electoral politics




Culture Break


Netflix



Watch (or skip). Emily in Paris (available on Netflix) is the epitome of guilty-pleasure viewing. It should probably stay that way, Hannah Giorgis writes.

Debate. When is it okay to not finish a book? Sophie Vershbow walks through how to decide to put a book down.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How Poetry Can Map Defiance

A conversation with the Dine poet Kinsale Drake about "Making a Monument Valley"

by Walt Hunter




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


The 24-year-old Dine poet Kinsale Drake's "Making a Monument Valley," which appears in The Atlantic's September issue, maps the Indigenous history of Los Angeles with pulsing, kinetic language. Drake's debut collection of poems, The Sky Was Once a Dark Blanket, will be published next month; ahead of its release, I asked Drake a few questions about "Monument Valley" and its ride through the haunted cityscape.

This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity.

Walt Hunter: Tell us a little about this poem, Kinsale. Where are we in it?

Kinsale Drake: The themes of the poem derive from my experience working on Tongva lands, in Los Angeles, while keeping in mind my community in Naatsis'aan, in Southern Utah, and our conscious relationship with land that is so much more than an extractive one. I was always trying to move with purpose in a city that was still a people's home. I'm invested in images of haunting and everyday rebellion. I wanted to foreground survivance, a term coined most famously by Gerald Vizenor to mean an active sense of presence, a continuance of Native stories, and a refusal to disappear.

Hunter: Your poem describes the landscape with such memorable language, full of auditory echoes and ricocheting sounds. What does poetic language have to do with the history of land in the United States--stolen and occupied land, in particular?

Drake: The work of honoring land as it always has been, and what it is now, is a loving and uncomfortable practice. Moving beyond acknowledgment, which this poem pushes against, how can we, every day, exercise our sovereignty and self-determination as Indigenous peoples--and as witnesses of this dispossession? Our survival--how is that mirrored in the cityscape? How does the land push back?

Poems can map that defiance. A poem weaves together creation stories, knowledge of dispossession and relocation, and contemporary syntax, to resist containment or erasure or apology.

Tommy Orange is a great example of a writer illuminating how diverse and expansive the urban Native population is and just how intricate those relationships with urbanscapes are. We can define for ourselves how we honor, celebrate, acknowledge, and act in reciprocity with the land and, to some extent, the city. Especially following the Indian Relocation Act of 1956, as a result of which thousands of families were relocated in an attempt to destroy and assimilate Native nations, and then even further removed within the city (Bunker Hill, for example, used to be the urban NDN capital of LA), stories rewrite what it is to be Native now.

Hunter: For people who love your work, what poets would you like them to read next?

Drake: If you enjoyed this poem, I humbly recommend NDN Coping Mechanisms, by Billy-Ray Belcourt (Driftpile Cree); Postcolonial Love Poem, by Natalie Diaz (Mojave); Bad Indians, by Deborah Miranda (Ohlone-Costanoan Esselen Nation); and There There and Wandering Stars, by Tommy Orange (Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes) for further reading on urban spaces and resistance, radical imagination, utopia, and apocalypse.



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

Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.

Explore all of our newsletters.
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<em>Emily in Paris </em>Doesn't Need a Makeover

Netflix's silliest show<em> </em>is the epitome of guilty-pleasure viewing. It should probably stay that way.

by Hannah Giorgis




In the first season of Emily in Paris, the show's plucky American heroine doesn't speak a lick of French. For every turn of phrase that could move Emily Cooper (played by Lily Collins) up a Duolingo level, the marketing ingenue peppers her cheery English sentences with a whole lot of embarrassing merde. Luckily for Emily, things are finally looking up on the language front. The first half of Season 4, which is now streaming, catches up with her after nearly a year of life in Paris, during which she took some much-needed French classes. These days, Emily approaches language acquisition the way a toddler might: by repeating new words incessantly.

The latest addition to Emily's fledgling French lexicon is trompe l'oeil, a term first explained to her in one of the new episodes. The phrase, which her friend uses to describe an apple-shaped dessert, refers to an artistic technique that creates the illusion of a three-dimensional image on a two-dimensional surface. Emily in Paris goes on to use trompe l'oeil as a catch-all descriptor for its characters' deceptive actions. But the phrase is particularly relevant this season, as the show strains to escape its reputation as a flat comfort watch and present itself with more depth. This has meant moving away from some of the transparently ridiculous fare that made the show an early-pandemic hit and toward more serious, unexpected subjects.

But the appeal of Emily in Paris is that the show has always been the precise opposite of a trompe l'oeil. Viewers have known exactly what to expect every season: The anxious, loudly dressed Chicagoan at its center invariably finds herself embroiled in a low-stakes kerfuffle, then shimmies out of it quicker than she can open up TikTok or plop a beret onto her head. Often, Emily has pulled off these feats simply by schooling her French counterparts on the American approach to a given issue. In the first season, for example, she raises objections to nude images of a model in a perfume ad. Not only does Emily end up shifting the direction of the campaign; she also distracts her colleagues from the unfortunate French error she'd made upon arriving at their photo shoot. ("Je suis excitee" does not, in fact, convey work-appropriate enthusiasm.) This low-friction ethos has made Emily in Paris a paragon of guilty-pleasure viewing. As my colleague Spencer Kornhaber wrote in 2021, the show "dreams of a world in which following your bliss, regardless of others' evaluations, pays off every time, while bowing to others' standards makes only misery."

This season, Emily in Paris struggles to hold on to this core principle, instead dipping into tricky topics that call for a defter hand. The series revisits #MeToo, picking up on a previous plotline involving Emily's boss, Sylvie (Philippine Leroy-Beaulieu). When Sylvie was younger, she worked for Louis de Leon (Pierre Deny), a powerful businessman who leads a Louis Vuitton-esque luxury-fashion house. Sylvie is one of the many employees, current or former, whom Louis has sexually harassed, and this season finds her weighing whether to speak with a reporter investigating his misconduct. France has had public reckonings with workplace sexism and sexual assault, but Emily in Paris is not a show that's well suited to exploring the complexities of #BalanceTonPorc.

Social movements rarely lead to quick, decisive wins that can be celebrated with a bottle of champagne, and the series seems unable to reconcile the gravity of Sylvie's story with the fluff and spectacle around it. Emily in Paris serves up somber recollections about Sylvie's former boss alongside an absurd revenge scheme orchestrated by another character: One of Louis's designers goes behind his back to debut formalwear with ornate phallic designs hanging from the front of the pants. "Men can't keep their dicks in their pants," the designer explains in an earlier scene. "Why should we pretend otherwise?" Emily in Paris thrives on such ham-fisted mic drops, but the riotous reveal happens during a disco-night party, and neither the festive mood nor the immensity of the rebellion really sticks.

This season's tonal dissonance draws attention to the shallowness of the social commentary--and distracts from the self-aware frivolity that first endeared Emily in Paris to audiences. Another arc initially seems intended to critique aspects of American culture beyond the workaholism that Emily personifies. After a pregnant character goes missing, one of her friends casually suggests that she may have left town to have an abortion. When Emily appears surprised by the idea, the friend offers a matter-of-fact response meant to come off as characteristically French: "Yes, it's not illegal in this country." Including that line in this season, two years after the fall of Roe v. Wade, is an interesting choice. But right after gesturing toward a weighty subject, Emily in Paris returns to a much more familiar theme: Emily's frustration with French romantic norms. When Emily finds out that the pregnant character and her girlfriend are temporarily living with the child's father, she's exasperated by the arrangement: "Is this a French thing? Is polygamy legal here?"

Read: Knocked Up and the American impulse to edit out abortion

Emily in Paris is most confident when the toughest questions facing its protagonist involve what time of day to post an Instagram of the Eiffel Tower. So it shouldn't come as a surprise that the series neglects to flesh out another woman's experience of navigating major changes in her body and relationships. The show's aversion to letting that kind of discomfort breathe, midway into its fourth season, reflects one of the many pitfalls of series designed for binge-streaming. Emily in Paris isn't equipped to offer clear-eyed analysis of the real world in bite-size releases, and that's fine. The show can just keep doing what it does best--filtering its home city through the rose-tinted, cat-eye glasses of an expat who never grows out of being a tourist.
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        Iceland's Puffling Rescuers

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	August 21, 2024

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Residents of Iceland's Westman Islands are currently on puffin patrol. During the months of August and September, an annual tradition brings entire families out to the streets and harbor of Vestmannaeyjar late at night, where they work to find and rescue misdirected young puffins, called pufflings. During their first flight, the pufflings can become confused in the darkness, flying from sea cliffs toward city lights rather than toward the moonlight, and ending up stranded on dangerous city streets. Once they are rescued, the pufflings are brought to either a beach or a cliff to be released to the sea. The photographer Micah Garen recently followed some of these young rescuers on patrol on the island of Heimaey.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young person holds a juvenile puffin while standing atop a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young resident holds a rescued puffling before releasing it from a sea cliff in Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person bends down to catch a small bird, with a warehouse in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents roam the harbor searching for pufflings on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: Two people gently hold a small bird.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People hold a rescued puffling in Vestmannaeyjar's harbor area on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: Three young people carry small birds outside a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young rescuers show pufflings to the photographer on August 20, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Micah Garen / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person releases a small bird from a cliff, over the ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident releases a puffling from the top of a sea cliff on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: An adult embraces a child while releasing a small bird from one hand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People release a puffling from a cliff on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person tosses a small bird off a cliff, watching as it takes wing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents release pufflings from a sea cliff on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young bird stands in grass at the top of a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A close view of a released puffling in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: Two people release a small bird under a bright blue sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents release a rescued puffling on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: Several adult puffins stand along a sea-cliff edge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Several adult puffins stand along the cliff where rescuers were releasing pufflings on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young person smiles while holding a small bird.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rescuer holds a puffling before releasing it on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young person releases a small bird from the top of a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young person releases a puffling on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The MAGA Aesthetic Is AI Slop

Far-right influencers are flooding social media with a new kind of junk.

by Charlie Warzel




Taylor Swift fans are not endorsing Donald Trump en masse. Kamala Harris did not give a speech at the Democratic National Convention to a sea of communists while standing in front of the hammer and sickle. Hillary Clinton was not recently seen walking around Chicago in a MAGA hat. But images of all these things exist.



In recent weeks, far-right corners of social media have been clogged with such depictions, created with generative-AI tools. You can spot them right away, as they bear the technology's distinct image style: not-quite-but-almost photorealistic, frequently outrageous, not so dissimilar from a tabloid illustration. Donald Trump--or at least whoever controls his social-media accounts--posted the AI-generated photo of Harris with the hammer and sickle, as well as a series of fake images depicting Taylor Swift dressed as Uncle Sam and young women marching in Swifties for Trump shirts. (This after he falsely claimed that Harris had posted an image that had been "A.I.'d"--a tidy bit of projection.)



Read: Why does AI art look like that?



Trump himself has been the subject of generative-AI art and has shared depictions of himself going back to March 2023. He's often dressed up as a gun-toting cowboy or in World War II fatigues, storming a beach. Yet these are anodyne compared with much of the material created and shared by far-right influencers and shitposters. There are plenty of mocking or degrading images of Harris and other female Democratic politicians, such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. On X, one post that included a fake image in which Harris is implied to be a sex worker has been viewed more than 3.5 million times; on Facebook, that same post has been shared more than 87,000 times. One pro-Trump, Elon-Musk-fanboy account recently shared a suggestive image depicting a scantily clad Harris surrounded by multiple clones of Donald Trump; it's been viewed 1.6 million times. There are images and videos of Harris and Trump holding hands on a beach and Harris wearing a crown that reads Inflation Queen. On the first night of the DNC, MAGA influencers such as Catturd2 and Jack Posobiec supplemented their rage tweets about Democrats with stylized AI images of Tim Walz and Joe Biden looking enraged.



Although no one ideology has a monopoly on AI art, the high-resolution, low-budget look of generative-AI images appears to be fusing with the meme-loving aesthetic of the MAGA movement. At least in the fever swamps of social media, AI art is becoming MAGA-coded. The GOP is becoming the party of AI slop.



AI slop isn't, by nature, political. It is most prevalent on platforms such as Facebook, where click farmers and spammers create elaborate networks to flood pages and groups with cheap, fake images of starving children and Shrimp Jesus in the hopes of going viral, getting likes, and picking up "creator bonuses" for online engagement. Jason Koebler, a technology reporter who has spent the past year investigating Facebook's AI-slop economy, has described the deluge of artificial imagery as part of a "zombie internet" and "the end of a shared reality," where "a mix of bots, humans, and accounts that were once humans but aren't anymore interact to form a disastrous website where there is little social connection at all."



What's going on across the MAGA internet isn't exactly the same as Facebook's spam situation, although the vibe is similar. MAGA influencers may be shitposting AI photos for fun, but they're also engagement farming, especially on X, where premium subscribers can opt in to the platform's revenue-sharing program. Right-wing influencers have been vocal about these bonuses, which are handed out based on how many times a creator's content is seen in a given month. "Payout was huge. They've been getting bigger," Catturd2 posted this March, while praising Musk.



Although many of these influencers already have sizable followings, AI-image generators offer an inveterate poster the thing they need most: cheap, fast, on-demand fodder for content. Rather than peck out a few sentences complaining about Biden's age or ridiculing Harris's economic policies, far-right posters can illustrate their attacks and garner more attention. And it's only getting easier to do this: Last week, X incorporated the newest iteration of the generative-AI engine Grok, which operates with fewer guardrails than some competing models and has already conjured up untold illustrations of celebrities and politicians in compromising situations.

Read: Hot AI Jesus is huge on Facebook

It's helpful to think of these photos and illustrations not as nefarious deepfakes or even hyper-persuasive propaganda, but as digital chum--Shrimp Jesus on the campaign trail. For now, little (if any) of what's being generated is convincing enough to fool voters, and most of it is being used to confirm the priors of true believers. Still, the glut of AI-created political imagery is a pollutant in a broader online information ecosystem. This AI slop doesn't just exist in a vacuum of a particular social network: It leaves an ecological footprint of sorts on the web. The images are created, copied, shared, and embedded into websites; they are indexed into search engines. It's possible that, later on, AI-art tools will train on these distorted depictions, creating warped, digitally inbred representations of historical figures. The very existence of so much quickly produced fake imagery adds a layer of unreality to the internet. You and I, like voters everywhere, must wade through this layer of junk, wearily separating out what's patently fake, what's real, and what exists in the murky middle.



In many ways, political slop is a logical end point for these image generators, which seem most useful for people trying to make a quick buck. Photography, illustration, and graphic design previously required skill or, at the very least, time to create something interesting enough to attract attention, which, online, can be converted into real money. Now free or easily affordable tools have flooded the market. What once took expert labor is now spam, powered by tools trained on the output of real artists and photographers. Spam is annoying, but ultimately easy to ignore--that is, until it collides with the negative incentives of social-media platforms, where it's used by political shitposters and hucksters. Then the images become something else. In the hands of Trump, they create small news cycles and narratives to be debunked. In the hands of influencers, they are fired at our timelines in a scattershot approach to attract a morsel of attention. As with the Facebook AI-slop farms, social media shock jocks churning out obviously fake, low-quality images don't care whether they're riling up real people, boring them, or creating fodder for bots and other spammers. It is engagement for engagement's sake. Mindlessly generated information chokes our information pathways, forcing consumers to do the work of discarding it.



That these tools should end up as the medium of choice for Trump's political movement makes sense, too. It stands to reason that a politician who, for many years, has spun an unending series of lies into a patchwork alternate reality would gravitate toward a technology that allows one to, with a brief prompt, rewrite history so that it flatters him. Just as it seems obvious that Trump's devoted followers--an extremely online group that has so fully embraced conspiracy theorizing and election denial that some of its members stormed the Capitol building--would delight in the bespoke memes and crude depictions of AI art. The MAGA movement has spent nine years building a coalition of conspiratorial hyper-partisans dedicated to creating a fictional information universe to cocoon themselves in. Now they can illustrate it.
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Republicans' New, Dangerous Attempt to Break the Election

Even if the Supreme Court rejects this plea, the GOP will advance its cause of sowing doubt in the electoral process all the same.

by Bob Bauer




Only months before November's elections, the Republican National Committee has launched a new legal attack on the rules that govern federal elections. Supported by 24 states, the RNC is seeking, on an emergency basis, a Supreme Court ruling that the United States Congress lacks the constitutional authority to regulate presidential elections--congressional elections, yes, but not elections held to select presidents. The petitioners' immediate goal is to allow the state of Arizona to impose a "proof of citizenship" requirement as a condition of a person's right to vote for president.

If they are to succeed, the Court will have to suddenly, with mere weeks left before people start voting, abandon or explain away a decision it rendered in 2013--that Congress has the power to establish rules for voter registration in presidential elections. But even if the suit fails, it risks achieving some success in sowing doubt about the integrity of elections, highlighting claims of illegal voting by immigrants, and laying a foundation for post-election allegations of fraud and related legal challenges. (I have advised the national Democratic Party on this suit and have been further monitoring it as part of nonpartisan work to support election administrators in their preparation for the fall elections.)

The RNC target in this suit is a federal statute, the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA), enacted in 1993 to establish uniform, simplified, and nondiscriminatory rules for the registration of voters in federal elections. NVRA requires states to provide registration opportunities at their motor-vehicle departments and public-assistance agencies, and directed the adoption of procedures to keep voter rolls accurate and current. The law also mandated a federal voter-registration form that states must "accept and use." The form requires an attestation of citizenship under penalty of perjury and no further documentation.

Read: Should voter registration be automatic? 

But in 2022, Arizona passed a law requiring its voters to submit, along with the federal form, documentary proof of citizenship (DPOC), such as a passport or a birth certificate. Under that law, Arizonans who register to vote with this form but do not provide DPOC would be barred from voting at all for president, and from voting by mail in any other election in the state. The state has never enforced the law, for one reason: In 2013, the Supreme Court had held that the NVRA preempted an earlier version of this requirement--constitutional-law-speak for not permitting the state to add its own DPOC mandate to the attestation called for by the federal form. This meant that the state could impose its own requirement only for state elections. Ever since then, only those Arizona voters who do not use the federal form to register have had to supply DPOC.

With more than half the states in its corner, Arizona now argues in effect that the Supreme Court got it wrong, because, in its view, the Constitution confers on the states exclusive authority to regulate presidential elections. Congress can force the form without DPOC on the states for congressional elections only. The RNC and its allies claim as one source of authority the Constitution's electors clause, which empowers states to establish the process for the appointment of presidential electors and, the petitioners argue, provides them with the broad authority they are seeking over the rules for registering in presidential elections. This reliance on the electors clause will be familiar to readers who followed the controversy over the so-called independent legislature doctrine, which in its most extreme articulation would somehow allow legislatures alleging "fraud" to disregard the popular vote for president and appoint their own preferred electors. In a 2022 case testing the boundaries of the clause, the Supreme Court did not move down that path.

The petitioners in the current case urge the Court to share their worry about undocumented immigrants voting illegally, and to recognize the urgency of giving states the constitutional latitude to deal with it. In their amicus brief, the 24 states allege that such voting is widespread: "The problem of non-citizen voting has gotten worse, as the number of aliens in the United States has undeniably grown." These votes have been numerous enough, they assert, to have delivered victories to Democrats in states such as Minnesota and North Carolina, in both Senate and presidential elections. In the view of these petitioners, the states should be able to do something about it, and the Constitution does not allow the federal government to get in the way of laws like Arizona's, specifically in presidential elections. (There is, in fact, no evidence of any such pervasive undocumented-immigrant voting, much less any kind of systematic voter fraud.)

The earlier 2013 decision is one hurdle that the RNC and its allies confront, but not the only one. The Court has made clear in other cases, as in those involving presidential campaign finance, that Congress does indeed have the power to regulate presidential elections: "Congress has the power to regulate Presidential elections and primaries," the Court said in Buckley v. Valeo, affirming its position in the earlier case of Burroughs v. United States, that Congress can use that power to safeguard those elections from corruption.

The Court has also upheld Congress's authority to lower the voting age in presidential elections, to prohibit disqualification of voters in presidential and vice-presidential elections for failure to meet state residency requirements, and to provide uniform national rules in those elections for absentee voting. Additional federal laws on the books for years protect against the coercion of voters in presidential elections and ensure that members of the armed forces and other overseas voters have access to the ballot.

NVRA rests on additional constitutional foundations. Congress's power to regulate federal voter registration also derives from the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments' protections against racial discrimination. NVRA contains "findings" in support of its provisions, one of which is that "discriminatory and unfair registration laws and procedures can have a direct and damaging effect on voter participation in elections for Federal office and disproportionately harm voter participation by various groups, including racial minorities."

And the RNC has a significant timing problem. Under the Purcell principle--the name of a relevant case decided in yet another Arizona election-law controversy--11th-hour legal maneuvers for changes in election laws are disfavored, in an effort to reduce the risk of "voter confusion and consequent incentive to remain away from the polls." Yet the RNC has shown up at the Supreme Court, less than three months prior to the next presidential election, to make a bold constitutional claim and to seek "emergency" action to enable it to enforce a law it passed two years ago.

In the meantime, thousands of Arizona voters have registered with the federal form without providing DPOC--because federal law does not require them to do so. A last-minute decision by the Court to allow Arizona to enforce its DPOC law could throw all of these registrations into question--the sort of chaos and confusion, seriously undermining the orderly administration of the election within months of the election, that the Court has counseled the judiciary to strive to avoid.

Read: The decision that could end voting rights

Faced with the unfavorable Court ruling in 2013, the RNC and its state supporters are well aware of the aggressive nature of their move. The states are calling for the Court to "overrule" or "cabin"--a legal term for "narrow"--that decision, from which Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito dissented. The RNC and its allies likely see them as candidates to revisit it. Justice Neil Gorsuch, too, has joined Thomas in stating concern over the "federalization" of state-court rulings in election-law cases. Here, then, are three possible votes. The petitioners might believe more are persuadable.

But winning in Court may not be all that the RNC hopes to gain. Even if they lose, the RNC and its co-litigants will be building a case for post-election claims of illegal voting--illegal noncitizen voting in particular. They'll charge that the federal government under Democratic control will let it happen, because, as petitioners allege in their cited examples of Minnesota and North Carolina, Democrats will benefit. The RNC and its supporters will say that they did what they could, warning of the threat and appealing to the Court, and that they were defeated only by process--fealty to the Purcell principle. As a political calculation, perhaps it works either way: The courts can be their vehicle for messaging about illegal voting, win or lose.

A strategy to pursue political gamesmanship in the courts is also not incompatible with a longer-term legal strategy. The Court may reject the "emergency relief" in this new Arizona case, but the Justices may still take up this issue in due course. The RNC under Donald Trump's leadership is seeding the election-law landscape with other claims that may have poor prospects of yielding immediate gain, and yet remain available for development and better success later. In two states, the RNC is bringing claims that states cannot process any mail-in ballots after midnight of Election Day, even if cast and received within the period specified by state law. It is apparently setting up these cases for Supreme Court review. And the "independent-state-legislature doctrine" is by no means gone for good.

The "voting wars," as the legal scholar Richard L. Hasen has termed the legal battles over elections, appear certain to rage on. They have intensified under the pressures of election denialism and the grievances of a former president over an election he will not concede he lost. Now the Supreme Court will have to decide, whatever course this conflict takes in the years ahead, whether it will entertain novel and potentially destabilizing legal claims as election administrators complete their preparations for the fall, and the voting begins.
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Kamala Harris Settles the Biggest Fight in the Democratic Party

Since 2016, the party had been unable to decide on its best course forward.

by Franklin Foer




When the electorate is seething, a triumphant political party becomes a vessel for discontent. But in the elections that have followed Donald Trump's victory in 2016, Democrats have been confused about which groundswell of anti-establishment ire they should channel: the spirit of Occupy Wall Street or that of Black Lives Matter?

Each protest movement suggested a different electoral strategy for countering Trump. By railing against plutocracy, Democrats hoped to win back the working-class white voters in the industrial Midwest, who'd migrated to Trump. By decrying white supremacy and mass deportation, they hoped to harvest the nation's growing diversity and appeal to college-educated professionals, which my colleague Ronald Brownstein dubbed the "coalition of the ascendant."

That question--should the Democrats lead with class or identity?--became the subject of tedious books and ugly social-media spats among the party's intelligentsia, and it has continued at a low boil into the present. Only now Kamala Harris's campaign has unexpectedly and unceremoniously resolved it.

The conventional view is that Harris's late arrival into the presidential race has allowed her to run a vacuous campaign, eliding hard strategic choices and inconvenient policy disputes. But that description, which contains elements of truth, obscures an undeniable fact: Her rhetoric, and the rhetoric encasing her campaign, is far more economically populist than that of any other Democratic nominee in recent history.

Read: The populist mantle is Kamala Harris's for the taking

In part, this is a matter of necessity. The public's biggest gripe is inflation. As a matter of policy, once inflation is unleashed, a president can't do much to squash it. In our system, for better or worse, that's the ambit of the central bank. But the paucity of prescriptions isn't a useful fact to invoke on the trail, so Harris has blamed high prices on corporate price gouging. She's offered a portrait of firms and landlords exploiting the coronavirus pandemic, and the resulting price shocks, to fatten their profits at the expense of the consumer. This is a line of argument that surely induces apoplexy in Larry Summers--and it's a far more combative description of corporations than ever emerged from the mouth of Barack Obama, Bill Clinton, or Joe Biden.

Embracing economic populism is an obvious way for Biden's heir to leverage Biden's legacy. His Justice Department aggressively busted trusts, and proposed new rules limiting mergers. He walked a picket line and helped restore the prestige of the American labor movement. He beat the pharmaceutical lobby, winning the power to negotiate drug costs for Medicare.

That record lends itself to a story about taming Big Business. But that's not the type of story that Biden likes to tell. Aside from the animus he exhibits toward Trump, Biden temperamentally recoils from adversarial politics. He never described the villains he battled as villains. Based on the initial evidence, Harris better understands the political necessity of populating her economic narratives with bad guys.

This understanding has been on display at the convention. Her surrogates have portrayed her as the implacable enemy of corporate greed. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez described her as a "woman who fights every single day to lift working people out from under the boots of greed trampling on our way of life." Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo, a figure associated with the economic center, promised that a Harris administration would continue to break up monopolies.

Whereas Clinton and Obama seemed to choke when paying obligatory obeisance to the labor movement, Harris's convention has felt like a union hall. In prime time, United Auto Worker President Shawn Fain strutted across the dais in a Trump is a Scab T-shirt. Fist raised in the air, he bellowed, "Which side are you on?" Fain wasn't an outlier. As Harold Meyerson wrote in The American Prospect, "I've been going to Democratic conventions for more than 50 years now, and I've never heard anywhere near the number of references (all laudatory) to unions as I heard on Monday night."

That Raimondo and AOC are in sync isn't just a matter of disciplined messaging on national television. Economic consensus has shifted in the direction of populism, in response to rising inequality, China's abusive trade practices, and the lessons of the pandemic. The New York Times' David Leonhardt has memorably described populism as a "new form of American centrism." Populism no longer carries the whiff of crankery.

But the emphasis on populism is also a response to the failure of the emerging Democratic majority to, well, emerge. Despite the party's embrace of criminal-justice reform and its opposition to mass deportation, its share of the Black and Latino vote has diminished. That is, non-college-educated men of all races have converged on a similar set of political instincts, and on a shared loathing for elites. A strategy for winning back working-class Black and Latino men shouldn't be so different from one tailored to recapture working-class white voters who have strayed from the fold.

Read: Joe Biden's late goodbye

There are good reasons to view the Democratic embrace of populism as mere rhetoric, just expedient electioneering. Progressives worry that Harris would fire Lina Khan, the crusading head of the Federal Trade Commission, a figure despised in Sun Valley and the Hamptons for bringing cases against Big Tech. Those concerns track with the swell of Silicon Valley execs, veterans of the Obama administration, descending on her campaign to serve as strategists. In some sense, social-media execs and venture capitalists are her tribe, a group that helped nurture her career in San Francisco.

Then again, the very definition of populism, in both its economic and more pernicious cultural manifestations, is to describe politics as a battle between the interests and the people. The vice president's campaign slogan has long been the words she used to introduce herself as a prosecutor in court: "Kamala Harris, for the People." Sometimes, a slogan is destiny.
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What Gena Rowlands Knew About Marriage

The late actor mined the many contradictions of romantic love in her work, and never more brilliantly than in <em>A Woman Under the Influence</em>.

by Christina Newland




Gena Rowlands was an up-and-coming stage actor when she married the actor and director John Cassavetes in 1954. Beginning with his directorial debut, 1959's Shadows, Cassavetes would alter the vernacular of American independent film, exploring working-class lives through a lyrically loose, near-guerrilla style of low-budget filmmaking. And throughout the duo's marriage, which lasted for nearly 35 years until Cassavetes's death in 1989, the movies they made together would establish Rowlands as a luminous and fierce screen presence. Rowlands, who died last Wednesday, was an active partner on these projects, creating her characters through suggestion and rehearsal.

Whether Rowlands was a divorcee licking her wounds (1984's Love Streams), or a woman getting involved with a married man (1968's Faces, 1971's Minnie and Moskowitz), the terrain of love was the rich wellspring for so many of her creative collaborations with Cassavetes. She eagerly mined the many identities and feelings within the role of romantic partner, be it "wife" or "girlfriend" or "other woman"--the pliant maternal figure and the woman of ambition and spark, someone altogether difficult and agreeable and desperate for both love and independence.

Her greatest performance of this role, in 1974's A Woman Under the Influence, earned her a nomination for Best Actress at the Academy Awards. In that movie, Rowlands plays a woman named Mabel Longhetti, a housewife to a blue-collar construction worker and mother to three young children but also a well-known local "wacko" who experiences an unnamed mental illness, and flirts and shouts and trembles at whim. Mabel had a tuft of straw-blond hair and red-rimmed eyes, and usually a cigarette dangling from her lips. Her speech often trailed into wordless sputters, her mouth silently gaping like an unlucky fairground goldfish. She was in such constant, jerky physical motion that it seemed as though she was flickering, like a refrigerator light on the fritz.

As Mabel, Rowlands offered a raw vulnerability in every facial contortion and wild gesticulation. She was utterly porous, equally capable of boundless imagination and untrammeled despair. At one point, not long before she is sent to a mental hospital, Mabel says to her three children, "I never did anything in my whole life that was anything, except I made you guys." In the voice of another actor, it might sound like one of those smuggled-in directorial lines that reveals the secret feminist intent of the movie. Not so with Rowlands. She pokes the kids playfully in their bellies, delivering the words with casual satisfaction--merely proud that she has, at the very least, brought these little creatures into the world.

That refusal to play to the obvious is evident throughout A Woman Under the Influence, where Mabel's mother-in-law and family doctor converge to have Mabel committed and later stage an ill-advised party to welcome her home. Mabel is a volcanic, unpredictable character, although the movie ends with scenes of apparent domestic calm that might seem to squelch her spirit. The biographer Ray Carney once noted that "all of Cassavetes' work is stunningly hopeful," but Mabel and her husband, Nick (Peter Falk), ultimately share what feels like a Pyrrhic victory.

Read: Marriage isn't hard work; it's serious play

The tough kind of love presented as the reality of marriage might be explained somewhat by Rowlands and Cassavetes's own relationship. They were both born scrappers and not shy about discussing it. "Together we lead a magnificent, unassembled, emotional, and undisciplined life," Cassavetes once said. "I can't think of anyone with whom I would rather argue or love than my wife." This attitude would seem to bear itself out in Mabel's acceptance of her husband's verbal and sometimes physical abuse. The couple tries to abide by their marital vows, even as there appears to be no real road to the normality Nick craves. This is, in some respects, a damning depiction of married life--of the narrow frameworks that can suffocate men and women alike. There's a brutal logic to sticking together: Pragmatically and emotionally, these two people need each other. (Scenes of Nick trying to solo parent his children are uneasy and awkward.) Remaining in the marriage may be death by a thousand cuts, but the alternative--actual separation, and pitching into the unknown--feels worse for them.

Rowlands's genius intuition for performance went beyond well-observed physical detail; her body of work was about the larger complexities of navigating marriage in such a precarious period of social change, as the emerging feminist movement during the '60s and '70s helped reshape opportunities for and expectations of women. In her movies, she excavated the humanity and the anguish of contorting yourself into someone wife-shaped while losing any identity beyond it. When you're attached to a man--and especially a man like Nick, who is not a monster but is also congenitally incapable of making a sensitive decision--love and self-abasement become closely intertwined.

Speech clatters and overlaps constantly in the film, but viewers will notice how many times Mabel and Nick say "I love you." In the chaos before Mabel is committed, she stands with her back nearly against the wall, making catlike noises of indignation at her would-be rescuers. As she's trying to list five reasons her married life is good, Nick cuts her off to say he loves her. It's an apology, and an attempt at controlling the situation--but it's also, actually, genuine love.

Throughout the film, Mabel often displays a sponge-like need for Nick's assurances. This time, she snaps right back into her panic. Those assurances are no longer working, and there's the dilemma. Mabel is a woman who believes that this kind of stifling love should be enough. For Rowlands, across her career, love was a force that could bolster a person as well as damn them. Her commitment to revealing that evergreen contradiction--in marriage and in life--is what makes her work so timeless.
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Could Donald Trump Break the Fed?

<span>The former president wants to put an end to the central bank's independence. If he's elected in November, Republicans in Congress might let him.</span>

by Jordan Weissmann




Mainstream economists hold sacred the notion that central banks must be shielded from political influence. The U.S. Federal Reserve's fundamental job is to set interest rates at the optimal level to keep employment high and inflation low. This often requires inflicting short-term pain--such as steeper borrowing costs or temporarily higher unemployment--to avoid even more disastrous outcomes in the long term. Elected officials, the thinking goes, don't have that kind of patience. With an eye on the next election, they're liable to keep rates artificially low to juice the economy today at the risk of sending prices spiraling tomorrow. In the worst-case scenarios, such as in contemporary Venezuela, politicians might order the bank to print money to fund spending, leading to hyperinflation.

Central-bank independence is not sacred to Donald Trump. During his four years in the White House, he tried and failed to bend the Federal Reserve to his will. He apparently hasn't given up on the idea. A few weeks ago, he told reporters that he "strongly" felt that presidents should have "at least a say" over the central bank's policy decisions--shattering a modern taboo against presidential involvement in Fed policy making.

Trump later tried to walk back that comment in an interview with Bloomberg, but his long track record leaves little room to doubt his real views. His first effort to usurp the Fed's independence ran aground when the Senate narrowly refused to confirm a slate of his preferred yes-men to lead the institution. A second Trump presidency, however, would very likely be accompanied by a more accommodating Republican Senate majority. If Trump wins in November, we may learn the hard way just how important Fed independence was all along.

The Fed has a few built-in institutional features designed to protect its autonomy. The seven members of its board of governors are appointed by the president, but each receives a 14-year term. The all-important interest-rate-setting committee includes both the board of governors and a rotating cast of regional Federal Reserve bank presidents, who are each selected by representatives of their local business community and civic groups rather than by the White House.

Even with those safeguards in place, presidents have tried to meddle. Lyndon Johnson once shoved Fed Chair William McChesney Martin up against a wall during a particularly heated argument over monetary policy. Ronald Reagan publicly groused about some of Paul Volcker's moves, and once summoned him to a private meeting where Chief of Staff James Baker ordered the chair not to raise rates prior to the 1984 election. (Volcker wrote in his memoir that he wasn't planning to anyway.) George H. W. Bush called on Alan Greenspan to lower rates in a New York Times interview. Most notoriously, Richard Nixon successfully pressured Fed Chair Arthur Burns to loosen up the money supply in the lead-up to Nixon's 1972 reelection campaign, helping fan that decade's inflation.

Roge Karma: The Federal Reserve's little secret

Bill Clinton ushered in an era of heightened deference to the Fed. Under the encouragement of economic advisers, including Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin, Clinton adopted the policy that presidents shouldn't even comment about the central bank's decisions. George W. Bush and Barack Obama largely followed the same standard.

Trump jettisoned it. Starting in 2018, when the Fed began raising rates to the still historically low level of 2.4 percent, he waged a one-sided public feud with the central bank unlike any seen before. He accused Fed officials of "going wild" and "loco" with interest-rate hikes, which he blamed for slowing growth and tanking stocks. He tweeted that Jerome Powell, whom he had appointed as Fed chair, was an "enemy" of America on par with Chinese leader Xi Jinping, and reportedly mused in private about trying to fire him.

Trump's first round of Fed nominations had consisted of relatively moderate, mainline Republicans out of central casting. As his anger at Powell grew, he changed tack and began trying to push through transparently partisan loyalists. He first floated Herman Cain, the Trump campaign surrogate and former presidential candidate known for his gimmicky 9-9-9 tax plan. Cain eventually withdrew from consideration in the face of opposition from Republican senators after the press resurfaced a long history of sexual-misconduct allegations against him. Next came Stephen Moore, the supply-side economics maven and Trump adviser, who suddenly began echoing the president's calls for rate cuts after having spent years calling for tighter policies under Obama. Republicans seemed largely comfortable with Moore's qualifications, but his nomination collapsed thanks to his long history of publishing sexist jokes, as well as problems with his taxes and child-support payments.

Finally, there was Judy Shelton, another longtime supply-side think-tanker known for holding fringe positions including support of the gold standard and opposition to federal deposit insurance. Shelton had also long called for tighter money before changing her tune and advocating for aggressive rate cuts under Trump (sometimes during interviews conducted from his hotel in Washington). She eventually seemed to say the quiet part out loud in a Wall Street Journal op-ed that argued the Fed should "pursue a more coordinated relationship with both Congress and the president."

Economists reacted in abject horror to Shelton's nomination; more than 100 of them, including seven Nobel laureates, signed an open letter opposing her selection, in which they accused her of calling "for subordination of the Fed's policies to the White House--at least as long as the White House is occupied by a president who agrees with her political views."

Shelton's bid was defeated--but only by a razor-thin vote that required then-Senator Kamala Harris to make a last-minute train ride back to Washington. Among Shelton's supporters were John Kennedy of Louisiana and Kevin Cramer of North Dakota: Republican senators who generally pay lip service to the importance of Fed independence. One of her three Republican opponents, Utah Senator Mitt Romney, is retiring after the current Congress. If Republicans retake the Senate this election, it will be with an even more MAGA-friendly class of lawmakers, and Trump will have an easier time appointing a loyal partisan.

Fed governors by law can only be removed "for cause," and there are just two vacancies scheduled on the board of governors by the end of 2028. One of those, however, is Powell; selecting his replacement would give Trump the chance to put his stamp on the institution. The Fed chair is the public face of the board and exercises enormous soft power over its decision making. And more vacancies could very well arise. It is extremely rare for Fed governors to serve their full term; the median stint is a mere five years. With a few early retirements, Trump could have an opportunity to substantially reshape the character of the central bank.

As Adam Posen, president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, put it to me: "You appoint one nutcase, you can get around it. You appoint more than one, and you appoint them to the top jobs, then that's different."

A small-d democratic case can be made against Fed independence. Voters tend to hold the president responsible for the economy, and interest rates are the closest thing that the economy has to a steering wheel. The idea of handing that wheel to an insulated, technocratic institution like the Fed and leaving the president to take the blame for any failures strikes some as fundamentally unjust. It "is actually true that a weird, secretive, and unaccountable institution runs our society," the left-leaning antitrust crusader Matt Stoller wrote last year in The American Prospect. The Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, made his own version of that case recently as he defended his running mate's comments.

"President Trump is saying something that's really important and actually profound," he told CNN. "You have so many bureaucrats making so many important decisions. If the American people don't like our interest-rate policy, they should elect somebody different to change that policy. Nothing should be above democratic debate in this country."

David A. Graham: The fakest populism you ever saw

That's a reasonably coherent philosophical argument for giving presidents more hands-on control of monetary decisions, even if the result might be worse policy. But if Trump were to start appointing partisan yes-men, the risk isn't just that they'd keep rates low to appease him. It's that those same picks might also try to weaponize policy to undermine a future Democratic president. And in a polarized political environment, even genuine policy disagreements could be interpreted as political gamesmanship that would chip away the market's faith in the Fed's ability to manage the economy soundly.

It would also create a dangerous precedent. Even if Trump can appoint only one or two loyalists to the Fed, his doing so would break the norm that monetary policy should be something of a nonpartisan exercise and set the stage for both parties to try to install more reliable lackeys in the future. In that sense, even just one nutcase might matter quite a bit.
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Did God Save Donald Trump?

Many Americans believe the ex-president survived an assassination attempt because of divine intervention.

by Peter Wehner




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


When Donald Trump survived an assassination attempt last month, every decent American responded with gratitude for the luck that saw the bullet graze the former president and not kill him. But some Christian supporters of Trump saw something else at work.

According to Al Mohler, the president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, it was "God and God alone" who saved Trump. "For God alone is the sovereign ruler of the cosmos," he wrote at the time. "The reality of God's providence" explained why Trump lives.

Mohler didn't say whether "God and God alone" was responsible for the death of Corey Comperatore, who was hit by a stray bullet at the rally while protecting his wife and two daughters. While Mohler was rejoicing that God had saved Trump, Comperatore's family was burying the man they loved.
 
 But Mohler was hardly alone in his views. At the Republican National Convention, Trump said that he had survived only "by the grace of almighty God." "I had God on my side," he said. Trump would later express his thanks to a fan whose Truth Social post said, among other things, "WE ARE WITNESSING THE POWER OF GOD!" and "GOD CHOSE DONALD J. TRUMP FOR THIS TASK THIS GOES WITHOUT QUESTION!"

From the January/February 2024 issue: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

During his own speech to the RNC, Reverend Franklin Graham, a devoted Trump supporter, said that God had "spared his life." Tucker Carlson, who spoke during prime time at the RNC, marveled, "I think a lot of people are wondering, What is this? This doesn't look like politics. Something bigger is going on here. I think even people who don't believe in God are beginning to think, Well, maybe there's something to this, actually." Steve Scalise, the House majority leader who was himself nearly killed in a political shooting, said, "Yesterday, there were miracles. And I think the hand of God was there too." Michael Flynn, who briefly served as Trump's national security adviser, shared an image of Jesus standing behind Trump, with the caption "If there were ever a moment when this photo proved miraculous, this is that moment."

Steve Bannon, the imprisoned former Trump adviser, said, "Trump wears the armor of God." The Trump-campaign spokesperson Caroline Sunshine said on Fox News that "the bullet pierced President Trump's ear at 6:11 p.m. Ephesians 6:11 tells us, 'Put on the full armor of God. Take your stand against the devil and his schemes.'" (She noted that Trump had survived thanks to "divine intervention," and after calling the left "godless," she added, "It's important to remember that good does defeat evil.") Kimberly Guilfoyle, a Trump-campaign adviser, said, "God has put an armor of protection over Donald Trump."

The fact that Trump supporters, many of whom claim to be Christian, would interpret his near assassination as God intervening to show the former president favor, and in some cases even as evidence that God has chosen Trump to lead the United States again, is no surprise. Everything, including their faith, has been subordinated to their devotion to Trump. Many, including Mohler and Graham, have cast aside what was once a core belief--the centrality of moral integrity in politicians, and especially in presidents--because that is what obeisance to the former president requires of them.

Their approach reflects not only that obeisance, but also a larger and more troubling mistake--one that exhibits far too much confidence in their capacity to know the mind of God and that can easily, if unwittingly, impugn the character of God.

SET ASIDE THE CYNICS and Trump worshippers. For those of us of the Christian faith--indeed, for those of any faith--the commentary that followed the assassination attempt raises profound theological issues: What is the role of God in human affairs? How should we understand his providence? Does God intervene to alter the course of events?

If we ascribe to the goodness of God the outcomes of some events, a person's recovery from severe illness, for example, or narrow avoidance of death or crippling injury, isn't it only fair to ascribe the outcomes of other events--the death of a child, genocide, a natural disaster that kills tens of thousands--to God as well?

For many Christians, the answer is ineluctably yes, based on their understanding of divine providence. They believe that from the beginning of eternity, God has ordained whatsoever cometh to pass. Everything that happens has been decreed by God. That is true for a bullet grazing Donald Trump, and for a bullet killing Corey Comperatore. It's true for healing from cancer, and for the Rwandan genocide. It's true for peace and prosperity in one's homeland, and for tsunamis and earthquakes, the Black Plague, and the Atlantic slave trade.

Read: The evangelical church is breaking apart

Mark Talbott, who specializes in philosophical theology and taught at Wheaton College, has argued that God ordains evil even while repudiating the idea that God does evil. "This includes--as incredible and as unacceptable as it may currently seem--God's having even brought about the Nazis' brutality at Birkenau and Auschwitz," he wrote in 2015.

John Piper, one of the most influential pastors and theologians in the evangelical world, has argued for this view. Often identified with the New Calvinist movement, Piper writes that "even in situations where God is permitting, he is permitting by design." Piper goes so far as to tell people that even something as trivial as whether they have their legs crossed or not is because "God willed it 10 million years ago." That's what it means to believe in "the all-pervasive sovereignty of God and his total governance of the world." (Piper has said, too, that "it's right for God to slaughter women and children anytime he pleases. God gives life and he takes life. Everybody who dies, dies because God wills that they die.")

Early in my Christian pilgrimage, this type of certainty made me queasy; the cocksure attitudes I saw around me were unappealing rather than reassuring. As the biblical theologian Tremper Longman III told me, "It sounds to me like Piper is subsuming human agency to divine manipulation."

The doctrine of the sovereignty of God may reassure some people, but ultimately, in its most extreme form, it can lead them to make claims about God that I believe to be false and deeply problematic. The links in their theological chain of arguments make God the designer of evil acts, despite their protestations to the contrary. Or so it seems to me. Which is one reason I couldn't accede to their belief system. The explanations I encountered then, and that I still encounter today, strike me as strained, at times contorted, at times unsettling.

It doesn't help that within the evangelical subculture, many people seem so eager for some explanation to theological conundrums that any explanation will do. (In my experience, Christians sometimes assure one another that weak arguments are strong, because they desperately want reassurance.) If people say that the explanations provided by Church teachers and pastors are unconvincing, often the response is to offer shallow answers and move on--or, if the questions persist, to shut them down. Those struggling with doubt are made to feel that the problem is their lack of faith. In some cases, those asking questions are told to pray more. (One can only imagine how off-putting these teachers and pastors would have found the Psalmists.)

The best-selling author and former evangelical turned Episcopalian Rachel Held Evans, who died in 2019 at the age of 37, wrote about the "dismissive confidence" that her questions were met with in the evangelical world as she struggled to reconcile her intellectual integrity with her faith. She also wrote about the online community she helped develop, which gave people room to speak openly about matters they were wrestling with. What she discovered was that "most of the time, it wasn't the weight of the questions themselves that burdened their faith but rather the notion that they shouldn't be asking them, that it wasn't allowed." She gave a home to spiritual refugees. She wanted them to know they were not alone.

I LONG AGO rejected the connect-the-dots certitude of Christians who speak in a particular way about God's providence. But defining myself by what I don't believe is not enough. So how do I understand God's involvement in human affairs? After all, I believe in a God who enters history. He is a protagonist in the drama. And among the accounts in the Bible that I find most moving are those that involve Jesus healing people.

I also engage in "petitionary prayer"--making specific requests of God, asking for his intervention to protect and, if necessary, bring healing to family and cherished friends, asking that the Lord bestow peace and comfort to those in grief. Some of my requests are rote, but others are earnest; they are pleas from the heart.

Here's the thing, though: I pray without anything like absolute confidence that God will answer my prayers, and even without the assurance that when people do recover, when harm is avoided, when good news is received, God is the author of those good things. My strong inclination is to give God the credit, which is why I often give thanks to him. I detect his fingerprints on the affairs of this world. But my level of confidence is sometimes tentative. I believe that God receives my prayers, which are laced with hope. But do I believe I can shape his will and, by my prayers, change the outcome of events? Some days I do; other days I don't. And I can't make rhyme or reason out of when God does and doesn't intervene. People whom I deeply love, in times of anguish and terror, cried out to God, and he didn't show up. I have no idea why, and neither do they. And at times, neither did Jesus. It was Jesus who, during his crucifixion, cried out, "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?"

THE ESTEEMED HEBREW SCHOLAR Robert Alter calls Job "the most mysterious book of the Hebrew Bible." Job is righteous and greatly blessed, yet God agrees to allow Satan to torment Job by putting him through terrible hardships. Job's faith in God begins to buckle; he doesn't understand why he should suffer, because he did no wrong.

From the September 2019 issue: And then God said to the Lord: You can't be serious

Job's three friends, relying on the theological orthodoxy of their time, assume that he must have done something wrong to be the object of such great suffering. Job, understandably angry, demands an explanation from God. God asks Job to trust in his wisdom and character. God's message is this: You live in an incredibly complex world that is not yet designed to prevent suffering. God's response to Job's indictment is to urge Job to look at this universe, in all its beauty and complexity, and ask Job to have confidence in God. In Alter's words, "God chooses for His response to Job the arena of creation, not the court of justice."

The Book of Job, then, is fundamentally about the limits of human knowledge. No answer for his suffering is ever given to Job; what is conveyed to him is that God's ways are beyond what we human beings can comprehend. Still, God never silences Job; he approves of his wrestling with God, his raw emotions, his honesty.

At the conclusion of the story, the Lord speaks to Job "out of the whirlwind." It's after Job's encounter with God that contextualization and a reframing occurs. We find at the end of the book not an answer but an encounter--and Job, after the encounter, is willing to receive. Having seen the Lord, Job declares, "I retract and repent in dust and ashes." God restores Job's losses; he defends his character to his friends. God is ultimately pleased with Job's humility, with his honesty and his determination to seek answers and to seek truth. But the reasons are not for us to know. They remain hidden in shadows.

Many Christians today seem unnerved by the mysteries of God and the limits of human knowledge. It's very important for them to believe, like Job's friends, that they can discern the will and the ways of God.

I understand the appeal; it helps them make sense of the apparent randomness of the world. In that respect, it can be reassuring. But the problem is that they have convinced themselves they know much more than they actually do. They ascribe to God things that are not necessarily orchestrated by God.

We saw this in 2001, when Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson blamed the 9/11 attacks on God's anger against "the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People for the American Way--all of them who have tried to secularize America." For people of a certain sensibility, faith can become a cudgel. The Bible is used to proof-text some very ungodly attitudes, including vengeance and hatred for social outcasts.

The confidence to declare that one has divined God's intentions was on display again last month, following the attempted assassination of Trump--and those who expressed it reflected the same basic error. They assumed they knew precisely what God was up to.

What is lost in this world of certainty is epistemic humility, the awareness that our knowledge is provisional and incomplete. Wisdom requires us to acknowledge that what we believe to be true needs to be filtered through our own experiences and desires. ("Theology, like fiction, is largely autobiographical," the theologian Frederick Buechner said.) The apostle Paul recognized this when he wrote that "we see through a glass darkly," that we know only in part.

For people of a certain theological cast of mind, then, ambiguity is viewed as antithetical to faith; certitude is evidence of it. They seem oblivious, at least in practice, to the noetic effects of sin. Their self-assurance is ironic because one of the core tenets of Calvinism is the "total depravity" of human beings: the belief that every part of us--our emotions, our will, our intellect--has been corrupted by sin. Many Christians appear to believe that the noetic effects of sin apply to the rest of humanity, but not so much to themselves.

FOR MY PART, I have come to believe that the lessons from Job are, for people of Abrahamic faiths, the best we can hope for. I wish we were given more; there are too many unsettling questions left unanswered. And I've never understood why, if we are made in the image of God and deeply loved by God, he wouldn't provide us with answers, or at least partial answers, to impenetrably difficult and profoundly personal questions.
 
 Not having the answers to these questions isn't enough to unravel my faith, which as a Christian is built on who I came to believe Jesus to be--and through Jesus, who I came to believe God to be. Nor would I deny that God can, as the apostle Paul argued, redeem our pain. Out of ashes, beauty can emerge. I can't prove God's role in repairing shattered lives, of course, but I would say I have seen it, and having seen it, I have been profoundly moved by it.

Read: A mind-bending translation of the New Testament

I once asked the author Philip Yancey why he thought God allows suffering, especially for the young and the innocent. "I don't know why God allows for suffering," he replied. "All I know is that God is on the side of the sufferer." Still, there are times in life when not having access to the answer, not being provided a road map to greater understanding, is difficult and disorienting. It is a mystery, and God seems content to keep it that way.

Our most beloved relationships can't be reduced to propositional logic; they are based on trust and faith in the integrity of others, the quality of their heart, the beauty of intimacy. "All good relationships are bound together by love," Craig Barnes, the former president of Princeton Theological Seminary, once told me. "And love is always an expression of faith." What is significant to us may also be significant to the Almighty.

Jesus's sacrificial agony and his tears of grief don't explain why God hasn't yet put an end to injustice, to trauma and abuse, to sorrow. But they do offer us a glimpse into the heart of God. For now, we have to live with that tension. There are things we know, and there is so much we can't know.
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The New Law of Electoral Politics

Can Kamala Harris break the global incumbency curse?

by Derek Thompson




This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.

More than 60 countries, home to half the global population, are holding or have already held national elections this year. What many political analysts forecast as "the year of democracy" is turning out to be the year of the insurgents, as ruling parties fall around the world. It is a trend that Democrats are desperately hoping won't apply to Kamala Harris this November.

After 14 years in power, the U.K.'s Conservative Party faced its worst-ever electoral defeat. The far-right party Alternative for Germany surged in European Parliament elections, as German Chancellor Olaf Scholz's Social Democrats suffered their own worst-ever defeat. South Africa's African National Congress lost its majority for the first time since the end of apartheid. South Korea's conservatives were knocked out of power, and in Senegal, the ruling coalition fell to an anti-corruption candidate. In India, Prime Minister Narendra Modi--by some accounts the most popular leader in the world--held on after a surprisingly tight election. And in France's snap elections, voters lurched toward the far right in an initial round before consolidating behind a left-wing government in the ensuing runoff.

The most universal theme of these results has not been the rise of far-right populism or the ascendency of far-left socialists. It has been the downfall of the establishment, the disease of incumbency, a sweeping revolt against elites. Voters of the world are sick and tired of whoever's in charge. "By and large, people are unhappy with their governments, much more unhappy with their governments than they were 10 or 20, 30, 40 years ago," Steve Levitsky, a government professor at Harvard, told NPR. "So, with some exceptions, being an incumbent is increasingly a disadvantage."

One obvious culprit is the world economy. Even as pandemic deaths wound down in 2021 and 2022, supply-chain disruptions, combined with fidgety spenders who'd spent months in lockdown, sent prices surging around the world. At its peak, inflation exceeded 6 percent in France, 7 percent in Canada, 8 percent in Germany, 9 percent in the United Kingdom, and 10 percent in Italy. In other countries--Argentina, Venezuela, Turkey, Ethiopia--inflation exceeded 20 percent. Inflation erodes not only voters' buying power but also their confidence in the ruling class. When voters feel poorer, they predictably take it out on their leaders.

Read: The White House's Kamala Harris blunder

But the success of political insurgents in 2024 cannot be reduced exclusively to materialist factors such as prices and economic growth. Voters are cultural creatures too, and dissatisfaction with global elites may represent a cultural evolution as much as a rebellion against higher prices.

In his 2014 book, The Revolt of the Public, the former CIA analyst Martin Gurri observed that when the digital revolution unleashed a flood of "information flows"--articles, websites, posts, comments--it permanently altered the public's relationship with elites. For example, in the age of Walter Cronkite, the dominant media technology was broadcast television, where a handful of channels monopolized audience attention. But the internet fragmented those channels into a zillion pieces, making it impossible for any group, no matter how elite, to fully control the flow of information to the public.

Gurri observed that the internet and social media tend to empower populists, fuel conspiracism, erode institutional trust, and engender a kind of nihilistic negativity among the public that makes governing with a mandate of legitimacy much harder. Under this interpretation, elites aren't failing more than they used to; it's that the impression of elite failure is rising. News headlines are relentlessly biased toward negativity, which can make it challenging for some incumbents to prove that the "real world" is better off than the news-media simulacrum of it. If Gurri is correct, then an internet-connected world is one where all power carries a trust tax, and incumbents are reliably punished at the polls for their power.

The United States is hardly immune to these forces. In the past 40 years, incumbent politicians have evolved from a protected class into a beleaguered one. In 1983, the University of Georgia political scientist James E. Campbell wrote that the incumbency advantage in U.S. politics, especially in Congress, was "one of the most elemental facts of political life in America." Indeed, the U.S. saw relatively little turnover in national power during the 1930s and '40s, when New Deal Democrats dominated politics. The '50s were such a snooze that in 1956, Dwight Eisenhower crushed Adlai Stevenson for a second straight election, while the party balance of the Senate remained unchanged. Campbell seemed to consider the advantage of incumbency a natural element within democracy, akin to social inertia. "In the space of two years, the political conditions, the voters, the voters' opinions, and the incumbent himself probably change very little," he wrote. Beyond this inertia, he added, familiarity bred fondness in politicians, and voters were more comfortable with candidates whose time in office advertised their competence. Finally, he noted, voters seemed to associate time in government with experience and ability.

Not anymore. Now exasperation with the ruling class is the iron law of electoral politics. According to Gallup, it's now been three years since at least 30 percent of Americans said they were satisfied with "the way things are going in the U.S." This is the longest stretch of dissatisfaction since Gallup started asking the question, in 1979. NBC analysts, who conduct a similar survey, recently said that they "have never before seen this level of sustained pessimism in the 30-year-plus history of the poll."

Chronic dissatisfaction has bred chronic turnover in the past 25 years. The U.S. has held 12 national elections since 2000, including midterms. Ten of those 12 federal elections resulted in a change of party in the White House, the Senate, or the House, meaning just about every election was a de facto change election. In this environment, incumbency advantage seems like a less and less useful concept for understanding electoral politics. A better one might be an extreme version of the theory of "thermostatic public opinion"--the idea that elected representatives often overshoot their mandate, which inspires voters to change the dial from left to right and back again.

This brings us to Harris, whose sudden entry into the 2024 election scrambles the concept of incumbency advantage. Fresh face or incumbent? She is the former, and also the latter, and perhaps both, and sometimes neither, all at once. Her relationship to Joe Biden exists in a quantum superposition of political convenience. When it is useful to claim credit for something that happened under the Biden administration, one hears the inclusive "we." Where she intends to chart a new path, I is the appropriate pronoun.

Harris's quantum incumbency has lifted the Democrats' odds of winning an election, in part because voters seem to consider her a free agent, if not quite a change agent. That is, voters don't seem to hold her responsible for their least favorite memories of the Biden White House. Whereas Biden's economic record polled horrendously, Harris is "more trusted than Donald Trump on the US economy," according to polling by the Financial Times. She seems to have consolidated Biden's support among Democrats while coconut-pilling enough undecideds to squeeze out a small advantage in the election.

Read: The one big policy that Kamala Harris needs

Although these sorts of last-minute leadership switcheroos are incredibly rare in American politics, they appear to have worked in other countries. In June 2019, British Prime Minister Theresa May resigned, and London's loquacious former mayor Boris Johnson was named the leader of the Conservative Party. Almost instantly, election polls showed conservative support skyrocketing. Before the swap, Conservatives were receiving about 25 percent support in voter surveys. In the October general election, their party won 43 percent of the vote.

The U.S. presidential race is still extremely close and fluid. But on the off chance that Harris wins in November, we may look back at this election as a watershed moment in our understanding of how the public assigns blame and credit to its rulers. By bombing the June debate, Biden may have accidentally created an antidote to the disease of the incumbent: same horse, different rider.
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Cape Cod Offers a Harbinger of America's Economic Future

Spiraling housing prices in Provincetown are an extreme version of what's happening in the U.S. as whole.

by Rob Anderson




A decade ago, I opened a restaurant in Provincetown, Massachusetts, and found out quickly how perilous our local economy can be. One afternoon in July, a few of my line cooks--all Jamaican culinary students who had traveled to the United States on student work-study visas--rolled into work late for the third time that week. The other cooks were annoyed. So was I. I'd been spending my days stumbling through what seemed like impossible situations, and here was one more crisis.

But the students had a good excuse: They had landed in Provincetown with two promises from a nearby restaurant: a summer job and a place to live. The job had materialized (as had a second one, filling in at my restaurant). The housing hadn't. These teenagers had been living out of the back of a borrowed car parked illegally in a faraway beach parking lot. Away from home for the first time, working seven 16-hour days a week, these cooks had nowhere to live in an ultraprogressive town that desperately needed their labor. Hearing this, I realized: If I want to keep my restaurant open, the local housing crisis is my problem too. 

From the March 1865 issue: Cape Cod

Provincetown, a remote little village on a thin spit of sand at the very tip of Cape Cod, has about 3,700 year-round residents but a summer population estimated at up to 16 times that. Once one of the busiest fishing ports in the United States, it now has an economy that relies on the influx of tourists and wealthy second-home owners, many of whom identify as LGBTQ and revel in the town's inclusivity and peculiarity. The drag performer Dina Martina likes to call Provincetown a "delightful little ashtray of a town." I agree, but with one footnote: Some of the burning issues in town are profound--an extreme version of what's happening in the U.S. economy as whole. If you work for modest pay in the service industry, Provincetown isn't an escape from the real world; it's a harbinger of a dystopian, ever more unequal future.

My job was to sell lobster rolls. But to do that well, I also had to become a landlord; over the next several years, my business spent more than a million dollars buying, renting, and operating housing for our workers. I helped employees work through the tangle of affordable-housing applications and joined community boards discussing housing issues.

Still, the shortage keeps getting worse. In the second quarter of 2024, the median single-family home sold for $2.4 million, according to one report; the median condo sold for more than $900,000. Two-thirds of renters are cost-burdened. The local economy has become dependent on temporary foreign workers whom the U.S. immigration system allows in grudgingly or not at all. We're buffeted by political and economic forces far beyond the control of anyone in town.

I'm not alone in likening the country as a whole to this one queer mecca. After a summertime family trip to Provincetown a couple of years ago, the Washington Post columnist Max Boot observed that deep-blue communities like it "might be more representative of 2022 America than the Rust Belt diners where reporters love to take the pulse of Trumplandia." In response, the writer Declan Leary declared in The American Conservative, "By any measurable standard, Provincetown is far, far off from American norms: it is about one sixth gay, over 90 percent white, overwhelmingly Democratic, and obscenely, sinfully rich."

Some local residents are indeed quite wealthy. The night before President Joe Biden ended his reelection campaign, Vice President Kamala Harris and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg were in town for an event that raised $2 million for Democrats. On this part of Cape Cod--as in San Francisco, New York City, and other liberal strongholds--properties that used to accommodate working-class residents are going upmarket, and some people who can afford to buy homes use their influence to keep more from being built.

Take away Provincetown's tourist class and rainbow flags, though, and the issues facing the community look more like the ones crippling towns in MAGA country--aging infrastructure, the loss of industry, a mental-health crisis and addiction epidemic, stagnant wages and a rising cost of living, the challenges of aging with limited resources, tribalism, the corrosive effects of social media.

Meanwhile, the lack of a coherent national immigration policy creates problems for businesses and seasonal workers alike. The Jamaican culinary students were working on J-1 visas, a category created back in 1961 as an instrument of American soft-power diplomacy. Foreign students wouldn't fall prey to anti-American propaganda, the theory went, if they could travel to the United States during their summer vacations and experience freedom firsthand. Today, businesses use the J-1 visa as a loophole to fill temporary jobs that few Americans want. Because it is a travel visa, not a work one, official oversight of foreign students and their employers is usually less stringent than it would be if a traditional work permit were involved. But that can change unpredictably: Last summer, a handful of J-1 workers were sent home after someone reported them for illegally driving pedicabs. They, like the cooks sleeping in a car, certainly got a taste of America, exactly as it is.



As gloomy as all this may sound, most people in our community have a can-do attitude. We try to address our challenges in energetic, progressive ways. When the first major COVID outbreak after mass vaccinations happened to arise in Provincetown, private citizens and public officials alike stepped up to contain it. Researchers from MIT and Harvard traveled to Provincetown to learn how to contain future outbreaks. This success was largely chalked up to the LGBTQ community's experience with AIDS--gay people know how to snap into action during a health crisis. On housing, a number of businesses besides mine have responded to the crunch by providing apartments for some workers. But not every employer is in a position to do this. Labor advocates worry, and rightly so, that such arrangements make workers too dependent on their bosses; after one prominent local restaurateur died a few years ago, some of his employees lost their home and their job.

Read: America has a private-beach problem

At a dinner party recently, a group of friends and I found ourselves reconstructing a historical timeline of the town's unofficial saviors--plucky private-sector individuals who set their sights on fixing some aspect of our tiny seaside village and trying to lead the public to action. In some moments, the savior is the new owner of a big hotel or restaurant in town. Sometimes it's a wealthy celebrity who just purchased a second home here. And other times it's a philanthropist or developer.

But voluntary effort at the local scale can only accomplish so much when the inequalities in society at large are so extensive and consequential. That's all the more reason communities should radically intervene before their housing shortage becomes as acute as ours. Inevitably, each new would-be savior in Provincetown succeeds for a while--and then bumps up against the town's intractable problems. The honeymoon ends. Moods sour. Energy and optimism wane.

Still, without fail, someone else always steps up. There's something uniquely American in this relentless cycle: As the cracks in our foundation deepen, so too does our faith that redemption will grow from them, defiantly, like weeds.
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The Democrats Aren't on the High Road Anymore

The party has changed during, or been changed by, the Trump years.

by David A. Graham




During Donald Trump's crude and shambolic first run for president in 2016, Michelle Obama offered a mission statement for the Democratic Party that doubled as a pithy summary of her family's political project: "When they go low, we go high." A decade and a half before that, Barack Obama announced himself as a major figure by declaring at the 2004 Democratic National Convention, "There's not a liberal America and a conservative America; there's the United States of America."

Neither of those statements seems true today. The country is more divided than it has been in generations, and when Republicans go low, Democrats are willing to be snarky and insult the Republican ticket of Donald Trump and J. D. Vance right back. The party has changed during, or been changed by, the Trump years.

At the Democratic National Convention in their hometown of Chicago last night, the Obamas showed that they, too, are ready to get their hands dirty, but also that they haven't given up on a rosier vision of what things can be.

Barack Obama scoffed at Trump early in his 35-minute speech closing the evening. "The childish nicknames, the crazy conspiracy theories, this weird obsession with crowd sizes," he said, making a not-so-subtle hand gesture. "The other day I heard someone compare Trump to the neighbor who keeps running his leaf blower outside your window every minute of every day."

Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess

But Obama also sought to construct a case for Kamala Harris (and against Trump) through the lens of freedom, a concept more associated with conservative politicians but one that Democrats have tried to reclaim this year.

"We believe that true freedom gives each of us the right to make decisions about our own life--how we worship, what our family looks like, how many kids we have, who we marry," Obama said. "And we believe that freedom requires us to recognize that other people have the freedom to make choices that are different than ours. That's okay!"

He argued for a sense of tolerance, not only as a rebuke to Trump's authoritarian impulses, but also to censorious voices on his own side of the aisle. "If a parent or grandparent occasionally says something that makes us cringe, we don't automatically assume they're bad people. We recognize the world is moving fast," he said. "Our fellow citizens deserve the same grace we hope they'll extend to us."

He allowed that this sort of language "can feel pretty naive" given the sense among both Democrats and Republicans that each election is existential, but he said most Americans are living these values already, no matter their politics.

Obama's role in the Democratic Party is in flux. President Joe Biden may be the head of the party and Harris the heir apparent, but Obama showed his continued muscle this summer by helping nudge Biden out of the race in favor of Harris. "He's the leader of the party, in my opinion," Kimberly Bassett, the secretary of state for the District of Columbia, told me on the convention floor as we awaited the speech. Obama also gave a more eloquent tribute to Biden's presidency than any other speaker on Monday, in a program designed to burnish the Biden legacy.

Obama served the role that former President Bill Clinton played for him in 2012, when Clinton delivered a stem-winder at the convention that articulated the case for a second Obama term better than Obama had managed to do. Now Obama was paying that forward--"a popular and well-regarded former president who has the credibility to say, Trust me, this person can do this job, and can, to use Clinton's phrase, 'brag on them,'" David Litt, an author and a former Obama speechwriter, told me in an email.

Helen Lewis: Abortion takes center stage at the DNC

Even so, Obama may not have given the most memorable speech of the night. Michelle Obama has never shown any interest in running for office; by all accounts, she doesn't enjoy politics. But her speech last night showed why Democrats can't stop yearning for her to run for president someday. When her husband said that he was "the only person stupid enough to speak right after Michelle Obama," it barely sounded like a joke.

She drew big laughs when she said of Trump, "Who's going to tell him that the job he's currently seeking might just be one of those 'Black jobs'?" She fired the crowd up and warned against self-defeating perfectionism. "The minute something goes wrong, the minute a lie takes hold, we cannot start wringing our hands," she said. "We cannot get a Goldilocks complex about whether everything is just right." And she affirmed that her old message is still one she believes. "Let me tell you, going small is never the answer," she said. "Going small is the opposite of what we teach our children. Going small is petty. It's unhealthy. And quite frankly, it's unpresidential."

The truth is that although the Obamas may not be quite so prim as they were eight years ago, they aren't getting quite as far down in the muck as Trump, nor is the rest of their party. No one can match Trump's penchant for insult, and only other Republicans are trying. But Democrats have concluded that Biden's rather high-flown rhetoric about Trump wasn't working, while Harris's and Tim Walz's attempts at deflating Trump with mockery are getting results.

Ben Rhodes, a former Barack Obama adviser, told me he sees a continuity between the pre-Trump Democratic Party and Obama's approach now. "One thing that he's been good at throughout his career is articulating a progressive patriotism and showing how you can stay positive while still drawing a sharp, values-based contrast," Rhodes wrote in an email. "I think he actually has that in common with Harris-Walz in some ways--he doesn't come across as grim or angry, and has always deployed joy, humor and a sense of solidarity that has sometimes been missing in the Trump years as Democrats have often been motivated more by fear and anger."

The overall feeling of the convention has been euphoric--Democrats seem barely able to believe how much better their prospects look now than they did a month ago. But they can't fully escape the shadow of Trump. Over the past two days, I've heard elected officials and delegates speak about the current moment as the most exciting they've experienced in the party. For anyone who lived through Obama's rise, that's a bit incredible, and the electric reaction to his speech was a reminder of his immense star power. But when I asked Lorie Longhany, a New York delegate, she insisted that it was true.

"I was really excited in 2008, but I think, because of the Trump administration and the fear of another Trump administration, that the excitement is building--because we have something to fight for," she told me.

As for the Obamas, they demonstrated last night that they're ready to fight too.
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The DNC Is a Big Smiling Mess

The party is working out its differences. And that's okay.

by Mark Leibovich




Here's the thing about political conventions: They are, foremost, productions--obsessively planned and guided heavily to what looks pretty on screens. But here's the thing about the Democratic Party: Now, as ever, it is a bit of a mess.

A seemingly happy mess. But a mess nonetheless. And this can make for an awkward production.

Up and down the Democratic pecking order, everyone in Chicago in these first 24 hours of the Democratic National Convention has tried to put a chipper face on the proceedings, embracing the "politics of joy" around new running mates Kamala Harris and Tim Walz. The party is unified and has great momentum, went the prevailing message I gleaned as I wandered through the United Center starting yesterday afternoon. November looks much more promising than it did a month ago. All of these happy feelings seemed plausible enough but also complicated, as the Democrats tend to be.

Heading into the first night of programming, I heard delegates, donors, and various press hacks speculating about whether there would be any fallout from this summer's switcheroo of nominees. Would President Joe Biden or the first lady have any freighted backstage (or onstage) encounters with the party leaders, among them Nancy Pelosi and Chuck Schumer, who helped push Biden aside last month? Would Pelosi have a run-in with her once and possibly still nemesis Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, or Tim Walz with VP runner-up Josh Shapiro, or John Fetterman with a rapidly expanding number of people in his party? (Never mind, he skipped the convention.) So far, tensions have not been obviously evident, though both Biden and Pelosi gave indications in media remarks that some tensions definitely linger.

Still, after watching Republicans assume a uniform posture of bended knee to Donald Trump at their convention last month, Chicago has felt like a healthy and honest reckoning. Big and unruly families have to learn how to fight, hurt one another's feelings, clean up their messes, and heal themselves. Democrats were willing to dump their drooping nominee last month. That feels, at this moment, like it was the right move.

"I think our moral obligation as a party was to figure out how to put ourselves in a position to put our best foot forward," Senator Michael Bennet of Colorado told me. (To be honest, I wasn't entirely sure what Bennet meant, but it sounded on point.) At the very least, a good mess can make for a rich pageant of parsed words and Kremlinology--starting with the speech delivered by the sitting president, last night's man of honor.

Read: Joe Biden's late goodbye

"I love my job, but I love my country more," Biden said in his keynote/thank-you/farewell/good-riddance address last night, which nearly bled into this morning, long after many viewers had gone to sleep. Let's be very clear (not a joke!): Biden really, really, really loves his job, as you'd expect of someone who spent most of his life gunning for the gig and a good chunk of the summer clinging to it.

"It's sort of a ceremonial, polite thing--to let Biden get the love and the bouquets," the historian Douglas Brinkley, whom I found chatting with some friends of his in the Rhode Island delegation, told me. "It's like, 'We love you, Joe, but please don't get in the way, unless we really need you as a surrogate in Pennsylvania.'"

The arena was filled with people who have genuine gratitude and affection for the president but who also seemed eager to get on with the future, starting now. Or, in fact, about four weeks ago--or much longer ago, in the case of Representative Dean Phillips, whom I saw holding court for a scrum of cameras just off the floor as the speeches were getting started. Phillips was of course the one serious Democrat who dared to run against Biden in the primaries this year, because he thought the president was too old and in decline, and likely to lose to Trump. And, yes, that argument has aged a lot better over the past year than Biden has.

"I'm just really happy," I overheard Phillips saying. I didn't catch the context, but it seemed to be in keeping with the upbeat tenor of the gathering, and perhaps sweetened a bit in his case by the nectar of vindication.

Read: 90 minutes in a van with Dean Phillips

"We're saying thank you to Joe Biden tonight," Phillips's House colleague Jim McGovern, of Massachusetts, told me a few minutes later. "He helped save our democracy. He did a lot of good stuff. And he made an incredibly selfless decision to step aside."

I couldn't help but interrupt when I heard the "selfless decision" part, because it conveniently erased the whole "no way I'm leaving" aspect of Biden's campaign exit. For those of us old enough to remember, you know, last month.

"Selfless?"

"Yes, I mean, it's not easy for anybody to pass the baton," McGovern told me. He acknowledged that he'd had concerns about Biden's ability to perform and win, even before the president's debate debacle on June 27. "I don't understand why he debated," McGovern told me. "I thought it was a terrible mistake."

On the other hand, maybe it was precisely the godsend that Democrats required. A painful godsend, but a godsend still, allowing them to get on with the big uncertain mess of things, including the future.
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        She's Everything. He's Just Doug.
        Helen Lewis

        She's everything. He's just Doug.Don't take it from me--that's his official title. Here at the United Center in Chicago, state delegates at the Democratic National Convention are given placards to wave during the speeches. The first night was dominated by We Love Joe and Union Yes!, interspersed with the campaign's battle-cry: We Fight, We Win.For the speech by the second gentleman, however, the signs simply read DOUG.That reflects Doug Emhoff's public persona, as a sort of Ringo-esque goofball wh...

      

      
        Why the Blue Wall Looms So Large
        Ronald Brownstein

        American politics over the past generation has experienced the equivalent of continental drift. The tectonic plates of our political life have shifted and scraped, toppling old allegiances and forging new demographic and geographic patterns of support. The turmoil has shattered and remade each party's agenda, message, and electoral coalition. And yet, no matter what else changes, the most direct path to the White House always seems to run through a handful of blue-collar states in the nation's ol...

      

      
        Sometimes You Just Have to Ignore the Economists
        Zephyr Teachout

        Last week, the economics commentariat and much of the mainstream media erupted with contempt toward Kamala Harris's proposed federal price-gouging law. Op-eds, social-media posts, and straight news reports mocked Harris for economically illiterate pandering and warned of Soviet-style "price controls" that would lead to shortages and runaway inflation.The strange thing about these complaints is that what Harris actually proposed was neither radical nor new--and it certainly wasn't price controls. I...

      

      
        Young Democrats Have a New Favorite Clinton
        Russell Berman

        When Bill Clinton walked onto the stage of the United Center at the Democratic National Convention last night, he received an ovation befitting a Democrat who twice won the presidency. But the roar that greeted him was not quite as loud, nor as long, as the one that greeted the Clinton who twice lost.Nearly a quarter century after Bill Clinton left the White House, he remains a beloved figure in many corners of the Democratic Party. At a few points during his speech, he brought the convention cro...

      

      
        The Asterisk on Kamala Harris's Poll Numbers
        Gilad Edelman

        One month since she entered the presidential race, Kamala Harris has a small but clear lead over Donald Trump, if the polls are to be trusted. But after the past two presidential elections, trusting the polls might feel like a very strange thing to do.The 2016 election lives in popular memory as perhaps the most infamous polling miss of all time, but 2020 was quietly even worse. The polls four years ago badly underestimated Trump's support even as they correctly forecast a Joe Biden win. A compre...

      

      
        The Ultimate Happiness Diet
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.A great deal has been written lately about ways of eating that increase longevity and improve health. Debates rage around the virtues and drawbacks of certain restrictive and regional diets, including such varieties as old-school omnivore, lacto-ovo flexitarian, Mediterranean, and Okinawan. These discussions are interesting and important, but usually leave out one important question: What diet ma...

      

      
        Silicon Valley Is Coming Out in Force Against an AI-Safety Bill
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        Since the start of the AI boom, the attention on this technology has focused on not just its world-changing potential, but also fears of how it could go wrong. A set of so-called AI doomers have suggested that artificial intelligence could grow powerful enough to spur nuclear war or enable large-scale cyberattacks. Even top leaders in the AI industry have said that the technology is so dangerous, it needs to be heavily regulated.A high-profile bill in California is now attempting to do that. The ...

      

      
        America Could Do Without Its Chief Wellness Officer
        Benjamin Mazer

        Vivek Murthy, the surgeon general of the United States, used to spend his time focused on the traditional issues of the nation's doctor. He led campaigns and authored reports to promote physical activity, limit adolescents' vaping, and improve treatment for alcohol and drug addiction. He reminded us to eat our fruits and vegetables.These days, he's more likely to talk about friendship and Americans' desperate need for more of it. Last year, he gave this phenomenon a grave, official designation: T...

      

      
        TV Still Runs Politics
        Paul Farhi

        When Kamala Harris "introduces" herself to the American public with her acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention tonight, most of the people who catch her remarks will do so via television--just as they did when John F. Kennedy accepted the party nomination in 1960. TV may not be the omnipresent force that it was before the rise of the internet, but it is still the most important medium in American politics.Pundits and wise men have been predicting the fall of television, and partic...

      

      
        Emily in Paris Doesn't Need a Makeover
        Hannah Giorgis

        In the first season of Emily in Paris, the show's plucky American heroine doesn't speak a lick of French. For every turn of phrase that could move Emily Cooper (played by Lily Collins) up a Duolingo level, the marketing ingenue peppers her cheery English sentences with a whole lot of embarrassing merde. Luckily for Emily, things are finally looking up on the language front. The first half of Season 4, which is now streaming, catches up with her after nearly a year of life in Paris, during which s...

      

      
        The MAGA Aesthetic Is AI Slop
        Charlie Warzel

        Taylor Swift fans are not endorsing Donald Trump en masse. Kamala Harris did not give a speech at the Democratic National Convention to a sea of communists while standing in front of the hammer and sickle. Hillary Clinton was not recently seen walking around Chicago in a MAGA hat. But images of all these things exist.In recent weeks, far-right corners of social media have been clogged with such depictions, created with generative-AI tools. You can spot them right away, as they bear the technology...

      

      
        Cape Cod Offers a Harbinger of America's Economic Future
        Rob Anderson

        A decade ago, I opened a restaurant in Provincetown, Massachusetts, and found out quickly how perilous our local economy can be. One afternoon in July, a few of my line cooks--all Jamaican culinary students who had traveled to the United States on student work-study visas--rolled into work late for the third time that week. The other cooks were annoyed. So was I. I'd been spending my days stumbling through what seemed like impossible situations, and here was one more crisis.But the students had a g...

      

      
        What Gena Rowlands Knew About Marriage
        Christina Newland

        Gena Rowlands was an up-and-coming stage actor when she married the actor and director John Cassavetes in 1954. Beginning with his directorial debut, 1959's Shadows, Cassavetes would alter the vernacular of American independent film, exploring working-class lives through a lyrically loose, near-guerrilla style of low-budget filmmaking. And throughout the duo's marriage, which lasted for nearly 35 years until Cassavetes's death in 1989, the movies they made together would establish Rowlands as a l...

      

      
        Iceland's Puffling Rescuers
        Alan Taylor

        Residents of Iceland's Westman Islands are currently on puffin patrol. During the months of August and September, an annual tradition brings entire families out to the streets and harbor of Vestmannaeyjar late at night, where they work to find and rescue misdirected young puffins, called pufflings. During their first flight, the pufflings can become confused in the darkness, flying from sea cliffs toward city lights rather than toward the moonlight, and ending up stranded on dangerous city street...

      

      
        Did God Save Donald Trump?
        Peter Wehner

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When Donald Trump survived an assassination attempt last month, every decent American responded with gratitude for the luck that saw the bullet graze the former president and not kill him. But some Christian supporters of Trump saw something else at work.According to Al Mohler, the president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, it was "God and God alone" who saved Trump. "For God alone is the soverei...

      

      
        Ketamine's Catch-22
        Ethan Brooks

        Last week, five people were charged with providing the ketamine that led to actor Matthew Perry's death. It's the latest news in a saga that has renewed questions over ketamine's dual role as a promising depression treatment and an illicit drug.Questions about ketamine are now all the more relevant because of a pandemic-era decision that allows doctors to prescribe the drug online--transforming the way Americans access and maintain prescriptions for controlled substances.What role does ketamine ha...

      

      
        Barack Obama's Warning to Democrats
        Michael Powell

        Listening to Barack Obama at the Democratic National Convention last night was like stumbling upon a man from another time. His evocation of the importance, the centrality even, of searching for humanity in our fellow Americans, particularly those on the far side of our partisan divide, was moving because it felt so foreign."Mutual respect has to be part of our message," he said. "Our politics has become so polarized these days that all of us, across the political spectrum, seem quick to assume t...

      

      
        San Francisco's Nocturnal Taxi Ballet
        Charlie Warzel

        For the past few nights, I've concerned myself with the private lives of autonomous vehicles.It started when I read a news story about a San Francisco apartment complex whose residents were repeatedly awoken at 4 a.m. by honking self-driving taxis. The building overlooks an open-air parking lot that Waymo recently leased to store its vehicles. In the wee hours of the morning--between ferrying home overserved bar crawlers and picking up commuters during the morning rush hour--dozens of the autonomou...

      

      
        When Is It Okay to Not Finish a Book?
        Sophie Vershbow

        Book lovers have all inevitably found themselves slogging through arid prose that stretches on endlessly. Sometimes the culprit is a popular novel whose obnoxious characters you're desperate to run away from; at other moments, it's a plot so ludicrous, you can't suspend disbelief for another page. At some point, even the most dedicated readers may look up and realize that there's no comprehension quiz holding them hostage and no grade being given for completion. For adults who have finished schoo...

      

      
        Nat Turner's Insurrection
        Thomas Wentworth Higginson

        During the year 1831, up to the twenty-third of August, the Virginia newspapers were absorbed in the momentous problems which then occupied the minds of intelligent American citizens:--What General Jackson should do with the scolds, and what with the disreputables,--Should South Carolina be allowed to nullify? and would the wives of Cabinet Ministers call on Mrs. Eaton? It is an unfailing opiate, to turn over the drowsy files of the Richmond Enquirer, until the moment when those dry and dusty pages...

      

      
        The Truth About Celebrities and Politics
        John Hendrickson

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In his DNC address, former President Barack Obama warned about putting a premium on "money, fame, status," and "likes." At the same time, his fellow Democrats are shrewdly deploying celebrities and influencers to help propel Kamala Harris to victory this November. How should voters square this tension?F...

      

      
        How Poetry Can Map Defiance
        Walt Hunter

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.The 24-year-old Dine poet Kinsale Drake's "Making a Monument Valley," which appears in The Atlantic's September issue, maps the Indigenous history of Los Angeles with pulsing, kinetic language. Drake's debut collection of poems, The Sky Was Once a Dark Blanket, will be published next month; ahead of its release, I asked Drake a few questions about "Monument Valley" and its ride through th...

      

      
        Republicans' New, Dangerous Attempt to Break the Election
        Bob Bauer

        Only months before November's elections, the Republican National Committee has launched a new legal attack on the rules that govern federal elections. Supported by 24 states, the RNC is seeking, on an emergency basis, a Supreme Court ruling that the United States Congress lacks the constitutional authority to regulate presidential elections--congressional elections, yes, but not elections held to select presidents. The petitioners' immediate goal is to allow the state of Arizona to impose a "proof...
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She's Everything. He's Just Doug.

Democrats try a new model of masculinity.

by Helen Lewis




She's everything. He's just Doug.

Don't take it from me--that's his official title. Here at the United Center in Chicago, state delegates at the Democratic National Convention are given placards to wave during the speeches. The first night was dominated by We Love Joe and Union Yes!, interspersed with the campaign's battle-cry: We Fight, We Win.

For the speech by the second gentleman, however, the signs simply read DOUG.

That reflects Doug Emhoff's public persona, as a sort of Ringo-esque goofball who merits first-name terms--he just seems like a Doug, with its overtones of solid Gen X dependability. The familiarity also gestured to Emhoff's potential to be a quietly transformative figure in American politics: Female ambition is now the stuff of a million power breakfasts and lapel badges, but if Kamala Harris becomes America's first female president, her husband will break the real "hardest glass ceiling" in American politics. Behold, a man who is content to be the supporting actor in someone else's drama.

The politics of gender--and race--are the inevitable backdrop to this year's convention. During the honorary roll call on Tuesday night, several delegates mentioned their pride at nominating a woman of color. During the speeches, Shirley Chisholm's name was regularly invoked, as the first woman and first Black American to seek the presidential nomination from one of the two major parties. In the corridors of the United Center, delegates could buy sugar-pink Madam President T-shirts. "Sixty years ago, Fannie Lou Hamer came to this convention in 1964, and was denied entry to sit as a delegate, because she was a Black woman," the actor Wendell Pierce, who came with the Louisiana delegation, told me on the convention floor. "To think that 60 years later, we just nominated a Black woman to lead the party--that is a tribute to that legacy."

Yet Harris's campaign has so far left it to others to present her as a history-making proposition, presumably because they think that the idea alienates some voters--and leaves many more unmoved. Let the right obsess about the cultural implications of rampaging, untamable hordes of childless women, the thinking seems to go, while we get back to talking about how Donald Trump is a convicted felon.

Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess

Arguments about race and gender have been handled by carefully chosen surrogates. On the first night, Hillary Clinton gave a well-received personal speech about the advances made by women in her lifetime, starting with her mother's birth in an era when women could not yet vote in the United States. Oprah Winfrey spoke about the first children to go to desegregated schools, and how they paved the way for the young Kamala, the daughter of a Jamaican father and an Indian mother. Michelle Obama, meanwhile, gave one of the angriest, most straightforwardly political speeches she has ever delivered, unleashing a stream of barely veiled attacks on Trump--condemning the "affirmative action of generational wealth," and those who see a mountain ahead of them and "expect there to be an escalator to take them to the top."

The Democratic desire to tread lightly around gender can also be seen in the convention's treatment of abortion--a significant mover of votes in the midterms--which has consistently been framed as a men's issue too. That reads like an attempt to turn abortion rights from a radical feminist demand into an everyday issue of freedom and family. The first night featured Josh Zurawski talking alongside his wife, Amanda, about her difficulty in accessing medical treatment for a miscarriage because of Texas's draconian laws. The couple was followed by Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear addressing the same theme, which was also part of his successful reelection campaign last year. Headlining the third night, Harris's running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, talked about fertility treatments, and reused one of the most popular lines from his stump speech, advising Republicans to "mind your own damn business."




The official launch of Brand Doug and the Emhoff family has an obvious aim: to normalize the idea of a female president with a supportive husband. "So you want to hear about Doug?" Arizona delegate Joshua Polacheck said, when I entered the scrum on the convention floor ahead of Emhoff's speech. We had just heard Chuck Schumer speak, and Polacheck was disappointed that the Senate majority leader had missed the opportunity for a joke. "As a Jewish boy myself, I thought he was going to say ... if you dream big, one day, as a nice Jewish boy, you can be the first gentleman of the United States."

The unspoken backdrop to that joke is an online right that is obsessed with emasculation. Listen to enough manosphere podcasts, or watch enough TikToks, and you will become familiar with a whole set of anxieties--falling sperm counts, low testosterone levels, male status hierarchies--with a whole vocabulary to match. (Been mogged by a sigma? Try looksmaxxing and don't be a cuck.) The advances made by women in the past few decades have made some men feel unheard and left behind, and have convinced many teenage boys that it's their sex that gets a raw deal. The Republican convention, just a few weeks ago, offered a buffet of macho role models, such as the wrestler Hulk Hogan, singer Kid Rock, and UFC boss Dana White. At the podium in Chicago, both Winfrey and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg mentioned the Republican vice-presidential candidate J. D. Vance's cruel comments about "childless cat ladies," drawing applause from the floor. "As a trans woman, I certainly fall outside of the traditional gender binary," New Jersey delegate Joeigh Perella told me. "Womanhood is not determined about whether or not [a person] can have children, or if they do have children."

To counteract the gender gap in polling, which sees men prefer Trump to Harris by double digits, the Democrats are pushing their own model of masculinity: the dude who is relaxed and secure enough to take pride in his wife's achievements. The left has developed its own phrase book, of wife guys and girl dads, to communicate the virtue of being proud of the women around you. Among the foremost qualities of a political dad, whether of girls or boys, is his ability to take a joke: Witness Walz's kids doing bunny ears behind him on the first night, or Barack Obama ribbing him about his flannel shirts. (The shirts "don't come from some consultant; they come from his closet, and they've been through some stuff," Obama said, while Gwen Walz nodded in the cutaways.) Dads do not fear mockery, because they live to embarrass their children, preferably by dancing in public. Dads have nothing to prove. Dads hug.

In a similar vein, Tuesday night was the domain of the Alpha Wife Guy--men who have achieved enough themselves to be able to revel in their partner's successes. Barack Obama famously watched his wife write two best-selling books while he struggled to finish one after leaving office. "I am the only person stupid enough to speak after Michelle Obama," he observed on Tuesday. (In case you think it was all high-minded feminism, Obama also made a joke at Trump's expense, when he said the former president was obsessed with . . . crowd sizes.) Emhoff, meanwhile, used to be a Los Angeles entertainment lawyer, but gave it up to avoid conflicts of interest when Harris became vice-president . He now teaches law at Georgetown University. "He exemplifies what all men should do: When your lady needs to take the lead, let her take the lead," Pierce told me. "He's emblematic of what good men are."

David A. Graham: The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore

To offset any suggestion that he might be a henpecked homebody, Emhoff's speech referenced his childhood buddies, his fantasy football league, and his group chat. "It's probably blowing up right now," he said. The video before his speech zoomed in on his face in footage showing him grabbing a protester who had taken the mic from Harris at a live event. In his speech, Walz adopted the same tone, boasting about being a good shot, comparing his words to a football "pep talk," and exiting to a Neil Young song. As he spoke, the audience waved signs that read: Coach Walz.

Apart from its specifically masculine touches, the second gentleman's speech closely followed the classic first-lady template. Mindful of the bad headlines suffered by Hillary Clinton for her wide-ranging interest in politics, first ladies since have tended to limit their interventions to a single issue. Laura Bush picked education, Michelle Obama focused on childhood nutrition, and, with no apparent self-awareness, Melania Trump launched a short-lived anti-bullying campaign. Since the Hamas attacks on Israel last October and the wave of protests that followed, Emhoff has spoken out on anti-Semitism. Some Jewish delegates expressed their approval by waving First Mensch signs during his speech.

He hit the other beats, too: humanize the candidate with behind-the-scenes anecdotes, tell your love story, and claim that despite running for office, your spouse believes that their most important job will always be as a parent. (Pause for audience to dab eyes.) "She's always been there for our children," Emhoff told the audience about his wife, "and I know she'll always be there for yours too."

Theirs is a "blended family," a setup that is far from unusual in modern America, but clearly triggering to some on the right, even though Trump has a blended family too. Despite the painful circumstances of Emhoff's divorce, his first wife is now enough of a friend that she has produced a campaign advertisement for him, narrated by their son. All the Emhoffs--Kerstin, Cole, and Ella--have been present at the convention to support Doug. And in writing that sentence, I just realized something else--that it's important to notice the dog that doesn't bark. Three decades after Hillary Rodham agonized over taking her husband's name, absolutely no one seems to care that Kamala Harris isn't an Emhoff. Underneath all the sound and fury, an idea that was once considered radical has slipped into silent acceptance.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/dnc-emhoff-walz-democrats-masculinity/679556/?utm_source=feed
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Why the Blue Wall Looms So Large

Once again, the presidential election will likely come down to how Democrats perform in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.

by Ronald Brownstein




American politics over the past generation has experienced the equivalent of continental drift. The tectonic plates of our political life have shifted and scraped, toppling old allegiances and forging new demographic and geographic patterns of support. The turmoil has shattered and remade each party's agenda, message, and electoral coalition. And yet, no matter what else changes, the most direct path to the White House always seems to run through a handful of blue-collar states in the nation's old industrial heartland.

This year is no exception. Strategists in both parties consider Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin the pivotal states that are most likely to decide the winner in 2024--just as they did in 2020 and 2016. Although taking this trio of Rust Belt battlegrounds is not the only way for Vice President Kamala Harris to reach the necessary 270 Electoral College votes, "if you look at the history of those states ... then you have to believe they are the fastest way to get there," says the longtime Democratic operative Tad Devine, who managed the Electoral College strategy for the Democratic presidential nominees in 1988, 2000, and 2004. Republicans consider those three states equally indispensable for Donald Trump.

If Harris can sweep Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, which offer a combined 44 Electoral College votes, and hold every state that President Joe Biden won by three percentage points or more in 2020, and win the congressional district centered on Omaha in Nebraska (one of two states that award some of their electors by congressional district), she would reach exactly the magic 270 votes. In turn, even if Trump sweeps all four of the major Sun Belt battlegrounds--North Carolina and Georgia in the Southeast, and Arizona and Nevada in the Southwest--he cannot reach 270 without carrying at least one of the big three Rust Belt states (unless he achieves a major upset in one of the states that Biden won last time by at least three percentage points).

The priority on Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin is evident in both the time and the money that each campaign is expending there. Both sides are bombarding these states with personal appearances and television advertising: Pennsylvania ranks first, Michigan second, and Wisconsin fourth (behind Georgia) in the ad-spend total, at more than $200 million so far for the three states, according to figures from AdImpact. And for the Democrats gathered in Chicago, Harris's prospects in the three Rust Belt states is a perpetual topic of discussion, excitement, and anxiety.

"Let me just say, in conclusion," former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi told the Michigan delegation at the convention yesterday morning. "No pressure: The future of the nation is riding on you."

Ronald Brownstein: How the Rustbelt paved Trump's road to victory

Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin were a significant part of what I termed in 2009 the "Blue Wall"--the 18 states that ultimately voted for the Democratic presidential nominee in all six elections from 1992 through 2012. That was the largest bloc of states consistently won by the Democrats over that many elections since the formation of the modern party system in 1828. The 2016 election broke that pattern: Trump won the presidency by dislodging the big three of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin from the Blue Wall by a combined margin of about 80,000 votes. In 2020, Biden reclaimed all three--and with them, the White House--by a combined margin of nearly 260,000 votes.

Charles Franklin, the director of the Marquette Law School Poll, has calculated that in both 2016 and 2020, Wisconsin was the tipping-point state that provided the 270th Electoral College vote (first for Trump and then for Biden). Priorities USA, a leading Democratic super PAC, projects that Pennsylvania is the most likely such fulcrum this year. Perhaps because of this tipping-point effect, my term Blue Wall has morphed into a shorthand for these crucial states--even though they were simply the three bricks that fell out of the rest of the wall in 2016.

At a breakfast meeting of the Pennsylvania delegation that kicked off convention week in Chicago on Monday, speakers talked about defending the Blue Wall across Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin against Trump as urgently as characters in Game of Thrones would discuss fortifying the Wall in the north against the White Walkers.

"It is no secret; we are the keystone state of the Blue Wall," Sharif Street, the Pennsylvania party chair, said. "As goes Pennsylvania, so will go America."

A little later, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, Harris's vice-presidential nominee, popped into the meeting with a similar message. "I just came from the Wisconsin breakfast, and the Blue Wall is solid, people," he told the large crowd in a hotel ballroom.

Another special guest, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, dwelled on the topic. "Can we all agree we are going to be the Blue Wall again in 2024?" she asked. "Thank you for helping to save the world with us a few years ago. Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin: This race once again is going to come down to our big states."

Franklin Foer: Kamala Harris settles the biggest fight in the Democratic Party

Before these states became the three-headed decider in presidential elections, campaigns usually considered Ohio--a demographically and economically similar neighbor--to be the tipping-point state. Early in the 1988 presidential race, I interviewed Lee Atwater, the legendary GOP strategist who was running George H. W. Bush's campaign, and he told me that the campaign's entire Electoral College strategy was to lock down so many states that Democrat Michael Dukakis could not reach 270 without winning Ohio, and then to defend Ohio with what Atwater called a "gubernatorial" level of campaign spending.

Sixteen years later, Karl Rove, the chief strategist for George W. Bush's reelection campaign against the Democrat John Kerry, likewise considered Ohio "the key state," he told me this week. Bush eventually won a second term (by the second-narrowest Electoral College majority for a reelected president ever) when he outstripped Kerry in Ohio by about 120,000 votes.

The state remained vital for Barack Obama, who carried it in both his 2008 and 2012 victories. But since then, Ohio has moved solidly toward the Republican Party, which has established overwhelming advantages in the state's small towns and rural areas. Ohio no longer functions as a fulcrum in the presidential race; it is no longer even a state that Democrats contest at that level.

As Ohio has faded, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin have together filled its former pivotal role in presidential contests. An earlier generation of political analysts and operatives viewed Ohio as decisive partly because it seemed to capture America in miniature, due to its racial, educational, and economic mix and rural/urban makeup. Yet that microcosm thesis doesn't explain the prominence of the new big three. Demographically, the states are not all that representative of an America that is inexorably growing more diverse: All three are whiter and older than the national average, with a lower proportion of college graduates and immigrants, according to census figures. The national trends regarding educational attainment and ethnic diversity that have unfolded in many other states, especially across the Sun Belt, have evolved much more slowly in the big three Rust Belt states.

In particular, white voters without a college degree, who fell below 40 percent as a proportion of the national vote for the first time in 2020, according to census data, still cast about half the vote in Michigan and Pennsylvania that year and nearly three-fifths of it in Wisconsin, according to calculations by William Frey, a demographer at Brookings Metro, a center-left think tank. Voters of color, who in 2020 cast about three of every 10 votes nationally, constituted only about one in five voters in Michigan, one in six in Pennsylvania, and one in 10 in Wisconsin.

Derek Thompson: The new law of electoral politics

If these Rust Belt battlegrounds still wield great influence in presidential races without being representative of the country overall, what explains that continued prominence? Experts I spoke with offered three persuasive explanations.

One is that a critical mass of voters in these states are conscious of their fulcrum role and therefore devote more attention to presidential contests than most voters do elsewhere. Rove likens the role that Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin now play in the general election to the part that Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina have typically played as the early states on the primary calendar. "There may be something to be said for them taking their roles seriously," Rove told me. "Like, 'We are going to pay a little bit more attention to this, and our politics are going to be slightly more robust.'"

Another explanation for these states' central role is that they have remained highly competitive in presidential elections when so many other states "have made a very rapid transition," as Rove put it, into the camp of one party or the other. Mark Graul, a GOP operative who ran George W. Bush's Wisconsin campaigns, told me that the Rust Belt battlegrounds have remained so close because, within them, all of the big political changes over the past generation have largely offset one another. For example, although Democrats are benefiting from better performance in the growing white-collar suburbs around such cities as Philadelphia, Detroit, and Milwaukee, those gains have largely been matched by increasing GOP margins among the substantial small-town and rural portions of these states. In the long run, Graul told me, Republicans won't be able to sustain that trade-off, because their strongholds are either stagnant or losing population. For the near term, though, these states "have been able to weather the demographic and geographic voting shifts and still remain incredibly closely divided," he said.

The third explanation--identifying perhaps the most important dynamic at work--centers on these states' powerful tendency to move together in elections. The big three have voted for the same party in every presidential election since 1980, with the sole exception of 1988 (when Wisconsin went with Dukakis, while Michigan and Pennsylvania backed Bush). Even more remarkably, in this century the same party has controlled the governorship in all three states simultaneously, except for one four-year period when Democrats held Pennsylvania while the other two elected Republicans.

Devine told me that because of the demographic and economic similarities and their proclivity for moving in tandem, the three states should be "considered a single entity," which he calls "Mi-Pa-Wi." With its 44 combined Electoral College votes, Devine said, Mi-Pa-Wi is in effect the last true swing state of that size, given that the states of comparable magnitude--California, New York, Florida, and Texas--all tilt solidly blue or red. "These three states are really one big state that is going to decide the election," he said.

Read: The DNC is a big smiling mess

On paper, that should be an ominous prospect for Democrats in the Trump era. The foundation of Trump's electoral coalition is non-college-educated white voters--and they constitute a significantly larger share of the vote in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin than they do nationally.

Yet, at their national convention this week, Democrats from these states clearly feel more optimistic about their prospects now than they did when Biden was the presumptive nominee. "I think this race has been reset," Pennsylvania's Democratic governor, Josh Shapiro, told me after the delegation breakfast on Monday. A recent survey from the New York Times/Siena College poll showed Harris with a four-percentage-point lead over Trump in all three states. Other surveys have shown the two candidates more closely matched, but almost all polls show Harris gaining.

Her revival builds on the larger trend across the region. After Trump's upset victories in 2016, Democrats have regained the initiative in all three states. In 2018, each of them elected a Democratic governor; then each backed Biden in 2020; and in 2022, all three elected Democratic governors again--in every instance by a larger margin than in 2018. Democrats now also hold five of their six U.S. Senate seats.

The winning formula for Democrats in all three states has been similar. Although the party has rarely captured a majority of working-class white voters, its winning candidates--such as Whitmer, Shapiro, Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers, and Biden in 2020--have routinely performed a few points better with those voters than the party does elsewhere. Democrats have also posted huge advantages among young people, especially in such college towns as Ann Arbor, Michigan, and Madison, Wisconsin. And in all three states, Democrats are benefiting from expanding margins among college-educated voters in the suburbs of major cities--an advantage that widened after Dobbs, the 2022 Supreme Court decision overturning the constitutional right to abortion. (Later that year, Whitmer, Shapiro, and Evers each won about three-fifths of college-educated white voters: a crushing margin that improved on Biden's performance, according to exit polls.) These formidable gains with white-collar voters have enabled the party to withstand disappointing turnout and somewhat shrinking margins among Black voters in Philadelphia, Detroit, Milwaukee, and other midsize cities.

Democrats hope that Harris can reverse that electoral erosion in Black communities, while expanding the party's advantages in well-educated suburbs, especially among women, and recapturing young people who had soured on Biden. Her biggest challenge in the region will be holding as much as possible of Biden's support among older and blue-collar white voters, who are probably the most receptive audience for the coming Republican attack ads claiming that Harris is a "woke" liberal extremist who is soft on crime and immigration.

Dan Kildee, a Democrat who is retiring after this session as the House representative of a district that includes Flint, Michigan, told me that this sort of hard-edged message will find an audience among some working-class white voters, but he believes Harris can keep those losses to a manageable level. "There's a whole segment of that cohort of the electorate that now has evidence of what a Donald Trump presidency looks like," Kildee said, "and will weigh that against the more hopeful and optimistic message that Vice President Harris brings."

The margin is very tight: Even if Harris does everything right, an optimal outcome for her in these states might be winning them by one or two percentage points. Shapiro could have been speaking about all three states when he told reporters on Monday: "You can get to a race that's sort of basically statistically tied, and getting that last point or two in Pennsylvania is really, really tough."

But unlike what happened in 2016, when Hillary Clinton famously, fatally, took her eye off Michigan and Wisconsin to focus on campaigning elsewhere, Democrats are singularly focused on cementing Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin back into the Blue Wall. At the Pennsylvania breakfast, Whitmer told the delegates: "Josh [Shapiro] and I and Tony [Evers] are talking about a Blue Wall strategy. The three of us together, in all three of our states, turning out the voters, getting people pumped up, educating people." If they can celebrate victory after that effort, she said, it will mean they can "say 'Madam President' for the first time in the history of this country."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/blue-wall-democrats-kamala-harris/679548/?utm_source=feed
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Sometimes You Just Have to Ignore the Economists

Kamala Harris's proposed price-gouging ban might irritate academics, but it makes sense to everyone else.

by Zephyr Teachout




Last week, the economics commentariat and much of the mainstream media erupted with contempt toward Kamala Harris's proposed federal price-gouging law. Op-eds, social-media posts, and straight news reports mocked Harris for economically illiterate pandering and warned of Soviet-style "price controls" that would lead to shortages and runaway inflation.

The strange thing about these complaints is that what Harris actually proposed was neither radical nor new--and it certainly wasn't price controls. In fact, almost every state already has a law restricting at least some forms of price gouging. Although Harris has not specified the exact design of her proposal, one hopes that it would follow the basic outline of state-level bans: forbidding unwarranted price hikes for necessary goods during emergencies.

Price gouging in the popular imagination has a "know it when you see it" quality, but it is actually a well-developed body of law. A typical price-gouging claim has four elements. First, a triggering event, sometimes called an "abnormal market disruption," such as a natural disaster or power outage, must have occurred. Second, in most states, the claim must concern essential goods and services. (No one cares if you overcharge for Louis Vuitton handbags during a hurricane.) Third, a price increase must be "excessive" or "unconscionable," which most states define as exceeding a certain percentage, typically 10 to 25 percent. Finally, the elevated price must be in excess of the seller's increased cost. This is crucial: Even during emergencies, sellers are allowed to maintain their existing profit margins. They just can't increase those margins excessively.

For example, early in the coronavirus pandemic, some New York City residents complained that grocery stores were charging exorbitant prices for Lysol. But because those stores were merely passing along price increases from their distributor, they didn't get in trouble. Instead, the state pursued a case against the wholesaler, which agreed last year to pay $100,000 in penalties and restitution. (During the pandemic, I took a sabbatical from teaching law to work for New York Attorney General Letitia James, with a focus on price gouging; I worked on the appeal of the Lysol case.)

Annie Lowrey: The truth about high prices

Price-gouging bans are broadly popular--except among economists. The reason is that, in the perfect world of simple economic models, allowing sellers to charge whatever they want during periods of heightened demand is actually a good thing: It signals to the rest of the market that there's money to be made on the product in question, which in turn leads to more supply. Accordingly, prohibiting gouging leads to less production of essential goods and services. Plus, letting prices rise helps ensure that the product will be sold to the people who value it the most.

Here, regular people seem to understand a few things that economists don't. During an emergency, such as a natural disaster, short-term demand cannot be met by short-term supply, setting the stage for sellers to exploit their position by raising prices on goods already in their inventory. The idealized law of supply and demand predicts that new investors would rush in, but the real world doesn't work like that. A short-term price spike won't always trigger the long-term investments needed to increase supply, because everyone knows that the situation is, by definition, abnormal; they can't count on a continued revenue boom. During a rare blizzard, sellers might jack up the prices of snowblowers. But investors aren't going to set up a new snowblower-manufacturing hub based on a blizzard, because by the time they had any inventory to sell, the snow would long be melted. So after the disruption, all goes back to normal--except with a big wealth transfer from the public to the company that raised prices.

And that's before taking into account the barriers to entry that exist in today's concentrated markets. Incumbents in heavily consolidated sectors like food are largely insulated from the threat of new competition. Price-gouging laws thus operate as a kind of poor man's antitrust. They don't address the lopsided balance of power, but they at least prohibit that power from being exploited in certain high-stakes contexts.

The other big problem with the textbook economics take on price gouging is the assumption that temporarily higher-priced products will find their way to the people who value them the most. That might be true in a world where everyone had the same amount of money to spend. In the world we actually inhabit, that is not the case. During a power outage, a working-class cancer patient who desperately needs to buy the last generator in stock to keep his medications refrigerated might not be able to outbid a healthy millionaire who just wants to run their air conditioner.

This is another way of saying that price-gouging bans are a form of moral policy. The laws recognize that consumers, not being the coldly rational Homo economicus of academic models, are going to be less price-sensitive during disaster; their desperation can be exploited. And people who lack the savings to get through a crisis or the resources to comparison shop are even more likely to suffer from price increases on essential items. In a pandemic, war, or major weather event, it seems morally repugnant to give an unearned bonanza to a big firm while denying essential services to vulnerable members of society. All parents, not just the wealthiest, should have an equal chance to obtain diapers even if supply chains are disrupted. Price-gouging laws represent a different set of market rules, grounded in fairness.

Price-gouging laws also protect against volatility and instability. During the immediate aftermath of COVID, unchecked price increases made an already-bad inflation problem even worse, contributing to a dangerous spiral that harmed the macro economy as well as individual consumers.

Roge Karma: We're entering an AI price-fixing dystopia

The problem with price-gouging laws is that they exist only at the state level. Few states have the resources to take on the multinational corporations that dominate markets for many essential goods. Even if they did, they would still face jurisdictional challenges. If a company makes baby formula in Wisconsin and then sells to a distributor in Minnesota, which then sells to a supermarket in Oregon, that company might radically hike the price it charges in Minnesota when the next pandemic hits--but then be unreachable by the Oregon attorney general even if Oregonians end up paying the cost.

Most price gouging today happens far beyond the reach of most state attorneys general. A strong federal law would help not only the public but also the small-business owners who lack the ability to do anything but pass on big increases--and who become, unfairly, the face of ugly profiteering for many consumers. If properly designed, such a law would very rarely need to be used. With a federal ban in place, the biggest corporations in the world would keep a price-gouging expert at the ready to wag their finger the next time they're tempted to exploit a disaster for profit.
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Young Democrats Have a New Favorite Clinton

At the DNC, Hillary Clinton has achieved something approaching icon status among Democrats coming of age.

by Russell Berman




When Bill Clinton walked onto the stage of the United Center at the Democratic National Convention last night, he received an ovation befitting a Democrat who twice won the presidency. But the roar that greeted him was not quite as loud, nor as long, as the one that greeted the Clinton who twice lost.

Nearly a quarter century after Bill Clinton left the White House, he remains a beloved figure in many corners of the Democratic Party. At a few points during his speech, he brought the convention crowd to its feet with quips that called to mind the Clinton of old. When Donald Trump speaks, Clinton urged Democrats in one such zinger, "don't count the lies. Count the I's." But like the other former Democratic president who spoke in prime time this week, Clinton was outshone by his wife.

Bill has for decades been the more gifted communicator of the Democratic power couple; that wasn't the case this week. On Monday night, after nearly two minutes of initial cheers from the audience, Hillary Clinton delivered the crisper, more energizing speech. She championed Kamala Harris as the candidate who could shatter "the highest, hardest glass ceiling," and she mocked the man who prevented her from doing so herself: "We have him on the run now," Clinton said of Trump.

Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess

As time has eased the Democrats' anguish over Hillary's 2016 loss to Trump, the almost-president has become the bigger draw over the former president. That is especially true among the youngest Democrats who have gathered in Chicago this week. Gen Z Democrats have far more experience with Hillary than Bill; those in their early 20s weren't even born until after he left office. Hillary's 2016 candidacy, and the Women's March that followed her defeat, served for many of them as a political awakening. "She really paved the way for a lot of the organizing that's happening now," Sabrina Collins, a 25-year-old from Kentucky, told me.

Clinton was not the first choice for young Democrats in 2016, many of whom rallied behind Senator Bernie Sanders's progressive movement. But among Democrats coming of age now, she has achieved something approaching icon status. On a shuttle bus inching its way through clogged streets to the United Center early Monday evening, I overheard one 20-something woman cry out, "If I don't hear Hillary Clinton speak, I'm going to riot." At least for some Democrats, the bitterness over her loss to Trump--usually accompanied by rueful jokes about her inattention to Wisconsin that year--has given way to admiration of her resilience. Speaking to Michigan's delegation yesterday morning, the retiring Senator Debbie Stabenow hailed Clinton's "courage" in putting a woman's name on a presidential ticket, arguing that it would break, or at least lessen, the stigma Harris might face. "Don't underestimate the power of that," Stabenow said of Clinton. "We have to see women's faces in power to make power happen."

At an event hosted by the Gen Z group Voters of Tomorrow on Tuesday, a 24-year-old member of the Indianapolis city council, Nick Roberts, shared his favorite moment from the convention's opening night. He didn't mention Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's energetic endorsement of Harris, nor President Joe Biden's emotional valedictory. To Roberts, the evening's highlight came during Clinton's denunciation of Trump's 34 felony convictions, as the arena crowd began chanting "Lock him up!" At first, Clinton tried to ignore the shouts and then, for a moment, she seemed to consider how to respond. Would she gently admonish the crowd, as Harris has done when supporters have started the chant at her rallies? Would she--dare she--affirm the same chant that Trump had used against her? Clinton chose to respond wordlessly, but knowingly. With a wide grin, she nodded along for several seconds. Roberts loved it. "I know the campaign is trying to tone it down," he told the Voters of Tomorrow crowd. "But with all she's been subjected to the last eight years, I think she deserved those 10 seconds of glee."

In conventions past, it was Bill Clinton who provided the more electrifying moments. He has addressed every DNC since 1980, and, as he recalled last night, he's attended every convention since 1972. His 2012 defense of President Barack Obama's economic record was so well received that Obama--the first of two future presidents to defeat Clinton's wife--dubbed him "the secretary of explaining stuff." In 2020, Clinton was relegated to a five-minute video--his shortest appearance in more than 30 years. That was an entirely virtual convention because of the coronavirus pandemic, but it was also the first since the #MeToo reckoning had cast sexual-misconduct allegations against Clinton (which he has denied) and his long history of extramarital affairs in a harsher light. In the late 1990s, many Democrats dismissed Clinton's relationship with a 22-year-old White House intern, Monica Lewinsky, as private, consensual, and unworthy of public rebuke. Two decades later, some of them had regrets. Kirsten Gillibrand, who took over Hillary Clinton's Senate seat in New York, said in 2017 that Bill Clinton should have resigned over the Lewinsky affair.

Caitlin Flanagan: Bill Clinton: A reckoning

The Gen Z attitude toward Bill Clinton appeared somewhat indifferent. I asked several attendees at the Voters of Tomorrow event which Clinton they were more excited to see. All of them immediately said Hillary. When I asked about Bill, a few of them politely declined to answer, because, they told me, they didn't know much about him. "I'll be honest: I just recently got into politics, so there's a lot of history I need to catch up on," Misty Ly, a 20-year-old from Georgia, replied. She said she had never heard the name Monica Lewinsky.

The former president's return to the convention stage drew no significant outcry from Democrats. Talk of his behavior with women has faded, and most of the Democrats I spoke with this week said they had no problem with the party featuring him again. Bill Clinton's speech lasted longer than Hillary's, but whether he was allotted more time or simply took more time wasn't clear.

Clinton reportedly scrapped the original draft of his remarks and rewrote the speech to be more joyful and energetic after seeing Monday's program. Yet within moments of taking the stage, he had veered off the prepared script. His voice was weaker than it once was, and he slightly mispronounced Kamala's name twice. Clinton's rambling and ad-libbing occasionally detracted from the speech's rhythm and cadence. One of the biggest applause lines was a joke about his age--and Trump's. Clinton turned 78 earlier this week, two months after Trump did. "The only personal vanity I want to assert is that I'm still younger than Donald Trump," Clinton said.

Clinton's strength as an orator is not rousing a crowd but silencing it. And for stretches of his speech, the United Center listened quietly as Clinton explained his view of the election. Updating a memorable riff from his 2012 speech, Clinton tallied the number of jobs created under Democratic and Republican presidents since the end of the Cold War--a total of 51 million. "What's the score?" he asked rhetorically, insisting he had triple-checked his claim. "Democrats: 50. Republicans: one."

The crowd erupted, offering Clinton one of his loudest cheers. He drew a few of them last night. Alluding to his advancing years, Clinton wondered at one point how many more conventions he'll have the chance to address. Democrats will most likely welcome him back--they always have. At the moment, however, he's no longer the Clinton they most want to see.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/hillary-bill-clinton-dnc-young-democrats/679557/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Asterisk on Kamala Harris's Poll Numbers

<span>Pollsters think they've learned from their mistakes in 2020. Of course, they thought that last time too.</span>

by Gilad Edelman




One month since she entered the presidential race, Kamala Harris has a small but clear lead over Donald Trump, if the polls are to be trusted. But after the past two presidential elections, trusting the polls might feel like a very strange thing to do.

The 2016 election lives in popular memory as perhaps the most infamous polling miss of all time, but 2020 was quietly even worse. The polls four years ago badly underestimated Trump's support even as they correctly forecast a Joe Biden win. A comprehensive postmortem by the American Association for Public Opinion Research concluded that 2020 polls were the least accurate in decades, overstating Biden's advantage by an average of 3.9 percentage points nationally and 4.3 percentage points at the state level over the final two weeks of the election. (In 2016, by contrast, national polling predicted Hillary Clinton's popular-vote margin quite accurately.) According to The New York Times, Biden led by 10 points in Wisconsin but won it by less than 1 point; he led Michigan by 8 and won by 3; he led in Pennsylvania by 5 and won by about 1. As of this writing, Harris is up in all three states, but by less than Biden was. A 2020-size error would mean that she's actually down--and poised to lose the Electoral College.

The pollsters know they messed up in 2020. They are cautiously optimistic that they've learned from their mistakes. Of course, they thought that last time too.

How did the polls get worse from 2016 to 2020, with everyone watching? In the aftermath of Trump's surprise 2016 victory, the public-opinion-research industry concluded that the problem was educational polarization. If pollsters had made a point of including enough white people without college degrees in their samples, they wouldn't have underestimated Trump so badly. During the 2020 cycle, they focused on correcting that mistake.

It didn't work. Even though polls in 2020 included more white non-college-educated voters, they turned out to be disproportionately the white non-college-educated voters who preferred Biden. The new consensus is that Republican voters are less likely to respond to polls in the first place, even controlling for education level. (To put it more nerdily, partisan preference correlates independently with willingness to take a poll, at least when Trump is on the ballot.) Don Levy, the director of the Siena College Research Institute, which conducts polls on behalf of The New York Times, calls the phenomenon "anti-establishment response bias." The more someone distrusts mainstream institutions, including the media and pollsters, the more likely they are to vote for Trump.

Read: The polling crisis is a catastrophe for American democracy

Levy told me that, in 2020, the people working the phones for Siena frequently reported incidents of being yelled at by mistrustful Trump supporters. "In plain English, it was not uncommon for someone to say, 'I'm voting for Trump--fuck you,'" and then hang up before completing the rest of the survey, he said. (So much for the "shy Trump voter" hypothesis.) In 2020, those responses weren't counted. This time around, they are. Levy told me that including these "partials" in 2020 would have erased nearly half of Siena's error rate.

That still leaves the other half. Another complication is that most pollsters have given up on live calls in favor of online or text-based polls, meaning they have no angry partials to include. And so pollsters are trying variations of the same technique: getting more likely-Trump voters into their data sets. If a lower percentage of Republican-leaning voters respond to polls, then maybe you just need to reach out to a larger number.

This might sound obvious, but it entails an uncomfortable shift for the industry. Public pollsters have traditionally stuck to the politically neutral categories found in the census when assembling or weighting their samples: age, gender, race, and so on. The theory was that if you built your sample correctly along demographic lines--if you called the right number of white people and Latinos, evangelicals and atheists, men and women--then an accurate picture of the nation's partisan balance would naturally emerge.

"In 2016, the feeling was that the problem we had was not capturing non-college-educated white voters, particularly in the Midwest," Chris Jackson, the head of U.S. public polling at Ipsos, told me. "But what 2020 told us is that's not actually sufficient. There is some kind of political-behavior dimension that wasn't captured in that education-by-race crosstab. So, essentially, what the industry writ large has done is, we've started really looking much more strongly at political variables."

Pollsters were once loath to include such variables, because modeling the partisan makeup of the electorate is an inexact science--if it weren't, we wouldn't need polls in the first place. But after its failure in 2020, the industry has little choice. "There's no avoiding coming up with a hypothesis as to the composition of the electorate," Matt Knee, who runs polls and analytics for Republican campaigns, told me. "Choosing to throw up your hands on the most important predictor of how someone's going to vote, and saying 'That's not a valid thing to include in my hypothesis' just doesn't make sense."

Read: Return of the people machine

Some pollsters are leaning on state-level voter files to get the right balance of Democrats and Republicans into their samples. Another approach is to use "recalled vote": asking people whom they voted for in 2020 and making sure that the mix of respondents matches up with the actual results. (If a state went 60 percent for Trump, say, but only 50 percent of the respondents say they voted for Trump, the pollster would either call more Trump-2020 voters or weight their responses more heavily after the fact.)

Each technique has its limitations. Party registration doesn't match up perfectly with voting preferences. Some states, including Michigan and Wisconsin, don't even have party registration, meaning pollsters have to rely on modeled partisanship based on factors such as age, gender, and religion. Recalled vote might be even shakier: Quite a lot of people misremember or lie about their voting history. Many say they voted when they in fact did not, and some people who voted for the loser will claim that they voted for the winner. Levy told me that when Siena experimented with using recalled vote in 2022, it made some results less accurate.

Still, pollsters see signs for hope. "People who told us they voted for Trump in 2020 are responding at the same rates as people who told us they voted for Biden in 2020," said Jackson, from Ipsos, which "suggests we're not having a really strong systemic bias." The New York Times poll master Nate Cohn made a similar observation in a recent interview with The New Yorker: Democrats were much likelier to respond to Times polls in 2020, but this year, "it's fairly even--so I'm cautiously optimistic that this means that we don't have a deep, hidden non-response bias." Another difference between 2020 and now: There is no pandemic. Some experts believe that Democratic voters were more likely to answer surveys in 2020 because they were more likely than Republicans to be at home with little else to do.

What's clear at this point is that the election is close, and Harris is in a stronger position than Biden was. Natalie Jackson, a Democratic pollster at GQR Research, told me that if Harris's numbers were just a result of energized Democrats being in the mood to answer polls, then Democrats would be seeing a comparable bump in generic congressional polls. The fact that they aren't suggests that the change is real. "Trump's numbers haven't moved," Jackson said. "This is all shifting from third party or undecided to Democrat."

Like Olympic athletes, political pollsters spend four years fine-tuning their craft, but don't find out whether their preparations were adequate until it's too late to do anything differently. The nonresponse bias that bedeviled the polls in 2020 is not an easy thing to fix. By definition, pollsters know very little about the people who don't talk to them. If Trump outperforms the polls once again, it will be because even after all these years, something about his supporters remains a mystery.
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The Ultimate Happiness Diet

What we eat clearly has a bearing on our well-being. But the best recipe for success centers on <em>how</em> we eat.

by Arthur C. Brooks




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

A great deal has been written lately about ways of eating that increase longevity and improve health. Debates rage around the virtues and drawbacks of certain restrictive and regional diets, including such varieties as old-school omnivore, lacto-ovo flexitarian, Mediterranean, and Okinawan. These discussions are interesting and important, but usually leave out one important question: What diet makes us happiest?

The answer, of course, is much more subjective and individual than figuring out which diet is best for your blood-cholesterol levels. No matter what the population data said about the nutritional value of organ meats, for example, I would never be happy eating such stuff. What makes us happy isn't all subjective, though, and this column is devoted to bringing objective social science to bear on how to improve your well-being. As it happens, plenty of good research has been done on our food and eating habits that can help us become happier, one meal at a time.

Arthur C. Brooks: Happiness is a warm coffee

As a rule, eating is an inherently pleasurable activity: Our brains have evolved to find feeding ourselves--which, on its face, should be a boring, repetitive task we must do to stay alive--rewarding. Many parts of the brain's pleasure system are involved when we eat, including the orbitofrontal cortex, the cingulate cortex, the ventral tegmental area, the hypothalamus, the periventricular gray and periaqueductal gray, the nucleus accumbens, the ventral pallidum, the amygdala, and the insular cortices. But for the stimulation of this whole system to transcend mere pleasure and become a source of happiness, we need to experience enjoyment--and that generally means adding the elements of sociality and memory. Research from Asia shows that happiness rises when people eat together in group settings, and pleasure is enhanced when memories of past meals are savored. So, to be happier, make eating a social, memorable experience as often as possible.

Emotions also affect eating--and not always positively. For example, one 2012 study found that young women with depressive symptoms were 130 percent more likely than nondepressed women to binge eat. But the relationship between eating and emotions is generally benign. A 2013 study in the journal Appetite showed that among what it called "emotional eaters," meaning people who eat in response to strong emotions of any kind, a positive mood stimulated significantly more eating than a negative mood. We celebrate our birthdays with cake, after all.

Thanks to such research, we can devise an eating strategy based on the patterns and diets that yield the highest levels of happiness. To begin with, studies show that people are happier when they eat moderately often. One 2016 survey of students in Iran found that the happiest were those who ate breakfast every day and had a daily total of three meals, plus one or two snacks in between. We need to bear in mind that this does not suggest that all-day grazing is a good strategy; rather, it supports the idea of maintaining a regular meal schedule while allowing a couple of mindful, scheduled nibbles along the way.

In 2021, the Dutch happiness researcher Ruut Veenhoven published a meta-analysis of studies on menus that offer the highest life satisfaction. His findings showed that happiness increases when people eat a varied diet, moderate in fat and oils, fairly low in salt and sugar, and above all rich in fruit and vegetables. More recent research also finds that proteins and fats tend to be associated with lower anxiety and depression, and that high carbohydrate consumption is more associated with mood problems and elevated stress.

Arthur C. Brooks: Don't wish for happiness. Work for it.

The latest data on alcohol consumption are less supportive than they once were of the idea that moderate drinking could be part of a healthy diet. A huge, systematic review of modern research on alcohol and health concludes that low and moderate drinking is not beneficial for health, as was formerly believed. Further, drinking for its inebriating effects is associated with a "low hedonic capacity," a natural inability to feel good. This typically leads to long-term problems, given the risks to mental and physical health from almost any alcohol consumption beyond low levels.

What about junk food and desserts, to which people so often turn for a brighter mood? Here, too, the data are not encouraging. Consuming highly processed and fast food is associated with greater odds of psychological distress, particularly in children and adolescents. Eating candy has immediate mood benefits, but these last only a few minutes, and the downside is that the refined sugar typically found in sweets is addictive; withdrawal can cause clinical anxiety. In addition, diets high in saturated fat and refined sugar are associated with memory impairment.

Although a diet rich in plant stuffs has been very clearly established as important for health, far less research exists on such a diet's happiness effects, especially those of an all-plant regimen. Vegetarianism has been found to raise a sense of tranquility, but to lower enjoyment. Some scholarship has suggested that a low-fat, fully vegan diet can help ease depression and anxiety.

All around the world, an overconsumption of foods that lead to obesity is associated with lower levels of well-being--though we don't know enough about the happiness effects of weight-loss diets. Crash diets that stimulate the body's starvation response are clearly bad, and scholars long ago found that such harsh regimens can even bring on psychotic symptoms. The evidence that exists on less severe caloric restriction appears mildly positive for well-being: Although intermittent fasting has no evident impact on anxiety or mood, the practice does seem to reduce people's depression scores. As for the newly popular weight-loss drugs, such as Ozempic, their long-term effects on happiness have yet to be demonstrated, but studies on diabetic patients who use these medications tend to show anxiety and depression falling.

Read: The diet the might cure depression

Obviously, the relations between food and well-being pose far more questions to which we'd like to know the answers, including how much we can benefit from dietary supplements. But based on the research we do have, I can suggest a few basic rules for happy eating to start with.

For most people, the best happiness diet is one balanced across a variety of foods and emphasizing proteins and fats over carbohydrates. Such a diet avoids junk food and refined sweets. Alcohol consumption should be moderate at most, and recreational drinking is a no-no. Avoiding obesity is important for happiness, but not to the extent of going on a crash weight-loss program in a way that mimics starvation. Your eating should be organized primarily around regular, formal meal times, rather than eating on the run or foraging all day long. Meals are best taken in the company of others.

This, to me, all sounds very Spanish. Over the past 35 years, I have spent a great deal of time in Spain: I married into a Catalan family, and have lived in Spain for long periods. As with virtually everywhere else today, a good many people eat poorly in Spain, especially among the young, sadly. Still, the typical Spanish diet remains a sound model, consisting of a varied, balanced menu that's rich in proteins and olive oil, and moderate in carbohydrates and alcohol (which is generally served only with meals). And starvation diets are unheard-of in Spain.

The standard meals are breakfast; small midmorning snack; midday meal around 2:30 p.m.; a light snack around 6 p.m., known as merienda; and a late supper. To be sure, in what they eat, Spaniards are very similar in their habits to other peoples around the Mediterranean. But I am always struck by how they eat. Spanish people rarely eat alone; meals are emphatically social occasions, which is why they take a long time. As the research shows, that is a good recipe for happiness.

M. Nolan Gray: Why dining rooms are disappearing from American homes

I should mention one other characteristic of the Spanish way of eating, which helps explain one strange pattern in the research. Scholars have found that the more we crave and think about food, the less happiness it brings us. For example, researchers in 2020 showed that people high in "foodiness" (that is, people with stated interest in good eating) tended to overestimate the satisfaction they'd get from meals--and, we can only presume, to be chronically disappointed.

In Spain, people certainly like their food, but they don't typically focus on it much--let alone express cravings for food. My Spanish wife thinks the obsessions of what we Americans might call a food culture are quite eccentric, like collecting antique yo-yos or something. "It's just food," she says. "The point is to eat together."

That makes sense to me. And when I am in Spain, I always wind up in a brighter mood after a few days in the routine. My worries diminish, my problems seem more manageable, and, well, I'm happier. Now I know why.

The food isn't the point at all. It's about the love.
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Silicon Valley Is Coming Out in Force Against an AI-Safety Bill

California State Senator Scott Wiener responds to his many critics.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Since the start of the AI boom, the attention on this technology has focused on not just its world-changing potential, but also fears of how it could go wrong. A set of so-called AI doomers have suggested that artificial intelligence could grow powerful enough to spur nuclear war or enable large-scale cyberattacks. Even top leaders in the AI industry have said that the technology is so dangerous, it needs to be heavily regulated.



A high-profile bill in California is now attempting to do that. The proposed law, Senate Bill 1047, introduced by State Senator Scott Wiener in February, hopes to stave off the worst possible effects of AI by requiring companies to take certain safety precautions. Wiener objects to any characterization of it as a doomer bill. "AI has the potential to make the world a better place," he told me yesterday. "But as with any powerful technology, it brings benefits and also risks."



S.B. 1047 subjects any AI model that costs more than $100 million to train to a number of safety regulations. Under the proposed law, the companies that make such models would have to submit a plan describing their protocols for managing the risk and agree to annual third-party audits, and they would have to be able to turn the technology off at any time--essentially instituting a kill-switch. AI companies could face fines if their technology causes "critical harm."

The bill, which is set to be voted on in the coming days, has encountered intense resistance. Tech companies including Meta, Google, and OpenAI have raised concerns. Opponents argue that the bill will stifle innovation, hold developers liable for users' abuses, and drive the AI business out of California. Last week, eight Democratic members of Congress wrote a letter to Governor Gavin Newsom, noting that, although it is "somewhat unusual" for them to weigh in on state legislation, they felt compelled to do so. In the letter, the members worry that the bill overly focuses on the most dire effects of AI, and "creates unnecessary risks for California's economy with very little public safety benefit." They urged Newsom to veto it, should it pass. To top it all off, Nancy Pelosi weighed in separately on Friday, calling the bill "well-intentioned but ill informed."



In part, the debate over the bill gets at a core question with AI. Will this technology end the world, or have people just been watching too much sci-fi? At the center of it all is Wiener. Because so many AI companies are based in California, the bill, if passed, could have major implications nationwide. I caught up with the state senator yesterday to discuss what he describes as his "hardball politics" of this bill--and whether he actually believes that AI is capable of going rogue and firing off nuclear weapons.



Our conversation has been condensed and edited for clarity.



Caroline Mimbs Nyce: How did this bill get so controversial?



Scott Wiener: Any time you're trying to regulate any industry in any way, even in a light-touch way--which, this legislation is light-touch--you're going to get pushback. And particularly with the tech industry. This is an industry that has gotten very, very accustomed to not being regulated in the public interest. And I say this as someone who has been a supporter of the technology industry in San Francisco for many years; I'm not in any way anti-tech. But we also have to be mindful of public interest.



It's not surprising at all that there was pushback. And I respect the pushback. That's democracy. I don't respect some of the fearmongering and misinformation that Andreessen Horowitz and others have been spreading around. [Editor's note: Andreessen Horowitz, also known as a16z, did not respond to a request for comment.]



Nyce: What in particular is grinding your gears?



Wiener: People were telling start-up founders that S.B. 1047 was going to send them to prison if their model caused any unanticipated harm, which was completely false and made up. Putting aside the fact that the bill does not apply to start-ups--you have to spend more than $100 million training the model for the bill even to apply to you--the bill is not going to send anyone to prison. There have been some inaccurate statements around open sourcing.



These are just a couple of examples. It's just a lot of inaccuracies, exaggerations, and, at times, misrepresentations about the bill. Listen: I'm not naive. I come out of San Francisco politics. I'm used to hardball politics. And this is hardball politics.



Nyce: You've also gotten some pushback from politicians at the national level. What did you make of the letter from the eight members of Congress?



Wiener: As much as I respect the signers of the letter, I respectfully and strongly disagree with them.



In an ideal world, all of this should be handled at the federal level. All of it. When I authored California's net-neutrality law in 2018, I was very clear that I would be happy to close up shop if Congress were to pass a strong net-neutrality law. We passed that law in California, and here we are six years later; Congress has yet to enact a net-neutrality law.



If Congress goes ahead and is able to pass a strong federal AI-safety law, that's fantastic. But I'm not holding my breath, given the track record.



Nyce: Let's walk through a few of the popular critiques of this bill. The first one is that it takes a doomer perspective. Do you really believe that AI could be involved in the "creation and use" of nuclear weapons?



Wiener: Just to be clear, this is not a doomer bill. The opposition claims that the bill is focused on "science-fiction risks." They're trying to say that anyone who supports this bill is a doomer and is crazy. This bill is not about the Terminator risk. This bill is about huge harms that are quite tangible.



If we're talking about an AI model shutting down the electric grid or disrupting the banking system in a major way--and making it much easier for bad actors to do those things--these are major harms. We know that there are people who are trying to do that today, and sometimes succeeding, in limited ways. Imagine if it becomes profoundly easier and more efficient.



In terms of chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear weapons, we're not talking about what you can learn on Google. We're talking about if it's going to be much, much easier and more efficient to do that with an AI.



Nyce: The next critique of your bill is around harm--that it doesn't address the real harms of AI, such as job losses and biased systems.



Wiener: It's classic whataboutism. There are various risks from AI: deepfakes, algorithmic discrimination, job loss, misinformation. These are all harms that we should address and that we should try to prevent from happening. We have bills that are moving forward to do that. But in addition, we should try to get ahead of these catastrophic risks to reduce the probability that they will happen.



Nyce: This is one of the first major AI-regulation bills to garner national attention. I would be curious what your experience has been--and what you've learned.



Wiener: I have definitely learned a lot about the AI factions, for lack of a better term--the effective altruists and effective accelerationists. It's like the Jets and the Sharks.



As is human nature, the two sides caricature each other and try to demonize each other. The effective accelerationists will classify the effective altruists as insane doomers. Some of the effective altruists will classify all of the effective accelerationists as extreme libertarians. Of course, as is the case with human existence, and human opinions, it's a spectrum.



Nyce: You don't sound too frustrated, all things considered.



Wiener: This legislative process--even though I get frustrated with some of the inaccurate statements that are made about the bill--this has actually been, in many ways, a very thoughtful process, with a lot of people with really thoughtful views, whether I agree or disagree with them. I'm honored to be part of a legislative process where so many people care, because the issue is actually important.



When the opposition refers to the risks of AI as "science fiction," well, we know that's not true, because if they really thought the risk was science fiction, they would not be opposing the bill. They wouldn't care, right? Because it would all be made up. But it's not made-up science fiction. It's real.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/08/california-ai-bill-scott-wiener/679554/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



America Could Do Without Its Chief Wellness Officer

The "nation's doctor" has turned from addressing smoking and nutrition to worrying about America's emotional well-being.

by Benjamin Mazer




Vivek Murthy, the surgeon general of the United States, used to spend his time focused on the traditional issues of the nation's doctor. He led campaigns and authored reports to promote physical activity, limit adolescents' vaping, and improve treatment for alcohol and drug addiction. He reminded us to eat our fruits and vegetables.



These days, he's more likely to talk about friendship and Americans' desperate need for more of it. Last year, he gave this phenomenon a grave, official designation: The country is experiencing an "epidemic of loneliness and isolation." His office encourages people to document the ways they've connected with others on a postcard, an act that will supposedly help enhance the function of their immune system. He offers what he has referred to as "disarmingly simple" relationship-building techniques, such as company-mandated conversations with co-workers about personal matters. The surgeon general's official website has even pushed a third-party digital solution called FriendApp that's positioned itself as a gentler alternative to the most popular social-media platforms. These are among the more concrete recommendations in Murthy's anti-loneliness campaign. The official government advisory also encourages people to "invest time in nurturing your relationships through consistent, frequent, and high-quality engagement" and to "be responsive, supportive, and practice gratitude."



Speaking as someone who has struggled to make connections, I appreciate Murthy's concern. Speaking as a practicing physician, I think he's being a little goofy. Past surgeons general have mostly lectured the public on the dangers of cigarettes or cholesterol and saturated fat. Murthy's predecessor, Jerome Adams, prioritized the opioid epidemic, oral health, and COVID. Murthy, on the other hand, has preached about the importance of finding emotional fulfillment, using love as medicine, and treating art as a source of healing. The surgeon general appears to have transformed himself from the nation's doctor into something newer: its first chief wellness officer.



When I spoke with Murthy a few weeks ago, I told him that his advocacy reminded me more of self-help bromides than public-health advice. I asked him why so many of his recent projects--the immunity-boosting postcard, for example--seemed superficial and gimmicky. "Well, I would characterize the work we do as different than 'superficial and gimmicky,'" he responded in the same amiable voice he uses to narrate mindfulness exercises for the meditation app Calm. He assured me that "small steps can make a difference when it comes to building social connection" and that his work is backed up by data. "The science drives what we do in our office," he said. By the time our call was over, I felt like an anti-wellness ogre.



Murthy dipped his toes into the placid waters of holistic health while serving his first stint in office, during the Obama administration. (In 2015, he prescribed happiness to a TED Talk audience.) After leaving, he published a best-selling book about the "healing power of human connection." Since being back in uniform--President Joe Biden reappointed him surgeon general in 2021--Murthy has been hammering wellness tropes with singular determination. He's put out reports and press releases promoting "work-life harmony," endorsing a "culture of gratitude and recognition," and treating "quiet quitting" as if it were an outbreak of disease. His biweekly podcast promises to help listeners "navigate the messiness and uncertainties of life to find meaning and joy." Last fall, he told the health-and-fitness guru Andrew Huberman that "there are people who may not have diagnosable mental illness but are not operating optimally in their lives, and that's detracting from their fulfillment."



In Murthy's diagnosis of our national mood, loneliness isn't merely a bad feeling; it's poison for our body. Although loneliness certainly isn't good for us, the surgeon general has made some oddly specific claims. Is feeling isolated really equivalent to smoking up to 15 cigarettes a day, as his social-connection advisory declares? A published study says so, but medical experts have made similar statements about sitting, alcohol, air pollution, and processed foods. Those have each been characterized as the "new smoking"--yet it is tobacco, the most conventional of public-health concerns, that remains the leading cause of preventable death. Besides, if being lonely were only as bad as, say, smoking five cigarettes a day, would we find it any less distressing? I think most people know that such assertions aren't meant to be taken literally: They're metaphors, not statistics. But when the surgeon general disseminates incredible statements--when he implies that loneliness is literally as harmful as sucking dozens of carcinogens into your lungs--some Americans may more easily dismiss his credible points, such as his important work on gun violence.



Talking with Murthy, I found it hard not to feel moved by his passion and drawn in by his congeniality. He started our conversation by asking me about my college experience, then talking about the difficult time he had getting to know people in school. I don't believe that his priorities are entirely misguided. I have witnessed a yearning for connection in my own community. I've also seen its downstream consequences on people's bodies. I have patients who have waited far too long to seek out treatment, because they had no one in their lives looking out for them. And his wellness-based initiatives do have some meaningful components: Murthy has endorsed paid family leave and improved public transit as policies that could bring relief to our disconnected nation.



But on the whole, the loneliness report offers only vague directives. Social connection should be made a priority for research institutions, governments, health systems, and workplaces. Public-health departments are urged to find "sustainable interventions and strategies" to promote it. The details of these interventions and strategies are mostly left to the reader's imagination. One night at dinner, for instance, I suggested to my partner that perhaps Murthy's guidance could help us make friends in our new home in Baltimore. We took up the surgeon general's advice to join a community group, eventually landing on an LGBTQ dinner club. Over the next few months, we met nice people and had pleasant conversations. It was good to get out of the house. But I can't say that we formed any deep, enduring friendships--the type I'd consider "high-quality engagement" that might extend my life.



For Murthy, focusing on general well-being allows him to tap into a long-standing and lucrative market. Speaking gigs, book deals, and consulting opportunities will surely await him after he leaves office--if he so desires. He'll be particularly well positioned for the corporate world, where chief wellness officers are de rigueur. (These days, even the CIA has one!) He's already done work for companies including Netflix, Airbnb, and Estee Lauder, and he's served as an adviser for Attention, a "technology company focusing on mental health," as it is described in his 2021 public financial disclosure. Murthy told me that he didn't yet know what his future plans might be, but that "the question of how we enhance the overall health and well-being of people in our country and around the world will remain important" to his work.



But Murthy has now set up a quandary for every surgeon general who follows him. Should the nation's doctor continue to dispense prescriptions for happiness and love? Or should the office go back to giving staid advice on how to curb the nation's rates of chronic illness? Fostering the total physical and spiritual well-being of all citizens sounds pretty good, but it's also quite ambitious. Murthy may be relying on gimmicks and gestures because he's run up against the limits of his role. Helping someone quit cigarettes is a measurable goal with clear results; undoing 15 cigarettes' worth of loneliness each day is a squishier project. And however well intentioned Murthy might be, a federal bureaucracy will never be a natural place to turn to for emotional healing. America's doctor might have to settle for getting us to eat a few more fruits and vegetables.
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TV Still Runs Politics

Just about every major development in the current presidential campaign started as a television event.

by Paul Farhi




When Kamala Harris "introduces" herself to the American public with her acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention tonight, most of the people who catch her remarks will do so via television--just as they did when John F. Kennedy accepted the party nomination in 1960. TV may not be the omnipresent force that it was before the rise of the internet, but it is still the most important medium in American politics.

Pundits and wise men have been predicting the fall of television, and particularly television news, for decades. In 2002, The New York Times forecast "the coming disappearance" of nightly network newscasts. No less an authority than Roger Ailes, the founder of Fox News, averred that once "dinosaurs" such as Dan Rather, Tom Brokaw, and Peter Jennings left their anchor chairs, the traditional 30-minute newscast would face "extinction." More recently, it was cable TV and cable news that were supposed to be heading for the boneyard, given the ominous trend of cord-cutting and the stampede to streaming. (Confession: I've written that take myself.)

These eulogies were premature. Television is no longer the only game in town, but it still sets the game's agenda. Just about every major development in the current presidential campaign started as a television event. Video clips suggesting that Joe Biden had lost more than a step circulated on social media throughout his presidency, but only after more than 51 million people saw his disastrous June debate appearance did the pressure to drop out of the race become insurmountable. Tim Walz was all but unknown outside Minnesota until his run of folksy cable-news interviews helped propel him onto the Democratic ticket. Similarly, J. D. Vance would probably never have been a contender on the Republican side without the help of his regular Fox News appearances, in which he honed his craft as arch-Trumpist attack dog. As for this week's convention, it has been scheduled, staged, and choreographed to fit the rhythms of TV, just as dozens were before it.

Derek Thompson: The 'Trump effect' on cable news

No one would suggest that we still live in the age of Walter Cronkite. Americans now get political news and information through dozens of platforms and tens of thousands of sources--YouTube and TikTok videos, Facebook and X posts, Substack newsletters and podcasts. And yet the TV-news audience has hung around.

Outside of NFL games, nothing on television attracts as large a crowd as the traditional nightly newscasts. Every night, an average of almost 19 million people combined watched ABC's World News Tonight, NBC Nightly News, and CBS Evening News during the 2023-24 TV season. Although that's several million fewer people than watched the big three 10 years ago, the rate of decline is far slower than that of just about everything else on television, broadcast or otherwise. More people now watch the evening newscasts than the networks' prime-time entertainment programming. Pretty good for 6:30 p.m.

If anything, cable news has been even more resilient, despite some cyclical ups and downs. During the first quarter of 2024, Fox News, CNN, and MSNBC attracted about as many viewers on average as they did eight years ago. That's despite the fact that millions of households stopped subscribing to cable over the same period.

The explanation isn't much of a mystery: The cable-news audience is dominated by older viewers, the cohort least likely to give up cable for streaming apps. The rest of the cable industry wishes it had the news channels' relative stability. USA Network, for example, has lost 75 percent of its nightly audience over the past 10 years; FX and the History Channel have lost about two-thirds.

Relying on an older audience does make TV news less attractive to most advertisers, who want to reach and influence younger consumers. The reverse is true for political campaigns. Old people vote in far greater numbers than young people, making them a highly coveted target audience for anyone who wants to get or stay elected. As a result, cable news remains the de facto town square and community soapbox. As Jack Shafer put it in Politico Magazine early this year, "Cable has become the place that candidates toss their hats into the ring, where they launch trial balloons for new policies, where the debates that once took place in House and Senate chambers are now often conducted under studio lights, where evidence to impeach presidents is first presented, and where Supreme Court nominees are first vetted."

Television more broadly is where political campaigns will still spend the bulk of their war chests to persuade voters. Many local TV stations, if not their viewers, will benefit from the projected $16 billion in ad spending by presidential, Senate, and House candidates and their allied PACs this cycle. The demand for airtime in swing states, in particular, is so strong that some stations expect to sell all of their available commercial slots this fall.

Elaine Godfrey: Trump's TV obsession is a first

The future of political advertising likely belongs to TV, too. Digital sources now claim about a quarter of political ad spending, but their continued growth is in question, according to Travis N. Ridout, a co-director of the Wesleyan Media Project, which tracks political ads. "Campaigns are questioning the value of social media ads" for several reasons, he told me. The primary one is the format itself. Political ads make relatively complicated arguments in favor of a candidate or a policy, demanding more attention than the average commercial for Tide or Taco Bell. But ads on Facebook or Instagram can be easily ignored. People quickly swipe or scroll away; they don't have their sound on. People ignore TV commercials, too, but the medium is more immersive; it arrests a viewer's attention with sights and sound that fill the screen without distraction.

Instead of being rendered obsolete by social media, TV news has achieved a sort of symbiosis with it, in which television is the dominant species. Michael Socolow, a professor and media historian at the University of Maine, told me that Walz's and Vance's appearances on cable shows created the clips that then seeded social media. The combination of old and new media worked in concert to raise their profiles, certifying them as plausible choices. "It's not cable TV per se" that matters, Socolow said, but the meme culture that it feeds. Television's future "is through viral-meme creation and social-media circulation."

The upshot is that new-media sources appear more likely to take their place alongside television than to replace it. If that's the case, it rebukes the long-standing conventional wisdom that TV news was doomed by senescence and technology. It calls to mind then-CBS president Howard Stringer's response when he was confronted by a gloomy prediction about the future of his business at a conference some 30 years ago. "They keep saying the networks are dinosaurs," Stringer said. "What they don't say is that the dinosaurs ruled the Earth for millions of years."
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<em>Emily in Paris </em>Doesn't Need a Makeover

Netflix's silliest show<em> </em>is the epitome of guilty-pleasure viewing. It should probably stay that way.

by Hannah Giorgis




In the first season of Emily in Paris, the show's plucky American heroine doesn't speak a lick of French. For every turn of phrase that could move Emily Cooper (played by Lily Collins) up a Duolingo level, the marketing ingenue peppers her cheery English sentences with a whole lot of embarrassing merde. Luckily for Emily, things are finally looking up on the language front. The first half of Season 4, which is now streaming, catches up with her after nearly a year of life in Paris, during which she took some much-needed French classes. These days, Emily approaches language acquisition the way a toddler might: by repeating new words incessantly.

The latest addition to Emily's fledgling French lexicon is trompe l'oeil, a term first explained to her in one of the new episodes. The phrase, which her friend uses to describe an apple-shaped dessert, refers to an artistic technique that creates the illusion of a three-dimensional image on a two-dimensional surface. Emily in Paris goes on to use trompe l'oeil as a catch-all descriptor for its characters' deceptive actions. But the phrase is particularly relevant this season, as the show strains to escape its reputation as a flat comfort watch and present itself with more depth. This has meant moving away from some of the transparently ridiculous fare that made the show an early-pandemic hit and toward more serious, unexpected subjects.

But the appeal of Emily in Paris is that the show has always been the precise opposite of a trompe l'oeil. Viewers have known exactly what to expect every season: The anxious, loudly dressed Chicagoan at its center invariably finds herself embroiled in a low-stakes kerfuffle, then shimmies out of it quicker than she can open up TikTok or plop a beret onto her head. Often, Emily has pulled off these feats simply by schooling her French counterparts on the American approach to a given issue. In the first season, for example, she raises objections to nude images of a model in a perfume ad. Not only does Emily end up shifting the direction of the campaign; she also distracts her colleagues from the unfortunate French error she'd made upon arriving at their photo shoot. ("Je suis excitee" does not, in fact, convey work-appropriate enthusiasm.) This low-friction ethos has made Emily in Paris a paragon of guilty-pleasure viewing. As my colleague Spencer Kornhaber wrote in 2021, the show "dreams of a world in which following your bliss, regardless of others' evaluations, pays off every time, while bowing to others' standards makes only misery."

This season, Emily in Paris struggles to hold on to this core principle, instead dipping into tricky topics that call for a defter hand. The series revisits #MeToo, picking up on a previous plotline involving Emily's boss, Sylvie (Philippine Leroy-Beaulieu). When Sylvie was younger, she worked for Louis de Leon (Pierre Deny), a powerful businessman who leads a Louis Vuitton-esque luxury-fashion house. Sylvie is one of the many employees, current or former, whom Louis has sexually harassed, and this season finds her weighing whether to speak with a reporter investigating his misconduct. France has had public reckonings with workplace sexism and sexual assault, but Emily in Paris is not a show that's well suited to exploring the complexities of #BalanceTonPorc.

Social movements rarely lead to quick, decisive wins that can be celebrated with a bottle of champagne, and the series seems unable to reconcile the gravity of Sylvie's story with the fluff and spectacle around it. Emily in Paris serves up somber recollections about Sylvie's former boss alongside an absurd revenge scheme orchestrated by another character: One of Louis's designers goes behind his back to debut formalwear with ornate phallic designs hanging from the front of the pants. "Men can't keep their dicks in their pants," the designer explains in an earlier scene. "Why should we pretend otherwise?" Emily in Paris thrives on such ham-fisted mic drops, but the riotous reveal happens during a disco-night party, and neither the festive mood nor the immensity of the rebellion really sticks.

This season's tonal dissonance draws attention to the shallowness of the social commentary--and distracts from the self-aware frivolity that first endeared Emily in Paris to audiences. Another arc initially seems intended to critique aspects of American culture beyond the workaholism that Emily personifies. After a pregnant character goes missing, one of her friends casually suggests that she may have left town to have an abortion. When Emily appears surprised by the idea, the friend offers a matter-of-fact response meant to come off as characteristically French: "Yes, it's not illegal in this country." Including that line in this season, two years after the fall of Roe v. Wade, is an interesting choice. But right after gesturing toward a weighty subject, Emily in Paris returns to a much more familiar theme: Emily's frustration with French romantic norms. When Emily finds out that the pregnant character and her girlfriend are temporarily living with the child's father, she's exasperated by the arrangement: "Is this a French thing? Is polygamy legal here?"

Read: Knocked Up and the American impulse to edit out abortion

Emily in Paris is most confident when the toughest questions facing its protagonist involve what time of day to post an Instagram of the Eiffel Tower. So it shouldn't come as a surprise that the series neglects to flesh out another woman's experience of navigating major changes in her body and relationships. The show's aversion to letting that kind of discomfort breathe, midway into its fourth season, reflects one of the many pitfalls of series designed for binge-streaming. Emily in Paris isn't equipped to offer clear-eyed analysis of the real world in bite-size releases, and that's fine. The show can just keep doing what it does best--filtering its home city through the rose-tinted, cat-eye glasses of an expat who never grows out of being a tourist.
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The MAGA Aesthetic Is AI Slop

Far-right influencers are flooding social media with a new kind of junk.

by Charlie Warzel




Taylor Swift fans are not endorsing Donald Trump en masse. Kamala Harris did not give a speech at the Democratic National Convention to a sea of communists while standing in front of the hammer and sickle. Hillary Clinton was not recently seen walking around Chicago in a MAGA hat. But images of all these things exist.



In recent weeks, far-right corners of social media have been clogged with such depictions, created with generative-AI tools. You can spot them right away, as they bear the technology's distinct image style: not-quite-but-almost photorealistic, frequently outrageous, not so dissimilar from a tabloid illustration. Donald Trump--or at least whoever controls his social-media accounts--posted the AI-generated photo of Harris with the hammer and sickle, as well as a series of fake images depicting Taylor Swift dressed as Uncle Sam and young women marching in Swifties for Trump shirts. (This after he falsely claimed that Harris had posted an image that had been "A.I.'d"--a tidy bit of projection.)



Read: Why does AI art look like that?



Trump himself has been the subject of generative-AI art and has shared depictions of himself going back to March 2023. He's often dressed up as a gun-toting cowboy or in World War II fatigues, storming a beach. Yet these are anodyne compared with much of the material created and shared by far-right influencers and shitposters. There are plenty of mocking or degrading images of Harris and other female Democratic politicians, such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. On X, one post that included a fake image in which Harris is implied to be a sex worker has been viewed more than 3.5 million times; on Facebook, that same post has been shared more than 87,000 times. One pro-Trump, Elon-Musk-fanboy account recently shared a suggestive image depicting a scantily clad Harris surrounded by multiple clones of Donald Trump; it's been viewed 1.6 million times. There are images and videos of Harris and Trump holding hands on a beach and Harris wearing a crown that reads Inflation Queen. On the first night of the DNC, MAGA influencers such as Catturd2 and Jack Posobiec supplemented their rage tweets about Democrats with stylized AI images of Tim Walz and Joe Biden looking enraged.



Although no one ideology has a monopoly on AI art, the high-resolution, low-budget look of generative-AI images appears to be fusing with the meme-loving aesthetic of the MAGA movement. At least in the fever swamps of social media, AI art is becoming MAGA-coded. The GOP is becoming the party of AI slop.



AI slop isn't, by nature, political. It is most prevalent on platforms such as Facebook, where click farmers and spammers create elaborate networks to flood pages and groups with cheap, fake images of starving children and Shrimp Jesus in the hopes of going viral, getting likes, and picking up "creator bonuses" for online engagement. Jason Koebler, a technology reporter who has spent the past year investigating Facebook's AI-slop economy, has described the deluge of artificial imagery as part of a "zombie internet" and "the end of a shared reality," where "a mix of bots, humans, and accounts that were once humans but aren't anymore interact to form a disastrous website where there is little social connection at all."



What's going on across the MAGA internet isn't exactly the same as Facebook's spam situation, although the vibe is similar. MAGA influencers may be shitposting AI photos for fun, but they're also engagement farming, especially on X, where premium subscribers can opt in to the platform's revenue-sharing program. Right-wing influencers have been vocal about these bonuses, which are handed out based on how many times a creator's content is seen in a given month. "Payout was huge. They've been getting bigger," Catturd2 posted this March, while praising Musk.



Although many of these influencers already have sizable followings, AI-image generators offer an inveterate poster the thing they need most: cheap, fast, on-demand fodder for content. Rather than peck out a few sentences complaining about Biden's age or ridiculing Harris's economic policies, far-right posters can illustrate their attacks and garner more attention. And it's only getting easier to do this: Last week, X incorporated the newest iteration of the generative-AI engine Grok, which operates with fewer guardrails than some competing models and has already conjured up untold illustrations of celebrities and politicians in compromising situations.

Read: Hot AI Jesus is huge on Facebook

It's helpful to think of these photos and illustrations not as nefarious deepfakes or even hyper-persuasive propaganda, but as digital chum--Shrimp Jesus on the campaign trail. For now, little (if any) of what's being generated is convincing enough to fool voters, and most of it is being used to confirm the priors of true believers. Still, the glut of AI-created political imagery is a pollutant in a broader online information ecosystem. This AI slop doesn't just exist in a vacuum of a particular social network: It leaves an ecological footprint of sorts on the web. The images are created, copied, shared, and embedded into websites; they are indexed into search engines. It's possible that, later on, AI-art tools will train on these distorted depictions, creating warped, digitally inbred representations of historical figures. The very existence of so much quickly produced fake imagery adds a layer of unreality to the internet. You and I, like voters everywhere, must wade through this layer of junk, wearily separating out what's patently fake, what's real, and what exists in the murky middle.



In many ways, political slop is a logical end point for these image generators, which seem most useful for people trying to make a quick buck. Photography, illustration, and graphic design previously required skill or, at the very least, time to create something interesting enough to attract attention, which, online, can be converted into real money. Now free or easily affordable tools have flooded the market. What once took expert labor is now spam, powered by tools trained on the output of real artists and photographers. Spam is annoying, but ultimately easy to ignore--that is, until it collides with the negative incentives of social-media platforms, where it's used by political shitposters and hucksters. Then the images become something else. In the hands of Trump, they create small news cycles and narratives to be debunked. In the hands of influencers, they are fired at our timelines in a scattershot approach to attract a morsel of attention. As with the Facebook AI-slop farms, social media shock jocks churning out obviously fake, low-quality images don't care whether they're riling up real people, boring them, or creating fodder for bots and other spammers. It is engagement for engagement's sake. Mindlessly generated information chokes our information pathways, forcing consumers to do the work of discarding it.



That these tools should end up as the medium of choice for Trump's political movement makes sense, too. It stands to reason that a politician who, for many years, has spun an unending series of lies into a patchwork alternate reality would gravitate toward a technology that allows one to, with a brief prompt, rewrite history so that it flatters him. Just as it seems obvious that Trump's devoted followers--an extremely online group that has so fully embraced conspiracy theorizing and election denial that some of its members stormed the Capitol building--would delight in the bespoke memes and crude depictions of AI art. The MAGA movement has spent nine years building a coalition of conspiratorial hyper-partisans dedicated to creating a fictional information universe to cocoon themselves in. Now they can illustrate it.
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Cape Cod Offers a Harbinger of America's Economic Future

Spiraling housing prices in Provincetown are an extreme version of what's happening in the U.S. as whole.

by Rob Anderson




A decade ago, I opened a restaurant in Provincetown, Massachusetts, and found out quickly how perilous our local economy can be. One afternoon in July, a few of my line cooks--all Jamaican culinary students who had traveled to the United States on student work-study visas--rolled into work late for the third time that week. The other cooks were annoyed. So was I. I'd been spending my days stumbling through what seemed like impossible situations, and here was one more crisis.

But the students had a good excuse: They had landed in Provincetown with two promises from a nearby restaurant: a summer job and a place to live. The job had materialized (as had a second one, filling in at my restaurant). The housing hadn't. These teenagers had been living out of the back of a borrowed car parked illegally in a faraway beach parking lot. Away from home for the first time, working seven 16-hour days a week, these cooks had nowhere to live in an ultraprogressive town that desperately needed their labor. Hearing this, I realized: If I want to keep my restaurant open, the local housing crisis is my problem too. 

From the March 1865 issue: Cape Cod

Provincetown, a remote little village on a thin spit of sand at the very tip of Cape Cod, has about 3,700 year-round residents but a summer population estimated at up to 16 times that. Once one of the busiest fishing ports in the United States, it now has an economy that relies on the influx of tourists and wealthy second-home owners, many of whom identify as LGBTQ and revel in the town's inclusivity and peculiarity. The drag performer Dina Martina likes to call Provincetown a "delightful little ashtray of a town." I agree, but with one footnote: Some of the burning issues in town are profound--an extreme version of what's happening in the U.S. economy as whole. If you work for modest pay in the service industry, Provincetown isn't an escape from the real world; it's a harbinger of a dystopian, ever more unequal future.

My job was to sell lobster rolls. But to do that well, I also had to become a landlord; over the next several years, my business spent more than a million dollars buying, renting, and operating housing for our workers. I helped employees work through the tangle of affordable-housing applications and joined community boards discussing housing issues.

Still, the shortage keeps getting worse. In the second quarter of 2024, the median single-family home sold for $2.4 million, according to one report; the median condo sold for more than $900,000. Two-thirds of renters are cost-burdened. The local economy has become dependent on temporary foreign workers whom the U.S. immigration system allows in grudgingly or not at all. We're buffeted by political and economic forces far beyond the control of anyone in town.

I'm not alone in likening the country as a whole to this one queer mecca. After a summertime family trip to Provincetown a couple of years ago, the Washington Post columnist Max Boot observed that deep-blue communities like it "might be more representative of 2022 America than the Rust Belt diners where reporters love to take the pulse of Trumplandia." In response, the writer Declan Leary declared in The American Conservative, "By any measurable standard, Provincetown is far, far off from American norms: it is about one sixth gay, over 90 percent white, overwhelmingly Democratic, and obscenely, sinfully rich."

Some local residents are indeed quite wealthy. The night before President Joe Biden ended his reelection campaign, Vice President Kamala Harris and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg were in town for an event that raised $2 million for Democrats. On this part of Cape Cod--as in San Francisco, New York City, and other liberal strongholds--properties that used to accommodate working-class residents are going upmarket, and some people who can afford to buy homes use their influence to keep more from being built.

Take away Provincetown's tourist class and rainbow flags, though, and the issues facing the community look more like the ones crippling towns in MAGA country--aging infrastructure, the loss of industry, a mental-health crisis and addiction epidemic, stagnant wages and a rising cost of living, the challenges of aging with limited resources, tribalism, the corrosive effects of social media.

Meanwhile, the lack of a coherent national immigration policy creates problems for businesses and seasonal workers alike. The Jamaican culinary students were working on J-1 visas, a category created back in 1961 as an instrument of American soft-power diplomacy. Foreign students wouldn't fall prey to anti-American propaganda, the theory went, if they could travel to the United States during their summer vacations and experience freedom firsthand. Today, businesses use the J-1 visa as a loophole to fill temporary jobs that few Americans want. Because it is a travel visa, not a work one, official oversight of foreign students and their employers is usually less stringent than it would be if a traditional work permit were involved. But that can change unpredictably: Last summer, a handful of J-1 workers were sent home after someone reported them for illegally driving pedicabs. They, like the cooks sleeping in a car, certainly got a taste of America, exactly as it is.



As gloomy as all this may sound, most people in our community have a can-do attitude. We try to address our challenges in energetic, progressive ways. When the first major COVID outbreak after mass vaccinations happened to arise in Provincetown, private citizens and public officials alike stepped up to contain it. Researchers from MIT and Harvard traveled to Provincetown to learn how to contain future outbreaks. This success was largely chalked up to the LGBTQ community's experience with AIDS--gay people know how to snap into action during a health crisis. On housing, a number of businesses besides mine have responded to the crunch by providing apartments for some workers. But not every employer is in a position to do this. Labor advocates worry, and rightly so, that such arrangements make workers too dependent on their bosses; after one prominent local restaurateur died a few years ago, some of his employees lost their home and their job.

Read: America has a private-beach problem

At a dinner party recently, a group of friends and I found ourselves reconstructing a historical timeline of the town's unofficial saviors--plucky private-sector individuals who set their sights on fixing some aspect of our tiny seaside village and trying to lead the public to action. In some moments, the savior is the new owner of a big hotel or restaurant in town. Sometimes it's a wealthy celebrity who just purchased a second home here. And other times it's a philanthropist or developer.

But voluntary effort at the local scale can only accomplish so much when the inequalities in society at large are so extensive and consequential. That's all the more reason communities should radically intervene before their housing shortage becomes as acute as ours. Inevitably, each new would-be savior in Provincetown succeeds for a while--and then bumps up against the town's intractable problems. The honeymoon ends. Moods sour. Energy and optimism wane.

Still, without fail, someone else always steps up. There's something uniquely American in this relentless cycle: As the cracks in our foundation deepen, so too does our faith that redemption will grow from them, defiantly, like weeds.
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What Gena Rowlands Knew About Marriage

The late actor mined the many contradictions of romantic love in her work, and never more brilliantly than in <em>A Woman Under the Influence</em>.

by Christina Newland




Gena Rowlands was an up-and-coming stage actor when she married the actor and director John Cassavetes in 1954. Beginning with his directorial debut, 1959's Shadows, Cassavetes would alter the vernacular of American independent film, exploring working-class lives through a lyrically loose, near-guerrilla style of low-budget filmmaking. And throughout the duo's marriage, which lasted for nearly 35 years until Cassavetes's death in 1989, the movies they made together would establish Rowlands as a luminous and fierce screen presence. Rowlands, who died last Wednesday, was an active partner on these projects, creating her characters through suggestion and rehearsal.

Whether Rowlands was a divorcee licking her wounds (1984's Love Streams), or a woman getting involved with a married man (1968's Faces, 1971's Minnie and Moskowitz), the terrain of love was the rich wellspring for so many of her creative collaborations with Cassavetes. She eagerly mined the many identities and feelings within the role of romantic partner, be it "wife" or "girlfriend" or "other woman"--the pliant maternal figure and the woman of ambition and spark, someone altogether difficult and agreeable and desperate for both love and independence.

Her greatest performance of this role, in 1974's A Woman Under the Influence, earned her a nomination for Best Actress at the Academy Awards. In that movie, Rowlands plays a woman named Mabel Longhetti, a housewife to a blue-collar construction worker and mother to three young children but also a well-known local "wacko" who experiences an unnamed mental illness, and flirts and shouts and trembles at whim. Mabel had a tuft of straw-blond hair and red-rimmed eyes, and usually a cigarette dangling from her lips. Her speech often trailed into wordless sputters, her mouth silently gaping like an unlucky fairground goldfish. She was in such constant, jerky physical motion that it seemed as though she was flickering, like a refrigerator light on the fritz.

As Mabel, Rowlands offered a raw vulnerability in every facial contortion and wild gesticulation. She was utterly porous, equally capable of boundless imagination and untrammeled despair. At one point, not long before she is sent to a mental hospital, Mabel says to her three children, "I never did anything in my whole life that was anything, except I made you guys." In the voice of another actor, it might sound like one of those smuggled-in directorial lines that reveals the secret feminist intent of the movie. Not so with Rowlands. She pokes the kids playfully in their bellies, delivering the words with casual satisfaction--merely proud that she has, at the very least, brought these little creatures into the world.

That refusal to play to the obvious is evident throughout A Woman Under the Influence, where Mabel's mother-in-law and family doctor converge to have Mabel committed and later stage an ill-advised party to welcome her home. Mabel is a volcanic, unpredictable character, although the movie ends with scenes of apparent domestic calm that might seem to squelch her spirit. The biographer Ray Carney once noted that "all of Cassavetes' work is stunningly hopeful," but Mabel and her husband, Nick (Peter Falk), ultimately share what feels like a Pyrrhic victory.

Read: Marriage isn't hard work; it's serious play

The tough kind of love presented as the reality of marriage might be explained somewhat by Rowlands and Cassavetes's own relationship. They were both born scrappers and not shy about discussing it. "Together we lead a magnificent, unassembled, emotional, and undisciplined life," Cassavetes once said. "I can't think of anyone with whom I would rather argue or love than my wife." This attitude would seem to bear itself out in Mabel's acceptance of her husband's verbal and sometimes physical abuse. The couple tries to abide by their marital vows, even as there appears to be no real road to the normality Nick craves. This is, in some respects, a damning depiction of married life--of the narrow frameworks that can suffocate men and women alike. There's a brutal logic to sticking together: Pragmatically and emotionally, these two people need each other. (Scenes of Nick trying to solo parent his children are uneasy and awkward.) Remaining in the marriage may be death by a thousand cuts, but the alternative--actual separation, and pitching into the unknown--feels worse for them.

Rowlands's genius intuition for performance went beyond well-observed physical detail; her body of work was about the larger complexities of navigating marriage in such a precarious period of social change, as the emerging feminist movement during the '60s and '70s helped reshape opportunities for and expectations of women. In her movies, she excavated the humanity and the anguish of contorting yourself into someone wife-shaped while losing any identity beyond it. When you're attached to a man--and especially a man like Nick, who is not a monster but is also congenitally incapable of making a sensitive decision--love and self-abasement become closely intertwined.

Speech clatters and overlaps constantly in the film, but viewers will notice how many times Mabel and Nick say "I love you." In the chaos before Mabel is committed, she stands with her back nearly against the wall, making catlike noises of indignation at her would-be rescuers. As she's trying to list five reasons her married life is good, Nick cuts her off to say he loves her. It's an apology, and an attempt at controlling the situation--but it's also, actually, genuine love.

Throughout the film, Mabel often displays a sponge-like need for Nick's assurances. This time, she snaps right back into her panic. Those assurances are no longer working, and there's the dilemma. Mabel is a woman who believes that this kind of stifling love should be enough. For Rowlands, across her career, love was a force that could bolster a person as well as damn them. Her commitment to revealing that evergreen contradiction--in marriage and in life--is what makes her work so timeless.
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        Iceland's Puffling Rescuers
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            Residents of Iceland's Westman Islands are currently on puffin patrol. During the months of August and September, an annual tradition brings entire families out to the streets and harbor of Vestmannaeyjar late at night, where they work to find and rescue misdirected young puffins, called pufflings. During their first flight, the pufflings can become confused in the darkness, flying from sea cliffs toward city lights rather than toward the moonlight, and ending up stranded on dangerous city streets. Once they are rescued, the pufflings are brought to either a beach or a cliff to be released to the sea. The photographer Micah Garen recently followed some of these young rescuers on patrol on the island of Heimaey.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young person holds a juvenile puffin while standing atop a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young resident holds a rescued puffling before releasing it from a sea cliff in Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person bends down to catch a small bird, with a warehouse in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents roam the harbor searching for pufflings on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: Two people gently hold a small bird.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People hold a rescued puffling in Vestmannaeyjar's harbor area on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: Three young people carry small birds outside a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young rescuers show pufflings to the photographer on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person releases a small bird from a cliff, over the ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident releases a puffling from the top of a sea cliff on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: An adult embraces a child while releasing a small bird from one hand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People release a puffling from a cliff on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person tosses a small bird off a cliff, watching as it takes wing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents release pufflings from a sea cliff on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young bird stands in grass at the top of a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A close view of a released puffling in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: Two people release a small bird under a bright blue sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents release a rescued puffling on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: Several adult puffins stand along a sea-cliff edge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Several adult puffins stand along the cliff where rescuers were releasing pufflings on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young person smiles while holding a small bird.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rescuer holds a puffling before releasing it on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young person releases a small bird from the top of a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young person releases a puffling on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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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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Did God Save Donald Trump?

Many Americans believe the ex-president survived an assassination attempt because of divine intervention.

by Peter Wehner




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


When Donald Trump survived an assassination attempt last month, every decent American responded with gratitude for the luck that saw the bullet graze the former president and not kill him. But some Christian supporters of Trump saw something else at work.

According to Al Mohler, the president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, it was "God and God alone" who saved Trump. "For God alone is the sovereign ruler of the cosmos," he wrote at the time. "The reality of God's providence" explained why Trump lives.

Mohler didn't say whether "God and God alone" was responsible for the death of Corey Comperatore, who was hit by a stray bullet at the rally while protecting his wife and two daughters. While Mohler was rejoicing that God had saved Trump, Comperatore's family was burying the man they loved.
 
 But Mohler was hardly alone in his views. At the Republican National Convention, Trump said that he had survived only "by the grace of almighty God." "I had God on my side," he said. Trump would later express his thanks to a fan whose Truth Social post said, among other things, "WE ARE WITNESSING THE POWER OF GOD!" and "GOD CHOSE DONALD J. TRUMP FOR THIS TASK THIS GOES WITHOUT QUESTION!"

From the January/February 2024 issue: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

During his own speech to the RNC, Reverend Franklin Graham, a devoted Trump supporter, said that God had "spared his life." Tucker Carlson, who spoke during prime time at the RNC, marveled, "I think a lot of people are wondering, What is this? This doesn't look like politics. Something bigger is going on here. I think even people who don't believe in God are beginning to think, Well, maybe there's something to this, actually." Steve Scalise, the House majority leader who was himself nearly killed in a political shooting, said, "Yesterday, there were miracles. And I think the hand of God was there too." Michael Flynn, who briefly served as Trump's national security adviser, shared an image of Jesus standing behind Trump, with the caption "If there were ever a moment when this photo proved miraculous, this is that moment."

Steve Bannon, the imprisoned former Trump adviser, said, "Trump wears the armor of God." The Trump-campaign spokesperson Caroline Sunshine said on Fox News that "the bullet pierced President Trump's ear at 6:11 p.m. Ephesians 6:11 tells us, 'Put on the full armor of God. Take your stand against the devil and his schemes.'" (She noted that Trump had survived thanks to "divine intervention," and after calling the left "godless," she added, "It's important to remember that good does defeat evil.") Kimberly Guilfoyle, a Trump-campaign adviser, said, "God has put an armor of protection over Donald Trump."

The fact that Trump supporters, many of whom claim to be Christian, would interpret his near assassination as God intervening to show the former president favor, and in some cases even as evidence that God has chosen Trump to lead the United States again, is no surprise. Everything, including their faith, has been subordinated to their devotion to Trump. Many, including Mohler and Graham, have cast aside what was once a core belief--the centrality of moral integrity in politicians, and especially in presidents--because that is what obeisance to the former president requires of them.

Their approach reflects not only that obeisance, but also a larger and more troubling mistake--one that exhibits far too much confidence in their capacity to know the mind of God and that can easily, if unwittingly, impugn the character of God.

SET ASIDE THE CYNICS and Trump worshippers. For those of us of the Christian faith--indeed, for those of any faith--the commentary that followed the assassination attempt raises profound theological issues: What is the role of God in human affairs? How should we understand his providence? Does God intervene to alter the course of events?

If we ascribe to the goodness of God the outcomes of some events, a person's recovery from severe illness, for example, or narrow avoidance of death or crippling injury, isn't it only fair to ascribe the outcomes of other events--the death of a child, genocide, a natural disaster that kills tens of thousands--to God as well?

For many Christians, the answer is ineluctably yes, based on their understanding of divine providence. They believe that from the beginning of eternity, God has ordained whatsoever cometh to pass. Everything that happens has been decreed by God. That is true for a bullet grazing Donald Trump, and for a bullet killing Corey Comperatore. It's true for healing from cancer, and for the Rwandan genocide. It's true for peace and prosperity in one's homeland, and for tsunamis and earthquakes, the Black Plague, and the Atlantic slave trade.

Read: The evangelical church is breaking apart

Mark Talbott, who specializes in philosophical theology and taught at Wheaton College, has argued that God ordains evil even while repudiating the idea that God does evil. "This includes--as incredible and as unacceptable as it may currently seem--God's having even brought about the Nazis' brutality at Birkenau and Auschwitz," he wrote in 2015.

John Piper, one of the most influential pastors and theologians in the evangelical world, has argued for this view. Often identified with the New Calvinist movement, Piper writes that "even in situations where God is permitting, he is permitting by design." Piper goes so far as to tell people that even something as trivial as whether they have their legs crossed or not is because "God willed it 10 million years ago." That's what it means to believe in "the all-pervasive sovereignty of God and his total governance of the world." (Piper has said, too, that "it's right for God to slaughter women and children anytime he pleases. God gives life and he takes life. Everybody who dies, dies because God wills that they die.")

Early in my Christian pilgrimage, this type of certainty made me queasy; the cocksure attitudes I saw around me were unappealing rather than reassuring. As the biblical theologian Tremper Longman III told me, "It sounds to me like Piper is subsuming human agency to divine manipulation."

The doctrine of the sovereignty of God may reassure some people, but ultimately, in its most extreme form, it can lead them to make claims about God that I believe to be false and deeply problematic. The links in their theological chain of arguments make God the designer of evil acts, despite their protestations to the contrary. Or so it seems to me. Which is one reason I couldn't accede to their belief system. The explanations I encountered then, and that I still encounter today, strike me as strained, at times contorted, at times unsettling.

It doesn't help that within the evangelical subculture, many people seem so eager for some explanation to theological conundrums that any explanation will do. (In my experience, Christians sometimes assure one another that weak arguments are strong, because they desperately want reassurance.) If people say that the explanations provided by Church teachers and pastors are unconvincing, often the response is to offer shallow answers and move on--or, if the questions persist, to shut them down. Those struggling with doubt are made to feel that the problem is their lack of faith. In some cases, those asking questions are told to pray more. (One can only imagine how off-putting these teachers and pastors would have found the Psalmists.)

The best-selling author and former evangelical turned Episcopalian Rachel Held Evans, who died in 2019 at the age of 37, wrote about the "dismissive confidence" that her questions were met with in the evangelical world as she struggled to reconcile her intellectual integrity with her faith. She also wrote about the online community she helped develop, which gave people room to speak openly about matters they were wrestling with. What she discovered was that "most of the time, it wasn't the weight of the questions themselves that burdened their faith but rather the notion that they shouldn't be asking them, that it wasn't allowed." She gave a home to spiritual refugees. She wanted them to know they were not alone.

I LONG AGO rejected the connect-the-dots certitude of Christians who speak in a particular way about God's providence. But defining myself by what I don't believe is not enough. So how do I understand God's involvement in human affairs? After all, I believe in a God who enters history. He is a protagonist in the drama. And among the accounts in the Bible that I find most moving are those that involve Jesus healing people.

I also engage in "petitionary prayer"--making specific requests of God, asking for his intervention to protect and, if necessary, bring healing to family and cherished friends, asking that the Lord bestow peace and comfort to those in grief. Some of my requests are rote, but others are earnest; they are pleas from the heart.

Here's the thing, though: I pray without anything like absolute confidence that God will answer my prayers, and even without the assurance that when people do recover, when harm is avoided, when good news is received, God is the author of those good things. My strong inclination is to give God the credit, which is why I often give thanks to him. I detect his fingerprints on the affairs of this world. But my level of confidence is sometimes tentative. I believe that God receives my prayers, which are laced with hope. But do I believe I can shape his will and, by my prayers, change the outcome of events? Some days I do; other days I don't. And I can't make rhyme or reason out of when God does and doesn't intervene. People whom I deeply love, in times of anguish and terror, cried out to God, and he didn't show up. I have no idea why, and neither do they. And at times, neither did Jesus. It was Jesus who, during his crucifixion, cried out, "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?"

THE ESTEEMED HEBREW SCHOLAR Robert Alter calls Job "the most mysterious book of the Hebrew Bible." Job is righteous and greatly blessed, yet God agrees to allow Satan to torment Job by putting him through terrible hardships. Job's faith in God begins to buckle; he doesn't understand why he should suffer, because he did no wrong.

From the September 2019 issue: And then God said to the Lord: You can't be serious

Job's three friends, relying on the theological orthodoxy of their time, assume that he must have done something wrong to be the object of such great suffering. Job, understandably angry, demands an explanation from God. God asks Job to trust in his wisdom and character. God's message is this: You live in an incredibly complex world that is not yet designed to prevent suffering. God's response to Job's indictment is to urge Job to look at this universe, in all its beauty and complexity, and ask Job to have confidence in God. In Alter's words, "God chooses for His response to Job the arena of creation, not the court of justice."

The Book of Job, then, is fundamentally about the limits of human knowledge. No answer for his suffering is ever given to Job; what is conveyed to him is that God's ways are beyond what we human beings can comprehend. Still, God never silences Job; he approves of his wrestling with God, his raw emotions, his honesty.

At the conclusion of the story, the Lord speaks to Job "out of the whirlwind." It's after Job's encounter with God that contextualization and a reframing occurs. We find at the end of the book not an answer but an encounter--and Job, after the encounter, is willing to receive. Having seen the Lord, Job declares, "I retract and repent in dust and ashes." God restores Job's losses; he defends his character to his friends. God is ultimately pleased with Job's humility, with his honesty and his determination to seek answers and to seek truth. But the reasons are not for us to know. They remain hidden in shadows.

Many Christians today seem unnerved by the mysteries of God and the limits of human knowledge. It's very important for them to believe, like Job's friends, that they can discern the will and the ways of God.

I understand the appeal; it helps them make sense of the apparent randomness of the world. In that respect, it can be reassuring. But the problem is that they have convinced themselves they know much more than they actually do. They ascribe to God things that are not necessarily orchestrated by God.

We saw this in 2001, when Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson blamed the 9/11 attacks on God's anger against "the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People for the American Way--all of them who have tried to secularize America." For people of a certain sensibility, faith can become a cudgel. The Bible is used to proof-text some very ungodly attitudes, including vengeance and hatred for social outcasts.

The confidence to declare that one has divined God's intentions was on display again last month, following the attempted assassination of Trump--and those who expressed it reflected the same basic error. They assumed they knew precisely what God was up to.

What is lost in this world of certainty is epistemic humility, the awareness that our knowledge is provisional and incomplete. Wisdom requires us to acknowledge that what we believe to be true needs to be filtered through our own experiences and desires. ("Theology, like fiction, is largely autobiographical," the theologian Frederick Buechner said.) The apostle Paul recognized this when he wrote that "we see through a glass darkly," that we know only in part.

For people of a certain theological cast of mind, then, ambiguity is viewed as antithetical to faith; certitude is evidence of it. They seem oblivious, at least in practice, to the noetic effects of sin. Their self-assurance is ironic because one of the core tenets of Calvinism is the "total depravity" of human beings: the belief that every part of us--our emotions, our will, our intellect--has been corrupted by sin. Many Christians appear to believe that the noetic effects of sin apply to the rest of humanity, but not so much to themselves.

FOR MY PART, I have come to believe that the lessons from Job are, for people of Abrahamic faiths, the best we can hope for. I wish we were given more; there are too many unsettling questions left unanswered. And I've never understood why, if we are made in the image of God and deeply loved by God, he wouldn't provide us with answers, or at least partial answers, to impenetrably difficult and profoundly personal questions.
 
 Not having the answers to these questions isn't enough to unravel my faith, which as a Christian is built on who I came to believe Jesus to be--and through Jesus, who I came to believe God to be. Nor would I deny that God can, as the apostle Paul argued, redeem our pain. Out of ashes, beauty can emerge. I can't prove God's role in repairing shattered lives, of course, but I would say I have seen it, and having seen it, I have been profoundly moved by it.

Read: A mind-bending translation of the New Testament

I once asked the author Philip Yancey why he thought God allows suffering, especially for the young and the innocent. "I don't know why God allows for suffering," he replied. "All I know is that God is on the side of the sufferer." Still, there are times in life when not having access to the answer, not being provided a road map to greater understanding, is difficult and disorienting. It is a mystery, and God seems content to keep it that way.

Our most beloved relationships can't be reduced to propositional logic; they are based on trust and faith in the integrity of others, the quality of their heart, the beauty of intimacy. "All good relationships are bound together by love," Craig Barnes, the former president of Princeton Theological Seminary, once told me. "And love is always an expression of faith." What is significant to us may also be significant to the Almighty.

Jesus's sacrificial agony and his tears of grief don't explain why God hasn't yet put an end to injustice, to trauma and abuse, to sorrow. But they do offer us a glimpse into the heart of God. For now, we have to live with that tension. There are things we know, and there is so much we can't know.
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Ketamine's Catch-22

The drug has a hard-partying past--and a promising future in treating depression.

by Ethan Brooks

Last week, five people were charged with providing the ketamine that led to actor Matthew Perry's death. It's the latest news in a saga that has renewed questions over ketamine's dual role as a promising depression treatment and an illicit drug.

Questions about ketamine are now all the more relevant because of a pandemic-era decision that allows doctors to prescribe the drug online--transforming the way Americans access and maintain prescriptions for controlled substances.

What role does ketamine have to play in the future of depression treatment now that the prescribing landscape has changed?

This is the third and final episode of Scripts, a new three-part miniseries from Radio Atlantic about the pills we take for our brains and the stories we tell ourselves about them.

Listen to the story here:

Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Today we have the third and final episode in our series exploring psychotropic meds and the cultural stories surrounding them. In those early, uncertain days of the pandemic, the government made a decision--a decision that is proving very hard to walk back and that transformed how we access these drugs, how doctors prescribe them, and how we stay on them.

This week, a story about ketamine and about the fallout of that decision. Reporter Ethan Brooks will take it from here.

Ethan Brooks: Okay, I'm going to start with this doctor. His name is Scott Smith, and his story starts back before the pandemic. Smith is working in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina, as a family doctor--so sick kids, high blood pressure, all sorts of things.

One day he's driving to work, listening to the radio, and NPR is airing a story about ketamine as a treatment for depression.

Scott Smith: And as I was driving to work and I heard them talking about that, I said out loud, That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard of. Ketamine would never help anybody for depression.

Brooks: You said that out loud?

Smith: Yeah, to myself as I was driving because it just was ludicrous.

Brooks: This felt ludicrous because, for Smith, that's just not what ketamine was for. For him it was as an anesthetic, something you might give to a kid who needs stitches on their tongue, get them to quit squirming. The way it functioned, as he understood it, was to separate the mind from the body.

For other people, ketamine is a party drug, going by names like K, Special K, and, according to the DEA, "Super Acid." I haven't heard that one before.

But recently, ketamine's new gig is as a depression treatment, and a promising one--promising because it works fast, which is a useful feature for people who are suicidally depressed. And it works well for patients for whom other depression treatments don't work.

Ketamine for depression is often prescribed off-label. And in 2019, the FDA approved an on-label treatment called Spravato, which is a nasal spray. It's the first genuinely new, FDA-approved depression treatment in 50 years. 

After Scott Smith heard that story on the radio, he did some research. And before long, he was a believer.

Smith: I asked myself, Wait a minute. Why has nobody told me about how powerful this treatment is? And why isn't this being used?

Brooks: So Scott Smith, when he learned all this, felt, in a way, offended that we had been sitting on this drug for so many years, that so many people, including people really close to him, had been struggling with severe depression and that ketamine wasn't an option that was available to them.

Smith: It was in my face that this was real, and I couldn't deny it. I couldn't deny it. To deny it, to me, would mean being a bad doctor. This situation had been presented to me by the universe. My best friend killed himself.

There was no way I was going to let this pass by.

Brooks: Have you felt that before? Like, is this the first time that's happened?

Smith: That was the first time it overwhelmed me.

Brooks: Smith wanted to get ketamine to as many patients as he could who needed it. So he made a bold decision: He starts his own practice, one that serves both ketamine patients and his normal family-practice patients. He rents an office with two completely separate waiting rooms, so you could be sitting in one waiting room and totally unaware that the other exists. The sign on the door to the first waiting room said smith family, md. The sign on the door to the other room said ketamine treatment services. Scott Smith was behind both doors.

The practice did well. Patients filled up both waiting rooms. And maybe Smith would have liked to treat more patients, but it was a brick-and-mortar office, so that was that. And then the pandemic came, and everything changed.

Okay, so it's March 20, 2020. To set the scene, this is nine days after the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic. This is the same day Governor Cuomo issued a stay-at-home order for all New Yorkers, United announced it will cut down international flights by 95 percent, and the DEA made an announcement: Given the circumstances, doctors no longer had to see patients in person--at all--to prescribe controlled substances.

And this decision, I'd like to submit, is among the most enduring and consequential policy decisions of the pandemic. Before this change, with few exceptions, if you wanted a controlled substance--amphetamine, Suboxone, ketamine, Xanax, testosterone--you needed, at some point, to see a doctor in person.

After the March 2020 change, that in-person barrier was gone. It became easier to get prescribed and easier to stay prescribed. And this, especially in a pandemic, saved lives. But something else happened, too.

The way we access and maintain medications underwent a fundamental shift. The new policy brought us into a new era, one where patients have a lot more power--the power to diagnose and treat ourselves without leaving the room.

Brooks: From 2020 to 2022, one study found a tenfold increase in telehealth visits. Americans, as we've discussed, started taking a lot more psychiatric medications, and the worlds of venture capital and startups saw an opportunity: psychiatry at a scale that would have been impossible before. The money poured in, and before long, the environment resulting from this confluence of demand, policy, and money had a name.

I'll just read a few recent headlines here: "New Mental Health Clinics Are a Wild West," "Adult ADHD Is the Wild West of Psychiatry," "The Wild West of Online Testosterone Prescribing," "The Wild West of Off-Brand Ozempic," "The 'Wild West' of Ketamine Treatment."

You get it--a Wild West, a new world of access and autonomy for patients and for doctors. So Scott Smith--half family-medicine doctor, half ketamine doctor--sees these changes and decides to go west.

Smith: I went all in. I went all in. I became licensed in 48 states.

Brooks: Smith closes the office with two waiting rooms and builds a new practice from the ground up. Now he would only provide ketamine treatment, mostly in the form of off-label, low-dose ketamine lozenges.

Smith: In this practice, every single patient is being treated with the same medicine. The treatment protocol that we're giving these patients is the same, for every single patient.

It's like a Baskin-Robbins store that only serves vanilla ice-cream cones. How fast would a Starbucks run that only sold coffee with cream and sugar? That's it.

Brooks: I started pointing out to Smith that comparing ketamine, a Schedule III controlled substance, to ice cream or to coffee with cream and sugar might give the wrong impression.

And as he clarified his vision, I realized it wasn't "drugs as candy" that he was really going for or treatment as fast food. What he had in mind was all the things fast-food restaurants do well: efficiency, specialization.

And in a country where someone dies by suicide every 11 minutes, maybe fast-food-style efficiency, applied to a fast-acting depression treatment, isn't so bad.

Brooks: In Smith's practice, the problem could be PTSD, anxiety, depression. The solution would be ketamine, ketamine, ketamine.

Smith: I was taking care of about a thousand patients in a pool and, at the peak, it was around 1,500 patients.

Brooks: The more I talked to Smith--and for reasons that will become clear a bit later--I wanted to know: Who were Smith's 1,500 patients? I also wondered if his patients might be more into the "Super Acid" side of ketamine than the depression treatment.

After all, ketamine can be dangerous. There's an FDA warning that includes stuff like urinary tract and bladder problems. But also; respiratory depression.The autopsy for Matthew Perry, who played Chandler Bing in Friends, determined that he died from the "acute effect of ketamine."

I started calling Smith's patients just a few months after Perry's death. And I want to just introduce you to two here.

Willow: Good afternoon.

Brooks: Willow, a nurse in Tennessee. I'm going to use a nickname to protect her privacy.

Johannah Haney: Hi. This is Johannah.

Brooks: And Johannah Haney, a writer in Boston. And I want to tell their stories because they help explain the profound positives that came with the 2020 rule change and, also, the risks inherent in that new Wild West.

Haney: Nobody starts with ketamine treatment, you know what I mean? It's just like, this is sort of the last stop.

If I wasn't going to get relief, I just wanted it to be over and done. And if you think about being on an airplane, and you're just so restless, and all you want is to be at this final destination, and, you know, you're uncomfortable, and you're bored, and you're just like--you know that feeling that you get on a plane? It's how my life felt to me.

Brooks: Johannah had been struggling with depression for years, had tried all the usual depression treatments--SSRIs, anti-anxiety medications, antipsychotics--some of which would work for a while, until they didn't.

There was one that did work well for her.

Haney: But it was affecting the muscles in my mouth. So as time wore on, you couldn't understand my speech anymore, which was kind of a big problem.

Brooks: Willow, the nurse, struggled with the usual depression meds, too.

Willow: I tried Prozac. I tried Paxil. I tried Wellbutrin. And nothing was working.

I no longer went to church. I couldn't seem to even answer phone calls from my friends. I would just lay in bed. I couldn't even make myself brush my teeth. I've had plenty of dental work done since to try to reverse some of the damage. There was no sort of existence other than me just fighting against taking my own life.

Brooks: Had you experienced anything like that before?

Willow: I haven't.

Brooks: Nothing was working for Willow until, one day, she found some research on ketamine.

Willow: At that point, I felt like, What do I have to lose? It couldn't get worse than what it was.

Brooks: Johannah and Willow liked Dr. Smith. Johannah, through her screen, found him to be warm and attentive. Smith prescribed them lozenges to be dissolved in their mouths. The lozenges were supposed to taste like cherry or raspberry, but mostly they tasted bitter, waxy. What the patients hoped for wasn't a cure; that didn't seem realistic. What they hoped for was a separation from the needling idea that it might be better to not be alive.

And there were all sorts of separations that needed to be delicately managed: Depression separated them from the things and people they loved in life. The ketamine separated their minds from their bodies, sometimes so much that it was scary, sometimes so little that they felt nothing. But the only separation that mattered was between two parts of their minds--one that sought normalcy and one that sought nothingness.

Willow: Within the first few doses, there was a drastic difference. It wasn't like I was able to leave my house or I was even able to clean or do things such as that yet, but I would actually get in the bathtub.

I actually was able to hold my concentration for a little bit. Because I was just having constant anxiety attacks.

Haney: I started doing the dishes, which is something that I really couldn't do before. So I still felt like garbage, but I could do the dishes.

Willow: Within a month, I was out my house, checking my mailbox. And about two or three months later, my kids felt like they had their mom back.

I got a promotion at work within about six months, and almost a year later, I was thinking, Well, I'll go back for my next degree. So it made all the difference in my life.

Brooks: Here were two patients, Willow and Johannah, finally finding treatment that worked--treatment that would otherwise be too far away or too expensive. They were patients reaping the full benefit of ketamine's so-called Wild West.

When we come back: the costs.

[Break]

Brooks: Okay, so before we get back to Willow and Johannah and Dr. Smith, I want to move forward in time a bit, around three years after the 2020 change that opened up remote prescribing for controlled substances.

In the three years since the prescribing rules changed, the world changed. There was a nationwide Adderall shortage, driven, in part, by a flood of new telehealth patients. And Scott Smith wasn't the only one with the idea to make a national, online ketamine practice. Startups with names like Joyous and Mindbloom have served thousands of patients.

And the DEA, looking at all of this change, thought, Okay, maybe things have gotten a little out of hand.

So in February 2023, they proposed a new set of rules: not to go back to exactly how things were before the pandemic, but a rule that would force most patients to see doctors at some point, in person. So in February 2023, those new rules went online for public comment. A month passed and, in that time, the DEA received more than 38,000 comments--a record number.

I've read thousands of those comments, downloaded them into one huge spreadsheet, and if you read them together, it's kind of an extraordinary document--story after story about how this new access, new autonomy changed people's lives.

The comments are from patients, doctors, pharmacists, trans people who need testosterone, Marines who need testosterone, polio survivors, palliative-care patients, teenagers, and octogenarians.

They talk about how virtual access to these drugs is a matter of life or death. Some wrote long stories. Others, writing about the new, more restrictive rules, were more direct, like, quote, "This is a horrible idea."

There are so many comments, it's almost easier to get a real picture of it through the search bar. The phrase "saved my life" appears 444 times--all in all, a coalition of suffering people come to deliver one message: That Wild West, it suits us just fine. We didn't choose it then, but we're choosing it now. We want to stay in that Wild West, come what may.

The DEA listened. On May 9, 2023--a couple months after they proposed those new rules--the DEA said, Never mind. We'll keep the 2020 emergency rules in place. We'll try again a bit later. And until then, it's the Wild West--for better or worse.

On May 9, 2023--the same day the DEA announced it would back off on its new rule--Willow, the nurse, got an email from Dr. Smith.

Brooks: Do you remember where you were and what you were feeling at that time?

Willow: Yes, I do. I had just seen him the day before, and so I couldn't believe it.

Brooks: The email informed his patients--all of them--that his practice would shut down immediately.

Willow: I panicked. I didn't want to go back to where I had been before.

I realized I needed to use my brain while it was still functioning okay and hurry up and find help.

Brooks: Like a ticking clock, sort of. Like there's a countdown.

Willow: It was, and it was very scary. I didn't want to become suicidal again. I don't want my kids to lose their mom. I enjoy helping people with my job. I didn't want to slowly just kind of disappear into nothing.

Smith: Well, on May 9, I got done seeing patients in the morning. I was in my office doing paperwork, and there was a banging on my front door, like somebody was just going to knock my front door down. So I went down there, and it was two big, male DEA agents with guns on their hip, and they said, Can we come in? I said, Why?

Brooks: The agents were there with an order. The order says that over about a four-year period, Smith issued around 2,224 prescriptions for controlled substances in states where he either was not licensed or failed to consult state drug-monitoring programs.

It ordered him to stop prescribing ketamine--or any other controlled substance, for that matter.

Smith: It just felt like the end of the world. It just felt like the end of the world. I felt like, Am I crazy? Am I a bad doctor? Did I really do everybody wrong? And then, for a long period of time, I would just fluctuate back and forth between that.

[Music]

Brooks: With regard to the state drug-monitoring programs, Smith maintains he did everything correctly. As for the illegal out-of-state prescriptions, he says all these patients either traveled to visit him in person or traveled to a state where he was licensed to consult with him via telemedicine.

And around the same time Smith's practice shut down, that same story of sudden loss of treatment was happening around the country. Ketamine Wellness Centers, a brick-and-mortar chain, shut down in March 2023 due to funding issues. Patients, some of them suicidally depressed, lost access to treatment immediately. Babylon Health, a telehealth startup once valued at $4.2 billion, was sold off for scraps. And Cerebral, another multibillion-dollar startup treating depression, insomnia, and ADHD, came under investigation by the Department of Justice for violating the Controlled Substances Act.

Patients were forced to find new providers. Whatever the cause, the result for patients was the same: instability and a lot of very tough decisions.

Haney: I mean, I have legitimately and recently thought, like, I'm just going to go back on that one drug that worked for me.

Brooks: For Johannah, that was the antipsychotic medication that worked for her depression but interfered with her ability to speak.

Haney: Honestly, I'm like, Would I rather feel good or be able to talk?

That's sort of where my mind is. Like, I may rather just take that and let my mouth muscles do what they're going to do. So I'm not going to be able to talk anymore. I'll write things down.

Brooks: It sounds like it feels kind of clear to you that it would be worthwhile, if you had to, to kind of go back to having problems with speaking or not being able to speak in order to feel okay.

Haney: I think for sure. Yeah.

Brooks: Willow, after Smith shut down, struggled to find another provider. So when Smith stopped, she stopped. Life got harder again. But a few months later, she found another doctor online and started back on ketamine again.

Willow: I forget what month I'm on. I'm slowly kind of coming back up. I don't need a large dose. I really just need a smaller dose and, also, I don't need it as often anymore.

Because I want to take it as infrequently and at the lowest dose absolutely possible.

Brooks: Why is that?

Willow: It just kind of makes me feel better because I'm scared. I'm scared that it could be taken away again. And what if I can't get my medicine to function? I never had that fear before of having a lifesaving medicine just be taken away like that.

Brooks: Got it. So just to make sure I understand correctly, you could try to take it more consistently or at a higher dose and maybe get back to feeling normal and energetic and kind of back to where you were at the best of the Smith times, but at the moment are kind of intentionally not doing that, as to not become too reliant, because the medication's at risk. Is that right?

Willow: Yes, sir. I'm just really scared of it being taken away again and what happens if I go back to how I was. That's not a life. That's not a life at all.

Brooks: Trade-offs are a part of medicine: effects and side effects. It comes with the territory. Even Johannah's trade-off--her mood for her ability to speak--that's part of the usual equation, just an extreme example.

But for Smith's patients and others who have had to navigate the uncertainty of this moment, it's different. This Wild West can keep patients from sticking with treatments that work for fear of them being taken away--a Wild West not so much for its lawlessness or its dangers but for its uncertainty, the feeling of being surrounded by the unknown.

The DEA has said that it will come back in the fall of 2024 with new, final rules for how we access controlled substances online. And in some ways, that feels like an opportunity--or maybe just a moment--not just to reset policy but to strip away some of the stories, preconceptions, shorthand that surround so many of these drugs.

The policy part is probably easier. There are a lot of people arguing for a special registry of virtual prescribers--ones that are known to be reputable, issuing proven treatments--a system that would protect patients from bad actors without ending access to virtual-only care.

But resetting narrative, stripping away stories built up over decades--that is a more complicated proposition. Maybe it starts by just acknowledging what we know and don't know about how these drugs work in our bodies and, when we start on a drug, having a lengthy discussion of what it might take to stop.

That, at least, is somewhere to begin.

[Music]

Brooks: Scripts is produced and reported by me, Ethan Brooks. Editing by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Original music and engineering by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

If you're having thoughts of suicide, please reach out to the national suicide-prevention lifeline at 988 or the Crisis Text Line. For that, you text "talk"--T-A-L-K--to 741741.

Radio Atlantic will be back next week.
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Barack Obama's Warning to Democrats

"All of us," he told his party's convention, "across the political spectrum, seem quick to assume the worst in others unless they agree with us on every single issue."

by Michael Powell




Listening to Barack Obama at the Democratic National Convention last night was like stumbling upon a man from another time. His evocation of the importance, the centrality even, of searching for humanity in our fellow Americans, particularly those on the far side of our partisan divide, was moving because it felt so foreign.

"Mutual respect has to be part of our message," he said. "Our politics has become so polarized these days that all of us, across the political spectrum, seem quick to assume the worst in others unless they agree with us on every single issue. We start thinking that the only way to win is to scold and shame and out-yell."

He continued, "We don't trust each other as much, because we don't take the time to know each other. And in that space between us, politicians and algorithms teach us to caricature each other and troll each other and fear each other."

Obama, of course, is not a monk walking down from a hilltop to share timeless truths. He is a former president and a progressive Democrat, a wealthy man who spent much of his summer on his estate in Martha's Vineyard. He has a steely quality and is often not particularly sentimental, and, in the back-and-forth of partisan politics, he can thrust as readily as he parries. The first section of his speech last night was more or less standard partisan fare, including a juvenile joke about Donald Trump and his obsession with crowd sizes.

Read: The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore

But despite all of that, Obama's core message resonated. He was not lecturing Republicans and admonishing them to change their Trump-loving ways. He was in his hometown of Chicago, speaking to fellow Democrats, to 20,000 activists and politicians in the United Center, people who have learned to speak angrily of Republicans lies, threats to democracy, and the MAGA-many who back them. The acronym itself, MAGA, is distancing.

Obama, in offering caution to his fellow Democrats and perhaps to himself, remained informed by his own progressive beliefs. So he mentioned adult children who must learn to tolerate the "parent or grandparent [who] occasionally says something that makes us cringe." He said, "We don't automatically assume they're bad people." As I spent quality time on Monday in a Chicago park with many young and passionate pro-Palestinian protesters who repeatedly denounced "Genocide Joe" and "Killer Kamala" and "war criminal" Democrats, the thought occurred to me that learning to look past cringe-worthy rhetoric is not a one-way generational street.

More to the point, however, as I listened to Obama last night, I thought back to 2017, when I spent six months living on the high desert Navajo Reservation, a land the size of West Virginia. I was researching a book on a high-school basketball team in Chinle, and met a white man who had cornered the business of broadcasting hundreds of games over the radio to the hoop-crazed Navajos. He evinced a deep respect for the Navajos, who treated him as a friend and deserving of their trust. We came to know each other, and I appeared on several of his halftime broadcasts. I liked him.

Soon after I returned to Brooklyn, we friended each other on Facebook. I quickly came to realize that this man was a passionate Trumper and MAGA-proud, and he no doubt objected to some of my beliefs. Soon enough, we let our social-media friendship lapse, as our political chasm felt too great to bridge.

I regret that now. He is complicated and contradictory, passionate about his basketball and his politics, and in this he is perhaps not entirely different from myself. Why should a tentative friendship end up impaled on a point of politics, even one that now feels so urgent?

Obama reminded his party that "democracy isn't just a bunch of abstract principles and dusty laws. It's the values we live by, and the way we treat each other--including those who don't look like us or pray like us or see the world exactly like we do."

That's a message that all Americans could take to heart.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/obama-speech-tolerance/679549/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



San Francisco's Nocturnal Taxi Ballet

Why can't I stop watching a livestream of a parking lot?

by Charlie Warzel




For the past few nights, I've concerned myself with the private lives of autonomous vehicles.



It started when I read a news story about a San Francisco apartment complex whose residents were repeatedly awoken at 4 a.m. by honking self-driving taxis. The building overlooks an open-air parking lot that Waymo recently leased to store its vehicles. In the wee hours of the morning--between ferrying home overserved bar crawlers and picking up commuters during the morning rush hour--dozens of the autonomous white sedans fill the lot, power down, and wait to be summoned. Sometimes, too many awaken at the same time and back up while trying to make their way to the exit, only to find the lanes clogged by their brethren. Angling for position, the taxis engage in a series of polite reversals and turns that quickly gives way to gridlock. Now hemmed in, the cars begin to negotiate their movements, each one offering a gentle horn honk to signal its presence; before long, they're producing a symphony of toots, turn signals, and low-speed shuffling.

Read: It's a weird time for driverless cars

The spectacle was captured on video by Sophia Tung, an engineer whose home looks down on the lot. She first noticed the Waymos late last month, when they colonized the lot without warning, their ambient beeps and scoots so omnipresent that she heard them in her dreams. Tung was mesmerized by the cars' movements. "I found myself just staring at it for 10 minutes at a time, watching these machines figure each other out," she told me. "It was like watching a fish tank." Her amusement quickly turned into a side project: Tung set up a webcam and started livestreaming the view from her window, adding some chill music as a soundtrack. She told me that she had started the stream, titled "LoFi Waymo Hip Hop Radio ? Self Driving Taxi Depot Shenanigans to Relax/Study To," for herself--it was a fun thing to have on in the background while she worked--but it quickly became popular. A weekend editor at The Verge found the stream, then a German publication, then local news outlets and fellow YouTubers.



The stream made for a perfect viral story, mixing low-stakes neighborly frustration and humorous video with a more serious undertone: Here was an almost too on-the-nose encapsulation of a modern tech dystopia, where humans are tortured by corporate-owned robot vehicles that drive in circles, honking at the night sky. The existence of Tung's stream was quickly picked up by outlets such as Good Morning America and The New York Times, both of which focused on the disturbance and quoted sleepless residents plagued by the noise. Waymo eventually caught wind of the stream and released an update to prevent the vehicles from honking.



But they still drive around in the lot. It's like poetry in motion, and people love it. Tung's stream now regularly receives hundreds of concurrent viewers at all hours of the day. Fans have reached out to tell her they've become "obsessed" with its soothing rhythms. According to Sophia, every night from 2 to 5 a.m., the cars trickle out of the lot and head off to a second location to charge; the lot reliably begins to fill back up around 8 p.m., on weekdays, or 11 p.m. on weekends. Tung noticed that some stream viewers began to assign the Waymos human or animal characteristics, joking that certain cars have personalities. "I spend a lot of time wondering, What do I even call them?" Tung said of the taxis. "They sort of look like sheep, so I started calling them a flock. Then others argued that they're more like bugs or ants. More recently, my stream chat has begun assigning them genders and terms of endearment."



There's a definite novelty to watching self-driving technology at work. The cars, which use radar light detection to map the road and sense other objects and vehicles, are, in essence, wordlessly conversing with one another as they shuffle around the lot. The technology, which is still quite new, sometimes produces awkward, stilted interactions between taxis--much like when two people on a sidewalk try to step around each other, but keep choosing the same direction. It's fascinating to watch their maneuvering as the outgrowth of a complex system negotiating with itself. Tung told me that numerous Waymo engineers have come into her stream to thank her for broadcasting. "When you're building a product that's so wide-ranging and has so many teams, oftentimes people working on the software don't see the end product," she said.

John Hendrickson: What I found in San Francisco

But the true delight is voyeuristic. Watching the Waymos circle the lot under the cover of darkness--and occasionally getting stuck in an endless loop--scratches a childish itch, akin to the fantasy of watching one's toys come alive at night. In one video, the cars, bathed in taillight red and trying to exit, give off an aggressive vibe. In others, they seem clumsy. What do robots do when we can't see them? Tung's webcam answers the question. The stream makes it easy to spin up fictionalized, anthropomorphized yarns about the cars, because it feels like we've caught them in a private moment.



To watch these inanimate objects putter about is, in many ways, to experience the future in all its messy contradictions. The Waymo-parking-lot disruption epitomizes the unintended consequences of a still-new technology and a complex system when it interacts with the physical world--in this case, an alert feature for the roads was deployed with no concept of how it might trigger a honk tsunami when the cars gathered at their depots. The long-promised self-driving future is here, and it is equal parts wondrous and mundane. That the cars drive themselves is a small miracle; that they drive endlessly through the night in halting circles in parking lots is the stuff of satire.



"People have grandiose thoughts of the future," Tung said near the end of our conversation. "You wake up and think one day you'll be living in the future, but the part everyone misses is it takes millions of man-hours to build the future. You have to wait. But then, once it's here, it becomes mundane. As soon as you live in the future, it fades out of sight." In other words, the future doesn't happen overnight until, in a San Francisco parking lot, it does.
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When Is It Okay to Not Finish a Book?

How to decide to put down a book--without all the angst

by Sophie Vershbow




Book lovers have all inevitably found themselves slogging through arid prose that stretches on endlessly. Sometimes the culprit is a popular novel whose obnoxious characters you're desperate to run away from; at other moments, it's a plot so ludicrous, you can't suspend disbelief for another page. At some point, even the most dedicated readers may look up and realize that there's no comprehension quiz holding them hostage and no grade being given for completion. For adults who have finished school, reading is no longer an obligation. But that means the decision of whether to finish a book you're not enjoying is entirely yours--and, for some people, extremely fraught.

So how does a conscientious person decide when to give up and when to stick it out to the end? The debate is much older than the internet, but in online reading communities such as Goodreads, or on the literary sides of Instagram or TikTok, the acronym "DNF," for "Did Not Finish," abounds--as do arguments about when doing so is appropriate. There are those who strongly believe that no matter how badly you want to abandon a book, you should always finish it, and plenty of others adamant that life is too short to ever read something you're not thoroughly thrilled with.

For those of us who don't subscribe to a one-size-fits-all approach, articulating a personal, intentional philosophy about when to walk away might be the best we can do. I worked in publishing for a decade and strive to be purposeful in my reading practice while routinely finishing several dozen new books a year and putting down countless others. I spoke with similarly committed writers, teachers, editors, and bookworms about their philosophies in the hopes of creating a guide for others to decide where their limits are--and when they should quit a book.



Tune in to your underlying reaction.

Before dropping a book, you need to figure out what's motivating you to stop reading it. Is the writing truly bad, or is the author experimenting in a creative way that might push you as a reader?

And if you hate something enough for it to elicit a huge emotional response, it might be worth sticking with it to better understand why. Mariel VanLandingham, a high-school English teacher in New Jersey, told me via email, "I love when a student comes into class railing about an assigned reading they hated: getting them to define why they feel so strongly and getting other students to react to them is a worthwhile experience for everyone. I would rather them power through something they hate and have big feelings about it than not read at all or be apathetic."

Still, if the prose is lacking, the plot is dragging, and you feel like falling asleep every time you pick it up, it's probably all right to move along.

Consider stretching yourself.

Reading has been linked to increased empathy and is one of the best opportunities we have to digest experiences and opinions we may not have otherwise considered.

"Perspectives, writing styles, and voices different from our own make our worlds bigger," Emily Kinard, a reader in Washington, D.C., told me over X. "I'm going to give the very unpopular opinion that you should finish books you don't enjoy. I can also name books whose entire thesis/point I wholeheartedly disagree with that I have loved."

Books can bring up challenging feelings, and a thoughtful individual will be alert for when their own biases might stand in the way of engagement with what they're reading. It's one thing to put down a breezy rom-com that's boring you to tears and another to quit Matthew Desmond's Evicted because you're "just not that into it." Some of the most valuable experiences lead to edification, not necessarily enjoyment.

Recognize the limits of time.

For lots of busy people, reading time is a luxury. If you're only able to scarf down 30 pages on Sunday afternoons or squeeze in one novel on vacation, of course you want to maximally enjoy the experience. There will be moments in life when you're more mentally equipped to push through a book anticipating that the challenging literary experience will pay off, and others when you should search for something that will really draw you in.

"If--after 50 pages--I'm not enjoying [a] book, I move on," said the writer and book blogger Lucy Pearson, who told me over email that completing every novel on the Big Read's top-100 list--compiled from a 2003 BBC national survey to discover Britain's most loved novel--made her realize that "life is far too short for bad books."

Read: How to keep your book club from becoming a wine club

Stop gamifying reading. 

Bragging is not a 21st-century phenomenon, but social media has made it easier than ever to get attention for reading a lot, incentivizing some people to push through to the last page just for the sake of finishing. Leah Vann, a sports journalist in Texas, told me over email that she used to complete every book she started just for the satisfaction of adding it to her public Goodreads page, but that she has since abandoned the practice. "I realized: reading is not a sport, and there's nothing to gain from reading a book I don't enjoy," she said. "There are too many books on my list to suffer through one!"

Tear through 200 books a year if it brings you joy, but remember that the validation of posting about a title online should not be the driving force behind your time spent reading.

Read: Against counting the books you read

Keep going if you want to be a hater. 

I spoke with several people who read to the end specifically so they can critique a work with full authority. "If you want to read regularly, you should quit books you hate right away. Unless it's massively trendy. Then you should absolutely finish the book for bitching fodder," Maggie Q. Thompson, the news editor at The Austin Chronicle, told me. "The slump risk is a nonissue here. The hatred will fuel you."

The fun of panning a trendy book aside, it is true that not finishing a story weakens your ability to properly assess it--especially in public or on social media, where quick takes based on first impressions abound. You may not reach a tepid thriller's mind-bending last-page twist, for example, or you may end up unfairly dismissing a novel whose characters need 400 pages to be fully realized. It's fine to abandon a title, but if you do, keep the strong opinions to a minimum.

Don't let completism stop you from reading.

For a lot of people, the act of spending time with literature is more important than finishing any one book, and not wanting to return to what you're currently working through is the surest way to guarantee that you'll instead reach for your phone or the remote when given the choice.

"If I notice I haven't been reading for a while, it means I'm not reaching for this particular book, and that's the death knell," Jay Venables, a writer and an audio producer, told me. "My goal is to keep reading, not read everything. I try my best to see the worth in the books I choose to read, but sometimes they're not what I'm looking for at the given moment."

Like others I spoke with, Venables recommends putting those books back into your to-read pile and returning to them later. A story that isn't resonating with you today might change your life a few years from now.

Lean on the library. 

If the prospect of abandoning the hardcover you spent $32 on at your local bookstore is especially torturous, march right over to your local library, where it costs $0 to check out a novel (or three). Five out of five librarians at the Boston Public Library who weighed in on this subject told me they regularly do not finish what they're reading. "There are too many books on my ever-growing 'To Read' list for me to justify finishing one that hasn't sold me after ~70 pages," Anna Cappello, a senior library assistant, told me over email.

Using the library can not only make you feel less guilty about quitting a book; it can also help you push yourself to try new genres, authors, or formats. (And don't worry: The author still gets paid.)



For some of us, abandoning a book will always tug at our conscience, but there's nothing wrong with walking away. Personal awareness and the ability to keep an open mind in the future go a lot further toward making you a "good reader" than trudging through every book you've ever been inclined to cast aside.
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Nat Turner's Insurrection

<em>The Atlantic</em>'s account of a Virginia slave revolt that would become one of the bloodiest in American history

by Thomas Wentworth Higginson


A group of slaves, photographed around the outbreak of war. (Library of Congress)



During the year 1831, up to the twenty-third of August, the Virginia newspapers were absorbed in the momentous problems which then occupied the minds of intelligent American citizens:--What General Jackson should do with the scolds, and what with the disreputables,--Should South Carolina be allowed to nullify? and would the wives of Cabinet Ministers call on Mrs. Eaton? It is an unfailing opiate, to turn over the drowsy files of the Richmond Enquirer, until the moment when those dry and dusty pages are suddenly kindled into flame by the torch of Nat Turner. Then the terror flares on increasing, until the remotest Southern States are found shuddering at nightly rumors of insurrection,--until far off European colonies, Antigua, Martinique, Caraccas, Tortola, recognize by some secret sympathy the same epidemic alarms,--until the very boldest words of freedom are reported as uttered in the Virginia House of Delegates with unclosed doors,--until an obscure young man named Garrison is indicted at Common Law in North Carolina, and has a price set upon his head by the Legislature of Georgia. The insurrection revived in one agonizing reminiscence all the distresses of Gabriel's Revolt, thirty years before; and its memory endures still fresh, now that thirty added years have brought the more formidable presence of General Butler. It is by no means impossible that the very children or even confederates of Nat Turner may be included at this moment among the contraband articles of Fort Monroe.

Near the southeastern border of Virginia, in Southampton County, there is a neighborhood known as "The Cross Keys." It lies fifteen miles from Jerusalem, the county-town or  "court-house," seventy miles from Norfolk, and about as far from Richmond. It is some ten or fifteen miles from Murfreesboro' in North Carolina, and about twenty-five from the Great Dismal Swamp. Up to Sunday, the twenty-first of August, 1831, there was nothing to distinguish it from any other rural, lethargic, slipshod Virginia neighborhood, with the due allotment of mansion-houses and log-huts, tobacco fields and "old-fields," horses, dogs, negroes, "poor white folks," so called, and other white folks, poor without being called so. One of these last was Joseph Travis, who had recently married the widow of one Putnam Moore, and had unfortunately wedded to himself her negroes also.

In the woods on the plantation of Joseph Travis, upon the Sunday just named, six slaves met at noon for what is called in the Northern States a picnic and in the Southern a barbecue. The bill of fare was to be simple: one brought a pig, and another some brandy, giving to the meeting an aspect so cheaply convivial that no one would have imagined it to be the final consummation of a conspiracy which had been for six months in preparation. In this plot four of the men had been already initiated,--Henry, Hark or Hercules, Nelson, and Sam. Two others were novices, Will and Jack by name. The party had remained together from twelve to three o'clock, when a seventh man joined them,--a short, stout, powerfully built person, of dark mulatto complexion and strongly-marked African features, but with a face full of expression and resolution. This was Nat Turner.

Nat Turner would never be of any use as a slave.

He was at this time nearly thirty-one years old, having been born on the second of October, 1800. He had belonged originally to Benjamin Turner,--whence his last name, slaves having usually no patronymic,--had then been transferred to Putnam Moore, and then to his present owner. He had, by his own account, felt himself singled out from childhood for some great work; and he had some peculiar marks on his person, which, joined to his great mental precocity, were enough to occasion, among his youthful companions, a superstitious faith in his gifts and destiny. He had great mechanical ingenuity also, experimentalized very early in making paper, gunpowder, pottery, and in other arts which in later life he was found thoroughly to understand. His moral faculties were very strong, so that white witnesses admitted that he had never been known to swear an oath, to drink a drop of spirits, or to commit a theft. And in general, so marked were his early peculiarities, that people said "he had too much sense to be raised, and if he was, he would never be of any use as a slave." This impression of personal destiny grew with his growth;--he fasted, prayed, preached, read the Bible, heard voices when he walked behind his plough, and communicated his revelations to the awe-struck slaves. They told him in return, that, "if they had his sense, they would not serve any master in the world."

The biographies of slaves can hardly be individualized; they belong to the class. We know bare facts; it is only the general experience of human beings in like condition which can clothe them with life. The outlines are certain, the details are inferential. Thus, for instance, we know that Nat Turner's young wife was a slave; we know that she belonged to a different master from himself; we know little more than this, but this is much. For this is equivalent to saying that by day or by night that husband had no more power to protect her than the man who lies bound upon a plundered vessel's deck has power to protect his wife on board the pirate-schooner disappearing in the horizon; she may be reverenced, she may be outraged; it is in the powerlessness that the agony lies. There is, indeed, one thing more which we do know of this young woman: the Virginia newspapers state that she was tortured under the lash, after her husband's execution, to make her produce his papers: this is all.

What his private experiences and special privileges or wrongs may have been, it is therefore now impossible to say. Travis was declared to be "more humane and fatherly to his slaves than any man in the county"; but it is astonishing how often this phenomenon occurs in the contemporary annals of slave insurrections. The chairman of the county court also stated, in pronouncing sentence, that Nat Turner had spoken of his master as "only too indulgent"; but this, for some reason, does not appear in his printed Confession, which only says, "He was a kind master, and placed the greatest confidence in me." It is very possible that it may have been so, but the printed accounts of Nat Turner's person look suspicious: he is described in Governor Floyd's proclamation as having a sear on one of his temples, also one on the back of his neck and a large knot on one of the bones of his right arm, produced by a blow; and although these were explained away in Virginia newspapers as being produced by fights with his companions, yet such affrays are entirely foreign to the admitted habits of the man. It must, therefore remain an open question, whether the scars and the knot were produced black hands or by white.

Whatever Nat Turner's experiences of slavery might have been, it is certain that his plans were not suddenly adopted, but that he had brooded over them for years. To this day there are traditions among the Virginia slaves of the keen devices of "Prophet Nat." If he was caught with lime and lamp-black in hand, conning over a half-finished county-map on the barn-door, he was always "planning what to do, if he were blind," or "studying how to get to Mr. Francis's house." When he had called a meeting of slaves, and some poor whites came eavesdropping, the poor whites at once became the subjects for discussion, he incidentally mentioned that the masters had been heard threatening to drive them away; one slave had been ordered to shoot Mr. Jones's pigs, another to tear down Mr. Johnson's fences. The poor whites, Johnson and Jones, ran home see to their homesteads, and were better friends than ever to Prophet Nat.

He never was a Baptist preacher, though such vocation has often been attributed to him. The impression arose from his having immersed himself, during one of his periods of special enthusiasm, together with a poor white man named Brantley. "About this time," he says in his Confession, "I told these things to a white man, on whom it had a wonderful effect, and he ceased from his wickedness, and was attacked immediately with a cutaneous eruption, and the blood oozed from the pores of his skin, and after praying and fasting nine days he was healed. And the Spirit appeared to me again, and said, as the Saviour had been baptized, so should we be also; and when the white people would not let us be baptized by the Church, we went down into the water together, in the sight of many who reviled us, and were baptized by the Spirit. After this I rejoiced greatly and gave thanks to God."

The religious hallucinations narrated in his Confession seem to have been as genuine as the average of such things, and are very well expressed. It reads quite like Jacob Behmen. He saw white spirits and black spirits contending in the skies, the sun was darkened, the thunder rolled. "And the Holy Ghost was with me, and said, 'Behold me as I stand in the heavens!' And I looked and saw the forms of men in different attitudes. And there were lights in the sky, to which the children of darkness gave other names than what they really were ; for they were the lights of the Saviour's hands, stretched forth from east to west, even as they were extended on the cross on Calvary, for the redemption of sinners." He saw drops of blood on the corn: this was Christ's blood, shed for man. He saw on the leaves in the woods letters and numbers and figures of men,--the same symbols which he had seen in the skies. On May 12, 1828, the Holy Spirit appeared to him and proclaimed that the yoke of Jesus must fall on him, and he must fight against the Serpent when the sign appeared. Then came an eclipse of the sun in February, 1831: this was the sign; then he must arise and prepare himself, and slay his enemies with their own weapons; then also the seal was removed from his lips, and then he confided his plans to four associates.

When he came, therefore, to the barbecue on the appointed Sunday, and found, not these four only, but two others, his first question to the intruders was, How they came thither. To this Will answered manfully, that his life was worth no more than the others, and "his liberty was as dear to him." This admitted him to confidence, and as Jack was known to be entirely under Hark's influence, the strangers were no bar to their discussion. Eleven hours they remained there, in anxious consultation: one can imagine those terrible dusky faces, beneath the funereal woods, and amid the flickering of pine-knot torches, preparing that stern revenge whose shuddering echoes should ring through the land so long. Two things were at last decided: to begin their work that night, and to begin it with a massacre so swift and irresistible as to create in a few days more terror than many battles, and so spare the need of future bloodshed. "It was agreed that we should commence at home, on that night, and, until we had armed and equipped ourselves and gained sufficient force, neither age nor sex was to be spared: which was invariably adhered to."

John Brown invaded Virginia with nineteen men and with the avowed resolution to take no life but in self-defense. Nat Turner attacked Virginia from within, with six men, and with the determination to spare no life until his power was established. John Brown intended to pass rapidly through Virginia, and then retreat to the mountains. Nat Turner intended to "conquer Southampton County as the white men did in the Revolution, and then retreat, if necessary, to the Dismal Swamp." Each plan was deliberately matured; each was in its way, practicable; but each was defeated by a single false step, as will soon appear.

We must pass over the details of horror, as they occurred during the next twenty-four hours. Swift and stealthy as Indians, the black men passed from house to house,--not pausing, not hesitating, as their terrible work went on. In one thing they were humaner than Indians or than white men fighting against Indians,--there was no gratuitous outrage beyond the death-blow itself, no insult, no mutilation; but in every house they entered, that blow fell on man, woman, and child,--nothing that had a white skin was spared. From every house they took arms and ammunition, and from a few, money; on every plantation they found recruits: those dusky slaves, so obsequious to their master the day before, so prompt to sing and dance before his Northern visitors, were all swift to transform themselves into fiends of retribution now; show them sword or musket and they grasped it, though it were an heirloom from Washington himself. The troop increased from house to house,--first to fifteen, then to forty, then to sixty. Some were armed with muskets, some with axes, some with scythes; some came on their masters' horses. As the numbers increased, they could be divided, and the awful work was carried on more rapidly still. The plan then was for an advanced guard of horsemen to approach each house at a gallop, and surround it till the others came up. Meanwhile what agonies of terror must have taken place within, shared alike by innocent and by guilty! what memories of wrongs inflicted on those dusky creatures, by some,--what innocent participation, by others, in the penance! The outbreak lasted for but forty-eight hours; but during that period fifty-five whites were slain, without the loss of a single slave.

Nat Turner attacked Virginia with the determination to spare no life until his power was established.

One fear was needless, which to many a husband and father must have intensified the last struggle. These negroes had been systematically brutalized from childhood; they had been allowed no legalized or permanent marriage; they had beheld around them an habitual licentiousness, such as can scarcely exist except in a Slave State; some of them had seen their wives and sisters habitually polluted by the husbands and the brothers of these fair white women who were now absolutely in their power. Yet I have looked through the Virginia newspapers of that time in vain for one charge of an indecent outrage on a woman against these triumphant and terrible slaves. Wherever they went, there went death, and that was all. Compare this with ordinary wars; compare it with the annals of the French Revolution. No one, perhaps, has yet painted the wrongs of the French populace so terribly as Dickens in his "Tale of Two Cities"; yet what man, conversant with slave biographies, can read that narrative without feeling it weak beside the provocations to which fugitive slaves testify? It is something for human nature that these desperate insurgents revenged such wrongs by death alone. Even that fearful penalty was to be inflicted only till the object was won. It was admitted in the Richmond Enquirer of the time that "indiscriminate massacre was not their intention, after they obtained foothold, and was resorted to in the first instance to strike terror and alarm. Women and children would afterwards have been spared, and men also who ceased to resist."

It is reported by some of the contemporary newspapers, that a portion of this abstinence was the result of deliberate consultation among the insurrectionists; that some of them were resolved on taking the white women for wives, but were overruled by Nat Turner. If so, he is the only American slave-leader of whom we know certainly that he rose above the ordinary level of slave vengeance, and Mrs. Stowe's picture of Dred's purposes is then precisely typical of his. "Whom the Lord saith unto us, 'Smite,' them will we smite. We will not torment them with the scourge and fire, nor defile their women as they have done with ours. But we will slay them utterly, and consume them from off the face of the earth."

When the number of adherents had increased to fifty or sixty, Nat Turner judged it time to strike at the county-seat, Jerusalem. Thither a few white fugitives had already fled, and couriers might thence be dispatched for aid to Richmond and Petersburg, unless promptly intercepted. Besides, he could there find arms, ammunition, and money; though they had already obtained, it is dubiously reported, from eight hundred to one thousand dollars. On the way it was necessary to pass the plantation of Mr. Parker, three miles from Jerusalem. Some of the men wished to stop here and enlist some of their friends. Nat Turner objected, as the delay might prove dangerous; he yielded at last, and it proved fatal.

He remained at the gate with six or eight men; thirty or forty went to the house, half a mile distant. They remained too long, and he went alone to hasten them. During his absence a party of eighteen white men came up suddenly, dispersing the small guard left at the gate; and when the main body of slaves emerged from the house, they encountered, for the first time, their armed masters. The blacks halted, the whites advanced cautiously within a hundred yards and fired a volley; on its being returned, they broke into disorder, and hurriedly retreated, leaving some wounded on the ground. The retreating whites were pursued, and were saved only by falling in with another band of fresh men from Jerusalem, with whose aid they turned upon the slaves, who in their turn fell into confusion. Turner, Hark, and about twenty men on horseback retreated in some order; the rest were scattered. The leader still planned to reach Jerusalem by a private way, thus evading pursuit; but at last decided to stop for the night, in the hope of enlisting additional recruits.

During the night the number increased again to forty, and they encamped on Major Ridley's plantation. An alarm took place during the darkness,--whether real or imaginary does not appear,--and the men became scattered again. Proceeding to make fresh enlistments with the daylight, they were resisted at Dr. Blunt's house, where his slaves, under his orders, fired upon them, and this, with a later attack from a party of white men near Captain Harris's, so broke up the whole force that they never reunited. The few who remained together agreed to separate for a few hours to see if anything could be done to revive the insurrection, and meet again that evening at their original rendezvous. But they never reached it.

Sadly came Nat Turner at nightfall into those gloomy woods where forty-eight hours before be had revealed the details of his terrible plot to his companions. At the outset all his plans had succeeded; everything was as he predicted: the slaves had come readily at his call, the masters had proved perfectly defenceless. Had be not been persuaded to pause at Parker's plantation, he would have been master before now of the arms and ammunition at Jerusalem; and with these to aid, and the Dismal Swamp for a refuge, he might have sustained himself indefinitely against his pursuers.

Now the blood was shed, the risk was incurred, his friends were killed or captured, and all for what? Lasting memories of terror, to be sure, for his oppressors; but on the other hand, hopeless failure for the insurrection, and certain death for him. What a watch be must have kept that night! To that excited imagination, which had always seen spirits in the sky and blood-drops on the corn and hieroglyphic marks on the dry leaves, how full the lonely forest must have been of signs and solemn warnings! Alone with the fox's bark, the rabbit's rustle, and the screech-owl's scream, the self-appointed prophet brooded over his despair. Once creeping to the edge of the wood, he saw men stealthily approach on horseback. He fancied them some of his companions; but before he dared to whisper their ominous names, "Hark" or "Dred,"--for the latter was the name, since famous, of one of his more recent recruits,--he saw them to be white men, and shrank back stealthily beneath his covert.

There he waited two weary days and two melancholy nights,--long enough to satisfy himself that no one would rejoin him, and that the insurrection had hopelessly failed. The determined, desperate spirits who had shared his plans were scattered forever, and longer delay would be destruction for him also. He found a spot which he judged safe, dug a hole under a pile of fence-rails in a field, and lay there for six weeks, only leaving it for a few moments at midnight to obtain water from a neighboring spring. Food he had previously provided, without discovery, from a house near by.

Meanwhile an unbounded variety of rumors went flying through the State. The express which first reached the Governor announced that the militia were retreating before the slaves. An express to Petersburg further fixed the number of militia at three hundred, and of blacks at eight hundred, and invented a convenient shower of rain to explain the dampened ardor of the whites. Later reports described the slaves as making three desperate attempts to cross the bridge over the Nottoway between Cross Keys and Jerusalem, and stated that the leader had been shot in the attempt. Other accounts put the number of negroes at three hundred, all well mounted and armed, with two or three white men as leaders. Their intention was supposed to be to reach the Dismal Swamp, and they must be hemmed in from that side.



Indeed, the most formidable weapon in the hands of slave-insurgents is always this blind panic they create, and the wild exaggerations which follow. The worst being possible, every one takes the worst for granted. Undoubtedly a dozen armed men could have stifled this insurrection, even after it had commenced operations; but it is the fatal weakness of a slaveholding community, that it can never furnish men promptly for such a purpose. "My first intention was," says one of the most intelligent newspaper narrators of the affair, "to have attacked them with thirty or forty men; but those who had families here were strongly opposed to it."

They were humaner than Indians or than white men fighting against Indians, but in every house they entered nothing that had a white skin was spared.

As usual, each man was pinioned to his own hearth-stone. As usual, aid had to be summoned from a distance, and, as usual, the United States troops were the chief reliance. Colonel House, commanding at Fort Monroe, sent at once three companies of artillery under Lieutenant Colonel Worth, and embarked them on board the steamer Hampton for Suffolk. These were joined by detachments from the United States ships Warren and Natchez, the whole amounting to nearly eight hundred men. Two volunteer companies went from Richmond, four from Petersburg, one from Norfolk, one from Portsmouth, and several from North Carolina. The militia of Norfolk, Nansemond, and Princess Anne Counties, and the United States troops at Old Point Comfort, were ordered to scour the Dismal Swamp, where it was believed that two or three thousand fugitives were preparing to join the insurgents. It was even proposed to send two companies from New York and one from New London to the same point.

When these various forces reached Southampton County, they found all labor paralyzed and whole plantations abandoned. A letter from Jerusalem, dated August 24th, says, "The oldest inhabitant of our county has never experienced such a distressing time as we have had since Sunday night last..... Every house, room, and corner in the place is full of women and children, driven from home, who had to take the woods until they could get to this place." "For many miles around their track," says another, "the county is deserted by women and children." Still another writes, "Jerusalem is full of women, most of them from the other side of the river,--about two hundred at Vix's." Then follow descriptions of the sufferings of these persons, many of whom had lain night after night in the woods. But the immediate danger was at an end, the short-lived insurrection was finished, and now the work of vengeance was to begin. In the frank phrase of a North Carolina correspondent,--"The massacre of the whites was over, and the white people had commenced the destruction of the negroes, which was continued after our Men got there, from time to time, as they could fall in with them, all day yesterday." A postscript adds, that "passengers by the Fayetteville stage say, that, by the latest accounts, one hundred and twenty negroes had been killed,"--this being little more than one day's work.

These murders were defended as Nat Turner defended his: a fearful blow must be struck. In shuddering at the horrors of the insurrection, we have forgotten the far greater horrors of its suppression.

The newspapers of the day contain many indignant protests against the cruelties which took place. "It is with pain," says a correspondent of the National Intelligencer, September 7, 1831, "that we speak of another feature of the Southampton Rebellion; for we have been most unwilling to have our sympathies for the sufferers diminished or affected by their misconduct. We allude to the slaughter of many blacks without trial and under circumstances of great barbarity..... We met with an individual of intelligence who told us that he himself had killed between ten and fifteen..... We [the Richmond troop] witnessed with surprise the sanguinary temper of the population, who evinced a strong disposition to inflict immediate death on every prisoner."

There is a remarkable official document from General Eppes, the officer in command, to be found in the Richmond Enquirer for September 6, 1831. It is an indignant denunciation of precisely these outrages; and though he refuses to give details, he supplies their place by epithets: "revolting,"--"inhuman and not to be justified,"--"acts of barbarity and cruelty,"--"acts of atrocity," --"this course of proceeding dignifies the rebel and the assassin with the sanctity of martyrdom." And he ends by threatening martial law upon all future transgressors. Such general orders are not issued except in rather extreme cases. And in the parallel columns of the newspaper the innocent editor prints equally indignant descriptions of Russian atrocities in Lithuania, where the Poles were engaged in active insurrection, amid profuse sympathy from Virginia.

The truth is, it was a Reign of Terror. Volunteer patrols rode in all directions, visiting plantations. "It was with the greatest difficulty," said General Brodnax before the House of Delegates, "and at the hazard of personal popularity and esteem, that the coolest and most judicious among us could exert an influence sufficient to restrain an indiscriminate slaughter of the blacks who were suspected." A letter from the Rev. G.W. Powell declares, "There are thousands of troops searching in every direction, and many negroes are killed every day: the exact number will never be ascertained." Petition after petition was subsequently presented to the legislature, asking compensation for slaves thus assassinated without trial.

Men were tortured to death, burned, maimed, and subjected to nameless atrocities. The overseers were called on to point out any slaves whom they distrusted, and if any tried to escape, they were shot down. Nay, worse than this. "A party of horsemen started from Richmond with the intention of killing every colored person they saw in Southampton County. They stopped opposite the cabin of a free colored man, who was hoeing in his little field. They called out, 'Is this Southampton County?' He replied, 'Yes, Sir, you have just crossed the line, by yonder tree.' They shot him dead and rode on." This is from the narrative of the editor of the "Richmond Whig," who was then on duty in the militia, and protested manfully against these outrages. "Some of these scenes," he adds, "are hardly inferior in barbarity to the atrocities of the insurgents."

These were the masters' stories. If even these conceded so much, it would be interesting to hear what the slaves had to report. I am indebted to my honored friend, Lydia Maria Child, for some vivid recollections of this terrible period, as noted down from the lips of an old colored woman, once well known in New York, Charity Bowery. "At the time of the old Prophet Nat," she said, "the colored folks was afraid to pray loud; for the whites threatened to punish 'em dreadfully, if the least noise was heard. The patrols was low drunken whites, and in Nat's time, if they heard any of the colored folks praying or singing a hymn, they would fall upon 'em and abuse 'em, and sometimes kill 'em, afore master or missis could get to 'em. The brightest and best was killed in Nat's time. The whites always suspect such ones. They killed a great many at a place called Duplon. They killed Antonio, a slave of Mr. J. Stanley, whom they shot; then they pointed their guns at him, and told him to confess about the insurrection. He told 'em be didn't know anything about any insurrection. They shot several balls through him, quartered him, and put his head on a pole at the fork of the road leading to the court." (This is no exaggeration, if the Virginia newspapers may be taken as evidence.) "It was there but a short time. He had no trial. They never do. In Nat's time, the patrols would tie up the free colored people, flog 'em, and try to make 'em lie against one another, and often killed them before anybody could interfere. Mr. James Cole, High Sheriff, said, if any of the patrols came on his plantation, he would lose his life in defence of his people. One day he heard a patroller boasting how many niggers he had killed. Mr. Cole said, 'If you don't pack up, as quick as God Almighty will let you, and get out of this town, and never be seen in it again, I'll put you where dogs won't bark at you.' He went off, and wasn't seen in them parts again."

These outrages were not limited to the colored population; but other instances occurred which strikingly remind one of more recent times. An Englishman, named Robinson, was engaged in selling books at Petersburg. An alarm being given, one night, that five hundred blacks were marching towards the town, he stood guard, with others, on the bridge. After the panic had a little subsided, he happened to remark, that "the blacks, as men, were entitled to their freedom, and ought to be emancipated." This led to great excitement, and he was warned to leave town. He took passage in the stage, but the stage was intercepted. He then fled to a friend's house; the house was broken open, and he was dragged forth. The civil authorities, being applied to, refused to interfere. The mob, stripped him, gave him a great number of lashes, and sent him on foot, naked, under a hot sun, to Richmond, whence he with difficulty found a passage to New York.

Of the capture or escape of most of that small band who met with Nat Turner in the woods upon the Travis plantation little can now be known. All appear among the list of convicted, except Henry and Will. General Moore, who occasionally figures as second in command, in the newspaper narratives of that day, was probably the Hark or Hercules before mentioned; as no other of the confederates had belonged to Mrs. Travis, or would have been likely to bear her previous name of Moore. As usual, the newspapers state that most, if not all the slaves, were "the property of kind and indulgent masters." Whether in any case they were also the sons of those masters is a point ignored; but from the fact that three out of the seven were at first reported as being white men several different witnesses,--the whole number being correctly given, and the statement therefore probably authentic,--one must suppose that there was an admixture of patrician blood in some of these conspirators.

The subordinate insurgents sought safety as they could. A free colored named Will Artist, shot himself in the woods, where his hat was found on stake and his pistol lying by him; another was found drowned; others were traced to the Dismal Swamp; others returned to their homes, and tried to conceal their share in the insurrection, assuring their masters that they had been forced, against their will, to join,--the usual defence in such cases. The number shot down at random must, by all accounts, have amounted to many hundreds, but it is past all human registration now. The number who had a formal trial, such as it was, is officially stated at fifty-five; of these, seventeen were convicted and hanged, twelve convicted and transported, twenty acquitted, and four free colored men sent on for further trial and finally acquitted. "Not one of those known to be concerned escaped." Of those executed, one only was a woman: "Lucy, slave of John T. Barrow": that is all her epitaph, shorter even than that of Wordsworth's more famous Lucy;--but whether this one was old or young, pure or wicked, lovely or repulsive, octroon or negro, a Cassy, an Emily, or a Topsy, no information appears; she was a woman, she was a slave, and she died.

There is one touching story, in connection with these terrible retaliations, which rests on good authority, that of the Rev. M. B. Cox, a Liberian missionary, then in Virginia. In the hunt which followed the massacre, a slaveholder went into the woods, accompanied by a faithful slave, who had been the means of saving his life during the insurrection. When they had reached a retired place in the forest, the man handed his gun to his master, informing him that he could not live a slave any longer, and requesting him either to free him or shoot him on the spot. The master took the gun, in some trepidation, levelled it at the faithful negro, and shot him through the heart. It is probable that this slaveholder was a Dr. Blunt,--his being the only plantation where the slaves were reported as thus defending their masters. "If this be true," said the Richmond Enquirer, when it first narrated this instance of loyalty, "great will be the desert of these noble-minded Africans." This "noble-minded African," at least, estimated his own desert at a high standard: he demanded freedom,--and obtained it.

Meanwhile the panic of the whites continued; for, though all others might be disposed of, Nat Turner was still at large. We have positive evidence of the extent of the alarm, although great efforts were afterwards made to represent it as a trifling affair. A distinguished citizen of Virginia wrote three months later to the Hon. W. B. Seabrook of South Carolina,--"From all that has come to my knowledge during and since that affair, I am convinced most fully that every black preacher in the country east of the Blue Ridge was in the secret." "There is much reason to believe," says the Governor's message on December 6th, "that the spirit of insurrection was not confined to Southampton. Many convictions have taken place elsewhere, and some few in distant counties." The withdrawal of the United States troops, after some ten days' service, was a signal for fresh excitement, and an address, numerously signed, was presented to the United States Government, imploring their continued stay. More than three weeks after the first alarm, the Governor sent a supply of arms into Prince William, Fauquier, and Orange Counties. "From examinations which have taken place in other counties," says one of the best newspaper historians of the affair, (in the Richmond Enquirer of September 6th), "I fear that the scheme embraced a wider sphere than I at first supposed." Nat Turner himself, intentionally or otherwise, increased the confusion by denying all knowledge of the North Carolina outbreak, and declaring that he had communicated his plans to his four confederates within six months; while, on the other hand, a slave-girl, sixteen or seventeen years old, belonging to Solomon Parker, testified that she had heard the subject discussed for eighteen months, and that at a meeting held during the previous May some eight or ten had joined the plot.

It is astonishing to discover, by laborious comparison of newspaper files, how vast was the immediate range of these insurrectionary alarms. Every Southern State seems to have borne its harvest of terror. On the Eastern shore of Maryland great alarm was at once manifested, especially in the neighborhood of Easton and Snowhill; and the houses of colored men were searched for arms even in Baltimore. In Delaware, there were similar rumors through Sussex and Dover Counties; there were arrests and executions; and in Somerset County great public meetings were held, to demand additional safeguards. On election-day, in Seaford, Del., some young men, going out to hunt rabbits, discharged their guns in sport; the men being absent, all the women in the vicinity took to flight; the alarm spread like the "Ipswich Fright"; soon Seaford was thronged with armed men; and when the boys returned from hunting, they found cannon drawn out to receive them.

In North Carolina, Raleigh and Fayetteville were put under military defence, and women and children concealed themselves in the swamps for many days. The rebel organization was supposed to include two thousand. Forty-six slaves were imprisoned in Union County, twenty-five in Sampson County, and twenty-three at least in Duplin County, some of whom were executed. The panic also extended into Wayne, New Hanover, and Lenoir Counties. Four men were shot without trial in Wilmington,--Nimrod, Abraham, Prince, and "Dan the Dray-man," the latter a man of seventy,--and their heads placed on poles at the four corners of the town. Nearly two months afterwards the trials were still continuing; and at a still later day, the Governor in his proclamation recommended the formation of companies of volunteers in every county.

In South Carolina, General Hayne issued a proclamation "to prove the groundlessness of the existing alarms,"--thus implying that serious alarms existed. In Macon, Georgia, the whole population were roused from their beds at midnight by a report of a large force of armed negroes five miles off. In an hour, every woman and child was deposited in the largest building of the town, and a military force hastily collected in front. The editor of the Macon "Messenger" excused the poor condition of his paper, a few days afterwards, by the absorption of his workmen in patrol duties, and describes "dismay and terror" as the condition of the people, of "all ages and sexes." In Jones, Twiggs, and Monroe Counties, the same alarms were reported; and in one place "several slaves were tied to a tree, while a militia captain hacked at them with his sword."

In Alabama, at Columbus and Fort Mitchell, a rumor was spread of a joint conspiracy of Indians and negroes. At Claiborne the panic was still greater; the slaves were said to be thoroughly organized through that part of the State, and multitudes were imprisoned; the whole alarm being apparently founded on one stray copy of the "Liberator."

In Tennessee, the Shelbyville "Freeman" announced that an insurrectionary plot had just been discovered, barely in time for its defeat, through the treachery of a female slave. In Louisville, Kentucky, a similar organization was discovered or imagined, and arrests were made in consequence. "The papers, from motives of policy, do not notice the disturbance," wrote one correspondent to the Portland Courier. "Pity us!" he added.

But the greatest bubble burst in Louisiana. Captain Alexander, an English tourist, arriving in New Orleans at the beginning of September, found the whole city in tumult. Handbills had been issued, appealing to the slaves to rise against their masters, saying that all men were born equal, declaring that Hannibal was a black man, and that they also might have great leaders among them. Twelve hundred stand of weapons were said to have been found in a black man's house; five hundred citizens were under arms, and four companies of regulars were ordered to the city, whose barracks Alexander himself visited.

"Colored folks was afraid to pray loud; for the whites threatened to punish 'em dreadfully, if the least noise was heard."

If such were the alarm in New Orleans, the story, of course, lost nothing by transmission to other Slave States. A rumor reached Frankfort, Kentucky, that the slaves already had possession of the coast, both above and below New Orleans. But the most remarkable circumstance is, that all this seems to have been a mere revival of an old terror, once before excited and exploded. The following paragraph had appeared in the Jacksonville (Georgia) Observer, during the spring previous:

"FEARFUL DISCOVERY. We were favored, by yesterday's mail, with a letter from New Orleans, of May 1st, in which we find that an important discovery had been made a few days previous in that city. The following is an extract:--'Four days ago, as some planters were digging under ground, they found a square room containing eleven thousand stand of arms and fifteen thousand cartridges, each of the cartridges containing a bullet.' It is said the negroes intended to rise as soon as the sickly season began, and obtain possession of the city by massacring the white population. The same letter states that the mayor had prohibited the opening of Sunday-schools for the instruction of blacks, under a penalty of five hundred dollars for the first offence, and for the second, death."

Such were the terrors that came back from nine other Slave States, as the echo of the voice of Nat Turner; and when it is also known that the subject was at once taken up by the legislatures of other States, where there was no public panic, as in Missouri and Tennessee,--and when, finally, it is added that reports of insurrection had been arriving all that year from Rio Janeiro, Martinique, St. Jago, Antigua, Caraccas, and Tortola, it is easy to see with what prolonged distress the accumulated terror must have weighed down upon Virginia, during the two months that Nat Turner lay hid.

True, there were a thousand men in arms in Southampton County, to inspire security. But the blow had been struck by only seven men before; and unless there were an armed guard in every house, who could tell but any house might at any moment be the scene of new horrors? They might kill or imprison unresisting negroes by day, but could they resist their avengers by night? "The half cannot be told," wrote a lady from another part of Virginia, at this time, "of the distresses of the people. In Southampton County, the scene of the insurrection, the distress beggars description. A gentleman who has been there says that even here, where there has been great alarm, we have no idea of the situation of those in that county.... I do not hesitate to believe that many negroes around us would join in a massacre as horrible as that which has taken place, if an opportunity should offer."

Meanwhile the cause of all this terror was made the object of desperate search. On September 17th the Governor offered a reward of five hundred dollars for his capture, and there were other rewards swelling the amount to eleven hundred dollars,--but in vain. No one could track or trap him. On September 30th a minute account of his capture appeared in the newspapers, but it was wholly false. On October 7th there was another, and on October 18th another; yet all without foundation. Worn out by confinement in his little cave, Nat Turner grew more adventurous, and began to move about stealthily by night, afraid to speak to any human being, but hoping to obtain some information that might aid his escape. Returning regularly to his retreat before daybreak, he might possibly have continued this mode of life until pursuit had ceased, had not a dog succeeded where men had failed. The creature accidentally smelt out the provisions hid in the cave, and finally led thither his masters, two negroes, one of whom was named Nelson. On discovering the terrible fugitive, they fled precipitately, when he hastened to retreat in an opposite direction. This was on October 15th, and from this moment the neighborhood was all alive with excitement, and five or six hundred men undertook the pursuit.

It shows a more than Indian adroitness in Nat Turner to have escaped capture any longer. The cave, the arms, the provisions were found; and lying among them the notched stick of this miserable Robinson Crusoe, marked with five weary weeks and six days. But the man was gone. For ten days more he concealed himself among the wheat-stacks on Mr. Francis's plantation, and during this time was reduced almost to despair. Once he decided to surrender himself, and walked by night within two miles of Jerusalem before his purpose failed him. Three times he tried to get out of that neighborhood, but in vain: traveling by day was, of course, out of the question, and by night he found it impossible to elude the patrol. Again and again, therefore, he returned to his hiding-place, and during his whole two months' liberty never went five miles from the Cross Keys. On the 25th of October, he was at last discovered by Mr. Francis, as he was emerging from a stack. A load of buckshot was instantly discharged at him, twelve of which passed through his hat as he fell to the ground. He escaped even then, but his pursuers were rapidly concentrating upon him, and it is perfectly astonishing that he could have eluded them for five days more.

On Sunday, October 30th, a man named Benjamin Phipps, going out for the first time on patrol duty, was passing at noon a clearing in the woods where a number of pine-trees had long since been felled. There was a motion among their boughs; he stopped to watch it; and through a gap in the branches he saw, emerging from a hole in the earth beneath, the face of Nat Turner. Aiming his gun instantly, Phipps called on him to surrender. The fugitive, exhausted with watching and privation, entangled in the branches, armed only with a sword, had nothing to do but to yield; sagaciously reflecting, also, as he afterwards explained, that the woods were full of armed men, and that he had better trust fortune for some later chance of escape, instead of desperately attempting it then. He was correct in the first impression, since there were fifty armed scouts within a circuit of two miles. His insurrection ended where it began; for this spot was only a mile and a half from the house of Joseph Travis.

Torn, emaciated, ragged, "a mere scarecrow," still wearing the hat perforated with buckshot, with his arms bound to his sides, he was driven before the leveled gun to the nearest house, that of a Mr. Edwards. He was confined there that night; but the news had spread so rapidly that within an hour after his arrival a hundred persons had collected, and the excitement became so intense "that it was with difficulty he could be conveyed alive to Jerusalem." The enthusiasm spread instantly through Virginia; Mr. Trezvant, the Jerusalem postmaster, sent notices of it far and near; and Governor Floyd himself wrote a letter to the Richmond Enquirer to give official announcement of the momentous capture.

When Nat Turner was asked by Mr. T. R. Gray, the counsel assigned him, whether, although defeated, he still believed in his own Providential mission he answered, as simply as one who came thirty years after him, "Was not Christ crucified?" In the same spirit, when arraigned before the court," he answered, 'Not guilty,' saying to his counsel that he did not feel so." But apparently no argument was made in his favor by his counsel, nor were any witnesses called,-- he being convicted on the testimony of Levi Waller, and upon his own confession, which was put in by Mr. Gray, and acknowledged by the prisoner before the six justices composing the court, as being "full, free, and voluntary." He was therefore placed in the paradoxical position of conviction by his own confession, under a plea of "Not guilty." The arrest took place on the thirtieth of October, 1831, the confession on the first of November, the trial and conviction on the fifth, and the execution on the following Friday, the eleventh of November, precisely at noon. He met his death with perfect composure, declined addressing the multitude assembled, and told the sheriff in a firm voice that he was ready. Another account says that he "betrayed no emotion, and even hurried the executioner in the performance of his duty." "Not a limb nor a muscle was observed to move. His body, after his death, was given over to the surgeons for dissection."

This last statement merits remark. There would be no evidence that this formidable man was not favored during his imprisonment with that full measure of luxury which slave-jails afford to slaves, but for a rumor which arose after the execution, that he was compelled to sell his body in advance, for purposes of dissection, in exchange for food. But it does not appear probable, from the known habits of Southern anatomists, that any such bargain could have been needed. For in the circular of the South Carolina Medical School for that very year I find this remarkable suggestion:--"Some advantages of a peculiar character are connected with this institution. No place in the United States affords so great opportunities for the acquisition of medical knowledge, subjects being obtained among the colored population in sufficient number for every purpose, and proper dissections carried on without offending any individual." What a convenience, to possess for scientific purposes a class of population sufficiently human to be dissected, but not human enough to be supposed to take offence at it! And as the same arrangement may be supposed to have existed in Virginia, Nat Turner would hardly have gone, through the formality of selling his body for food to those who claimed its control at any rate.

The Confession of the captive was published under authority of Mr. Gray, in a pamphlet, at Baltimore. Fifty thousand copies of it are said to have been printed, and it was "embellished with an accurate likeness of the brigand, taken by Mr. John Crawley, portrait-painter, and lithographed by Endicott and Swett, at Baltimore." The newly published Liberator said of it, at the time, that it would "only serve to rouse up other leaders, and hasten other insurrections," and advised grand juries to indict Mr. Gray. I have never seen a copy of the original pamphlet, it is not to be found in any of our public libraries, and I have heard of but one as still existing, although the Confession itself has been repeatedly reprinted. Another small pamphlet, containing the main features of the outbreak, was published at New York during the same year, and this is in my possession. But the greater part of the facts which I have given were gleaned from the contemporary newspapers.

Turner met his death with perfect composure, declined addressing the multitude assembled, and told the sheriff in a firm voice that he was ready.

Who now shall go back thirty years and read the heart of this extraordinary man, who, by the admission of his captors, "never was known to swear an oath or drink a drop of spirits,"--who, on the same authority, "for natural intelligence and quickness of apprehension was surpassed by few men," "with a mind capable of attaining anything,"--who knew no book but his Bible, and that by heart,--who devoted himself soul and body to the cause of his race, without a trace of personal hope or fear,--who laid his plans so shrewdly that they came at last with less warning than any earthquake on the doomed community around,--and who, when that time arrived, took the life of man, woman, and child, without a throb of compunction, a word of exultation, or an act of superfluous outrage? Mrs. Stowe's "Dred" seems dim and melodramatic beside the actual Nat Turner. De Quincey's "Avenger" is his only parallel in imaginative literature: similar wrongs, similar retribution. Mr. Gray, his self-appointed confessor, rises into a sort of bewildered enthusiasm, with the prisoner before him. "I shall not attempt to describe the effect of his narrative, as told and commented on by himself, in the condemned-hole of the prison. The calm, deliberate composure with which he spoke of his late deeds and intentions, the expression of his fiend-like face when excited by enthusiasm, still bearing the stains of the blood of helpless innocence about him, clothed with rags and covered with chains, yet daring to raise his manacled hands to heaven, with a spirit soaring above the attributes of man, --I looked on him, and the blood curdled in my veins."

But the more remarkable the personal character of Nat Turner, the greater the amazement felt that he should not have appreciated the extreme felicity of his position as a slave. In all insurrections, the standing wonder seems to be that the slaves most trusted and best used should be most deeply involved. So in this case, as usual, they resorted to the most astonishing theories of the origin of the affair. One attributed it to Free-Masonry, and another to free whiskey,--liberty appearing dangerous, even in these forms. The poor whites charged it upon the free colored people, and urged their expulsion, forgetting that in North Carolina the plot was betrayed by one of this class, and that in Virginia there were but two engaged, both of whom had slave-wives. The slaveholding clergymen traced it to want of knowledge of the Bible, forgetting that Nat Turner knew scarcely anything else. On the other hand, "a distinguished citizen of Virginia" combined in one sweeping denunciation "Northern incendiaries, tracts, Sunday-schools, religion, reading, and writing."

But whether the theories of its origin were wise or foolish, the insurrection made its mark, and the famous band of Virginia emancipationists, who all that winter made the House of Delegates ring with unavailing eloquence--till the rise of slave-exportation to new cotton regions stopped their voices--were but the unconscious mouth-pieces of Nat Turner. In January, 1832, in reply to a member who had called the outbreak a "petty affair," the eloquent James McDowell has described the impression it left behind:

"Now, Sir, I ask you, I ask gentlemen, in conscience to say, was that a 'petty affair' which startled the feelings of your whole population,--which threw a portion of it into alarm, a portion of it into panic, --which wrung out from an affrighted people the thrilling cry, day after day, conveyed to your executive, 'We are in peril of our lives; send us army for defense'? Was that a 'petty affair' which drove families from their homes,--which assembled women and children in crowds, without shelter, at places of common refuge, in every condition of weakness and infirmity, under every suffering which want and terror could inflict, yet willing to endure all, willing to meet death from famine, death from climate, death from hardships, preferring anything rather than the horrors of meeting it from a domestic assassin? Was that a 'petty affair' which erected a peaceful and confiding portion of the State into a military camp,--which outlawed from pity the unfortunate beings whose brothers had offended,--which barred every door, penetrated every bosom with fear or suspicion,--which so banished every sense of security from every man's dwelling, that, let but a hoof or horn break upon the silence of the night, and an aching throb would be driven to the heart, the husband would look to his weapon, and the mother would shudder and weep upon her cradle? Was it the fear of Nat Turner, and his deluded, drunken handful of followers, which produced such effects? Was it this that induced distant counties, where the very name of Southampton was strange, to arm and equip for a struggle? No, Sir, it was the suspicion eternally attached to the slave himself,--the suspicion that a Nat Turner might be in every family,--that the same bloody deed might be acted over at any time and any place,--that the materials for it were spread through the land, and were always ready for a like explosion. Nothing but the force of this withering apprehension,--nothing but the paralyzing and deadening weight with which it falls upon and prostrates the heart of every man who has helpless dependents to protect,--nothing but this could have thrown a brave people into consternation, or could have made any portion of this powerful Commonwealth, for a single instant, to have quailed and trembled."

While these things were going on, the enthusiasm for the Polish Revolution was rising to its height. The nation was ringing with a peal of joy, on hearing that at Frankfort the Poles had killed fourteen thousand Russians. The Southern Religious Telegraph was publishing an impassioned address to Kosciusko; standards were being consecrated for Poland in the larger cities; heroes, like Skrzynecki, Czartoryski, Rozyski, Kaminski, were choking the trump of Fame with their complicated patronymics. These are all forgotten now; and this poor negro, who did not even possess a name, beyond one abrupt monosyllable,--for even the name of Turner was the master's property,--still lives a memory of terror and a symbol of retribution triumphant. "
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The Truth About Celebrities and Politics

The Democrats and the Republicans both understand that fame is inextricable from American culture.

by John Hendrickson




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


In his DNC address, former President Barack Obama warned about putting a premium on "money, fame, status," and "likes." At the same time, his fellow Democrats are shrewdly deploying celebrities and influencers to help propel Kamala Harris to victory this November. How should voters square this tension?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Did God save Donald Trump?
 	Kamala Harris settles the biggest fight in the Democratic party.
 	The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore.




The Pop-Culture Election

Years from now, if someone asks you to recall a specific moment from the 2024 Democratic National Convention, what will come to mind? I'd probably mention Lil Jon bounding through the audience and hyping up the arena during the 50-state roll call. Political pundits often dismiss such spectacles as meaningless bombast. But the reality is, these are the moments that make politics fun. For better or worse, images--not policies--remain lodged in voters' brains. You can fight that fact or you can use it to your advantage.

Maybe you've heard the joke that D.C. is "Hollywood for ugly people." These days, the line between the political world and the celebrity world has all but vanished. Last night, just before prime time, the Harris campaign sent out a fundraising email from the Veep star Julia Louis-Dreyfus: "I know a thing or two about vice presidents," it read. "And let me tell you, Kamala Harris is the real deal." In Chicago, Lil Jon's performance wasn't the only celebrity appearance. Spike Lee, Patti LaBelle, Common, Eva Longoria, Wendell Pierce, Sean Astin, Don Cheadle, and others were all inside the United Center last night. Jason Isbell, Mickey Guyton, and Tony Goldwyn popped up the night before. The Democratic National Committee has also invited more than 200 influencers and "content creators" to the convention--people who know how to secure those dreaded "likes."

The Harris campaign is leaning into the celebrity-fication and meme-ification of politics, and, so far, it's working. On social media, Harris's official rapid-response account, @KamalaHQ, has embraced Charlie XCX's "brat" iconography, and the campaign recently referenced the infamous internet jokester @dril in an official press release. With these subversive actions, they're courting younger, terminally online voters who may have been tuning out this election altogether--even if it all feels a bit strange to older supporters.

Obama--the first president of the social-media age--lamented certain aspects of our internet-inflected life last night. "We chase the approval of strangers on our phones," he said. "We build all manner of walls and fences around ourselves, and then we wonder why we feel so alone."

The former president's address was sharp, poignant, and funny (following an absolute barn burner of a speech from the former first lady). But it was his section on modern life that stuck out to me most. The message seemed a bit out of sync with the fact that Barack and Michelle Obama are celebrities themselves. Since leaving the White House, the duo's work has been anchored in an entertainment company that has produced Oscar-winning documentaries and slick Netflix movies. Both Obamas have written extremely popular memoirs. Both have famous friends. The former president's literature and music suggestions have become beloved perennial lists. To be sure, none of that is a problem--merely a reflection of contemporary existence. Americans "stan" all manner of famous people in parasocial ways. Even Harris's running mate, the salt-of-the-earth Tim Walz, who will headline tonight, has become an unlikely celebrity in recent weeks.

Celebrities also played a role in the intraparty fighting that led to President Joe Biden's withdrawal from the race. After Biden's disastrous debate performance, journalists and political experts published reams of articles calling for Biden to step aside. And yet it was an op-ed from the Democratic fundraiser and actor George Clooney that seemed to catalyze a broader movement to force Biden's hand. For better or worse, celebrity culture is American culture. Republicans know this too. Arguably the most-talked-about moment from last month's Republican convention in Milwaukee was Hulk Hogan ripping off his shirt, rivaled only by Kid Rock singing "American Bad Ass."

Though the current iterations of the Democratic and Republican Parties couldn't be more different from each other, they both know how Americans think--and where the race is. This election may come down to the state of Pennsylvania, birthplace of Taylor Swift. If either party could somehow persuade Swift, the biggest pop star on the planet, to stage a benefit concert in Pennsylvania, the election might be over. But Swift has spent most of her career avoiding politics altogether. A few days ago, Trump boosted an AI image of Swift on Truth Social and "accepted" a Potemkin endorsement from the star and her fans. It wasn't real--but its potential impact was.

Back to last night's surprise star: Lil Jon. He was ostensibly there to represent his home state of Georgia during the roll call, though his appearance may have had another layer of meaning. Lil Jon was among the contestants who once appeared on The Celebrity Apprentice--Trump's old reality-TV show. At the 2011 White House Correspondents' Dinner, Obama taunted Trump at length, fed up with his birtherism conspiracy-mongering. "Obviously we all know about your credentials and breadth of experience," Obama said to Trump while up on the dais. He described a recent episode of The Celebrity Apprentice and Trump's choice of whom to "fire" on TV. "Ultimately you didn't blame Lil Jon or Meat Loaf--you fired Gary Busey," Obama deadpanned. "And these are the kind of decisions that would keep me up at night. Well handled, sir. Well handled."

That night, the room roared with laughter. Trump sat in the audience, humiliated. Four years later, he would descend the golden escalator inside his namesake tower and change the course of history. Trump would go on to become one of the most famous people to ever live.

America has always been a place where celebrities lead and others follow. But over the past few elections, our politics and our lives have never been more intertwined with all things celebrity. To win an election, you may just have to pay that premium.

Related:

	Can memes really win elections?
 	The forgotten secret of Trump's success (From 2021)






Today's News

	Robert F. Kennedy Jr. announced that he will address the nation about the future of his campaign on Friday in Phoenix. Sources told multiple news outlets that Kennedy is expected to drop out of the race and endorse Trump, but Kennedy would not confirm or deny the reports.
 	Italian authorities said that five bodies have been recovered from the yacht that recently sank off the coast of Sicily.
 	Russian officials said that the country's air-defense system repelled Ukraine's drone attack on Moscow, which was one of the largest drone-attack attempts on the city.






Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: The Atlantic contributing writer Walt Hunter interviewed the Dine poet Kinsale Drake about how poetry can map defiance.
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Evening Read


Jorg Modrow / laif / Redux



Cape Cod Offers a Harbinger of America's Economic Future

By Rob Anderson

A decade ago, I opened a restaurant in Provincetown, Massachusetts, and found out quickly how perilous our local economy can be. One afternoon in July, a few of my line cooks--all Jamaican culinary students who had traveled to the United States on student work-study visas--rolled into work late for the third time that week. The other cooks were annoyed. So was I. I'd been spending my days stumbling through what seemed like impossible situations, and here was one more crisis.
 But the students had a good excuse: They had landed in Provincetown with two promises from a nearby restaurant: a summer job and a place to live. The job had materialized (as had a second one, filling in at my restaurant). The housing hadn't.


Read the full article.
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Culture Break


Netflix



Watch (or skip). Emily in Paris (available on Netflix) is the epitome of guilty-pleasure viewing. It should probably stay that way, Hannah Giorgis writes.

Debate. When is it okay to not finish a book? Sophie Vershbow walks through how to decide to put a book down.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How Poetry Can Map Defiance

A conversation with the Dine poet Kinsale Drake about "Making a Monument Valley"

by Walt Hunter




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


The 24-year-old Dine poet Kinsale Drake's "Making a Monument Valley," which appears in The Atlantic's September issue, maps the Indigenous history of Los Angeles with pulsing, kinetic language. Drake's debut collection of poems, The Sky Was Once a Dark Blanket, will be published next month; ahead of its release, I asked Drake a few questions about "Monument Valley" and its ride through the haunted cityscape.

This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity.

Walt Hunter: Tell us a little about this poem, Kinsale. Where are we in it?

Kinsale Drake: The themes of the poem derive from my experience working on Tongva lands, in Los Angeles, while keeping in mind my community in Naatsis'aan, in Southern Utah, and our conscious relationship with land that is so much more than an extractive one. I was always trying to move with purpose in a city that was still a people's home. I'm invested in images of haunting and everyday rebellion. I wanted to foreground survivance, a term coined most famously by Gerald Vizenor to mean an active sense of presence, a continuance of Native stories, and a refusal to disappear.

Hunter: Your poem describes the landscape with such memorable language, full of auditory echoes and ricocheting sounds. What does poetic language have to do with the history of land in the United States--stolen and occupied land, in particular?

Drake: The work of honoring land as it always has been, and what it is now, is a loving and uncomfortable practice. Moving beyond acknowledgment, which this poem pushes against, how can we, every day, exercise our sovereignty and self-determination as Indigenous peoples--and as witnesses of this dispossession? Our survival--how is that mirrored in the cityscape? How does the land push back?

Poems can map that defiance. A poem weaves together creation stories, knowledge of dispossession and relocation, and contemporary syntax, to resist containment or erasure or apology.

Tommy Orange is a great example of a writer illuminating how diverse and expansive the urban Native population is and just how intricate those relationships with urbanscapes are. We can define for ourselves how we honor, celebrate, acknowledge, and act in reciprocity with the land and, to some extent, the city. Especially following the Indian Relocation Act of 1956, as a result of which thousands of families were relocated in an attempt to destroy and assimilate Native nations, and then even further removed within the city (Bunker Hill, for example, used to be the urban NDN capital of LA), stories rewrite what it is to be Native now.

Hunter: For people who love your work, what poets would you like them to read next?

Drake: If you enjoyed this poem, I humbly recommend NDN Coping Mechanisms, by Billy-Ray Belcourt (Driftpile Cree); Postcolonial Love Poem, by Natalie Diaz (Mojave); Bad Indians, by Deborah Miranda (Ohlone-Costanoan Esselen Nation); and There There and Wandering Stars, by Tommy Orange (Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes) for further reading on urban spaces and resistance, radical imagination, utopia, and apocalypse.



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

Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.
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Republicans' New, Dangerous Attempt to Break the Election

Even if the Supreme Court rejects this plea, the GOP will advance its cause of sowing doubt in the electoral process all the same.

by Bob Bauer




Only months before November's elections, the Republican National Committee has launched a new legal attack on the rules that govern federal elections. Supported by 24 states, the RNC is seeking, on an emergency basis, a Supreme Court ruling that the United States Congress lacks the constitutional authority to regulate presidential elections--congressional elections, yes, but not elections held to select presidents. The petitioners' immediate goal is to allow the state of Arizona to impose a "proof of citizenship" requirement as a condition of a person's right to vote for president.

If they are to succeed, the Court will have to suddenly, with mere weeks left before people start voting, abandon or explain away a decision it rendered in 2013--that Congress has the power to establish rules for voter registration in presidential elections. But even if the suit fails, it risks achieving some success in sowing doubt about the integrity of elections, highlighting claims of illegal voting by immigrants, and laying a foundation for post-election allegations of fraud and related legal challenges. (I have advised the national Democratic Party on this suit and have been further monitoring it as part of nonpartisan work to support election administrators in their preparation for the fall elections.)

The RNC target in this suit is a federal statute, the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA), enacted in 1993 to establish uniform, simplified, and nondiscriminatory rules for the registration of voters in federal elections. NVRA requires states to provide registration opportunities at their motor-vehicle departments and public-assistance agencies, and directed the adoption of procedures to keep voter rolls accurate and current. The law also mandated a federal voter-registration form that states must "accept and use." The form requires an attestation of citizenship under penalty of perjury and no further documentation.

Read: Should voter registration be automatic? 

But in 2022, Arizona passed a law requiring its voters to submit, along with the federal form, documentary proof of citizenship (DPOC), such as a passport or a birth certificate. Under that law, Arizonans who register to vote with this form but do not provide DPOC would be barred from voting at all for president, and from voting by mail in any other election in the state. The state has never enforced the law, for one reason: In 2013, the Supreme Court had held that the NVRA preempted an earlier version of this requirement--constitutional-law-speak for not permitting the state to add its own DPOC mandate to the attestation called for by the federal form. This meant that the state could impose its own requirement only for state elections. Ever since then, only those Arizona voters who do not use the federal form to register have had to supply DPOC.

With more than half the states in its corner, Arizona now argues in effect that the Supreme Court got it wrong, because, in its view, the Constitution confers on the states exclusive authority to regulate presidential elections. Congress can force the form without DPOC on the states for congressional elections only. The RNC and its allies claim as one source of authority the Constitution's electors clause, which empowers states to establish the process for the appointment of presidential electors and, the petitioners argue, provides them with the broad authority they are seeking over the rules for registering in presidential elections. This reliance on the electors clause will be familiar to readers who followed the controversy over the so-called independent legislature doctrine, which in its most extreme articulation would somehow allow legislatures alleging "fraud" to disregard the popular vote for president and appoint their own preferred electors. In a 2022 case testing the boundaries of the clause, the Supreme Court did not move down that path.

The petitioners in the current case urge the Court to share their worry about undocumented immigrants voting illegally, and to recognize the urgency of giving states the constitutional latitude to deal with it. In their amicus brief, the 24 states allege that such voting is widespread: "The problem of non-citizen voting has gotten worse, as the number of aliens in the United States has undeniably grown." These votes have been numerous enough, they assert, to have delivered victories to Democrats in states such as Minnesota and North Carolina, in both Senate and presidential elections. In the view of these petitioners, the states should be able to do something about it, and the Constitution does not allow the federal government to get in the way of laws like Arizona's, specifically in presidential elections. (There is, in fact, no evidence of any such pervasive undocumented-immigrant voting, much less any kind of systematic voter fraud.)

The earlier 2013 decision is one hurdle that the RNC and its allies confront, but not the only one. The Court has made clear in other cases, as in those involving presidential campaign finance, that Congress does indeed have the power to regulate presidential elections: "Congress has the power to regulate Presidential elections and primaries," the Court said in Buckley v. Valeo, affirming its position in the earlier case of Burroughs v. United States, that Congress can use that power to safeguard those elections from corruption.

The Court has also upheld Congress's authority to lower the voting age in presidential elections, to prohibit disqualification of voters in presidential and vice-presidential elections for failure to meet state residency requirements, and to provide uniform national rules in those elections for absentee voting. Additional federal laws on the books for years protect against the coercion of voters in presidential elections and ensure that members of the armed forces and other overseas voters have access to the ballot.

NVRA rests on additional constitutional foundations. Congress's power to regulate federal voter registration also derives from the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments' protections against racial discrimination. NVRA contains "findings" in support of its provisions, one of which is that "discriminatory and unfair registration laws and procedures can have a direct and damaging effect on voter participation in elections for Federal office and disproportionately harm voter participation by various groups, including racial minorities."

And the RNC has a significant timing problem. Under the Purcell principle--the name of a relevant case decided in yet another Arizona election-law controversy--11th-hour legal maneuvers for changes in election laws are disfavored, in an effort to reduce the risk of "voter confusion and consequent incentive to remain away from the polls." Yet the RNC has shown up at the Supreme Court, less than three months prior to the next presidential election, to make a bold constitutional claim and to seek "emergency" action to enable it to enforce a law it passed two years ago.

In the meantime, thousands of Arizona voters have registered with the federal form without providing DPOC--because federal law does not require them to do so. A last-minute decision by the Court to allow Arizona to enforce its DPOC law could throw all of these registrations into question--the sort of chaos and confusion, seriously undermining the orderly administration of the election within months of the election, that the Court has counseled the judiciary to strive to avoid.

Read: The decision that could end voting rights

Faced with the unfavorable Court ruling in 2013, the RNC and its state supporters are well aware of the aggressive nature of their move. The states are calling for the Court to "overrule" or "cabin"--a legal term for "narrow"--that decision, from which Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito dissented. The RNC and its allies likely see them as candidates to revisit it. Justice Neil Gorsuch, too, has joined Thomas in stating concern over the "federalization" of state-court rulings in election-law cases. Here, then, are three possible votes. The petitioners might believe more are persuadable.

But winning in Court may not be all that the RNC hopes to gain. Even if they lose, the RNC and its co-litigants will be building a case for post-election claims of illegal voting--illegal noncitizen voting in particular. They'll charge that the federal government under Democratic control will let it happen, because, as petitioners allege in their cited examples of Minnesota and North Carolina, Democrats will benefit. The RNC and its supporters will say that they did what they could, warning of the threat and appealing to the Court, and that they were defeated only by process--fealty to the Purcell principle. As a political calculation, perhaps it works either way: The courts can be their vehicle for messaging about illegal voting, win or lose.

A strategy to pursue political gamesmanship in the courts is also not incompatible with a longer-term legal strategy. The Court may reject the "emergency relief" in this new Arizona case, but the Justices may still take up this issue in due course. The RNC under Donald Trump's leadership is seeding the election-law landscape with other claims that may have poor prospects of yielding immediate gain, and yet remain available for development and better success later. In two states, the RNC is bringing claims that states cannot process any mail-in ballots after midnight of Election Day, even if cast and received within the period specified by state law. It is apparently setting up these cases for Supreme Court review. And the "independent-state-legislature doctrine" is by no means gone for good.

The "voting wars," as the legal scholar Richard L. Hasen has termed the legal battles over elections, appear certain to rage on. They have intensified under the pressures of election denialism and the grievances of a former president over an election he will not concede he lost. Now the Supreme Court will have to decide, whatever course this conflict takes in the years ahead, whether it will entertain novel and potentially destabilizing legal claims as election administrators complete their preparations for the fall, and the voting begins.
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        Young Democrats Have a New Favorite Clinton
        Russell Berman

        When Bill Clinton walked onto the stage of the United Center at the Democratic National Convention last night, he received an ovation befitting a Democrat who twice won the presidency. But the roar that greeted him was not quite as loud, nor as long, as the one that greeted the Clinton who twice lost.Nearly a quarter century after Bill Clinton left the White House, he remains a beloved figure in many corners of the Democratic Party. At a few points during his speech, he brought the convention cro...

      

      
        Why the Blue Wall Looms So Large
        Ronald Brownstein

        American politics over the past generation has experienced the equivalent of continental drift. The tectonic plates of our political life have shifted and scraped, toppling old allegiances and forging new demographic and geographic patterns of support. The turmoil has shattered and remade each party's agenda, message, and electoral coalition. And yet, no matter what else changes, the most direct path to the White House always seems to run through a handful of blue-collar states in the nation's ol...

      

      
        Ketamine's Catch-22
        Ethan Brooks

        Last week, five people were charged with providing the ketamine that led to actor Matthew Perry's death. It's the latest news in a saga that has renewed questions over ketamine's dual role as a promising depression treatment and an illicit drug.Questions about ketamine are now all the more relevant because of a pandemic-era decision that allows doctors to prescribe the drug online--transforming the way Americans access and maintain prescriptions for controlled substances.What role does ketamine ha...

      

      
        She's Everything. He's Just Doug.
        Helen Lewis

        She's everything. He's just Doug.Don't take it from me--that's his official title. Here at the United Center in Chicago, state delegates at the Democratic National Convention are given placards to wave during the speeches. The first night was dominated by We Love Joe and Union Yes!, interspersed with the campaign's battle-cry: We Fight, We Win.For the speech by the second gentleman, however, the signs simply read DOUG.That reflects Doug Emhoff's public persona, as a sort of Ringo-esque goofball wh...

      

      
        Barack Obama's Warning to Democrats
        Michael Powell

        Listening to Barack Obama at the Democratic National Convention last night was like stumbling upon a man from another time. His evocation of the importance, the centrality even, of searching for humanity in our fellow Americans, particularly those on the far side of our partisan divide, was moving because it felt so foreign."Mutual respect has to be part of our message," he said. "Our politics has become so polarized these days that all of us, across the political spectrum, seem quick to assume t...

      

      
        Republicans' New, Dangerous Attempt to Break the Election
        Bob Bauer

        Only months before November's elections, the Republican National Committee has launched a new legal attack on the rules that govern federal elections. Supported by 24 states, the RNC is seeking, on an emergency basis, a Supreme Court ruling that the United States Congress lacks the constitutional authority to regulate presidential elections--congressional elections, yes, but not elections held to select presidents. The petitioners' immediate goal is to allow the state of Arizona to impose a "proof...

      

      
        Kamala Harris Settles the Biggest Fight in the Democratic Party
        Franklin Foer

        When the electorate is seething, a triumphant political party becomes a vessel for discontent. But in the elections that have followed Donald Trump's victory in 2016, Democrats have been confused about which groundswell of anti-establishment ire they should channel: the spirit of Occupy Wall Street or that of Black Lives Matter?  Each protest movement suggested a different electoral strategy for countering Trump. By railing against plutocracy, Democrats hoped to win back the working-class white v...

      

      
        Could Donald Trump Break the Fed?
        Jordan Weissmann

        Mainstream economists hold sacred the notion that central banks must be shielded from political influence. The U.S. Federal Reserve's fundamental job is to set interest rates at the optimal level to keep employment high and inflation low. This often requires inflicting short-term pain--such as steeper borrowing costs or temporarily higher unemployment--to avoid even more disastrous outcomes in the long term. Elected officials, the thinking goes, don't have that kind of patience. With an eye on the ...

      

      
        Did God Save Donald Trump?
        Peter Wehner

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.When Donald Trump survived an assassination attempt last month, every decent American responded with gratitude for the luck that saw the bullet graze the former president and not kill him. But some Christian supporters of Trump saw something else at work.According to Al Mohler, the president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, it was "God and God alone" who saved Trump. "For God alone is the soverei...

      

      
        The New Law of Electoral Politics
        Derek Thompson

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.More than 60 countries, home to half the global population, are holding or have already held national elections this year. What many political analysts forecast as "the year of democracy" is turning out to be the year of the insurgents, as ruling parties fall around the world. It is a trend that Democrats are desperately hoping won't apply to Kamala Harris this November...

      

      
        The Democrats Aren't on the High Road Anymore
        David A. Graham

        During Donald Trump's crude and shambolic first run for president in 2016, Michelle Obama offered a mission statement for the Democratic Party that doubled as a pithy summary of her family's political project: "When they go low, we go high." A decade and a half before that, Barack Obama announced himself as a major figure by declaring at the 2004 Democratic National Convention, "There's not a liberal America and a conservative America; there's the United States of America."Neither of those statem...

      

      
        The DNC Is a Big Smiling Mess
        Mark Leibovich

        Here's the thing about political conventions: They are, foremost, productions--obsessively planned and guided heavily to what looks pretty on screens. But here's the thing about the Democratic Party: Now, as ever, it is a bit of a mess.A seemingly happy mess. But a mess nonetheless. And this can make for an awkward production.Up and down the Democratic pecking order, everyone in Chicago in these first 24 hours of the Democratic National Convention has tried to put a chipper face on the proceedings...

      

      
        The Huge DNC Protest That Wasn't
        Michael Powell

        On top of the stairs of Chicago's elevated Green Line yesterday, I had a fine view of the 13-acre Union Park. I squinted, looking for the promised cauldron of Democratic National Convention protesters, the tens of thousands of pro-Palestinian "Crashing the Party" masses ready to rumble at what was billed by the Democratic Socialists of America on social media as the "event of the season."I spotted a clump of protesters around a soundstage. I saw a line snaking toward the porta-potties, and, under...

      

      
        Abortion Takes Center Stage
        Helen Lewis

        The most emotional moment of last night's Democratic National Convention was supposed to be Joe Biden's farewell, after his party's power brokers made clear he could not run again. And true, his address showed a graciousness in defeat that Donald Trump could never hope to understand. But the most moving speech of the evening was only a few minutes long, and it was given by a young woman from Kentucky.Her name was Hadley Duvall, and she spoke in a section devoted to the effects of abortion bans on...

      

      
        The New AOC
        Yair Rosenberg

        The evolution of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez as a political force in American politics is fully apparent from just two speeches. The first was delivered at the 2020 Democratic National Convention, two years after the insurgent progressive from New York was elected to Congress. In it, Ocasio-Cortez declared her "fidelity and gratitude to a mass people's movement working to establish 21st-century social, economic, and human rights" and pledged to "recognize and repair the wounds of racial injustice, c...

      

      
        The Defeat-Harris, Get-Trump Politics of Protest
        David Frum

        One month ago, an NBC News headline reported:
Protesters made a tiny footprint at the RNC in Milwaukee. 

Other than a modest daytime march on Monday afternoon, the first day of the Republican National Convention, there were virtually no protests over the event's four days and nights.
Obviously, the story from the Democratic National Convention in Chicago is already proving different.This is part of a pattern. Gather any large number of Democrats together, in almost any city or state, whether at ...

      

      
        Sean O'Brien Walked Right Into It
        Adam Serwer

        Very few individuals who attempt to use Donald Trump for their own interests end up walking away with their dignity intact. That's something that Sean O'Brien, the head of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, should have considered before he lent the union's credibility to the Republican National Convention back in July."President Trump had the backbone to open the doors to this Republican convention, and that's unprecedented. No other nominee in the race would have invited the Teamsters i...

      

      
        The Truth About High Prices
        Annie Lowrey

        Americans are still upset about prices. Inflation fatigue appears to have metastasized into anger over the country's long-standing, intractable affordability crisis. With good reason: Housing is more unaffordable than ever, by some measures at least; staffing problems are driving child-care prices up and causing widespread shortages; health-care costs are pushing families into debt and causing them to forgo care; and Americans are spending a larger share of their disposable income on food than th...

      

      
        Joe Biden's Late Goodbye
        David A. Graham

        "Our best days aren't behind us; they're before us," President Joe Biden said last night at the Democratic National Convention.It was a poignant line. A statesman must believe that what he is doing will benefit his country after he exits the stage, but Biden's speech was on the first, rather than the last, day of the convention because his fellow Democrats had concluded that his own best days were behind him and nudged him to step down from the nomination.And so there Biden was, capping off a nig...

      

      
        We Still Need to Trump-Proof America
        Quinta Jurecic

        What will happen if Donald Trump secures a second term as president? Polling remains close--and though a Democratic victory seems far more likely than it did before the Biden-Harris swap, it's hardly assured. Should Trump pull out a win in November, voters might imagine that they know what to expect: more chaos, more grievance, more all-caps rants on social media. But a second Trump term would be much more dangerous than the first.Trump's unexpected victory in 2016 left him flailing to staff the e...

      

      
        The Mistake That Could Cost Trump the Election
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage."Let me tell you what our Project 2025 is," President Joe Biden said at a rally in Maryland last Thursday. "Beat the hell out of them."It was a funny line, and against the odds, it might also contain some truth: In a bizarre turn of events, Democrats have managed to make a nearly 1,000-page compendium of detailed policy ideas into one of Republican nominee Donald Trump's greatest liabilities in the 2024 presidential campa...

      

      
        The Populist Mantle Is Harris's for the Taking
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.In the weeks since Kamala Harris became the de facto Democratic nominee for president, she has run a deft campaign: confident, upbeat, and social-media-savvy. An often toothless Democratic Party has found its incisors. The policy rollout, however, has been slow. Some polls earlier this year suggested that a "generic Democrat" could beat Donald Trump, and more than a few critics and supporters feel like the Harris campaign...

      

      
        The Last Man in America to Change His Mind About Trump
        McKay Coppins

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.On the evening last month when Donald Trump was shot at a rally in Pennsylvania, Spencer Cox was at home in the Utah governor's mansion. Pacing the second-floor residence, he scrolled for updates on his phone, watching and rewatching the same footage, studying photos of the former president's bloody face."I was kind of captivated," Cox told me. "But there was this sick-feeling pit in my stomach."Cox had grown steadily mor...

      

      
        Trump's Medal of Dishonor
        Elliot Ackerman

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Former President Donald Trump sparked near universal criticism last week when he said that the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation's highest civilian award, was "much better" than the Medal of Honor, the nation's highest award for military valor. Trump made these comments during an event at his Bedminster, New Jersey, estate about anti-Semitism, in which he was drawing attention to the work of Miriam Adelson--the wid...

      

      
        Trump Has Turned Over an Old Leaf
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.By the time Donald Trump announced his 2024 campaign for president, the idea of a "new Trump" had become a running gag, taken seriously only by the most credulous reporters and most desperately optimistic Republican officeholders.Then something funny happened: Trump seemed to pull off a reset. Yes, Trump was still the same candidate he'd always been--undisciplined, authoritarian, and capricious--but for the first time he ha...

      

      
        
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Business | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Young Democrats Have a New Favorite Clinton

At the DNC, Hillary Clinton has achieved something approaching icon status among Democrats coming of age.

by Russell Berman




When Bill Clinton walked onto the stage of the United Center at the Democratic National Convention last night, he received an ovation befitting a Democrat who twice won the presidency. But the roar that greeted him was not quite as loud, nor as long, as the one that greeted the Clinton who twice lost.

Nearly a quarter century after Bill Clinton left the White House, he remains a beloved figure in many corners of the Democratic Party. At a few points during his speech, he brought the convention crowd to its feet with quips that called to mind the Clinton of old. When Donald Trump speaks, Clinton urged Democrats in one such zinger, "don't count the lies. Count the I's." But like the other former Democratic president who spoke in prime time this week, Clinton was outshone by his wife.

Bill has for decades been the more gifted communicator of the Democratic power couple; that wasn't the case this week. On Monday night, after nearly two minutes of initial cheers from the audience, Hillary Clinton delivered the crisper, more energizing speech. She championed Kamala Harris as the candidate who could shatter "the highest, hardest glass ceiling," and she mocked the man who prevented her from doing so herself: "We have him on the run now," Clinton said of Trump.

Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess

As time has eased the Democrats' anguish over Hillary's 2016 loss to Trump, the almost-president has become the bigger draw over the former president. That is especially true among the youngest Democrats who have gathered in Chicago this week. Gen Z Democrats have far more experience with Hillary than Bill; those in their early 20s weren't even born until after he left office. Hillary's 2016 candidacy, and the Women's March that followed her defeat, served for many of them as a political awakening. "She really paved the way for a lot of the organizing that's happening now," Sabrina Collins, a 25-year-old from Kentucky, told me.

Clinton was not the first choice for young Democrats in 2016, many of whom rallied behind Senator Bernie Sanders's progressive movement. But among Democrats coming of age now, she has achieved something approaching icon status. On a shuttle bus inching its way through clogged streets to the United Center early Monday evening, I overheard one 20-something woman cry out, "If I don't hear Hillary Clinton speak, I'm going to riot." At least for some Democrats, the bitterness over her loss to Trump--usually accompanied by rueful jokes about her inattention to Wisconsin that year--has given way to admiration of her resilience. Speaking to Michigan's delegation yesterday morning, the retiring Senator Debbie Stabenow hailed Clinton's "courage" in putting a woman's name on a presidential ticket, arguing that it would break, or at least lessen, the stigma Harris might face. "Don't underestimate the power of that," Stabenow said of Clinton. "We have to see women's faces in power to make power happen."

At an event hosted by the Gen Z group Voters of Tomorrow on Tuesday, a 24-year-old member of the Indianapolis city council, Nick Roberts, shared his favorite moment from the convention's opening night. He didn't mention Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez's energetic endorsement of Harris, nor President Joe Biden's emotional valedictory. To Roberts, the evening's highlight came during Clinton's denunciation of Trump's 34 felony convictions, as the arena crowd began chanting "Lock him up!" At first, Clinton tried to ignore the shouts and then, for a moment, she seemed to consider how to respond. Would she gently admonish the crowd, as Harris has done when supporters have started the chant at her rallies? Would she--dare she--affirm the same chant that Trump had used against her? Clinton chose to respond wordlessly, but knowingly. With a wide grin, she nodded along for several seconds. Roberts loved it. "I know the campaign is trying to tone it down," he told the Voters of Tomorrow crowd. "But with all she's been subjected to the last eight years, I think she deserved those 10 seconds of glee."

In conventions past, it was Bill Clinton who provided the more electrifying moments. He has addressed every DNC since 1980, and, as he recalled last night, he's attended every convention since 1972. His 2012 defense of President Barack Obama's economic record was so well received that Obama--the first of two future presidents to defeat Clinton's wife--dubbed him "the secretary of explaining stuff." In 2020, Clinton was relegated to a five-minute video--his shortest appearance in more than 30 years. That was an entirely virtual convention because of the coronavirus pandemic, but it was also the first since the #MeToo reckoning had cast sexual-misconduct allegations against Clinton (which he has denied) and his long history of extramarital affairs in a harsher light. In the late 1990s, many Democrats dismissed Clinton's relationship with a 22-year-old White House intern, Monica Lewinsky, as private, consensual, and unworthy of public rebuke. Two decades later, some of them had regrets. Kirsten Gillibrand, who took over Hillary Clinton's Senate seat in New York, said in 2017 that Bill Clinton should have resigned over the Lewinsky affair.

Caitlin Flanagan: Bill Clinton: A reckoning

The Gen Z attitude toward Bill Clinton appeared somewhat indifferent. I asked several attendees at the Voters of Tomorrow event which Clinton they were more excited to see. All of them immediately said Hillary. When I asked about Bill, a few of them politely declined to answer, because, they told me, they didn't know much about him. "I'll be honest: I just recently got into politics, so there's a lot of history I need to catch up on," Misty Ly, a 20-year-old from Georgia, replied. She said she had never heard the name Monica Lewinsky.

The former president's return to the convention stage drew no significant outcry from Democrats. Talk of his behavior with women has faded, and most of the Democrats I spoke with this week said they had no problem with the party featuring him again. Bill Clinton's speech lasted longer than Hillary's, but whether he was allotted more time or simply took more time wasn't clear.

Clinton reportedly scrapped the original draft of his remarks and rewrote the speech to be more joyful and energetic after seeing Monday's program. Yet within moments of taking the stage, he had veered off the prepared script. His voice was weaker than it once was, and he slightly mispronounced Kamala's name twice. Clinton's rambling and ad-libbing occasionally detracted from the speech's rhythm and cadence. One of the biggest applause lines was a joke about his age--and Trump's. Clinton turned 78 earlier this week, two months after Trump did. "The only personal vanity I want to assert is that I'm still younger than Donald Trump," Clinton said.

Clinton's strength as an orator is not rousing a crowd but silencing it. And for stretches of his speech, the United Center listened quietly as Clinton explained his view of the election. Updating a memorable riff from his 2012 speech, Clinton tallied the number of jobs created under Democratic and Republican presidents since the end of the Cold War--a total of 51 million. "What's the score?" he asked rhetorically, insisting he had triple-checked his claim. "Democrats: 50. Republicans: one."

The crowd erupted, offering Clinton one of his loudest cheers. He drew a few of them last night. Alluding to his advancing years, Clinton wondered at one point how many more conventions he'll have the chance to address. Democrats will most likely welcome him back--they always have. At the moment, however, he's no longer the Clinton they most want to see.
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Why the Blue Wall Looms So Large

Once again, the presidential election will likely come down to how Democrats perform in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.

by Ronald Brownstein




American politics over the past generation has experienced the equivalent of continental drift. The tectonic plates of our political life have shifted and scraped, toppling old allegiances and forging new demographic and geographic patterns of support. The turmoil has shattered and remade each party's agenda, message, and electoral coalition. And yet, no matter what else changes, the most direct path to the White House always seems to run through a handful of blue-collar states in the nation's old industrial heartland.

This year is no exception. Strategists in both parties consider Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin the pivotal states that are most likely to decide the winner in 2024--just as they did in 2020 and 2016. Although taking this trio of Rust Belt battlegrounds is not the only way for Vice President Kamala Harris to reach the necessary 270 Electoral College votes, "if you look at the history of those states ... then you have to believe they are the fastest way to get there," says the longtime Democratic operative Tad Devine, who managed the Electoral College strategy for the Democratic presidential nominees in 1988, 2000, and 2004. Republicans consider those three states equally indispensable for Donald Trump.

If Harris can sweep Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, which offer a combined 44 Electoral College votes, and hold every state that President Joe Biden won by three percentage points or more in 2020, and win the congressional district centered on Omaha in Nebraska (one of two states that award some of their electors by congressional district), she would reach exactly the magic 270 votes. In turn, even if Trump sweeps all four of the major Sun Belt battlegrounds--North Carolina and Georgia in the Southeast, and Arizona and Nevada in the Southwest--he cannot reach 270 without carrying at least one of the big three Rust Belt states (unless he achieves a major upset in one of the states that Biden won last time by at least three percentage points).

The priority on Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin is evident in both the time and the money that each campaign is expending there. Both sides are bombarding these states with personal appearances and television advertising: Pennsylvania ranks first, Michigan second, and Wisconsin fourth (behind Georgia) in the ad-spend total, at more than $200 million so far for the three states, according to figures from AdImpact. And for the Democrats gathered in Chicago, Harris's prospects in the three Rust Belt states is a perpetual topic of discussion, excitement, and anxiety.

"Let me just say, in conclusion," former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi told the Michigan delegation at the convention yesterday morning. "No pressure: The future of the nation is riding on you."

Ronald Brownstein: How the Rustbelt paved Trump's road to victory

Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin were a significant part of what I termed in 2009 the "Blue Wall"--the 18 states that ultimately voted for the Democratic presidential nominee in all six elections from 1992 through 2012. That was the largest bloc of states consistently won by the Democrats over that many elections since the formation of the modern party system in 1828. The 2016 election broke that pattern: Trump won the presidency by dislodging the big three of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin from the Blue Wall by a combined margin of about 80,000 votes. In 2020, Biden reclaimed all three--and with them, the White House--by a combined margin of nearly 260,000 votes.

Charles Franklin, the director of the Marquette Law School Poll, has calculated that in both 2016 and 2020, Wisconsin was the tipping-point state that provided the 270th Electoral College vote (first for Trump and then for Biden). Priorities USA, a leading Democratic super PAC, projects that Pennsylvania is the most likely such fulcrum this year. Perhaps because of this tipping-point effect, my term Blue Wall has morphed into a shorthand for these crucial states--even though they were simply the three bricks that fell out of the rest of the wall in 2016.

At a breakfast meeting of the Pennsylvania delegation that kicked off convention week in Chicago on Monday, speakers talked about defending the Blue Wall across Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin against Trump as urgently as characters in Game of Thrones would discuss fortifying the Wall in the north against the White Walkers.

"It is no secret; we are the keystone state of the Blue Wall," Sharif Street, the Pennsylvania party chair, said. "As goes Pennsylvania, so will go America."

A little later, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, Harris's vice-presidential nominee, popped into the meeting with a similar message. "I just came from the Wisconsin breakfast, and the Blue Wall is solid, people," he told the large crowd in a hotel ballroom.

Another special guest, Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, dwelled on the topic. "Can we all agree we are going to be the Blue Wall again in 2024?" she asked. "Thank you for helping to save the world with us a few years ago. Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin: This race once again is going to come down to our big states."

Franklin Foer: Kamala Harris settles the biggest fight in the Democratic Party

Before these states became the three-headed decider in presidential elections, campaigns usually considered Ohio--a demographically and economically similar neighbor--to be the tipping-point state. Early in the 1988 presidential race, I interviewed Lee Atwater, the legendary GOP strategist who was running George H. W. Bush's campaign, and he told me that the campaign's entire Electoral College strategy was to lock down so many states that Democrat Michael Dukakis could not reach 270 without winning Ohio, and then to defend Ohio with what Atwater called a "gubernatorial" level of campaign spending.

Sixteen years later, Karl Rove, the chief strategist for George W. Bush's reelection campaign against the Democrat John Kerry, likewise considered Ohio "the key state," he told me this week. Bush eventually won a second term (by the second-narrowest Electoral College majority for a reelected president ever) when he outstripped Kerry in Ohio by about 120,000 votes.

The state remained vital for Barack Obama, who carried it in both his 2008 and 2012 victories. But since then, Ohio has moved solidly toward the Republican Party, which has established overwhelming advantages in the state's small towns and rural areas. Ohio no longer functions as a fulcrum in the presidential race; it is no longer even a state that Democrats contest at that level.

As Ohio has faded, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin have together filled its former pivotal role in presidential contests. An earlier generation of political analysts and operatives viewed Ohio as decisive partly because it seemed to capture America in miniature, due to its racial, educational, and economic mix and rural/urban makeup. Yet that microcosm thesis doesn't explain the prominence of the new big three. Demographically, the states are not all that representative of an America that is inexorably growing more diverse: All three are whiter and older than the national average, with a lower proportion of college graduates and immigrants, according to census figures. The national trends regarding educational attainment and ethnic diversity that have unfolded in many other states, especially across the Sun Belt, have evolved much more slowly in the big three Rust Belt states.

In particular, white voters without a college degree, who fell below 40 percent as a proportion of the national vote for the first time in 2020, according to census data, still cast about half the vote in Michigan and Pennsylvania that year and nearly three-fifths of it in Wisconsin, according to calculations by William Frey, a demographer at Brookings Metro, a center-left think tank. Voters of color, who in 2020 cast about three of every 10 votes nationally, constituted only about one in five voters in Michigan, one in six in Pennsylvania, and one in 10 in Wisconsin.

Derek Thompson: The new law of electoral politics

If these Rust Belt battlegrounds still wield great influence in presidential races without being representative of the country overall, what explains that continued prominence? Experts I spoke with offered three persuasive explanations.

One is that a critical mass of voters in these states are conscious of their fulcrum role and therefore devote more attention to presidential contests than most voters do elsewhere. Rove likens the role that Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin now play in the general election to the part that Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina have typically played as the early states on the primary calendar. "There may be something to be said for them taking their roles seriously," Rove told me. "Like, 'We are going to pay a little bit more attention to this, and our politics are going to be slightly more robust.'"

Another explanation for these states' central role is that they have remained highly competitive in presidential elections when so many other states "have made a very rapid transition," as Rove put it, into the camp of one party or the other. Mark Graul, a GOP operative who ran George W. Bush's Wisconsin campaigns, told me that the Rust Belt battlegrounds have remained so close because, within them, all of the big political changes over the past generation have largely offset one another. For example, although Democrats are benefiting from better performance in the growing white-collar suburbs around such cities as Philadelphia, Detroit, and Milwaukee, those gains have largely been matched by increasing GOP margins among the substantial small-town and rural portions of these states. In the long run, Graul told me, Republicans won't be able to sustain that trade-off, because their strongholds are either stagnant or losing population. For the near term, though, these states "have been able to weather the demographic and geographic voting shifts and still remain incredibly closely divided," he said.

The third explanation--identifying perhaps the most important dynamic at work--centers on these states' powerful tendency to move together in elections. The big three have voted for the same party in every presidential election since 1980, with the sole exception of 1988 (when Wisconsin went with Dukakis, while Michigan and Pennsylvania backed Bush). Even more remarkably, in this century the same party has controlled the governorship in all three states simultaneously, except for one four-year period when Democrats held Pennsylvania while the other two elected Republicans.

Devine told me that because of the demographic and economic similarities and their proclivity for moving in tandem, the three states should be "considered a single entity," which he calls "Mi-Pa-Wi." With its 44 combined Electoral College votes, Devine said, Mi-Pa-Wi is in effect the last true swing state of that size, given that the states of comparable magnitude--California, New York, Florida, and Texas--all tilt solidly blue or red. "These three states are really one big state that is going to decide the election," he said.

Read: The DNC is a big smiling mess

On paper, that should be an ominous prospect for Democrats in the Trump era. The foundation of Trump's electoral coalition is non-college-educated white voters--and they constitute a significantly larger share of the vote in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin than they do nationally.

Yet, at their national convention this week, Democrats from these states clearly feel more optimistic about their prospects now than they did when Biden was the presumptive nominee. "I think this race has been reset," Pennsylvania's Democratic governor, Josh Shapiro, told me after the delegation breakfast on Monday. A recent survey from the New York Times/Siena College poll showed Harris with a four-percentage-point lead over Trump in all three states. Other surveys have shown the two candidates more closely matched, but almost all polls show Harris gaining.

Her revival builds on the larger trend across the region. After Trump's upset victories in 2016, Democrats have regained the initiative in all three states. In 2018, each of them elected a Democratic governor; then each backed Biden in 2020; and in 2022, all three elected Democratic governors again--in every instance by a larger margin than in 2018. Democrats now also hold five of their six U.S. Senate seats.

The winning formula for Democrats in all three states has been similar. Although the party has rarely captured a majority of working-class white voters, its winning candidates--such as Whitmer, Shapiro, Wisconsin Governor Tony Evers, and Biden in 2020--have routinely performed a few points better with those voters than the party does elsewhere. Democrats have also posted huge advantages among young people, especially in such college towns as Ann Arbor, Michigan, and Madison, Wisconsin. And in all three states, Democrats are benefiting from expanding margins among college-educated voters in the suburbs of major cities--an advantage that widened after Dobbs, the 2022 Supreme Court decision overturning the constitutional right to abortion. (Later that year, Whitmer, Shapiro, and Evers each won about three-fifths of college-educated white voters: a crushing margin that improved on Biden's performance, according to exit polls.) These formidable gains with white-collar voters have enabled the party to withstand disappointing turnout and somewhat shrinking margins among Black voters in Philadelphia, Detroit, Milwaukee, and other midsize cities.

Democrats hope that Harris can reverse that electoral erosion in Black communities, while expanding the party's advantages in well-educated suburbs, especially among women, and recapturing young people who had soured on Biden. Her biggest challenge in the region will be holding as much as possible of Biden's support among older and blue-collar white voters, who are probably the most receptive audience for the coming Republican attack ads claiming that Harris is a "woke" liberal extremist who is soft on crime and immigration.

Dan Kildee, a Democrat who is retiring after this session as the House representative of a district that includes Flint, Michigan, told me that this sort of hard-edged message will find an audience among some working-class white voters, but he believes Harris can keep those losses to a manageable level. "There's a whole segment of that cohort of the electorate that now has evidence of what a Donald Trump presidency looks like," Kildee said, "and will weigh that against the more hopeful and optimistic message that Vice President Harris brings."

The margin is very tight: Even if Harris does everything right, an optimal outcome for her in these states might be winning them by one or two percentage points. Shapiro could have been speaking about all three states when he told reporters on Monday: "You can get to a race that's sort of basically statistically tied, and getting that last point or two in Pennsylvania is really, really tough."

But unlike what happened in 2016, when Hillary Clinton famously, fatally, took her eye off Michigan and Wisconsin to focus on campaigning elsewhere, Democrats are singularly focused on cementing Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin back into the Blue Wall. At the Pennsylvania breakfast, Whitmer told the delegates: "Josh [Shapiro] and I and Tony [Evers] are talking about a Blue Wall strategy. The three of us together, in all three of our states, turning out the voters, getting people pumped up, educating people." If they can celebrate victory after that effort, she said, it will mean they can "say 'Madam President' for the first time in the history of this country."
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Ketamine's Catch-22

The drug has a hard-partying past--and a promising future in treating depression.

by Ethan Brooks

Last week, five people were charged with providing the ketamine that led to actor Matthew Perry's death. It's the latest news in a saga that has renewed questions over ketamine's dual role as a promising depression treatment and an illicit drug.

Questions about ketamine are now all the more relevant because of a pandemic-era decision that allows doctors to prescribe the drug online--transforming the way Americans access and maintain prescriptions for controlled substances.

What role does ketamine have to play in the future of depression treatment now that the prescribing landscape has changed?

This is the third and final episode of Scripts, a new three-part miniseries from Radio Atlantic about the pills we take for our brains and the stories we tell ourselves about them.

Listen to the story here:

Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This is Radio Atlantic. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Today we have the third and final episode in our series exploring psychotropic meds and the cultural stories surrounding them. In those early, uncertain days of the pandemic, the government made a decision--a decision that is proving very hard to walk back and that transformed how we access these drugs, how doctors prescribe them, and how we stay on them.

This week, a story about ketamine and about the fallout of that decision. Reporter Ethan Brooks will take it from here.

Ethan Brooks: Okay, I'm going to start with this doctor. His name is Scott Smith, and his story starts back before the pandemic. Smith is working in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina, as a family doctor--so sick kids, high blood pressure, all sorts of things.

One day he's driving to work, listening to the radio, and NPR is airing a story about ketamine as a treatment for depression.

Scott Smith: And as I was driving to work and I heard them talking about that, I said out loud, That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard of. Ketamine would never help anybody for depression.

Brooks: You said that out loud?

Smith: Yeah, to myself as I was driving because it just was ludicrous.

Brooks: This felt ludicrous because, for Smith, that's just not what ketamine was for. For him it was as an anesthetic, something you might give to a kid who needs stitches on their tongue, get them to quit squirming. The way it functioned, as he understood it, was to separate the mind from the body.

For other people, ketamine is a party drug, going by names like K, Special K, and, according to the DEA, "Super Acid." I haven't heard that one before.

But recently, ketamine's new gig is as a depression treatment, and a promising one--promising because it works fast, which is a useful feature for people who are suicidally depressed. And it works well for patients for whom other depression treatments don't work.

Ketamine for depression is often prescribed off-label. And in 2019, the FDA approved an on-label treatment called Spravato, which is a nasal spray. It's the first genuinely new, FDA-approved depression treatment in 50 years. 

After Scott Smith heard that story on the radio, he did some research. And before long, he was a believer.

Smith: I asked myself, Wait a minute. Why has nobody told me about how powerful this treatment is? And why isn't this being used?

Brooks: So Scott Smith, when he learned all this, felt, in a way, offended that we had been sitting on this drug for so many years, that so many people, including people really close to him, had been struggling with severe depression and that ketamine wasn't an option that was available to them.

Smith: It was in my face that this was real, and I couldn't deny it. I couldn't deny it. To deny it, to me, would mean being a bad doctor. This situation had been presented to me by the universe. My best friend killed himself.

There was no way I was going to let this pass by.

Brooks: Have you felt that before? Like, is this the first time that's happened?

Smith: That was the first time it overwhelmed me.

Brooks: Smith wanted to get ketamine to as many patients as he could who needed it. So he made a bold decision: He starts his own practice, one that serves both ketamine patients and his normal family-practice patients. He rents an office with two completely separate waiting rooms, so you could be sitting in one waiting room and totally unaware that the other exists. The sign on the door to the first waiting room said smith family, md. The sign on the door to the other room said ketamine treatment services. Scott Smith was behind both doors.

The practice did well. Patients filled up both waiting rooms. And maybe Smith would have liked to treat more patients, but it was a brick-and-mortar office, so that was that. And then the pandemic came, and everything changed.

Okay, so it's March 20, 2020. To set the scene, this is nine days after the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic. This is the same day Governor Cuomo issued a stay-at-home order for all New Yorkers, United announced it will cut down international flights by 95 percent, and the DEA made an announcement: Given the circumstances, doctors no longer had to see patients in person--at all--to prescribe controlled substances.

And this decision, I'd like to submit, is among the most enduring and consequential policy decisions of the pandemic. Before this change, with few exceptions, if you wanted a controlled substance--amphetamine, Suboxone, ketamine, Xanax, testosterone--you needed, at some point, to see a doctor in person.

After the March 2020 change, that in-person barrier was gone. It became easier to get prescribed and easier to stay prescribed. And this, especially in a pandemic, saved lives. But something else happened, too.

The way we access and maintain medications underwent a fundamental shift. The new policy brought us into a new era, one where patients have a lot more power--the power to diagnose and treat ourselves without leaving the room.

Brooks: From 2020 to 2022, one study found a tenfold increase in telehealth visits. Americans, as we've discussed, started taking a lot more psychiatric medications, and the worlds of venture capital and startups saw an opportunity: psychiatry at a scale that would have been impossible before. The money poured in, and before long, the environment resulting from this confluence of demand, policy, and money had a name.

I'll just read a few recent headlines here: "New Mental Health Clinics Are a Wild West," "Adult ADHD Is the Wild West of Psychiatry," "The Wild West of Online Testosterone Prescribing," "The Wild West of Off-Brand Ozempic," "The 'Wild West' of Ketamine Treatment."

You get it--a Wild West, a new world of access and autonomy for patients and for doctors. So Scott Smith--half family-medicine doctor, half ketamine doctor--sees these changes and decides to go west.

Smith: I went all in. I went all in. I became licensed in 48 states.

Brooks: Smith closes the office with two waiting rooms and builds a new practice from the ground up. Now he would only provide ketamine treatment, mostly in the form of off-label, low-dose ketamine lozenges.

Smith: In this practice, every single patient is being treated with the same medicine. The treatment protocol that we're giving these patients is the same, for every single patient.

It's like a Baskin-Robbins store that only serves vanilla ice-cream cones. How fast would a Starbucks run that only sold coffee with cream and sugar? That's it.

Brooks: I started pointing out to Smith that comparing ketamine, a Schedule III controlled substance, to ice cream or to coffee with cream and sugar might give the wrong impression.

And as he clarified his vision, I realized it wasn't "drugs as candy" that he was really going for or treatment as fast food. What he had in mind was all the things fast-food restaurants do well: efficiency, specialization.

And in a country where someone dies by suicide every 11 minutes, maybe fast-food-style efficiency, applied to a fast-acting depression treatment, isn't so bad.

Brooks: In Smith's practice, the problem could be PTSD, anxiety, depression. The solution would be ketamine, ketamine, ketamine.

Smith: I was taking care of about a thousand patients in a pool and, at the peak, it was around 1,500 patients.

Brooks: The more I talked to Smith--and for reasons that will become clear a bit later--I wanted to know: Who were Smith's 1,500 patients? I also wondered if his patients might be more into the "Super Acid" side of ketamine than the depression treatment.

After all, ketamine can be dangerous. There's an FDA warning that includes stuff like urinary tract and bladder problems. But also; respiratory depression.The autopsy for Matthew Perry, who played Chandler Bing in Friends, determined that he died from the "acute effect of ketamine."

I started calling Smith's patients just a few months after Perry's death. And I want to just introduce you to two here.

Willow: Good afternoon.

Brooks: Willow, a nurse in Tennessee. I'm going to use a nickname to protect her privacy.

Johannah Haney: Hi. This is Johannah.

Brooks: And Johannah Haney, a writer in Boston. And I want to tell their stories because they help explain the profound positives that came with the 2020 rule change and, also, the risks inherent in that new Wild West.

Haney: Nobody starts with ketamine treatment, you know what I mean? It's just like, this is sort of the last stop.

If I wasn't going to get relief, I just wanted it to be over and done. And if you think about being on an airplane, and you're just so restless, and all you want is to be at this final destination, and, you know, you're uncomfortable, and you're bored, and you're just like--you know that feeling that you get on a plane? It's how my life felt to me.

Brooks: Johannah had been struggling with depression for years, had tried all the usual depression treatments--SSRIs, anti-anxiety medications, antipsychotics--some of which would work for a while, until they didn't.

There was one that did work well for her.

Haney: But it was affecting the muscles in my mouth. So as time wore on, you couldn't understand my speech anymore, which was kind of a big problem.

Brooks: Willow, the nurse, struggled with the usual depression meds, too.

Willow: I tried Prozac. I tried Paxil. I tried Wellbutrin. And nothing was working.

I no longer went to church. I couldn't seem to even answer phone calls from my friends. I would just lay in bed. I couldn't even make myself brush my teeth. I've had plenty of dental work done since to try to reverse some of the damage. There was no sort of existence other than me just fighting against taking my own life.

Brooks: Had you experienced anything like that before?

Willow: I haven't.

Brooks: Nothing was working for Willow until, one day, she found some research on ketamine.

Willow: At that point, I felt like, What do I have to lose? It couldn't get worse than what it was.

Brooks: Johannah and Willow liked Dr. Smith. Johannah, through her screen, found him to be warm and attentive. Smith prescribed them lozenges to be dissolved in their mouths. The lozenges were supposed to taste like cherry or raspberry, but mostly they tasted bitter, waxy. What the patients hoped for wasn't a cure; that didn't seem realistic. What they hoped for was a separation from the needling idea that it might be better to not be alive.

And there were all sorts of separations that needed to be delicately managed: Depression separated them from the things and people they loved in life. The ketamine separated their minds from their bodies, sometimes so much that it was scary, sometimes so little that they felt nothing. But the only separation that mattered was between two parts of their minds--one that sought normalcy and one that sought nothingness.

Willow: Within the first few doses, there was a drastic difference. It wasn't like I was able to leave my house or I was even able to clean or do things such as that yet, but I would actually get in the bathtub.

I actually was able to hold my concentration for a little bit. Because I was just having constant anxiety attacks.

Haney: I started doing the dishes, which is something that I really couldn't do before. So I still felt like garbage, but I could do the dishes.

Willow: Within a month, I was out my house, checking my mailbox. And about two or three months later, my kids felt like they had their mom back.

I got a promotion at work within about six months, and almost a year later, I was thinking, Well, I'll go back for my next degree. So it made all the difference in my life.

Brooks: Here were two patients, Willow and Johannah, finally finding treatment that worked--treatment that would otherwise be too far away or too expensive. They were patients reaping the full benefit of ketamine's so-called Wild West.

When we come back: the costs.

[Break]

Brooks: Okay, so before we get back to Willow and Johannah and Dr. Smith, I want to move forward in time a bit, around three years after the 2020 change that opened up remote prescribing for controlled substances.

In the three years since the prescribing rules changed, the world changed. There was a nationwide Adderall shortage, driven, in part, by a flood of new telehealth patients. And Scott Smith wasn't the only one with the idea to make a national, online ketamine practice. Startups with names like Joyous and Mindbloom have served thousands of patients.

And the DEA, looking at all of this change, thought, Okay, maybe things have gotten a little out of hand.

So in February 2023, they proposed a new set of rules: not to go back to exactly how things were before the pandemic, but a rule that would force most patients to see doctors at some point, in person. So in February 2023, those new rules went online for public comment. A month passed and, in that time, the DEA received more than 38,000 comments--a record number.

I've read thousands of those comments, downloaded them into one huge spreadsheet, and if you read them together, it's kind of an extraordinary document--story after story about how this new access, new autonomy changed people's lives.

The comments are from patients, doctors, pharmacists, trans people who need testosterone, Marines who need testosterone, polio survivors, palliative-care patients, teenagers, and octogenarians.

They talk about how virtual access to these drugs is a matter of life or death. Some wrote long stories. Others, writing about the new, more restrictive rules, were more direct, like, quote, "This is a horrible idea."

There are so many comments, it's almost easier to get a real picture of it through the search bar. The phrase "saved my life" appears 444 times--all in all, a coalition of suffering people come to deliver one message: That Wild West, it suits us just fine. We didn't choose it then, but we're choosing it now. We want to stay in that Wild West, come what may.

The DEA listened. On May 9, 2023--a couple months after they proposed those new rules--the DEA said, Never mind. We'll keep the 2020 emergency rules in place. We'll try again a bit later. And until then, it's the Wild West--for better or worse.

On May 9, 2023--the same day the DEA announced it would back off on its new rule--Willow, the nurse, got an email from Dr. Smith.

Brooks: Do you remember where you were and what you were feeling at that time?

Willow: Yes, I do. I had just seen him the day before, and so I couldn't believe it.

Brooks: The email informed his patients--all of them--that his practice would shut down immediately.

Willow: I panicked. I didn't want to go back to where I had been before.

I realized I needed to use my brain while it was still functioning okay and hurry up and find help.

Brooks: Like a ticking clock, sort of. Like there's a countdown.

Willow: It was, and it was very scary. I didn't want to become suicidal again. I don't want my kids to lose their mom. I enjoy helping people with my job. I didn't want to slowly just kind of disappear into nothing.

Smith: Well, on May 9, I got done seeing patients in the morning. I was in my office doing paperwork, and there was a banging on my front door, like somebody was just going to knock my front door down. So I went down there, and it was two big, male DEA agents with guns on their hip, and they said, Can we come in? I said, Why?

Brooks: The agents were there with an order. The order says that over about a four-year period, Smith issued around 2,224 prescriptions for controlled substances in states where he either was not licensed or failed to consult state drug-monitoring programs.

It ordered him to stop prescribing ketamine--or any other controlled substance, for that matter.

Smith: It just felt like the end of the world. It just felt like the end of the world. I felt like, Am I crazy? Am I a bad doctor? Did I really do everybody wrong? And then, for a long period of time, I would just fluctuate back and forth between that.

[Music]

Brooks: With regard to the state drug-monitoring programs, Smith maintains he did everything correctly. As for the illegal out-of-state prescriptions, he says all these patients either traveled to visit him in person or traveled to a state where he was licensed to consult with him via telemedicine.

And around the same time Smith's practice shut down, that same story of sudden loss of treatment was happening around the country. Ketamine Wellness Centers, a brick-and-mortar chain, shut down in March 2023 due to funding issues. Patients, some of them suicidally depressed, lost access to treatment immediately. Babylon Health, a telehealth startup once valued at $4.2 billion, was sold off for scraps. And Cerebral, another multibillion-dollar startup treating depression, insomnia, and ADHD, came under investigation by the Department of Justice for violating the Controlled Substances Act.

Patients were forced to find new providers. Whatever the cause, the result for patients was the same: instability and a lot of very tough decisions.

Haney: I mean, I have legitimately and recently thought, like, I'm just going to go back on that one drug that worked for me.

Brooks: For Johannah, that was the antipsychotic medication that worked for her depression but interfered with her ability to speak.

Haney: Honestly, I'm like, Would I rather feel good or be able to talk?

That's sort of where my mind is. Like, I may rather just take that and let my mouth muscles do what they're going to do. So I'm not going to be able to talk anymore. I'll write things down.

Brooks: It sounds like it feels kind of clear to you that it would be worthwhile, if you had to, to kind of go back to having problems with speaking or not being able to speak in order to feel okay.

Haney: I think for sure. Yeah.

Brooks: Willow, after Smith shut down, struggled to find another provider. So when Smith stopped, she stopped. Life got harder again. But a few months later, she found another doctor online and started back on ketamine again.

Willow: I forget what month I'm on. I'm slowly kind of coming back up. I don't need a large dose. I really just need a smaller dose and, also, I don't need it as often anymore.

Because I want to take it as infrequently and at the lowest dose absolutely possible.

Brooks: Why is that?

Willow: It just kind of makes me feel better because I'm scared. I'm scared that it could be taken away again. And what if I can't get my medicine to function? I never had that fear before of having a lifesaving medicine just be taken away like that.

Brooks: Got it. So just to make sure I understand correctly, you could try to take it more consistently or at a higher dose and maybe get back to feeling normal and energetic and kind of back to where you were at the best of the Smith times, but at the moment are kind of intentionally not doing that, as to not become too reliant, because the medication's at risk. Is that right?

Willow: Yes, sir. I'm just really scared of it being taken away again and what happens if I go back to how I was. That's not a life. That's not a life at all.

Brooks: Trade-offs are a part of medicine: effects and side effects. It comes with the territory. Even Johannah's trade-off--her mood for her ability to speak--that's part of the usual equation, just an extreme example.

But for Smith's patients and others who have had to navigate the uncertainty of this moment, it's different. This Wild West can keep patients from sticking with treatments that work for fear of them being taken away--a Wild West not so much for its lawlessness or its dangers but for its uncertainty, the feeling of being surrounded by the unknown.

The DEA has said that it will come back in the fall of 2024 with new, final rules for how we access controlled substances online. And in some ways, that feels like an opportunity--or maybe just a moment--not just to reset policy but to strip away some of the stories, preconceptions, shorthand that surround so many of these drugs.

The policy part is probably easier. There are a lot of people arguing for a special registry of virtual prescribers--ones that are known to be reputable, issuing proven treatments--a system that would protect patients from bad actors without ending access to virtual-only care.

But resetting narrative, stripping away stories built up over decades--that is a more complicated proposition. Maybe it starts by just acknowledging what we know and don't know about how these drugs work in our bodies and, when we start on a drug, having a lengthy discussion of what it might take to stop.

That, at least, is somewhere to begin.

[Music]

Brooks: Scripts is produced and reported by me, Ethan Brooks. Editing by Jocelyn Frank and Hanna Rosin. Original music and engineering by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

If you're having thoughts of suicide, please reach out to the national suicide-prevention lifeline at 988 or the Crisis Text Line. For that, you text "talk"--T-A-L-K--to 741741.

Radio Atlantic will be back next week.
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She's Everything. He's Just Doug.

Democrats try a new model of masculinity.

by Helen Lewis




She's everything. He's just Doug.

Don't take it from me--that's his official title. Here at the United Center in Chicago, state delegates at the Democratic National Convention are given placards to wave during the speeches. The first night was dominated by We Love Joe and Union Yes!, interspersed with the campaign's battle-cry: We Fight, We Win.

For the speech by the second gentleman, however, the signs simply read DOUG.

That reflects Doug Emhoff's public persona, as a sort of Ringo-esque goofball who merits first-name terms--he just seems like a Doug, with its overtones of solid Gen X dependability. The familiarity also gestured to Emhoff's potential to be a quietly transformative figure in American politics: Female ambition is now the stuff of a million power breakfasts and lapel badges, but if Kamala Harris becomes America's first female president, her husband will break the real "hardest glass ceiling" in American politics. Behold, a man who is content to be the supporting actor in someone else's drama.

The politics of gender--and race--are the inevitable backdrop to this year's convention. During the honorary roll call on Tuesday night, several delegates mentioned their pride at nominating a woman of color. During the speeches, Shirley Chisholm's name was regularly invoked, as the first woman and first Black American to seek the presidential nomination from one of the two major parties. In the corridors of the United Center, delegates could buy sugar-pink Madam President T-shirts. "Sixty years ago, Fannie Lou Hamer came to this convention in 1964, and was denied entry to sit as a delegate, because she was a Black woman," the actor Wendell Pierce, who came with the Louisiana delegation, told me on the convention floor. "To think that 60 years later, we just nominated a Black woman to lead the party--that is a tribute to that legacy."

Yet Harris's campaign has so far left it to others to present her as a history-making proposition, presumably because they think that the idea alienates some voters--and leaves many more unmoved. Let the right obsess about the cultural implications of rampaging, untamable hordes of childless women, the thinking seems to go, while we get back to talking about how Donald Trump is a convicted felon.

Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess

Arguments about race and gender have been handled by carefully chosen surrogates. On the first night, Hillary Clinton gave a well-received personal speech about the advances made by women in her lifetime, starting with her mother's birth in an era when women could not yet vote in the United States. Oprah Winfrey spoke about the first children to go to desegregated schools, and how they paved the way for the young Kamala, the daughter of a Jamaican father and an Indian mother. Michelle Obama, meanwhile, gave one of the angriest, most straightforwardly political speeches she has ever delivered, unleashing a stream of barely veiled attacks on Trump--condemning the "affirmative action of generational wealth," and those who see a mountain ahead of them and "expect there to be an escalator to take them to the top."

The Democratic desire to tread lightly around gender can also be seen in the convention's treatment of abortion--a significant mover of votes in the midterms--which has consistently been framed as a men's issue too. That reads like an attempt to turn abortion rights from a radical feminist demand into an everyday issue of freedom and family. The first night featured Josh Zurawski talking alongside his wife, Amanda, about her difficulty in accessing medical treatment for a miscarriage because of Texas's draconian laws. The couple was followed by Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear addressing the same theme, which was also part of his successful reelection campaign last year. Headlining the third night, Harris's running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, talked about fertility treatments, and reused one of the most popular lines from his stump speech, advising Republicans to "mind your own damn business."




The official launch of Brand Doug and the Emhoff family has an obvious aim: to normalize the idea of a female president with a supportive husband. "So you want to hear about Doug?" Arizona delegate Joshua Polacheck said, when I entered the scrum on the convention floor ahead of Emhoff's speech. We had just heard Chuck Schumer speak, and Polacheck was disappointed that the Senate majority leader had missed the opportunity for a joke. "As a Jewish boy myself, I thought he was going to say ... if you dream big, one day, as a nice Jewish boy, you can be the first gentleman of the United States."

The unspoken backdrop to that joke is an online right that is obsessed with emasculation. Listen to enough manosphere podcasts, or watch enough TikToks, and you will become familiar with a whole set of anxieties--falling sperm counts, low testosterone levels, male status hierarchies--with a whole vocabulary to match. (Been mogged by a sigma? Try looksmaxxing and don't be a cuck.) The advances made by women in the past few decades have made some men feel unheard and left behind, and have convinced many teenage boys that it's their sex that gets a raw deal. The Republican convention, just a few weeks ago, offered a buffet of macho role models, such as the wrestler Hulk Hogan, singer Kid Rock, and UFC boss Dana White. At the podium in Chicago, both Winfrey and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg mentioned the Republican vice-presidential candidate J. D. Vance's cruel comments about "childless cat ladies," drawing applause from the floor. "As a trans woman, I certainly fall outside of the traditional gender binary," New Jersey delegate Joeigh Perella told me. "Womanhood is not determined about whether or not [a person] can have children, or if they do have children."

To counteract the gender gap in polling, which sees men prefer Trump to Harris by double digits, the Democrats are pushing their own model of masculinity: the dude who is relaxed and secure enough to take pride in his wife's achievements. The left has developed its own phrase book, of wife guys and girl dads, to communicate the virtue of being proud of the women around you. Among the foremost qualities of a political dad, whether of girls or boys, is his ability to take a joke: Witness Walz's kids doing bunny ears behind him on the first night, or Barack Obama ribbing him about his flannel shirts. (The shirts "don't come from some consultant; they come from his closet, and they've been through some stuff," Obama said, while Gwen Walz nodded in the cutaways.) Dads do not fear mockery, because they live to embarrass their children, preferably by dancing in public. Dads have nothing to prove. Dads hug.

In a similar vein, Tuesday night was the domain of the Alpha Wife Guy--men who have achieved enough themselves to be able to revel in their partner's successes. Barack Obama famously watched his wife write two best-selling books while he struggled to finish one after leaving office. "I am the only person stupid enough to speak after Michelle Obama," he observed on Tuesday. (In case you think it was all high-minded feminism, Obama also made a joke at Trump's expense, when he said the former president was obsessed with . . . crowd sizes.) Emhoff, meanwhile, used to be a Los Angeles entertainment lawyer, but gave it up to avoid conflicts of interest when Harris became vice-president . He now teaches law at Georgetown University. "He exemplifies what all men should do: When your lady needs to take the lead, let her take the lead," Pierce told me. "He's emblematic of what good men are."

David A. Graham: The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore

To offset any suggestion that he might be a henpecked homebody, Emhoff's speech referenced his childhood buddies, his fantasy football league, and his group chat. "It's probably blowing up right now," he said. The video before his speech zoomed in on his face in footage showing him grabbing a protester who had taken the mic from Harris at a live event. In his speech, Walz adopted the same tone, boasting about being a good shot, comparing his words to a football "pep talk," and exiting to a Neil Young song. As he spoke, the audience waved signs that read: Coach Walz.

Apart from its specifically masculine touches, the second gentleman's speech closely followed the classic first-lady template. Mindful of the bad headlines suffered by Hillary Clinton for her wide-ranging interest in politics, first ladies since have tended to limit their interventions to a single issue. Laura Bush picked education, Michelle Obama focused on childhood nutrition, and, with no apparent self-awareness, Melania Trump launched a short-lived anti-bullying campaign. Since the Hamas attacks on Israel last October and the wave of protests that followed, Emhoff has spoken out on anti-Semitism. Some Jewish delegates expressed their approval by waving First Mensch signs during his speech.

He hit the other beats, too: humanize the candidate with behind-the-scenes anecdotes, tell your love story, and claim that despite running for office, your spouse believes that their most important job will always be as a parent. (Pause for audience to dab eyes.) "She's always been there for our children," Emhoff told the audience about his wife, "and I know she'll always be there for yours too."

Theirs is a "blended family," a setup that is far from unusual in modern America, but clearly triggering to some on the right, even though Trump has a blended family too. Despite the painful circumstances of Emhoff's divorce, his first wife is now enough of a friend that she has produced a campaign advertisement for him, narrated by their son. All the Emhoffs--Kerstin, Cole, and Ella--have been present at the convention to support Doug. And in writing that sentence, I just realized something else--that it's important to notice the dog that doesn't bark. Three decades after Hillary Rodham agonized over taking her husband's name, absolutely no one seems to care that Kamala Harris isn't an Emhoff. Underneath all the sound and fury, an idea that was once considered radical has slipped into silent acceptance.
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Barack Obama's Warning to Democrats

"All of us," he told his party's convention, "across the political spectrum, seem quick to assume the worst in others unless they agree with us on every single issue."

by Michael Powell




Listening to Barack Obama at the Democratic National Convention last night was like stumbling upon a man from another time. His evocation of the importance, the centrality even, of searching for humanity in our fellow Americans, particularly those on the far side of our partisan divide, was moving because it felt so foreign.

"Mutual respect has to be part of our message," he said. "Our politics has become so polarized these days that all of us, across the political spectrum, seem quick to assume the worst in others unless they agree with us on every single issue. We start thinking that the only way to win is to scold and shame and out-yell."

He continued, "We don't trust each other as much, because we don't take the time to know each other. And in that space between us, politicians and algorithms teach us to caricature each other and troll each other and fear each other."

Obama, of course, is not a monk walking down from a hilltop to share timeless truths. He is a former president and a progressive Democrat, a wealthy man who spent much of his summer on his estate in Martha's Vineyard. He has a steely quality and is often not particularly sentimental, and, in the back-and-forth of partisan politics, he can thrust as readily as he parries. The first section of his speech last night was more or less standard partisan fare, including a juvenile joke about Donald Trump and his obsession with crowd sizes.

Read: The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore

But despite all of that, Obama's core message resonated. He was not lecturing Republicans and admonishing them to change their Trump-loving ways. He was in his hometown of Chicago, speaking to fellow Democrats, to 20,000 activists and politicians in the United Center, people who have learned to speak angrily of Republicans lies, threats to democracy, and the MAGA-many who back them. The acronym itself, MAGA, is distancing.

Obama, in offering caution to his fellow Democrats and perhaps to himself, remained informed by his own progressive beliefs. So he mentioned adult children who must learn to tolerate the "parent or grandparent [who] occasionally says something that makes us cringe." He said, "We don't automatically assume they're bad people." As I spent quality time on Monday in a Chicago park with many young and passionate pro-Palestinian protesters who repeatedly denounced "Genocide Joe" and "Killer Kamala" and "war criminal" Democrats, the thought occurred to me that learning to look past cringe-worthy rhetoric is not a one-way generational street.

More to the point, however, as I listened to Obama last night, I thought back to 2017, when I spent six months living on the high desert Navajo Reservation, a land the size of West Virginia. I was researching a book on a high-school basketball team in Chinle, and met a white man who had cornered the business of broadcasting hundreds of games over the radio to the hoop-crazed Navajos. He evinced a deep respect for the Navajos, who treated him as a friend and deserving of their trust. We came to know each other, and I appeared on several of his halftime broadcasts. I liked him.

Soon after I returned to Brooklyn, we friended each other on Facebook. I quickly came to realize that this man was a passionate Trumper and MAGA-proud, and he no doubt objected to some of my beliefs. Soon enough, we let our social-media friendship lapse, as our political chasm felt too great to bridge.

I regret that now. He is complicated and contradictory, passionate about his basketball and his politics, and in this he is perhaps not entirely different from myself. Why should a tentative friendship end up impaled on a point of politics, even one that now feels so urgent?

Obama reminded his party that "democracy isn't just a bunch of abstract principles and dusty laws. It's the values we live by, and the way we treat each other--including those who don't look like us or pray like us or see the world exactly like we do."

That's a message that all Americans could take to heart.
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Republicans' New, Dangerous Attempt to Break the Election

Even if the Supreme Court rejects this plea, the GOP will advance its cause of sowing doubt in the electoral process all the same.

by Bob Bauer




Only months before November's elections, the Republican National Committee has launched a new legal attack on the rules that govern federal elections. Supported by 24 states, the RNC is seeking, on an emergency basis, a Supreme Court ruling that the United States Congress lacks the constitutional authority to regulate presidential elections--congressional elections, yes, but not elections held to select presidents. The petitioners' immediate goal is to allow the state of Arizona to impose a "proof of citizenship" requirement as a condition of a person's right to vote for president.

If they are to succeed, the Court will have to suddenly, with mere weeks left before people start voting, abandon or explain away a decision it rendered in 2013--that Congress has the power to establish rules for voter registration in presidential elections. But even if the suit fails, it risks achieving some success in sowing doubt about the integrity of elections, highlighting claims of illegal voting by immigrants, and laying a foundation for post-election allegations of fraud and related legal challenges. (I have advised the national Democratic Party on this suit and have been further monitoring it as part of nonpartisan work to support election administrators in their preparation for the fall elections.)

The RNC target in this suit is a federal statute, the National Voter Registration Act (NVRA), enacted in 1993 to establish uniform, simplified, and nondiscriminatory rules for the registration of voters in federal elections. NVRA requires states to provide registration opportunities at their motor-vehicle departments and public-assistance agencies, and directed the adoption of procedures to keep voter rolls accurate and current. The law also mandated a federal voter-registration form that states must "accept and use." The form requires an attestation of citizenship under penalty of perjury and no further documentation.

Read: Should voter registration be automatic? 

But in 2022, Arizona passed a law requiring its voters to submit, along with the federal form, documentary proof of citizenship (DPOC), such as a passport or a birth certificate. Under that law, Arizonans who register to vote with this form but do not provide DPOC would be barred from voting at all for president, and from voting by mail in any other election in the state. The state has never enforced the law, for one reason: In 2013, the Supreme Court had held that the NVRA preempted an earlier version of this requirement--constitutional-law-speak for not permitting the state to add its own DPOC mandate to the attestation called for by the federal form. This meant that the state could impose its own requirement only for state elections. Ever since then, only those Arizona voters who do not use the federal form to register have had to supply DPOC.

With more than half the states in its corner, Arizona now argues in effect that the Supreme Court got it wrong, because, in its view, the Constitution confers on the states exclusive authority to regulate presidential elections. Congress can force the form without DPOC on the states for congressional elections only. The RNC and its allies claim as one source of authority the Constitution's electors clause, which empowers states to establish the process for the appointment of presidential electors and, the petitioners argue, provides them with the broad authority they are seeking over the rules for registering in presidential elections. This reliance on the electors clause will be familiar to readers who followed the controversy over the so-called independent legislature doctrine, which in its most extreme articulation would somehow allow legislatures alleging "fraud" to disregard the popular vote for president and appoint their own preferred electors. In a 2022 case testing the boundaries of the clause, the Supreme Court did not move down that path.

The petitioners in the current case urge the Court to share their worry about undocumented immigrants voting illegally, and to recognize the urgency of giving states the constitutional latitude to deal with it. In their amicus brief, the 24 states allege that such voting is widespread: "The problem of non-citizen voting has gotten worse, as the number of aliens in the United States has undeniably grown." These votes have been numerous enough, they assert, to have delivered victories to Democrats in states such as Minnesota and North Carolina, in both Senate and presidential elections. In the view of these petitioners, the states should be able to do something about it, and the Constitution does not allow the federal government to get in the way of laws like Arizona's, specifically in presidential elections. (There is, in fact, no evidence of any such pervasive undocumented-immigrant voting, much less any kind of systematic voter fraud.)

The earlier 2013 decision is one hurdle that the RNC and its allies confront, but not the only one. The Court has made clear in other cases, as in those involving presidential campaign finance, that Congress does indeed have the power to regulate presidential elections: "Congress has the power to regulate Presidential elections and primaries," the Court said in Buckley v. Valeo, affirming its position in the earlier case of Burroughs v. United States, that Congress can use that power to safeguard those elections from corruption.

The Court has also upheld Congress's authority to lower the voting age in presidential elections, to prohibit disqualification of voters in presidential and vice-presidential elections for failure to meet state residency requirements, and to provide uniform national rules in those elections for absentee voting. Additional federal laws on the books for years protect against the coercion of voters in presidential elections and ensure that members of the armed forces and other overseas voters have access to the ballot.

NVRA rests on additional constitutional foundations. Congress's power to regulate federal voter registration also derives from the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments' protections against racial discrimination. NVRA contains "findings" in support of its provisions, one of which is that "discriminatory and unfair registration laws and procedures can have a direct and damaging effect on voter participation in elections for Federal office and disproportionately harm voter participation by various groups, including racial minorities."

And the RNC has a significant timing problem. Under the Purcell principle--the name of a relevant case decided in yet another Arizona election-law controversy--11th-hour legal maneuvers for changes in election laws are disfavored, in an effort to reduce the risk of "voter confusion and consequent incentive to remain away from the polls." Yet the RNC has shown up at the Supreme Court, less than three months prior to the next presidential election, to make a bold constitutional claim and to seek "emergency" action to enable it to enforce a law it passed two years ago.

In the meantime, thousands of Arizona voters have registered with the federal form without providing DPOC--because federal law does not require them to do so. A last-minute decision by the Court to allow Arizona to enforce its DPOC law could throw all of these registrations into question--the sort of chaos and confusion, seriously undermining the orderly administration of the election within months of the election, that the Court has counseled the judiciary to strive to avoid.

Read: The decision that could end voting rights

Faced with the unfavorable Court ruling in 2013, the RNC and its state supporters are well aware of the aggressive nature of their move. The states are calling for the Court to "overrule" or "cabin"--a legal term for "narrow"--that decision, from which Justices Clarence Thomas and Samuel Alito dissented. The RNC and its allies likely see them as candidates to revisit it. Justice Neil Gorsuch, too, has joined Thomas in stating concern over the "federalization" of state-court rulings in election-law cases. Here, then, are three possible votes. The petitioners might believe more are persuadable.

But winning in Court may not be all that the RNC hopes to gain. Even if they lose, the RNC and its co-litigants will be building a case for post-election claims of illegal voting--illegal noncitizen voting in particular. They'll charge that the federal government under Democratic control will let it happen, because, as petitioners allege in their cited examples of Minnesota and North Carolina, Democrats will benefit. The RNC and its supporters will say that they did what they could, warning of the threat and appealing to the Court, and that they were defeated only by process--fealty to the Purcell principle. As a political calculation, perhaps it works either way: The courts can be their vehicle for messaging about illegal voting, win or lose.

A strategy to pursue political gamesmanship in the courts is also not incompatible with a longer-term legal strategy. The Court may reject the "emergency relief" in this new Arizona case, but the Justices may still take up this issue in due course. The RNC under Donald Trump's leadership is seeding the election-law landscape with other claims that may have poor prospects of yielding immediate gain, and yet remain available for development and better success later. In two states, the RNC is bringing claims that states cannot process any mail-in ballots after midnight of Election Day, even if cast and received within the period specified by state law. It is apparently setting up these cases for Supreme Court review. And the "independent-state-legislature doctrine" is by no means gone for good.

The "voting wars," as the legal scholar Richard L. Hasen has termed the legal battles over elections, appear certain to rage on. They have intensified under the pressures of election denialism and the grievances of a former president over an election he will not concede he lost. Now the Supreme Court will have to decide, whatever course this conflict takes in the years ahead, whether it will entertain novel and potentially destabilizing legal claims as election administrators complete their preparations for the fall, and the voting begins.
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Kamala Harris Settles the Biggest Fight in the Democratic Party

Since 2016, the party had been unable to decide on its best course forward.

by Franklin Foer




When the electorate is seething, a triumphant political party becomes a vessel for discontent. But in the elections that have followed Donald Trump's victory in 2016, Democrats have been confused about which groundswell of anti-establishment ire they should channel: the spirit of Occupy Wall Street or that of Black Lives Matter?

Each protest movement suggested a different electoral strategy for countering Trump. By railing against plutocracy, Democrats hoped to win back the working-class white voters in the industrial Midwest, who'd migrated to Trump. By decrying white supremacy and mass deportation, they hoped to harvest the nation's growing diversity and appeal to college-educated professionals, which my colleague Ronald Brownstein dubbed the "coalition of the ascendant."

That question--should the Democrats lead with class or identity?--became the subject of tedious books and ugly social-media spats among the party's intelligentsia, and it has continued at a low boil into the present. Only now Kamala Harris's campaign has unexpectedly and unceremoniously resolved it.

The conventional view is that Harris's late arrival into the presidential race has allowed her to run a vacuous campaign, eliding hard strategic choices and inconvenient policy disputes. But that description, which contains elements of truth, obscures an undeniable fact: Her rhetoric, and the rhetoric encasing her campaign, is far more economically populist than that of any other Democratic nominee in recent history.

Read: The populist mantle is Kamala Harris's for the taking

In part, this is a matter of necessity. The public's biggest gripe is inflation. As a matter of policy, once inflation is unleashed, a president can't do much to squash it. In our system, for better or worse, that's the ambit of the central bank. But the paucity of prescriptions isn't a useful fact to invoke on the trail, so Harris has blamed high prices on corporate price gouging. She's offered a portrait of firms and landlords exploiting the coronavirus pandemic, and the resulting price shocks, to fatten their profits at the expense of the consumer. This is a line of argument that surely induces apoplexy in Larry Summers--and it's a far more combative description of corporations than ever emerged from the mouth of Barack Obama, Bill Clinton, or Joe Biden.

Embracing economic populism is an obvious way for Biden's heir to leverage Biden's legacy. His Justice Department aggressively busted trusts, and proposed new rules limiting mergers. He walked a picket line and helped restore the prestige of the American labor movement. He beat the pharmaceutical lobby, winning the power to negotiate drug costs for Medicare.

That record lends itself to a story about taming Big Business. But that's not the type of story that Biden likes to tell. Aside from the animus he exhibits toward Trump, Biden temperamentally recoils from adversarial politics. He never described the villains he battled as villains. Based on the initial evidence, Harris better understands the political necessity of populating her economic narratives with bad guys.

This understanding has been on display at the convention. Her surrogates have portrayed her as the implacable enemy of corporate greed. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez described her as a "woman who fights every single day to lift working people out from under the boots of greed trampling on our way of life." Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo, a figure associated with the economic center, promised that a Harris administration would continue to break up monopolies.

Whereas Clinton and Obama seemed to choke when paying obligatory obeisance to the labor movement, Harris's convention has felt like a union hall. In prime time, United Auto Worker President Shawn Fain strutted across the dais in a Trump is a Scab T-shirt. Fist raised in the air, he bellowed, "Which side are you on?" Fain wasn't an outlier. As Harold Meyerson wrote in The American Prospect, "I've been going to Democratic conventions for more than 50 years now, and I've never heard anywhere near the number of references (all laudatory) to unions as I heard on Monday night."

That Raimondo and AOC are in sync isn't just a matter of disciplined messaging on national television. Economic consensus has shifted in the direction of populism, in response to rising inequality, China's abusive trade practices, and the lessons of the pandemic. The New York Times' David Leonhardt has memorably described populism as a "new form of American centrism." Populism no longer carries the whiff of crankery.

But the emphasis on populism is also a response to the failure of the emerging Democratic majority to, well, emerge. Despite the party's embrace of criminal-justice reform and its opposition to mass deportation, its share of the Black and Latino vote has diminished. That is, non-college-educated men of all races have converged on a similar set of political instincts, and on a shared loathing for elites. A strategy for winning back working-class Black and Latino men shouldn't be so different from one tailored to recapture working-class white voters who have strayed from the fold.

Read: Joe Biden's late goodbye

There are good reasons to view the Democratic embrace of populism as mere rhetoric, just expedient electioneering. Progressives worry that Harris would fire Lina Khan, the crusading head of the Federal Trade Commission, a figure despised in Sun Valley and the Hamptons for bringing cases against Big Tech. Those concerns track with the swell of Silicon Valley execs, veterans of the Obama administration, descending on her campaign to serve as strategists. In some sense, social-media execs and venture capitalists are her tribe, a group that helped nurture her career in San Francisco.

Then again, the very definition of populism, in both its economic and more pernicious cultural manifestations, is to describe politics as a battle between the interests and the people. The vice president's campaign slogan has long been the words she used to introduce herself as a prosecutor in court: "Kamala Harris, for the People." Sometimes, a slogan is destiny.
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Could Donald Trump Break the Fed?

<span>The former president wants to put an end to the central bank's independence. If he's elected in November, Republicans in Congress might let him.</span>

by Jordan Weissmann




Mainstream economists hold sacred the notion that central banks must be shielded from political influence. The U.S. Federal Reserve's fundamental job is to set interest rates at the optimal level to keep employment high and inflation low. This often requires inflicting short-term pain--such as steeper borrowing costs or temporarily higher unemployment--to avoid even more disastrous outcomes in the long term. Elected officials, the thinking goes, don't have that kind of patience. With an eye on the next election, they're liable to keep rates artificially low to juice the economy today at the risk of sending prices spiraling tomorrow. In the worst-case scenarios, such as in contemporary Venezuela, politicians might order the bank to print money to fund spending, leading to hyperinflation.

Central-bank independence is not sacred to Donald Trump. During his four years in the White House, he tried and failed to bend the Federal Reserve to his will. He apparently hasn't given up on the idea. A few weeks ago, he told reporters that he "strongly" felt that presidents should have "at least a say" over the central bank's policy decisions--shattering a modern taboo against presidential involvement in Fed policy making.

Trump later tried to walk back that comment in an interview with Bloomberg, but his long track record leaves little room to doubt his real views. His first effort to usurp the Fed's independence ran aground when the Senate narrowly refused to confirm a slate of his preferred yes-men to lead the institution. A second Trump presidency, however, would very likely be accompanied by a more accommodating Republican Senate majority. If Trump wins in November, we may learn the hard way just how important Fed independence was all along.

The Fed has a few built-in institutional features designed to protect its autonomy. The seven members of its board of governors are appointed by the president, but each receives a 14-year term. The all-important interest-rate-setting committee includes both the board of governors and a rotating cast of regional Federal Reserve bank presidents, who are each selected by representatives of their local business community and civic groups rather than by the White House.

Even with those safeguards in place, presidents have tried to meddle. Lyndon Johnson once shoved Fed Chair William McChesney Martin up against a wall during a particularly heated argument over monetary policy. Ronald Reagan publicly groused about some of Paul Volcker's moves, and once summoned him to a private meeting where Chief of Staff James Baker ordered the chair not to raise rates prior to the 1984 election. (Volcker wrote in his memoir that he wasn't planning to anyway.) George H. W. Bush called on Alan Greenspan to lower rates in a New York Times interview. Most notoriously, Richard Nixon successfully pressured Fed Chair Arthur Burns to loosen up the money supply in the lead-up to Nixon's 1972 reelection campaign, helping fan that decade's inflation.

Roge Karma: The Federal Reserve's little secret

Bill Clinton ushered in an era of heightened deference to the Fed. Under the encouragement of economic advisers, including Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin, Clinton adopted the policy that presidents shouldn't even comment about the central bank's decisions. George W. Bush and Barack Obama largely followed the same standard.

Trump jettisoned it. Starting in 2018, when the Fed began raising rates to the still historically low level of 2.4 percent, he waged a one-sided public feud with the central bank unlike any seen before. He accused Fed officials of "going wild" and "loco" with interest-rate hikes, which he blamed for slowing growth and tanking stocks. He tweeted that Jerome Powell, whom he had appointed as Fed chair, was an "enemy" of America on par with Chinese leader Xi Jinping, and reportedly mused in private about trying to fire him.

Trump's first round of Fed nominations had consisted of relatively moderate, mainline Republicans out of central casting. As his anger at Powell grew, he changed tack and began trying to push through transparently partisan loyalists. He first floated Herman Cain, the Trump campaign surrogate and former presidential candidate known for his gimmicky 9-9-9 tax plan. Cain eventually withdrew from consideration in the face of opposition from Republican senators after the press resurfaced a long history of sexual-misconduct allegations against him. Next came Stephen Moore, the supply-side economics maven and Trump adviser, who suddenly began echoing the president's calls for rate cuts after having spent years calling for tighter policies under Obama. Republicans seemed largely comfortable with Moore's qualifications, but his nomination collapsed thanks to his long history of publishing sexist jokes, as well as problems with his taxes and child-support payments.

Finally, there was Judy Shelton, another longtime supply-side think-tanker known for holding fringe positions including support of the gold standard and opposition to federal deposit insurance. Shelton had also long called for tighter money before changing her tune and advocating for aggressive rate cuts under Trump (sometimes during interviews conducted from his hotel in Washington). She eventually seemed to say the quiet part out loud in a Wall Street Journal op-ed that argued the Fed should "pursue a more coordinated relationship with both Congress and the president."

Economists reacted in abject horror to Shelton's nomination; more than 100 of them, including seven Nobel laureates, signed an open letter opposing her selection, in which they accused her of calling "for subordination of the Fed's policies to the White House--at least as long as the White House is occupied by a president who agrees with her political views."

Shelton's bid was defeated--but only by a razor-thin vote that required then-Senator Kamala Harris to make a last-minute train ride back to Washington. Among Shelton's supporters were John Kennedy of Louisiana and Kevin Cramer of North Dakota: Republican senators who generally pay lip service to the importance of Fed independence. One of her three Republican opponents, Utah Senator Mitt Romney, is retiring after the current Congress. If Republicans retake the Senate this election, it will be with an even more MAGA-friendly class of lawmakers, and Trump will have an easier time appointing a loyal partisan.

Fed governors by law can only be removed "for cause," and there are just two vacancies scheduled on the board of governors by the end of 2028. One of those, however, is Powell; selecting his replacement would give Trump the chance to put his stamp on the institution. The Fed chair is the public face of the board and exercises enormous soft power over its decision making. And more vacancies could very well arise. It is extremely rare for Fed governors to serve their full term; the median stint is a mere five years. With a few early retirements, Trump could have an opportunity to substantially reshape the character of the central bank.

As Adam Posen, president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, put it to me: "You appoint one nutcase, you can get around it. You appoint more than one, and you appoint them to the top jobs, then that's different."

A small-d democratic case can be made against Fed independence. Voters tend to hold the president responsible for the economy, and interest rates are the closest thing that the economy has to a steering wheel. The idea of handing that wheel to an insulated, technocratic institution like the Fed and leaving the president to take the blame for any failures strikes some as fundamentally unjust. It "is actually true that a weird, secretive, and unaccountable institution runs our society," the left-leaning antitrust crusader Matt Stoller wrote last year in The American Prospect. The Republican vice-presidential nominee, J. D. Vance, made his own version of that case recently as he defended his running mate's comments.

"President Trump is saying something that's really important and actually profound," he told CNN. "You have so many bureaucrats making so many important decisions. If the American people don't like our interest-rate policy, they should elect somebody different to change that policy. Nothing should be above democratic debate in this country."

David A. Graham: The fakest populism you ever saw

That's a reasonably coherent philosophical argument for giving presidents more hands-on control of monetary decisions, even if the result might be worse policy. But if Trump were to start appointing partisan yes-men, the risk isn't just that they'd keep rates low to appease him. It's that those same picks might also try to weaponize policy to undermine a future Democratic president. And in a polarized political environment, even genuine policy disagreements could be interpreted as political gamesmanship that would chip away the market's faith in the Fed's ability to manage the economy soundly.

It would also create a dangerous precedent. Even if Trump can appoint only one or two loyalists to the Fed, his doing so would break the norm that monetary policy should be something of a nonpartisan exercise and set the stage for both parties to try to install more reliable lackeys in the future. In that sense, even just one nutcase might matter quite a bit.
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Did God Save Donald Trump?

Many Americans believe the ex-president survived an assassination attempt because of divine intervention.

by Peter Wehner




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


When Donald Trump survived an assassination attempt last month, every decent American responded with gratitude for the luck that saw the bullet graze the former president and not kill him. But some Christian supporters of Trump saw something else at work.

According to Al Mohler, the president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, it was "God and God alone" who saved Trump. "For God alone is the sovereign ruler of the cosmos," he wrote at the time. "The reality of God's providence" explained why Trump lives.

Mohler didn't say whether "God and God alone" was responsible for the death of Corey Comperatore, who was hit by a stray bullet at the rally while protecting his wife and two daughters. While Mohler was rejoicing that God had saved Trump, Comperatore's family was burying the man they loved.
 
 But Mohler was hardly alone in his views. At the Republican National Convention, Trump said that he had survived only "by the grace of almighty God." "I had God on my side," he said. Trump would later express his thanks to a fan whose Truth Social post said, among other things, "WE ARE WITNESSING THE POWER OF GOD!" and "GOD CHOSE DONALD J. TRUMP FOR THIS TASK THIS GOES WITHOUT QUESTION!"

From the January/February 2024 issue: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump

During his own speech to the RNC, Reverend Franklin Graham, a devoted Trump supporter, said that God had "spared his life." Tucker Carlson, who spoke during prime time at the RNC, marveled, "I think a lot of people are wondering, What is this? This doesn't look like politics. Something bigger is going on here. I think even people who don't believe in God are beginning to think, Well, maybe there's something to this, actually." Steve Scalise, the House majority leader who was himself nearly killed in a political shooting, said, "Yesterday, there were miracles. And I think the hand of God was there too." Michael Flynn, who briefly served as Trump's national security adviser, shared an image of Jesus standing behind Trump, with the caption "If there were ever a moment when this photo proved miraculous, this is that moment."

Steve Bannon, the imprisoned former Trump adviser, said, "Trump wears the armor of God." The Trump-campaign spokesperson Caroline Sunshine said on Fox News that "the bullet pierced President Trump's ear at 6:11 p.m. Ephesians 6:11 tells us, 'Put on the full armor of God. Take your stand against the devil and his schemes.'" (She noted that Trump had survived thanks to "divine intervention," and after calling the left "godless," she added, "It's important to remember that good does defeat evil.") Kimberly Guilfoyle, a Trump-campaign adviser, said, "God has put an armor of protection over Donald Trump."

The fact that Trump supporters, many of whom claim to be Christian, would interpret his near assassination as God intervening to show the former president favor, and in some cases even as evidence that God has chosen Trump to lead the United States again, is no surprise. Everything, including their faith, has been subordinated to their devotion to Trump. Many, including Mohler and Graham, have cast aside what was once a core belief--the centrality of moral integrity in politicians, and especially in presidents--because that is what obeisance to the former president requires of them.

Their approach reflects not only that obeisance, but also a larger and more troubling mistake--one that exhibits far too much confidence in their capacity to know the mind of God and that can easily, if unwittingly, impugn the character of God.

SET ASIDE THE CYNICS and Trump worshippers. For those of us of the Christian faith--indeed, for those of any faith--the commentary that followed the assassination attempt raises profound theological issues: What is the role of God in human affairs? How should we understand his providence? Does God intervene to alter the course of events?

If we ascribe to the goodness of God the outcomes of some events, a person's recovery from severe illness, for example, or narrow avoidance of death or crippling injury, isn't it only fair to ascribe the outcomes of other events--the death of a child, genocide, a natural disaster that kills tens of thousands--to God as well?

For many Christians, the answer is ineluctably yes, based on their understanding of divine providence. They believe that from the beginning of eternity, God has ordained whatsoever cometh to pass. Everything that happens has been decreed by God. That is true for a bullet grazing Donald Trump, and for a bullet killing Corey Comperatore. It's true for healing from cancer, and for the Rwandan genocide. It's true for peace and prosperity in one's homeland, and for tsunamis and earthquakes, the Black Plague, and the Atlantic slave trade.

Read: The evangelical church is breaking apart

Mark Talbott, who specializes in philosophical theology and taught at Wheaton College, has argued that God ordains evil even while repudiating the idea that God does evil. "This includes--as incredible and as unacceptable as it may currently seem--God's having even brought about the Nazis' brutality at Birkenau and Auschwitz," he wrote in 2015.

John Piper, one of the most influential pastors and theologians in the evangelical world, has argued for this view. Often identified with the New Calvinist movement, Piper writes that "even in situations where God is permitting, he is permitting by design." Piper goes so far as to tell people that even something as trivial as whether they have their legs crossed or not is because "God willed it 10 million years ago." That's what it means to believe in "the all-pervasive sovereignty of God and his total governance of the world." (Piper has said, too, that "it's right for God to slaughter women and children anytime he pleases. God gives life and he takes life. Everybody who dies, dies because God wills that they die.")

Early in my Christian pilgrimage, this type of certainty made me queasy; the cocksure attitudes I saw around me were unappealing rather than reassuring. As the biblical theologian Tremper Longman III told me, "It sounds to me like Piper is subsuming human agency to divine manipulation."

The doctrine of the sovereignty of God may reassure some people, but ultimately, in its most extreme form, it can lead them to make claims about God that I believe to be false and deeply problematic. The links in their theological chain of arguments make God the designer of evil acts, despite their protestations to the contrary. Or so it seems to me. Which is one reason I couldn't accede to their belief system. The explanations I encountered then, and that I still encounter today, strike me as strained, at times contorted, at times unsettling.

It doesn't help that within the evangelical subculture, many people seem so eager for some explanation to theological conundrums that any explanation will do. (In my experience, Christians sometimes assure one another that weak arguments are strong, because they desperately want reassurance.) If people say that the explanations provided by Church teachers and pastors are unconvincing, often the response is to offer shallow answers and move on--or, if the questions persist, to shut them down. Those struggling with doubt are made to feel that the problem is their lack of faith. In some cases, those asking questions are told to pray more. (One can only imagine how off-putting these teachers and pastors would have found the Psalmists.)

The best-selling author and former evangelical turned Episcopalian Rachel Held Evans, who died in 2019 at the age of 37, wrote about the "dismissive confidence" that her questions were met with in the evangelical world as she struggled to reconcile her intellectual integrity with her faith. She also wrote about the online community she helped develop, which gave people room to speak openly about matters they were wrestling with. What she discovered was that "most of the time, it wasn't the weight of the questions themselves that burdened their faith but rather the notion that they shouldn't be asking them, that it wasn't allowed." She gave a home to spiritual refugees. She wanted them to know they were not alone.

I LONG AGO rejected the connect-the-dots certitude of Christians who speak in a particular way about God's providence. But defining myself by what I don't believe is not enough. So how do I understand God's involvement in human affairs? After all, I believe in a God who enters history. He is a protagonist in the drama. And among the accounts in the Bible that I find most moving are those that involve Jesus healing people.

I also engage in "petitionary prayer"--making specific requests of God, asking for his intervention to protect and, if necessary, bring healing to family and cherished friends, asking that the Lord bestow peace and comfort to those in grief. Some of my requests are rote, but others are earnest; they are pleas from the heart.

Here's the thing, though: I pray without anything like absolute confidence that God will answer my prayers, and even without the assurance that when people do recover, when harm is avoided, when good news is received, God is the author of those good things. My strong inclination is to give God the credit, which is why I often give thanks to him. I detect his fingerprints on the affairs of this world. But my level of confidence is sometimes tentative. I believe that God receives my prayers, which are laced with hope. But do I believe I can shape his will and, by my prayers, change the outcome of events? Some days I do; other days I don't. And I can't make rhyme or reason out of when God does and doesn't intervene. People whom I deeply love, in times of anguish and terror, cried out to God, and he didn't show up. I have no idea why, and neither do they. And at times, neither did Jesus. It was Jesus who, during his crucifixion, cried out, "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?"

THE ESTEEMED HEBREW SCHOLAR Robert Alter calls Job "the most mysterious book of the Hebrew Bible." Job is righteous and greatly blessed, yet God agrees to allow Satan to torment Job by putting him through terrible hardships. Job's faith in God begins to buckle; he doesn't understand why he should suffer, because he did no wrong.

From the September 2019 issue: And then God said to the Lord: You can't be serious

Job's three friends, relying on the theological orthodoxy of their time, assume that he must have done something wrong to be the object of such great suffering. Job, understandably angry, demands an explanation from God. God asks Job to trust in his wisdom and character. God's message is this: You live in an incredibly complex world that is not yet designed to prevent suffering. God's response to Job's indictment is to urge Job to look at this universe, in all its beauty and complexity, and ask Job to have confidence in God. In Alter's words, "God chooses for His response to Job the arena of creation, not the court of justice."

The Book of Job, then, is fundamentally about the limits of human knowledge. No answer for his suffering is ever given to Job; what is conveyed to him is that God's ways are beyond what we human beings can comprehend. Still, God never silences Job; he approves of his wrestling with God, his raw emotions, his honesty.

At the conclusion of the story, the Lord speaks to Job "out of the whirlwind." It's after Job's encounter with God that contextualization and a reframing occurs. We find at the end of the book not an answer but an encounter--and Job, after the encounter, is willing to receive. Having seen the Lord, Job declares, "I retract and repent in dust and ashes." God restores Job's losses; he defends his character to his friends. God is ultimately pleased with Job's humility, with his honesty and his determination to seek answers and to seek truth. But the reasons are not for us to know. They remain hidden in shadows.

Many Christians today seem unnerved by the mysteries of God and the limits of human knowledge. It's very important for them to believe, like Job's friends, that they can discern the will and the ways of God.

I understand the appeal; it helps them make sense of the apparent randomness of the world. In that respect, it can be reassuring. But the problem is that they have convinced themselves they know much more than they actually do. They ascribe to God things that are not necessarily orchestrated by God.

We saw this in 2001, when Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson blamed the 9/11 attacks on God's anger against "the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People for the American Way--all of them who have tried to secularize America." For people of a certain sensibility, faith can become a cudgel. The Bible is used to proof-text some very ungodly attitudes, including vengeance and hatred for social outcasts.

The confidence to declare that one has divined God's intentions was on display again last month, following the attempted assassination of Trump--and those who expressed it reflected the same basic error. They assumed they knew precisely what God was up to.

What is lost in this world of certainty is epistemic humility, the awareness that our knowledge is provisional and incomplete. Wisdom requires us to acknowledge that what we believe to be true needs to be filtered through our own experiences and desires. ("Theology, like fiction, is largely autobiographical," the theologian Frederick Buechner said.) The apostle Paul recognized this when he wrote that "we see through a glass darkly," that we know only in part.

For people of a certain theological cast of mind, then, ambiguity is viewed as antithetical to faith; certitude is evidence of it. They seem oblivious, at least in practice, to the noetic effects of sin. Their self-assurance is ironic because one of the core tenets of Calvinism is the "total depravity" of human beings: the belief that every part of us--our emotions, our will, our intellect--has been corrupted by sin. Many Christians appear to believe that the noetic effects of sin apply to the rest of humanity, but not so much to themselves.

FOR MY PART, I have come to believe that the lessons from Job are, for people of Abrahamic faiths, the best we can hope for. I wish we were given more; there are too many unsettling questions left unanswered. And I've never understood why, if we are made in the image of God and deeply loved by God, he wouldn't provide us with answers, or at least partial answers, to impenetrably difficult and profoundly personal questions.
 
 Not having the answers to these questions isn't enough to unravel my faith, which as a Christian is built on who I came to believe Jesus to be--and through Jesus, who I came to believe God to be. Nor would I deny that God can, as the apostle Paul argued, redeem our pain. Out of ashes, beauty can emerge. I can't prove God's role in repairing shattered lives, of course, but I would say I have seen it, and having seen it, I have been profoundly moved by it.

Read: A mind-bending translation of the New Testament

I once asked the author Philip Yancey why he thought God allows suffering, especially for the young and the innocent. "I don't know why God allows for suffering," he replied. "All I know is that God is on the side of the sufferer." Still, there are times in life when not having access to the answer, not being provided a road map to greater understanding, is difficult and disorienting. It is a mystery, and God seems content to keep it that way.

Our most beloved relationships can't be reduced to propositional logic; they are based on trust and faith in the integrity of others, the quality of their heart, the beauty of intimacy. "All good relationships are bound together by love," Craig Barnes, the former president of Princeton Theological Seminary, once told me. "And love is always an expression of faith." What is significant to us may also be significant to the Almighty.

Jesus's sacrificial agony and his tears of grief don't explain why God hasn't yet put an end to injustice, to trauma and abuse, to sorrow. But they do offer us a glimpse into the heart of God. For now, we have to live with that tension. There are things we know, and there is so much we can't know.
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The New Law of Electoral Politics

Can Kamala Harris break the global incumbency curse?

by Derek Thompson




This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.

More than 60 countries, home to half the global population, are holding or have already held national elections this year. What many political analysts forecast as "the year of democracy" is turning out to be the year of the insurgents, as ruling parties fall around the world. It is a trend that Democrats are desperately hoping won't apply to Kamala Harris this November.

After 14 years in power, the U.K.'s Conservative Party faced its worst-ever electoral defeat. The far-right party Alternative for Germany surged in European Parliament elections, as German Chancellor Olaf Scholz's Social Democrats suffered their own worst-ever defeat. South Africa's African National Congress lost its majority for the first time since the end of apartheid. South Korea's conservatives were knocked out of power, and in Senegal, the ruling coalition fell to an anti-corruption candidate. In India, Prime Minister Narendra Modi--by some accounts the most popular leader in the world--held on after a surprisingly tight election. And in France's snap elections, voters lurched toward the far right in an initial round before consolidating behind a left-wing government in the ensuing runoff.

The most universal theme of these results has not been the rise of far-right populism or the ascendency of far-left socialists. It has been the downfall of the establishment, the disease of incumbency, a sweeping revolt against elites. Voters of the world are sick and tired of whoever's in charge. "By and large, people are unhappy with their governments, much more unhappy with their governments than they were 10 or 20, 30, 40 years ago," Steve Levitsky, a government professor at Harvard, told NPR. "So, with some exceptions, being an incumbent is increasingly a disadvantage."

One obvious culprit is the world economy. Even as pandemic deaths wound down in 2021 and 2022, supply-chain disruptions, combined with fidgety spenders who'd spent months in lockdown, sent prices surging around the world. At its peak, inflation exceeded 6 percent in France, 7 percent in Canada, 8 percent in Germany, 9 percent in the United Kingdom, and 10 percent in Italy. In other countries--Argentina, Venezuela, Turkey, Ethiopia--inflation exceeded 20 percent. Inflation erodes not only voters' buying power but also their confidence in the ruling class. When voters feel poorer, they predictably take it out on their leaders.

Read: The White House's Kamala Harris blunder

But the success of political insurgents in 2024 cannot be reduced exclusively to materialist factors such as prices and economic growth. Voters are cultural creatures too, and dissatisfaction with global elites may represent a cultural evolution as much as a rebellion against higher prices.

In his 2014 book, The Revolt of the Public, the former CIA analyst Martin Gurri observed that when the digital revolution unleashed a flood of "information flows"--articles, websites, posts, comments--it permanently altered the public's relationship with elites. For example, in the age of Walter Cronkite, the dominant media technology was broadcast television, where a handful of channels monopolized audience attention. But the internet fragmented those channels into a zillion pieces, making it impossible for any group, no matter how elite, to fully control the flow of information to the public.

Gurri observed that the internet and social media tend to empower populists, fuel conspiracism, erode institutional trust, and engender a kind of nihilistic negativity among the public that makes governing with a mandate of legitimacy much harder. Under this interpretation, elites aren't failing more than they used to; it's that the impression of elite failure is rising. News headlines are relentlessly biased toward negativity, which can make it challenging for some incumbents to prove that the "real world" is better off than the news-media simulacrum of it. If Gurri is correct, then an internet-connected world is one where all power carries a trust tax, and incumbents are reliably punished at the polls for their power.

The United States is hardly immune to these forces. In the past 40 years, incumbent politicians have evolved from a protected class into a beleaguered one. In 1983, the University of Georgia political scientist James E. Campbell wrote that the incumbency advantage in U.S. politics, especially in Congress, was "one of the most elemental facts of political life in America." Indeed, the U.S. saw relatively little turnover in national power during the 1930s and '40s, when New Deal Democrats dominated politics. The '50s were such a snooze that in 1956, Dwight Eisenhower crushed Adlai Stevenson for a second straight election, while the party balance of the Senate remained unchanged. Campbell seemed to consider the advantage of incumbency a natural element within democracy, akin to social inertia. "In the space of two years, the political conditions, the voters, the voters' opinions, and the incumbent himself probably change very little," he wrote. Beyond this inertia, he added, familiarity bred fondness in politicians, and voters were more comfortable with candidates whose time in office advertised their competence. Finally, he noted, voters seemed to associate time in government with experience and ability.

Not anymore. Now exasperation with the ruling class is the iron law of electoral politics. According to Gallup, it's now been three years since at least 30 percent of Americans said they were satisfied with "the way things are going in the U.S." This is the longest stretch of dissatisfaction since Gallup started asking the question, in 1979. NBC analysts, who conduct a similar survey, recently said that they "have never before seen this level of sustained pessimism in the 30-year-plus history of the poll."

Chronic dissatisfaction has bred chronic turnover in the past 25 years. The U.S. has held 12 national elections since 2000, including midterms. Ten of those 12 federal elections resulted in a change of party in the White House, the Senate, or the House, meaning just about every election was a de facto change election. In this environment, incumbency advantage seems like a less and less useful concept for understanding electoral politics. A better one might be an extreme version of the theory of "thermostatic public opinion"--the idea that elected representatives often overshoot their mandate, which inspires voters to change the dial from left to right and back again.

This brings us to Harris, whose sudden entry into the 2024 election scrambles the concept of incumbency advantage. Fresh face or incumbent? She is the former, and also the latter, and perhaps both, and sometimes neither, all at once. Her relationship to Joe Biden exists in a quantum superposition of political convenience. When it is useful to claim credit for something that happened under the Biden administration, one hears the inclusive "we." Where she intends to chart a new path, I is the appropriate pronoun.

Harris's quantum incumbency has lifted the Democrats' odds of winning an election, in part because voters seem to consider her a free agent, if not quite a change agent. That is, voters don't seem to hold her responsible for their least favorite memories of the Biden White House. Whereas Biden's economic record polled horrendously, Harris is "more trusted than Donald Trump on the US economy," according to polling by the Financial Times. She seems to have consolidated Biden's support among Democrats while coconut-pilling enough undecideds to squeeze out a small advantage in the election.

Read: The one big policy that Kamala Harris needs

Although these sorts of last-minute leadership switcheroos are incredibly rare in American politics, they appear to have worked in other countries. In June 2019, British Prime Minister Theresa May resigned, and London's loquacious former mayor Boris Johnson was named the leader of the Conservative Party. Almost instantly, election polls showed conservative support skyrocketing. Before the swap, Conservatives were receiving about 25 percent support in voter surveys. In the October general election, their party won 43 percent of the vote.

The U.S. presidential race is still extremely close and fluid. But on the off chance that Harris wins in November, we may look back at this election as a watershed moment in our understanding of how the public assigns blame and credit to its rulers. By bombing the June debate, Biden may have accidentally created an antidote to the disease of the incumbent: same horse, different rider.
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The Democrats Aren't on the High Road Anymore

The party has changed during, or been changed by, the Trump years.

by David A. Graham




During Donald Trump's crude and shambolic first run for president in 2016, Michelle Obama offered a mission statement for the Democratic Party that doubled as a pithy summary of her family's political project: "When they go low, we go high." A decade and a half before that, Barack Obama announced himself as a major figure by declaring at the 2004 Democratic National Convention, "There's not a liberal America and a conservative America; there's the United States of America."

Neither of those statements seems true today. The country is more divided than it has been in generations, and when Republicans go low, Democrats are willing to be snarky and insult the Republican ticket of Donald Trump and J. D. Vance right back. The party has changed during, or been changed by, the Trump years.

At the Democratic National Convention in their hometown of Chicago last night, the Obamas showed that they, too, are ready to get their hands dirty, but also that they haven't given up on a rosier vision of what things can be.

Barack Obama scoffed at Trump early in his 35-minute speech closing the evening. "The childish nicknames, the crazy conspiracy theories, this weird obsession with crowd sizes," he said, making a not-so-subtle hand gesture. "The other day I heard someone compare Trump to the neighbor who keeps running his leaf blower outside your window every minute of every day."

Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess

But Obama also sought to construct a case for Kamala Harris (and against Trump) through the lens of freedom, a concept more associated with conservative politicians but one that Democrats have tried to reclaim this year.

"We believe that true freedom gives each of us the right to make decisions about our own life--how we worship, what our family looks like, how many kids we have, who we marry," Obama said. "And we believe that freedom requires us to recognize that other people have the freedom to make choices that are different than ours. That's okay!"

He argued for a sense of tolerance, not only as a rebuke to Trump's authoritarian impulses, but also to censorious voices on his own side of the aisle. "If a parent or grandparent occasionally says something that makes us cringe, we don't automatically assume they're bad people. We recognize the world is moving fast," he said. "Our fellow citizens deserve the same grace we hope they'll extend to us."

He allowed that this sort of language "can feel pretty naive" given the sense among both Democrats and Republicans that each election is existential, but he said most Americans are living these values already, no matter their politics.

Obama's role in the Democratic Party is in flux. President Joe Biden may be the head of the party and Harris the heir apparent, but Obama showed his continued muscle this summer by helping nudge Biden out of the race in favor of Harris. "He's the leader of the party, in my opinion," Kimberly Bassett, the secretary of state for the District of Columbia, told me on the convention floor as we awaited the speech. Obama also gave a more eloquent tribute to Biden's presidency than any other speaker on Monday, in a program designed to burnish the Biden legacy.

Obama served the role that former President Bill Clinton played for him in 2012, when Clinton delivered a stem-winder at the convention that articulated the case for a second Obama term better than Obama had managed to do. Now Obama was paying that forward--"a popular and well-regarded former president who has the credibility to say, Trust me, this person can do this job, and can, to use Clinton's phrase, 'brag on them,'" David Litt, an author and a former Obama speechwriter, told me in an email.

Helen Lewis: Abortion takes center stage at the DNC

Even so, Obama may not have given the most memorable speech of the night. Michelle Obama has never shown any interest in running for office; by all accounts, she doesn't enjoy politics. But her speech last night showed why Democrats can't stop yearning for her to run for president someday. When her husband said that he was "the only person stupid enough to speak right after Michelle Obama," it barely sounded like a joke.

She drew big laughs when she said of Trump, "Who's going to tell him that the job he's currently seeking might just be one of those 'Black jobs'?" She fired the crowd up and warned against self-defeating perfectionism. "The minute something goes wrong, the minute a lie takes hold, we cannot start wringing our hands," she said. "We cannot get a Goldilocks complex about whether everything is just right." And she affirmed that her old message is still one she believes. "Let me tell you, going small is never the answer," she said. "Going small is the opposite of what we teach our children. Going small is petty. It's unhealthy. And quite frankly, it's unpresidential."

The truth is that although the Obamas may not be quite so prim as they were eight years ago, they aren't getting quite as far down in the muck as Trump, nor is the rest of their party. No one can match Trump's penchant for insult, and only other Republicans are trying. But Democrats have concluded that Biden's rather high-flown rhetoric about Trump wasn't working, while Harris's and Tim Walz's attempts at deflating Trump with mockery are getting results.

Ben Rhodes, a former Barack Obama adviser, told me he sees a continuity between the pre-Trump Democratic Party and Obama's approach now. "One thing that he's been good at throughout his career is articulating a progressive patriotism and showing how you can stay positive while still drawing a sharp, values-based contrast," Rhodes wrote in an email. "I think he actually has that in common with Harris-Walz in some ways--he doesn't come across as grim or angry, and has always deployed joy, humor and a sense of solidarity that has sometimes been missing in the Trump years as Democrats have often been motivated more by fear and anger."

The overall feeling of the convention has been euphoric--Democrats seem barely able to believe how much better their prospects look now than they did a month ago. But they can't fully escape the shadow of Trump. Over the past two days, I've heard elected officials and delegates speak about the current moment as the most exciting they've experienced in the party. For anyone who lived through Obama's rise, that's a bit incredible, and the electric reaction to his speech was a reminder of his immense star power. But when I asked Lorie Longhany, a New York delegate, she insisted that it was true.

"I was really excited in 2008, but I think, because of the Trump administration and the fear of another Trump administration, that the excitement is building--because we have something to fight for," she told me.

As for the Obamas, they demonstrated last night that they're ready to fight too.
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The DNC Is a Big Smiling Mess

The party is working out its differences. And that's okay.

by Mark Leibovich




Here's the thing about political conventions: They are, foremost, productions--obsessively planned and guided heavily to what looks pretty on screens. But here's the thing about the Democratic Party: Now, as ever, it is a bit of a mess.

A seemingly happy mess. But a mess nonetheless. And this can make for an awkward production.

Up and down the Democratic pecking order, everyone in Chicago in these first 24 hours of the Democratic National Convention has tried to put a chipper face on the proceedings, embracing the "politics of joy" around new running mates Kamala Harris and Tim Walz. The party is unified and has great momentum, went the prevailing message I gleaned as I wandered through the United Center starting yesterday afternoon. November looks much more promising than it did a month ago. All of these happy feelings seemed plausible enough but also complicated, as the Democrats tend to be.

Heading into the first night of programming, I heard delegates, donors, and various press hacks speculating about whether there would be any fallout from this summer's switcheroo of nominees. Would President Joe Biden or the first lady have any freighted backstage (or onstage) encounters with the party leaders, among them Nancy Pelosi and Chuck Schumer, who helped push Biden aside last month? Would Pelosi have a run-in with her once and possibly still nemesis Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, or Tim Walz with VP runner-up Josh Shapiro, or John Fetterman with a rapidly expanding number of people in his party? (Never mind, he skipped the convention.) So far, tensions have not been obviously evident, though both Biden and Pelosi gave indications in media remarks that some tensions definitely linger.

Still, after watching Republicans assume a uniform posture of bended knee to Donald Trump at their convention last month, Chicago has felt like a healthy and honest reckoning. Big and unruly families have to learn how to fight, hurt one another's feelings, clean up their messes, and heal themselves. Democrats were willing to dump their drooping nominee last month. That feels, at this moment, like it was the right move.

"I think our moral obligation as a party was to figure out how to put ourselves in a position to put our best foot forward," Senator Michael Bennet of Colorado told me. (To be honest, I wasn't entirely sure what Bennet meant, but it sounded on point.) At the very least, a good mess can make for a rich pageant of parsed words and Kremlinology--starting with the speech delivered by the sitting president, last night's man of honor.

Read: Joe Biden's late goodbye

"I love my job, but I love my country more," Biden said in his keynote/thank-you/farewell/good-riddance address last night, which nearly bled into this morning, long after many viewers had gone to sleep. Let's be very clear (not a joke!): Biden really, really, really loves his job, as you'd expect of someone who spent most of his life gunning for the gig and a good chunk of the summer clinging to it.

"It's sort of a ceremonial, polite thing--to let Biden get the love and the bouquets," the historian Douglas Brinkley, whom I found chatting with some friends of his in the Rhode Island delegation, told me. "It's like, 'We love you, Joe, but please don't get in the way, unless we really need you as a surrogate in Pennsylvania.'"

The arena was filled with people who have genuine gratitude and affection for the president but who also seemed eager to get on with the future, starting now. Or, in fact, about four weeks ago--or much longer ago, in the case of Representative Dean Phillips, whom I saw holding court for a scrum of cameras just off the floor as the speeches were getting started. Phillips was of course the one serious Democrat who dared to run against Biden in the primaries this year, because he thought the president was too old and in decline, and likely to lose to Trump. And, yes, that argument has aged a lot better over the past year than Biden has.

"I'm just really happy," I overheard Phillips saying. I didn't catch the context, but it seemed to be in keeping with the upbeat tenor of the gathering, and perhaps sweetened a bit in his case by the nectar of vindication.

Read: 90 minutes in a van with Dean Phillips

"We're saying thank you to Joe Biden tonight," Phillips's House colleague Jim McGovern, of Massachusetts, told me a few minutes later. "He helped save our democracy. He did a lot of good stuff. And he made an incredibly selfless decision to step aside."

I couldn't help but interrupt when I heard the "selfless decision" part, because it conveniently erased the whole "no way I'm leaving" aspect of Biden's campaign exit. For those of us old enough to remember, you know, last month.

"Selfless?"

"Yes, I mean, it's not easy for anybody to pass the baton," McGovern told me. He acknowledged that he'd had concerns about Biden's ability to perform and win, even before the president's debate debacle on June 27. "I don't understand why he debated," McGovern told me. "I thought it was a terrible mistake."

On the other hand, maybe it was precisely the godsend that Democrats required. A painful godsend, but a godsend still, allowing them to get on with the big uncertain mess of things, including the future.
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The Huge DNC Protest That Wasn't

The pro-Palestinian "Crashing the Party" event was to the protests of Chicago 1968 what a scouting squad is to an army.

by Michael Powell




On top of the stairs of Chicago's elevated Green Line yesterday, I had a fine view of the 13-acre Union Park. I squinted, looking for the promised cauldron of Democratic National Convention protesters, the tens of thousands of pro-Palestinian "Crashing the Party" masses ready to rumble at what was billed by the Democratic Socialists of America on social media as the "event of the season."

I spotted a clump of protesters around a soundstage. I saw a line snaking toward the porta-potties, and, under distant oak trees, I could see four dozen cops chatting with one another, bicycles at their side. I saw great piles of protest signs upbraiding Genocide Joe Biden waiting to be picked up by as-yet-unseen protesters. I saw a lot of empty green space.

The Chicago Police Department had tried to kneecap the rally. They'd initially refused permits for a soundstage and, strangest of all, for porta-potties, arguing that ill-intentioned sorts might try to store weapons in them. It had gradually dawned on police brass that absent porta-potties, thousands of protesters would have to otherwise avail themselves of the few bushes in the park. They'd relented.

Liberals and left supporters of Kamala Harris had worried that these protests might fire a destructive fury and hurt her candidacy. They'd summoned memories of the anti-Vietnam War protests at the Democrats' Chicago convention in 1968, when Mayor Richard Daley's cops wielded billy clubs and thumped skulls, leaving an indelible mark on the national consciousness.

David Frum: The defeat-Harris, get-Trump politics of protest

But the Crashing the Party protest was to the protests of Chicago 1968 as a scouting squad was to an army. Several newspapers referred to "thousands of protesters," but that was reportorial sleight of hand. Organizers had forecast 50,000 protesters, and even more. Later on this day, an organizer would tell me that the number was 15,000, but I could tell that her heart was not in it. I'd start the bidding at 2,000 and top out at a probably overly generous 5,000 people.

The New York Times initially described the rally as "a coalition of more than 200 groups, which represented a range of liberal causes." The newspaper later changed "liberal causes" to "progressive causes," and thank God for that. Most of the protesters would have been despondent at being described as liberal.

There were the National Students for Justice in Palestine, whose website refers to living in "occupied Turtle Island," an obscure reference to the cosmology of several Native American tribes. There were varieties of socialists, Trotskyites, the Revolutionary Communists of America ("We are the Communist generation," its website proclaims), and the Denver Communists, which--who knew?--comprise their own ideological grouping. Two groups sided with the government of North Korea. Two bands of anarchists, swathed head to toe in stylish black, with masks and helmets and the occasional shield, marched through. Two young men carried a yellow People's Defense Units flag, the standard of Kurdish anarchists.

A man, neck wrapped in a keffiyeh, carried a sign that caught the tenor of the day: Decolonize everywhere now!

I appreciated the possible feint at humor. I yearned for the Dada spirit of the Yippies, who in 1968 called a Chicago press conference to nominate a pig--by the name of Pigasus--as their candidate for president.

Too much of the rhetoric yesterday was heavy on "the masses" rising and the "war criminals" at the DNC getting evicted. It underlined what is self-marginalizing about this movement. The anxious many in liberal and left-leaning households hope Harris and the Democrats can pull off their last-minute switch, yet here, speakers drew cheers denouncing "Killer Kamala" and "Genocide Joe."

Don Rose, now 95, has been a left-liberal activist and political consultant for seven decades, and experienced the 1968 fury up close. He told me about academic research showing that most Americans ended up blaming the protesters, not the police riot. Hubert Humphrey was defeated, and Richard Nixon extended the Vietnam War another five years.

"Do you threaten to abandon the party, and put the cause above the election?" he said. "That's what gave us Nixon."

Protesters I interviewed said that such arguments gave them no pause. (More than a few of the organizers wore N95 masks for reasons obscure to me--the protest was outdoors on a breezy day.) If Donald Trump triumphs, so be it. The left's agenda, the justice of the Palestinian cause, cannot be held hostage to war criminals in the Democratic Party. Andy Thayer, a left and gay activist, wrote a column in the Chicago Tribune arguing: "The most important question isn't 'who are you voting for?' Instead, it's 'how do we make massive social change?'"

It was impressively daft.

Some protesters, of course, were there because they have a personal connection to the conflict, because they have family living in Gaza and worry daily for their safety and mourn those who have died. Some, a minority, acknowledged too the horrors of the slaughter perpetrated by Hamas on October 7 of last year. "I wish the Israelis had not taken the bait as we did after 9/11," Keith Plum, who teaches English in a Chicago public high school, told me. Many of Plum's students came to the United States with their families from war-torn nations.

Read: The unreality of Columbia's liberated zone

My conversation with another fellow, Samer Abueid, went in a different direction. He was a Chicago native of Palestinian descent, and spoke of growing up on the South Side with friends of all sorts, Jews too. Our conversation went along pleasantly until I said, Look, after Hamas attacked and slaughtered kibbutz residents, many of whom were leftists favorable to Palestinians, what was Israel to do?

Abueid put his hand on his broad chest. "I believe to the bottom of my heart it was an inside job," he replied. Huh? I replied. "Hamas," he said, "had nothing to do with it." Then he spoke of the Rothschilds and conspiracies, and I moved on.

In the end, the protesters lined up. On the far corner, an end-of-days Christian preacher promised protesters that Christ "would vomit you out his mouth." Fortified by that image, the protesters, several of whom held large papier-mache heads depicting Harris and Biden with bloody vampire teeth, paraded off toward the convention, as one group chanted: "We will not be useful idiots."
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Abortion Takes Center Stage

The most emotional moment of the DNC so far has not been Joe Biden's goodbye.

by Helen Lewis




The most emotional moment of last night's Democratic National Convention was supposed to be Joe Biden's farewell, after his party's power brokers made clear he could not run again. And true, his address showed a graciousness in defeat that Donald Trump could never hope to understand. But the most moving speech of the evening was only a few minutes long, and it was given by a young woman from Kentucky.

Her name was Hadley Duvall, and she spoke in a section devoted to the effects of abortion bans on regular people. She introduced herself as an "all-American girl," a cheerleading captain, a homecoming queen--and a "survivor." A decade ago, Duvall became pregnant at 12 after being raped by her stepfather, and she wanted to draw attention to Donald Trump's description of abortion bans as a "beautiful thing."

Duvall asked: "What is so beautiful about a child having to carry her parent's child?"

The awfulness of what had happened to this young woman, and the dignity with which she recounted it, silenced the audience. Some delegates had tears in their eyes. Here in prime time, the Democrats were confronting their opponents with their support for laws that force 12-year-old girls to bear their rapists' babies. Never mind weird; that's obscene.

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

People want to know how this convention is different from the one that would have happened with Biden as the presidential nominee--and this feels like an obvious example. Kamala Harris is much more comfortable campaigning on abortion than Biden, who is an observant Catholic. Her team has grabbed back the word freedom to question why the government wants to dictate health-care decisions and interfere with women's lives. "I can't imagine not having a choice," Duvall said.

Duvall, who is now in her 20s, miscarried naturally. Today, under Kentucky's post-Roe laws, which are being challenged in court, she would not have been entitled to an abortion. (The state has no exception for rape or incest.) She was the star of a viral ad during Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear's successful reelection campaign last year, and he followed her onto the convention stage, calling her "one of the bravest people I've ever met." He then devoted much of his speech to reproductive rights.

Duvall appeared alongside three other speakers with similarly heart-wrenching stories. Amanda and Josh Zurawski were first shown in a recorded video, looking at the baby clothes they had bought for their daughter, Willow. But Amanda started to miscarry at 18 weeks, and Josh watched as doctors in Texas refused to use abortion drugs to induce labor until Amanda's temperature spiked enough to turn the situation into a medical emergency--and thus make the use of abortifacients permissible under the state's new, post-Roe laws. Next up was Kaitlyn Joshua, who had been turned away by two emergency rooms in Louisiana when she began to miscarry her second baby at 11 weeks. She also blamed the post-Roe landscape for her difficulty in getting medical attention.

The segment reflected the Democratic belief that Republican leaders have lost touch with the median American opinion on abortion. Almost two-thirds of Americans say abortion should be legal in most cases, but almost zero percent of people at the Heritage Foundation seem to believe the same. The much-publicized Project 2025--a governmental blueprint drawn up by the powerful think tank that got regular name-checks yesterday--asserts that abortion is "not health care." (The document mentions abortion 143 times in its 54-page chapter on health care, which seems like a contradiction.) Project 2025 calls for more stringent regulation of the manufacturers of abortion pills; research on the "harms" of abortion to women and girls; restrictions on the mailing of pills; a ban on the use of government money to fund abortion travel; and defunding Planned Parenthood.

Overall, the message is: Overturning Roe v. Wade was just the beginning. The trouble is that, for many voters, overturning Roe was already too much.

Project 2025 was published last year, but it has entered public consciousness in the past few months as Democrats have begun to use it as placeholder text for "bad stuff the Republicans want to do." Here at the convention, it crept into speeches across the first night, and Michigan State Senator Mallory McMorrow even brought along her own bound copy, asserting that Republicans "went ahead and wrote down all of the extreme things that Donald Trump wants to do in the next four years."

As my colleague David Graham wrote recently, Trump has tried to distance himself from Project 2025, presumably because it polls about as well as halitosis. "I disagree with some of the things they're saying and some of the things they're saying are absolutely ridiculous and abysmal," Trump posted on Truth Social. The Heritage Foundation's document even gestures to how unpopular full abortion bans are in practice, noting: "Miscarriage management or standard ectopic pregnancy treatments should never be conflated with abortion." Yet this is exactly what happens: The drugs are the same, and doctors in Louisiana and elsewhere have said that the threat of prosecution for providing such medical care has a chilling effect.

Trump has toned down the party's platform on abortion--but in today's media environment, voters are highly attuned to the idea of secret plans and what they're not telling you. The same conspiracism that Trump has tried to inculcate in his voters might now backfire on him. After all, his Supreme Court appointments allowed Roe v. Wade to be overturned, and red states have enthusiastically pursued federal abortion restrictions since. The existence of Project 2025 gives voters permission to believe that a second Trump presidency would create far more restrictions on abortion, whatever he claims now.

When the Dobbs decision leaked in 2022, I wrote about Ireland's referendum on abortion four years earlier. Then, a deeply religious country had voted by a decent margin to permit terminations up to 12 weeks, with no restrictions. Why? Because the country's ban on abortion was held responsible for the 2012 death of Savita Halappanavar, a 31-year-old dentist who started to miscarry at 17 weeks. Afraid of being prosecuted, Irish doctors administered the necessary drugs only when they no longer detected a fetal heartbeat. It was too late to save Halappanavar. She died of blood poisoning--the same fate Amanda Zurawski so narrowly avoided. An inquiry into the case found that if Halappanavar had been given abortion drugs when she first presented at the hospital, "we would never have heard of her, and she would be alive today."

Read: What winning did to the anti-abortion movement

The success of Ireland's abortion-rights campaign showed that activists had found a way to talk about the issue that appealed to conservatives and older people, the two groups most likely to have qualms about the practice. Some feminists grumbled about foregrounding "good abortions" and medical cases, rather than defending the principle more widely, but the campaigners' strategy worked. (Contrast this with Planned Parenthood's stunt of offering pill-based abortions near the convention center this week, which was seized upon by the right as evidence that the left treats the procedure with undue casualness.) The Democrats have made a similar decision to talk about wanted babies and unintended consequences.

Another successful part of the Irish strategy was encouraging men to talk about the effect of abortion restrictions on them. (The campaign even included a group called "Grandfathers for Yes.") That might raise feminist hackles, but the emotional impact of hearing someone like Josh Zurawski describe watching a loved one suffer unnecessarily--and his fears about losing his wife, as well as their baby--is undeniable. "I'm here because the fight for reproductive rights isn't just a woman's fight," Zurawski told the convention, prompting cheers. "This is about fighting for our families." Hearing him and Beshear--and the vice-presidential candidate Tim Walz on the campaign trail--talk about abortion shows the power of using an unexpected messenger. Notably, Beshear and others also spoke about girls and women, rather than the progressive, gender-neutral formulation of pregnant people--again demonstrating how this message is designed to appeal to voters beyond the Democratic base.

The Dobbs decision gave the right what it had demanded for half a century. But the ruling also made abortion an electoral liability for the Republicans. Even the most avowed pro-life campaigners struggle to articulate why women like Halappanavar and Zurawski should be left to die, and girls like Hadley Duvall should have their stepfather's baby.

Abortion is on the ballot in November, and in a measure of how much the landscape has changed since the last election, it is also on the program here in Chicago.
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The New AOC

The progressive congresswoman is no longer speaking solely to the left wing, but to the party as a whole.

by Yair Rosenberg




The evolution of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez as a political force in American politics is fully apparent from just two speeches. The first was delivered at the 2020 Democratic National Convention, two years after the insurgent progressive from New York was elected to Congress. In it, Ocasio-Cortez declared her "fidelity and gratitude to a mass people's movement working to establish 21st-century social, economic, and human rights" and pledged to "recognize and repair the wounds of racial injustice, colonization, misogyny, and homophobia, and to propose and build reimagined systems of immigration and foreign policy that turn away from the violence and xenophobia of our past." The brief speech was essentially a laundry list of leftist principles that would appeal largely to her own supporters rather than to everyday voters--narrowcasting rather than broadcasting.

Ocasio-Cortez's performance last night at this year's DNC could not have been more different. Connecting her personal biography to populist policies, the 34-year-old congresswoman electrified the crowd of Democratic Party faithful and left them thunderously chanting her name. Gone was the jargon of elite progressive circles, replaced by accessible and memorable one-liners about herself and Kamala Harris. "I, for one, am tired of hearing about how a two-bit union buster thinks of himself as more of a patriot than the woman who fights every single day to lift working people out from under the boots of greed trampling on our way of life," she said. "Ever since I got elected, Republicans have attacked me by saying that I should go back to bartending. But let me tell you, I'm happy to--any day of the week--because there is nothing wrong with working for a living."

Read: The exception to the rulers

There are some prosaic reasons for the stark contrast between these two speeches. The first was given without a live audience during the coronavirus pandemic, at a convention where Ocasio-Cortez had been tapped by the Joe Biden campaign to unite the left behind him, not to unite the Democratic Party itself. But there is also a more significant reason the AOC of 2024 has diverged from the AOC of 2020: She now has her sights set on shaping the future of the Democratic Party for years to come.

The paradox of Ocasio-Cortez is that she contains two personas that sometimes seem at odds with each other. There is the bartender from the Bronx--an everywoman who took on the political machine and won--and there is the Boston University-educated activist who speaks in the language of a graduate-student seminar. The conflict between these characters exists more in style than in substance. But in politics, the way you speak reflects whom you aspire to reach. And in recent years, Ocasio-Cortez has elevated her aspirations, seeking to speak not just for a leftist movement but also for an entire party.

Once an outsider staging sit-ins in Nancy Pelosi's office, she is now an insider invited onstage during prime time at the DNC. Ocasio-Cortez accomplished this not by abandoning her progressive principles, but by playing politics to advance them--accepting a seat at the table and making her case there. Formerly a factional leader against the Democratic establishment, she has positioned herself as a bridge between the party's mainstream and progressive wings. And unlike less successful members of "the Squad," she has transformed herself into a power broker rather than marginalized herself as a perpetual protester. Her political choices, like her rhetorical choices last night, are those of someone who seeks not to fight the Democratic Party, but to lead it.

Ocasio-Cortez's turn has not gone unnoticed--or unopposed. Last month, the Democratic Socialists of America rescinded their endorsement of their former standard-bearer over her insufficiently anti-Israel politics. In reality, Ocasio-Cortez has been a consistent critic of Israel's conduct in Gaza and the Biden administration's approach to the conflict. But she has also acknowledged and condemned anti-Semitism within the anti-Zionist movement and spoken with Jewish leaders about the issue--an unforgivable offense to some of her erstwhile allies and a reversal of her past reluctance to critique progressive activists.

By choosing to engage with those who disagree with her on Palestine and attempting to navigate the complexities of the issue with mainstream Jewish voices, Ocasio-Cortez failed the DSA's purity test. But it was not her or her views that were marginalized as a result. On the DNC stage, Ocasio-Cortez was the first speaker to reference Gaza, calling for both a cease-fire and "bringing hostages home."

Read: The left's self-defeating Israel obsession

Afterward, even some of her most inveterate critics in the political center were compelled to compliment the caliber of her performance. Jay Jacobs, the chairman of the New York State Democratic Party, has previously said that Ocasio-Cortez's "far left" brand of politics can't win across the state. For her part, she's repeatedly called for his resignation. But speaking today with New York Democrats at a delegation breakfast, Jacobs reportedly quipped, "I thought [Ocasio-Cortez] was outstanding last night. Don't tell her I said that, will you?"

If Ocasio-Cortez manages to maintain her trajectory and escape the pull of factional infighting, the day may soon come when political players like these discover that she doesn't need them--they need her.
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The Defeat-Harris, Get-Trump Politics of Protest

Make no mistake, that's the ultimate logic of the pro-Palestinian activists at the DNC.

by David Frum




One month ago, an NBC News headline reported:

Protesters made a tiny footprint at the RNC in Milwaukee. 
 Other than a modest daytime march on Monday afternoon, the first day of the Republican National Convention, there were virtually no protests over the event's four days and nights.


Obviously, the story from the Democratic National Convention in Chicago is already proving different.

This is part of a pattern. Gather any large number of Democrats together, in almost any city or state, whether at rallies, fundraisers, or presidential appearances, and pro-Palestinian protesters will try to wreck the event. These actions have been building to threats of outright violence. Pro-Trump and Republican events, meanwhile, are almost always left in peace.

Of the two big parties, the Democrats are more emotionally sympathetic to Palestinian suffering. The Biden administration is working to negotiate the cease-fire that the pro-Palestinian camp claims to want. The administration has provided hundreds of millions of dollars of humanitarian assistance to Palestinians in Gaza. President Joe Biden's terms for ending the fighting in Gaza envision a rapid movement to full Palestinian statehood.

Read: Biden's bold Gaza cease-fire gambit

By contrast, former President Donald Trump uses Palestinian as an insult. His administration moved the U.S. embassy in Israel to Jerusalem, and recognized Israel's annexation of the Golan Heights. In 2016, Trump campaigned on a complete shutdown of travel by Muslims into the United States; Trump now speaks of deporting campus anti-Israel protesters. He has pledged to block Gaza refugees from entering the United States.

Trump wants to tell the story that he and his party will enforce public order. He alleges that Democrats cannot or will not protect Americans against chaos spread by extremist elements. The pro-Palestinian movement works every day to create images that support Trump's argument. As a visibly annoyed Vice President Kamala Harris asked protesters in Detroit earlier this month: Do they want to elect Donald Trump?

Not all pro-Palestinian demonstrators are thinking about the election. Many seem driven by moral outrage or ideological passion. But for those who are thinking strategically, the answer is obvious: Yes, they want to elect Trump. Of course they want to elect Trump. Electing Trump is their best--and maybe only--hope.

To understand why, cast your mind back a quarter century.

In the election of 2000, Vice President Al Gore faced Texas Governor George W. Bush. Gore probably would have won in a straight two-way contest. But that same year, the progressive advocate Ralph Nader entered the race as a third-party challenger--and he pulled just enough of the vote to tip the Electoral College and the presidency toward Bush.

Nader later professed regret for running as a third-party candidate. But at the time, Nader understood exactly what he was doing. Defeating Gore and electing Bush was the intended and declared purpose of Nader's candidacy. Nader detailed his logic in many speeches, including this one to the summer-2000 convention of the NAACP:

If you ever wondered why the right wing and the corporate wing of the Democratic Party has so much more power over that party than the progressive wing, it's because the right wing and the corporate wing have somewhere to go: It's called the Republican Party. And so they're catered to and they're regaled--like the Democratic Leadership Council, they're catered to and they're regaled.
 But if you look at the progressive wing ... they have nowhere to go.
 And you know when you're told that you have nowhere to go, you get taken for granted. And when you get taken for granted, you get taken.


To paraphrase his argument even more bluntly: If progressives caused the Democrats to lose the presidency in the election of 2000, then Democrats would take progressives more seriously in all the elections that followed.

Nader's logic was not altogether wrong. In many ways, the post-2000 Democratic Party has shifted well to the left of where the party was in the 1980s and '90s. But catering to the party's left has cost Democrats winnable races, and with them, key priorities: The Iraq War and 20 years of inaction on climate change head the list of progressive disappointments since the 2000 election, and the list extends from there. Whether or not the shift was worth the price, Nader was neither ignorant nor deceived. He identified his goal and willingly accepted the risks for himself and his movement.

So it is now with the pro-Palestinian demonstrators of 2024.

They start with a fundamental political problem: Their cause is not popular. Solid majorities of Americans accept Israel's war in Gaza as valid and fiercely condemn the Hamas terrorist attacks as unacceptable. The exact margin varies from poll to poll depending on how the question is asked, but when presented with a binary choice between Israel and the Palestinians, Americans prefer Israel by a factor of at least two to one.

Read: Calls for a cease-fire--but then what?

The brute fact of those numbers makes it very difficult for pro-Palestinian activists to win elections. In this cycle, despite all the emotion stirred by the Gaza war, two of Israel's fiercest critics in Congress lost their primaries to pro-Israel challengers.

From the point of view of any practical politician: If a cause is so unpopular that it cannot help its friends, why listen to its advocates?

The only answer to that question, again from the practical point of view, is the message of the protesters in Chicago: Maybe we can't help you if you do listen to us, but we can hurt you if you don't!

Think of it another way. Since the bloody attack by Hamas on October 7 and the Israeli response, pro-Palestinian protesters have marched and agitated all over the United States. They have occupied college campuses. They have impeded access to Jewish schools, businesses, and places of worship. They have posted impassioned words and images on social media.

Yet all of their militant action has barely budged U.S. policy. Arms, intelligence, and economic assistance continue to flow from the United States to Israel. U.S. military forces cooperate with Israel against Iranian proxies in Lebanon and Yemen. Although the U.S. has imposed restraint on some Israeli operations, Israel has mostly been allowed to fight its own war in its own way.

These were President Biden's decisions, not Vice President Harris's. But she was the second-highest-ranking member of the administration. If Biden's deputy inherits Biden's office, the message is clear: His administration's record of support for Israel carried no meaningful political price. All of those street demonstrations and campus occupations will have amounted to so much empty noise. All of those articles arguing that Gaza explained Biden's troubles with young voters would be exposed as ideological wishcasting.

If Harris wins, the pro-Palestinian movement will have lost.

If Harris loses, however, pro-Palestinian protesters can claim that they were responsible for her defeat. That claim might not be true--in fact it probably would not be true--but try disproving it. The pro-Palestinian movement would have at least some basis to argue: You lost because you alienated us.

Read: Does Kamala Harris have a vision for the Middle East?

If Harris wins, she may want to do something about the pro-Palestinian cause--for humanitarian reasons, for reasons of diplomacy and geopolitics, for reasons of Democratic-constituency management in particular congressional districts. But she won't have to do it. She'll know that the protesters tried to beat her, and they failed.

If Harris loses, however, future Democratic candidates will tread more carefully on Israeli-Palestinian terrain. Even if they privately doubt that the party's position on Gaza explains anything truly important, they will be worried by advisers and donors who will believe it or who will want to believe it.

But what about Trump? Why aren't the pro-Palestinian demonstrators in Chicago more fearful of Trump's possible return to the presidency?

Although the pro-Palestine cause attracts support from progressives, it is not exactly a progressive cause. Americans associate progressivism with secularism, feminism, and gay-rights advocacy, among other causes. The Palestinian national movement, especially now that Hamas has effectively replaced the Palestine Liberation Organization as leader of "the resistance," has become markedly religious, patriarchal, and socially reactionary. But it is also a movement fiercely opposed to American global hegemony--and that is its "anti-imperialist" appeal to Western progressives.

Read: Kamala Harris is not 'totally against the Jewish people'

If you oppose American global hegemony, Trump is your candidate (as a long list of anti-American dictators have already figured out). Trump fiercely opposes the alliances and trade agreements that magnify American power and make the U.S. the center of a huge network of democratic, market-oriented countries. Trump's "America First" bluster is actually a pathway to American isolation and weakness that will further remove American power from the world.

If you wish America ill, of course you wish Trump well. The far left and far right of U.S. politics may disagree on much, but they agree on that.

The protesters in the streets of Chicago are not acting aimlessly or randomly. The people on the receiving end of their protests would benefit from equal clarity. The protesters want chaos and even violence in order to defeat Harris and elect Trump. They are not ill-informed or excessively idealistic or sadly misled. They are not overzealous allies. They are purposeful adversaries.

The Chicago-convention delegates should recognize that truth, and act accordingly.
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Sean O'Brien Walked Right Into It

The Teamsters' leader should never have lent his credibility to Trump's project.

by Adam Serwer




Very few individuals who attempt to use Donald Trump for their own interests end up walking away with their dignity intact. That's something that Sean O'Brien, the head of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, should have considered before he lent the union's credibility to the Republican National Convention back in July.

"President Trump had the backbone to open the doors to this Republican convention, and that's unprecedented. No other nominee in the race would have invited the Teamsters into this arena," O'Brien said in his speech.

Myopia is part of the pattern: Trump somehow convinces his targets that they are special for having attracted his attention; then, in the end, they discover that he got what he wanted in exchange for nothing. This week, less than a month after the convention, Trump was chatting with the union-busting right-wing billionaire Elon Musk, and the two bonded over the joy of firing striking workers.

"You walk in, you say, 'You want to quit?' They go on strike, I won't mention the name of the company, but they go on strike and you say, 'That's okay, you're all gone. You're all gone. So, every one of you is gone,'" Trump said to Musk, who laughed in response. Musk, who is an avid Trump supporter, was hosting the former president on his social-media platform, X (formerly known as Twitter). The next day, the United Auto Workers, which has endorsed the Democratic ticket, filed a federal complaint against the two men for trying to "threaten and intimidate workers who stand up for themselves by engaging in protected concerted activity, such as strikes." Additionally, making matters more complicated, the Black caucus of O'Brien's own union, the Teamsters, announced its endorsement of Vice President Kamala Harris that same day.

This all put O'Brien in a deeply awkward position, given that he had lent his personal credibility to a man who was now publicly endorsing strike-breaking and union-busting. He sent a statement to Politico saying that "firing workers for organizing, striking, and exercising their rights as Americans is economic terrorism." There's an old cliche about not negotiating with terrorists, but presumably you also don't want to be a featured speaker at their big political convention.

From the July/August 2017: The conservative case for unions

Trump's hostility to unions is neither new nor surprising. As president, he appointed judges and justices who were hostile to organized labor, made anti-labor appointments to the National Labor Relations Board, and altered regulations to make it easier for employers to stiff low-wage workers on pay and overtime. By contrast, the Biden administration has been one of the most pro-labor in history; just ask the Teamsters, whose pensions the administration rescued from insolvency.

There are a few policy areas, such as trade, where some unions align more closely with Trump's positions than with Harris's. But none of the prominent self-styled Republican "populists" whom O'Brien named in his RNC speech actually supports proposed legislation that would provide greater protections to those seeking to form or join a union. Instead, Republicans have persistently tried to blame the economic struggles of the white working class on a diversifying workforce. Republican Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri, for example, wrote in a July op-ed that "the C-suite long ago sold out the United States, shuttering factories in the homeland and gutting American jobs, while using the profits to push diversity, equity, and inclusion and the religion of the trans flag."

To O'Brien's credit, his speech at the RNC did not sound like this. O'Brien was right when he told the audience that, "against gigantic multinational corporations, an individual worker has zero power. It's only when Americans band together in democratic unions that we win real improvements on wages, benefits, and working conditions." But that's precisely why his appearance at the convention was ill-conceived: The Republican Party is not interested in helping American workers form or join unions. It is interested in winning votes by whipping up hostility against workers who do not fit a narrow, racialized conception of the American working class. O'Brien made that narrative more credible with his presence.

So why did O'Brien speak at the convention in the first place? At the time, Biden had not yet stepped down as the Democratic nominee in favor of Harris. With Trump looking like a lock for the presidency, perhaps O'Brien felt as though he was earning the goodwill of the party most likely to be in power in January. In an ideal world for organized labor, both parties would seek the support of America's unions and not just the support of business--the Democrats typically seek the support of both, with mixed results for organized labor. O'Brien implied as much to CNN in mid-July, saying, "The partisanship is not working. We need bipartisan support; we need bipartisan cooperation."

So you can imagine how O'Brien might think that, by speaking at the RNC, he was acting in his members' interests. Instead, all he did was lend labor's credibility to a party whose economic and social agenda is to divide workers and hobble their political influence rather than support them. O'Brien has also offered to be one of the many union leaders speaking at the Democratic National Convention this week as well, but has reportedly not gotten a response. I think rejecting this offer would be a mistake; the Democratic Party should try to avoid alienating a prominent union leader notwithstanding his appearance at the rival party's convention.

The American labor movement itself has not always been a model of tolerance--both historically and recently; the Teamsters settled a racial-discrimination lawsuit against O'Brien in January (the union denied wrongdoing). Nor is the white identity politics of Trumpists' faux-laborist rhetoric entirely new. Throughout American history, financial elites have tempted white workers with the possibility of succeeding on the condition that they narrow the labor tent to exclude particular disfavored minorities. To the extent that the story of American labor is often more tragedy than triumph, it is because this Faustian bargain has been repeatedly struck without the lesson being learned that the end result is not a stronger labor movement but a weaker and more divided one.

The Founders preserved slavery, and thus a racial caste system that divided white laborers from Black, giving the former the status of persons and the latter the status of chattel. Racial division has remained the most effective tool for elites seeking to keep pay low, benefits minimal, and working conditions deplorable. Whenever financial elites successfully tempt white workers into allying with those who share their prejudices instead of their economic interests, those same white workers find themselves weakened and exploited. But when workers ally with one another across racial, ethnic, religious, and cultural lines, they can reshape society.

Read: The paradox of the American labor movement

Two examples from the past illustrate this. During the 19th century, members of labor and agricultural organizations such as the Farmers' Alliance and the Knights of Labor realized that they had more in common with Black laborers than the southern financial elites who ran the Democratic Party to which many of them had traditionally belonged. The Populist Party that emerged from the labor ferment of the late 19th century sought reforms that would have benefited workers across racial and cultural lines, but was ultimately defeated by the same combination of race-baiting demagoguery and political terrorism that ended Reconstruction. Like the Republicans before them, the Populist leadership by and large surrendered to bigotry rather than fighting it, believing their ambitions would be better served by indulging prejudices rather than toiling against them.

The labor reforms they sought would have to wait until the mid-20th century, when labor groups such as the Congress of Industrial Organizations managed to bring workers together across social lines to advance both the social-democratic agenda of the New Deal and the racial equality sought by the civil-rights movement.

Both episodes were more complicated than these brief summaries can capture, but the moral of both stories remains: When labor movements fail to be tolerant, they fail. And when they appeal to the broadest possible coalition, they can achieve things no other force in politics has proved capable of achieving. The right-wing backlash to the New Deal and the Great Society shattered the coalition that brought them into being, but it has never been able to fully repeal its successes.

At least, not yet. Some conservatives are hoping that ongoing right-wing control of the Supreme Court and a second and perhaps indefinite Trump administration will allow them to do so. They remain committed to the long-standing Republican agenda of tax cuts for the wealthy and lax regulation for corporations. That economic agenda is simply not possible in a world with a strong labor movement. So when Hawley blames the struggles of working-class white Americans on "diversity, equity, and inclusion and the religion of the trans flag," it is little more than an update of the rhetoric of 19th-century Democratic Party demagogues who fought Populist reforms by attacking them as a trojan horse for "Negro domination."

Workers may not share the religious beliefs, ethnic backgrounds, gender, or sexual orientations of their colleagues, but they do share their economic interests. The corporate executives who want to manipulate their prejudices in order to pay them less money for more work under worse conditions do not. As long as their employees are raging against someone for having blue hair or specifying their pronouns, because they profess a different faith or speak a different first language, they are easier to exploit. Colleagues don't need to love one another. They don't even need to like one another. But they do need to understand that allying with those who share your prejudices is no substitute for solidarity with those whose fate and fortunes are intertwined with your own.

The intolerance that is the ideological and moral cornerstone of the Trump campaign is bad for the labor movement. American history illustrates as much. So does the record of the Trump administration itself, which was as anti-labor as they come. In both cases, these are histories that one would hope a union leader like O'Brien would be familiar with.
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The Truth About High Prices

The White House simply does not have great tools to bring the cost of living under control.

by Annie Lowrey




Americans are still upset about prices. Inflation fatigue appears to have metastasized into anger over the country's long-standing, intractable affordability crisis. With good reason: Housing is more unaffordable than ever, by some measures at least; staffing problems are driving child-care prices up and causing widespread shortages; health-care costs are pushing families into debt and causing them to forgo care; and Americans are spending a larger share of their disposable income on food than they have in three decades.

Kamala Harris has accordingly made addressing the cost of living the centerpiece of her campaign's new economic pitch to American voters. She has some good ideas, correctly focused on the financial health of middle- and low-income Americans. But there's a big problem, as there would be with any candidate's attempts to lower costs: The White House simply does not have great tools to bring prices down, and the tools it does have could make the cost of living worse before it gets better.

In recent days, Harris has unveiled proposals for a federal ban on price gouging on food and groceries, so that "big corporations can't unfairly exploit consumers to run up excessive corporate profits"; an expansion of the child tax credit; an effort to cap out-of-pocket prescription-drug costs; and a range of housing policies, including $25,000 in assistance for first-time homebuyers, rules to make it harder for corporations to buy large numbers of homes, and a call to construct 3 million new housing units. Put it all together, and food should get cheaper, homes should become plentiful and more affordable, and health costs should come down--right?

Annie Lowrey: Americans are mad about all the wrong costs

Perhaps, in time. But crises that are decades in the making can't be resolved in any president's first 100 days. The prices of big-ticket necessities--housing, child care, out-of-pocket health costs--have been ticking up faster than the overall rate of inflation for many years. COVID took an existing trend and made it much worse. The pandemic scrambled the world's supply chains and caused huge, if short-lived, spikes in the price of everything from gas to furniture to food. Stimulus payments led to increased consumer demand and rising wages, which further propped up consumer prices. To combat inflation, the Federal Reserve hiked interest rates, which made debt-financed purchases such as cars and homes more expensive. Finally, inflation came back to Earth, but the new price levels clearly still don't feel normal to voters.

The White House and Congress are adept at creating demand, by pushing cash out to families and businesses or amping up the federal government's own spending. Washington has tax cuts, tax credits, stimulus checks, unemployment-insurance payments, mortgage subsidies, student loans, direct-employment schemes, and so on to work with. But it has fewer options aimed at increasing the supply of goods normally provided by private companies. And doing so tends to be slow work that is inflationary in and of itself, particularly when financed with deficit spending. Pouring money into building new homes, for example, means bidding up the price of land and raw materials and juicing the labor market for construction workers.

The government has even fewer options when it comes to attacking prices directly. There wasn't much the White House could do about the temporary burst of inflation caused by COVID, and there isn't much the White House can do about high prices for consumer goods now. Imposing price caps could make shortages worse. And now that annual grocery inflation has dropped to just 1 percent, Harris's price-gouging proposal seems less relevant.

Tackling the giant, underlying cost-of-living crisis is going to take years, if not decades. An expanded child tax credit should ease the child-care crunch, bringing supply in with billions in new cash. Housing is trickier. Excessive local restrictions have made it expensive, if not impossible, for builders to construct new units where homebuyers want them. (And existing homeowners benefit from high home values, giving them an enormous incentive to block construction when they can.) At the same time, high interest rates are keeping sellers locked in place. Harris's housing proposals will help the situation only if builders are allowed to build.

Some of the most compelling policies offered by the Harris campaign--those aimed at increasing competition, bolstering price transparency, and reducing corporate concentration--are the hardest to make the case for in plain English. America's excessive health-care costs are in large part the product of hospitals and medical groups that control so much of their local market that patients and insurers have no choice but to pay whatever price they set. That is a more complicated story than "corporate greed," and no simple policy change will immediately untangle it.

Chris Beam: Welcome to pricing hell

The impact of Donald Trump's economic proposals is easier to game out: Some would do nothing to address the country's affordability crisis, and some would make it worse. Trump has proposed eliminating taxes on tips and Social Security benefits. This sounds great, but it's a giveaway to businesses and wealthy Americans that would do little for waiters, baristas, and hard-up seniors. Most tipped workers don't pay much, if any, income tax to begin with, and the change could create a loophole encouraging, say, hedge-fund managers to reconstitute their earnings as tips. (Harris has likewise pledged to eliminate taxes on tips.) Trump's Social Security proposal would likewise aid rich retirees, not poor ones: If you rely on Social Security checks to make ends meet, you almost by definition don't make enough income from other sources to be paying income taxes. Trump has also promised mass deportation (which would raise prices by causing huge shortages in immigrant-heavy workforces, including in agriculture, child care, and construction), steep across-the-board tariffs (that is, raising the price of all imported consumer goods), and increased oil and gas production (which might help at the margins; prices are set mainly on the global markets).

Regardless of who is elected in November, the cost-of-living crisis will be with us for a long while. Harris is promising voters relief from high prices. If she wins, what she will need from voters is time.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/high-prices-harris-economic-proposals/679517/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Joe Biden's Late Goodbye

The Democratic National Convention's first night had a delicate mission: to honor the sitting president before quickly switching gears to celebrate Kamala Harris.

by David A. Graham




"Our best days aren't behind us; they're before us," President Joe Biden said last night at the Democratic National Convention.

It was a poignant line. A statesman must believe that what he is doing will benefit his country after he exits the stage, but Biden's speech was on the first, rather than the last, day of the convention because his fellow Democrats had concluded that his own best days were behind him and nudged him to step down from the nomination.

And so there Biden was, capping off a night on which the Democrats pursued a delicate mission: to honor the sitting president before quickly changing gears to produce a coming-out party for Kamala Harris, their newly named presidential nominee. Hillary Clinton managed to distill the whole business down to just a few sentences.

"There's a lot of energy in this room, just like there is in this country. Something is happening in America. You can feel it," she said. "First, though, let's salute President Biden. Thank you, Joe Biden, for your lifetime of service and leadership."

She paused, ever so briefly. "And now we are writing a new chapter in America's history."

Some things have come later for Biden than he anticipated. Having dreamed of the presidency for decades, he finally achieved it in the twilight of his life. His star turn at this convention came late, too. By the time Biden took the stage, at about 10:30 p.m. Chicago time, it was barely half an hour before midnight in Washington.

Tom Nichols: Policy isn't going to win this election

The speech he finally gave was neither one of his finest nor an obvious flop. It was a reminder that Biden was always a workmanlike speaker, even before his aging became apparent. He was a bit hoarse, and a bit stiff, but never seriously off track. One could see, beneath the surface, the bones of the nomination-acceptance speech he might have given: a look back at the literally and figuratively shattered Washington he'd inherited on January 20, 2021, and then running through the accomplishments of his administration to set the stage for a second term.

Biden didn't want to relinquish the nomination, and he waited until the pressure to step aside became irresistible. (He joked in his speech about having been labeled both too young to be a senator and too old to be president.) But he has also always been a faithful soldier in the Democratic Party, and he did not evince any bitterness or reluctance onstage. He took diligently to the task of pivoting from the Biden presidency to the Harris candidacy. As Biden knows, his own legacy will depend substantially on whether Harris replaces him or Trump returns.

"I stand before you to report on this August night that democracy has prevailed. Democracy has delivered. And now democracy must be preserved," he said.

Easing the ache of his withdrawal was the noisy applause delegates and others in the United Center gave him. Biden was repeatedly interrupted by "We love Joe" chants. Speakers throughout the evening praised Biden and paid tribute to him, though the tributes were necessarily retrospective. When UAW President Shawn Fain thanked Biden for "making history" by marching on a picket line, it was a small leap to being history.

The past was a motif throughout the evening. Other than Biden, no one received such thunderous applause as Clinton, the party's 2016 nominee, in the only place she is so beloved. Clinton cast back to a bittersweet line at the end of her 2008 campaign for president with hopes for a happier ending with Harris. "Together, we put a lot of cracks in the highest, hardest glass ceiling," she said. "And tonight we're so close to breaking through."

Representative James Clyburn, the South Carolinian who helped make Biden the Democratic nominee and in doing so became one of Washington's most powerful players, got a prime speaking slot. Vendors around the arena hawked T-shirts with pictures of Biden, Barack Obama, Bill Clinton, and Jimmy Carter that read Squad goals. (Isn't there already a Democratic Squad?) Even Steve Kerr, the coach of Team USA and a veteran of the classic Chicago Bulls basketball team of the 1990s, was on hand for nostalgic flavor.

Read: Harris's Plan is economically dumb but politically smart

But the most emotional moment other than Biden's speech came near the start of the night, when the Reverend Jesse Jackson was honored. Jackson, 82, is only about a year older than Biden; both men ran unsuccessfully for the Democratic nomination in 1988. He's now frail and appeared in a wheelchair onstage, where he did not speak. But Jackson has seen the party follow some of the paths he laid out, and he was showered with applause.

Biden, too, has come a long way from his ignominious exit in 1988. If his career is not closing the way he imagined, he at least got a hero's valediction. As he often does, he quoted from a song by Gene Scheer: "America, America, I gave my best to you," he said. The crowd roared in agreement.
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We Still Need to Trump-Proof America

The ex-president could yet win. And even if he doesn't, Congress must patch up the legal loopholes he exploited.

by Quinta Jurecic




What will happen if Donald Trump secures a second term as president? Polling remains close--and though a Democratic victory seems far more likely than it did before the Biden-Harris swap, it's hardly assured. Should Trump pull out a win in November, voters might imagine that they know what to expect: more chaos, more grievance, more all-caps rants on social media. But a second Trump term would be much more dangerous than the first.

Trump's unexpected victory in 2016 left him flailing to staff the executive branch and unequipped with the knowledge of how to direct the machine of government. Now, though, his supporters have had four years in which to prepare. Democrats in Congress and the White House could have prevented this by Trump-proofing the government, knowing he may soon be back. Instead, they have dithered, and the damage, should he return to power, will be immense.

Trump's presidency served as a warped civics lesson of sorts, through which Americans learned just how much the president can get away with. Many of the constraints that past presidents operated within, such as releasing their tax returns or demanding Justice Department investigations of political enemies, turned out to be matters of norms, not legal obligation. And even where legal limitations were on the books, Trump proved skilled at identifying loopholes--such as when he exploited Washington, D.C.'s lack of sovereignty to violently deploy the National Guard against protesters in the capital following George Floyd's murder in the spring of 2020.

These lessons prompted a surge of interest among scholars, lawmakers, and advocacy groups: What could be done to patch up those legal weak points, like strengthening a levee in advance of a coming flood? In 2021, the Democratically controlled House of Representatives passed the Protecting Our Democracy Act, an ambitious bill that, among other checks and balances, criminalizes corrupt use of the pardon power and limits the president's ability to exploit emergency authorities delegated by Congress. "We owe it to the American people to place meaningful constraints on power," Democratic Representative Adam Schiff declared in introducing the legislation.

Read: The alarming scope of the president's emergency powers

A few of these reforms made it through the Senate. Lawmakers successfully put in place measures protecting the independence of inspectors general, the internal executive-branch watchdogs whose oversight Trump chafed against. No longer is it possible for presidents to fire inspectors general without explanation and replace them with political cronies--a tactic that Trump adopted liberally near the end of his time in office as a means of quashing politically inconvenient investigations. Separately, key changes to the 1887 Electoral Count Act--the statute whose uncertainties Trump sought to exploit in upending the electoral-vote count on January 6, 2021--will hamstring future legal efforts at election subversion. And in December 2023, Congress enacted protections that will make withdrawing from NATO significantly more difficult for Trump, requiring the consent of two-thirds of the Senate.

But these legislative successes are the exception. The bulk of the Protecting Our Democracy Act floundered in the Senate. The provisions that would have limited presidential emergency powers and handed Washington, D.C., control over its own National Guard made it tantalizingly close to a Senate vote in 2021, only to fall through at the last minute. When control of the House changed hands to the Republican Party after the 2022 midterms, the whole process ground to a halt, with the majority of GOP legislators unwilling to put their weight behind anything that might be construed as anti-Trump.

Democrats bear a hefty portion of the blame as well. Prior to the midterms, the White House chose to spend its political capital in Congress on pushing through the Inflation Reduction Act rather than on Trump-proofing the executive. Administration officials were also distinctly unenthusiastic about reforms that would have constrained presidential power and handed Congress additional tools for oversight of the executive, particularly with a Republican-led House peeking around the corner. Congressional Democrats, meanwhile, chose not to push the issue when doing so would have required breaking with the president. Ultimately, the reform package fell victim to a familiar malady in Washington: It simply wasn't anyone's priority.

But time has not run out. Heading into November, Congress may yet have a chance to block off some of these remaining opportunities for abuse, with bipartisan efforts under way in the Senate to restrict emergency powers and tighten loopholes in the Insurrection Act, the statute that could allow military deployments to America's streets. The bills' advocates must navigate a delicate task of rallying support from Democrats anxious over a Trump victory in November while not alienating Republicans who frame their support of the legislation as a matter of high-minded constitutional concerns. "The time to do this is while we're operating under the veil of ignorance as to who will occupy the White House in 2025," Elizabeth Goitein, a senior director of the Liberty & National Security Program at the Brennan Center for Justice, told me.

Still, the odds of success are slim. And even if these bills do somehow make it through Congress, they're only two out of many. Given the overall failure of post-Trump reform, the remaining parts of the Protecting Our Democracy Act now function chiefly as a list of warnings about what a second-term President Trump might be able to get away with: He will still face no requirement to disclose his taxes, for example. He could dole out corrupt pardons without the additional oversight that PODA would have required. He will be able to put pressure on the Justice Department to investigate his rivals or spare his allies with no obligation to report such communications to Congress.

The constitutionally mandated powers of the presidency are such that not even the most aggressive legislation could prevent a truly committed antagonist from wreaking havoc. There's no way to bar the president from issuing pardons at all, for example. But Trump will now be able to operate without even those few restraints that Congress could have implemented.

And he will be able to do it all while encountering far less resistance from within his administration than he did the first time around. The libraries' worth of books written on Trump's presidency are stuffed with anecdote after anecdote about how officials averted catastrophe by talking Trump out of absurd ideas or choosing to completely ignore the president's orders. In one particularly extreme example, reported in Bob Woodward's book Fear: Trump in the White House, Trump's chief economic adviser Gary Cohn simply swiped a letter from Trump's desk before the president had a chance to sign it, thus averting a potential diplomatic crisis with South Korea over a trade agreement.

As Trump's term wore on, he began to replace those inconveniently freethinking aides with lackeys more willing to do his bidding. He leveraged ambiguities within the Federal Vacancies Reform Act--a workhorse of a statute meant to streamline the process of filling vacant roles within the bureaucracy--to appoint loyalists to high-ranking positions without congressional oversight. Following Trump's presidency, experts pushed to reform the law, and the Protecting Our Democracy Act contained provisions that would have substantially narrowed the president's ability to shuffle officials among positions. But these, too, never made it through the Senate. The result is that a second-term Trump would be able to staff his Cabinet with extremists and sycophants who might not otherwise make it through the Senate confirmation process.

"When I first got to Washington, I knew very few people," Trump explained in an April 2024 interview with Time magazine. This time around, Trump's most committed allies are working to vet appointees well in advance, screening candidates for their MAGA bona fides and selecting potential staff unburdened with the minimal scruples that weighed down the first Trump administration.

Trump's effort to secure total loyalty throughout the executive branch wouldn't end with political appointees. In the last months of Trump's presidency, the White House rolled out an executive order--known as "Schedule F"--that would have empowered the president to strip civil-service protections from tens of thousands of career employees, making it far easier for them to be dismissed at will. The Biden administration quickly withdrew the order, but Trump would have the option to reinstate it in a second term. And as for Congress, it's the same old story: A measure that would have blocked this attack on the civil service passed the House but never made it to a vote in the Senate.

If Trump were to push through Schedule F, he could reorient the government around personal loyalty rather than expertise. "It would be problematic among any president to have this sort of power," Donald Moynihan, a public-policy professor who has written at length about the dangers of Schedule F, told me. "But it's especially problematic with a president who has the express intention of engaging in retribution or using that power for what many people would describe as authoritarian purposes."

Any effort to implement the policy will almost certainly face immediate legal challenges, likely on the grounds that the White House trampled on the rights of civil servants or overstretched the authority delegated by Congress to reorganize the bureaucracy. Safeguards put in place by the Biden administration would also require Trump to abide by certain procedural restrictions, of the same type that repeatedly tripped up the first Trump administration and led to a string of losses in the Supreme Court.

Here, as with the issue of staffing, Trump's coterie may have learned from those previous mistakes. The first time around, Trump "didn't understand" the procedural requirements for such policies, Anne Joseph O'Connell, a professor at Stanford Law School who studies administrative law, told me. "I think Trump 2.0 is going to know to dot the i's and cross the t's."

And the courts, themselves reshaped by Trump during his first term, may be less interested in pushing back against him. Trump's appointment of more than 200 federal judges pulled the judiciary far to the right, particularly in the appellate courts and the Supreme Court. Previously, the alliance between Trump and the conservative legal movement has typically been one of convenience, as Trump learned in 2020 when his efforts to overturn the election were rejected by judges whom he himself had appointed to the bench. But the Supreme Court's shocking decision establishing broad presidential immunity from criminal prosecution--and, in doing so, potentially shielding Trump from serious legal accountability for his involvement in January 6--suggests an increasing alignment between Trump and the Court's right-wing supermajority. Steve Vladeck, a law professor at Georgetown University and a close watcher of the Court, wrote in his newsletter last month that the ruling calls into doubt whether any of the Republican-appointed justices "will vote against their ideological or political preferences in a case in which it really matters."

Read: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

The motivations behind the Court's protection of Trump are very different from the reasons that Congress and the White House neglected to pursue post-Trump reform. Viewed together, though, both failures reflect a broader unwillingness or inability across American institutions to adequately wrestle with the danger he poses. The story of Trump's rise is in large part the story of governing bodies abdicating their responsibility to respond to his abuses in the hope that someone else will take care of it--including the Republican Party's failure to halt his run for president in 2016 and 2024, the Senate's failure to convict and bar him from office following both impeachments, and the Justice Department's failure to move with sufficient speed to investigate and bring charges against him over January 6, such that Americans will almost certainly head to the polls in November without resolution in that criminal case.

In the face of this institutional failure, the last check against the abuses of a second Trump presidency will be what it has always been: the people. It's not a coincidence that the most direct legal consequence Trump has felt came from his conviction in the New York hush-money case, at the hands of a jury of 12 regular New Yorkers. The first Trump administration saw a lasting surge of political participation among Americans opposed to Trump, featuring some of the largest protests in American history and increased interest among anti-Trump voters, especially suburban women, in political organizing and running for office. The 2018 midterm elections saw a record number of female candidates win office. Women rushed to register to vote following the Supreme Court's 2022 decision overturning Roe v. Wade, allowing Democrats to gain control of the Senate and nearly hold on to the House in that year's midterms despite predictions of a "red wave."

Read: Revenge of the wine moms

Energy among this coalition seemed to be flagging at the prospect of a Trump-Biden rematch--but since Harris stepped into the race, Democratic enthusiasm has soared, backed by some of the same activist groups founded in response to Trump's 2016 victory. In every election since 2016, Americans have turned out to block Trump and the Trump-era Republican Party from power. They may yet manage it again in 2024. In a system that's still democratic, this public outcry is the most potent possible force against a would-be dictator.

Even if Harris does win in November, the work of guarding against Trumpism can't stop there. To rest easy under a Harris administration would be to make the same mistake that Democrats did following Trump's loss in 2020 when they failed to pursue much-needed reforms. Beyond picking up the dropped threads of the Protecting Our Democracy Act, bolstering American resilience against authoritarianism will also require maintaining this widespread engagement in the broader work of democratic life. Although Trump thrives on attention, public apathy is his greatest asset. The same may well be true of whichever inevitable successor takes up the mantle of his authoritarian project after he departs from the scene.
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The Mistake That Could Cost Trump the Election

Democrats have managed to make detailed policy ideas into one of Trump's greatest liabilities.

by David A. Graham




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


"Let me tell you what our Project 2025 is," President Joe Biden said at a rally in Maryland last Thursday. "Beat the hell out of them."

It was a funny line, and against the odds, it might also contain some truth: In a bizarre turn of events, Democrats have managed to make a nearly 1,000-page compendium of detailed policy ideas into one of Republican nominee Donald Trump's greatest liabilities in the 2024 presidential campaign.

Project 2025 was an exercise, convened by the conservative Heritage Foundation, that sought to set a policy agenda for the next Republican administration. Its final product was a lengthy blueprint called Mandate for Leadership: The Conservative Promise, though I'll refer to all of it as Project 2025 for simplicity. When it was completed, Trump had not yet clinched the GOP nomination, which is to say it was not designed solely with him in mind. But many of the people involved are expected to take leading administration roles if Trump wins.

Read: The MAGA plan to end free weather reports

Certainly Project 2025 contains some outre ideas, but nothing about the exercise itself is unusual. Think tanks on both sides routinely produce various blueprints in an effort to further their priorities and aid presidents with whom they're allied. The documents seldom make much splash, partly because nitty-gritty policy ideas are not usually what determines elections. Party platforms tend to be short and a little vague on details. They are mostly ignored.

Measured against the typical obscurity, Project 2025 has been a wild success. Not since the Republican House leader Newt Gingrich spearheaded the Contract With America in 1994 has a campaign policy document attracted so much attention. The problem is that many voters seem to hate Project 2025.

In a poll that Heritage itself conducted from July 30 to August 2, almost two-thirds of voters said they'd heard of Project 2025. (The numbers are even higher in key swing states including Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Georgia.) Only 14 percent supported Project 2025, and 47 percent opposed it--again with higher numbers in Arizona, Pennsylvania, and Michigan. Democrats' efforts to keep talking about Project 2025 suggest that their data, too, indicate it's a big winner for them.

Adam Serwer: Trump thinks his ideologue supporters are weird too

The questions are why Project 2025 has become such a big issue, and why now? The document was published in April 2023 and drew some attention at the time and afterward. But only in the past seven weeks has it become a major campaign issue.

Many of its top-line ideas are very unpopular. It would dissolve the Education Department and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, slash Medicare and Medicaid, ban pornography, establish federal abortion restrictions, repeal some child-labor protections, and enable the president to lay off tens of thousands of federal career workers and replace them with political appointees.

Some of these are long-standing conservative priorities. Others, like the dismantling of the federal workforce, are newer and more radical. Doing so would entail an epochal shift in the way the federal government works and what it does, and that's what attracted some of the most attention in 2023, including a detailed report from my colleague Russell Berman. Then interest faded; a shake-up of the government would affect the general public deeply, but not in ways that are immediately apparent or motivate a lot of voters.

Read: Trump's open plot to break the federal government

In June, some Democrats, especially those in Congress, began talking more about Project 2025, attracting some news attention. Then, on June 30, the actor Taraji P. Henson encouraged viewers of the BET Awards to learn the name. "The Project 2025 plan is not a game. Look it up," she said. Two days later, the Heritage Foundation's head, Kevin Roberts, appeared on Steve Bannon's podcast, where he celebrated the Supreme Court's decision granting Trump substantial immunity for actions taken as president. "We are in the process of the second American Revolution, which will remain bloodless if the left allows it to be," Roberts said.

All of this thrust Project 2025 into the center of the discourse. Trump was not pleased. "I have no idea who is behind it," he posted on his Truth Social site. "I disagree with some of the things they're saying and some of the things they're saying are absolutely ridiculous and abysmal. Anything they do, I wish them luck, but I have nothing to do with them."

The disavowal was obviously absurd. Scores of the people involved in the report had worked in the Trump administration, some in high-ranking posts. By trying to distance himself from Project 2025, Trump only brought more attention to it. Moreover, reporters keep turning up instances of connections among Trump, his campaign, and Project 2025.

Read: Trump says Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers"

That's a problem for Trump, because it undercuts some of his attempts to cater more to the middle. His campaign has published a much simpler, more concise set of policies, which has some overlap with Project 2025 but also diverges in places, and avoids the kinds of details that create difficulties. Trump's campaign has also toned down its rhetoric on abortion (frustrating some anti-abortion campaigners). Because no one is fooled by the attempted distancing from Project 2025, Trump looks like he's trying to hide something, which he is.

Efforts to create the appearance of separation continue. Paul Dans, a former Trump White House staffer who led Project 2025, left the Heritage Foundation recently. Publication of Roberts's book, with a foreword by Trump running mate J. D. Vance, has been paused. On Friday, the Trump campaign announced new presidential-transition chairs, conspicuously picking people not connected to Project 2025. Voters in Nevada have received flyers explicitly disavowing Project 2025 and listing Trump's own platform.

As Barbra Streisand teaches, this sort of thing doesn't usually work, and mostly calls attention to the very aspects of something that make it unpopular. Project 2025 is not likely to get any more popular between now and November either.
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The Populist Mantle Is Harris's for the Taking

But does she want it?

by Tyler Austin Harper




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


In the weeks since Kamala Harris became the de facto Democratic nominee for president, she has run a deft campaign: confident, upbeat, and social-media-savvy. An often toothless Democratic Party has found its incisors. The policy rollout, however, has been slow. Some polls earlier this year suggested that a "generic Democrat" could beat Donald Trump, and more than a few critics and supporters feel like the Harris campaign has taken this too literally.

On Friday, she announced a set of economic plans with populist flair, a sign that she is beginning to define her policy commitments more clearly. As she continues to do this, she faces a conundrum. Harris is made from the mold of perhaps the most beloved Democrat in America: Like former President Barack Obama, she is a multiracial-child-of-immigrants technocrat. But even as Obama remains a deeply popular celebrity figure in this country, the political and economic worldview he stood for--a continuation of Clinton-era corporate-friendly governance--has fallen into disrepute. In 2016, both the Sanders surge and the Trump ascendancy were in no small part a rebuke of Obama and his smartest-guy-in-the-room sheen, and when a Democrat regained the White House in 2020, Obama's own vice president largely cast off Obamanomics.

Therein lies the rub: Harris's politics, style, and coterie of confidants seem to align with Obama's. But as Joe Biden's VP, she was second-in-command in an administration that aspired to shepherd the country toward a post-neoliberal consensus defined by trust busting, innovative industrial policy, and a reinvigorated labor movement. And with Tim Walz at her side, she can mount a serious attempt to create a multiracial, cross-class coalition that could expand the left-liberal tent, claw back the rightward list of non-college-educated voters, and usher in a fairer economy for American workers. This is the kind of hope Obama traded on in 2008, and the kind of change he failed to deliver over his two terms. The populist mantle is hers for the taking, if she wants it. The puzzle is: Does she? Or will Harris and her campaign follow Obama and double down on corporate technocracy?

Centrists have predictably encouraged Harris to eschew the populist impulses of the current commander in chief and to moderate: New York magazine's Jonathan Chait insists that a return to "Obamaism" can "save" the Democrats and help deliver Harris to the White House. But this advice ignores the fact that the public, on both sides of the aisle, has spent nearly 10 years pushing for a populist remake of American politics. If voters have become annoyed with the excesses of left-wing cultural politics, they have continued to embrace a left-wing economic posture. Bernie Sanders may have lost his battles for the Democratic nomination, but in some sense he won the broader ideological war. Even the right now pays lip service to fighting corporations and economic "elites."

Read: The one big policy that Kamala Harris needs

Whether Harris will attempt to counter the emergent pseudo-populism on the right with the genuine article remains to be seen; so far, the signals are mixed. On the one hand, reports suggest that the move from Biden to Harris was greeted with enthusiasm by the Wall Street set, who see the vice president as both more malleable and more corporate-friendly than Biden. Indeed, she is already under significant pressure from donors to axe Lina Khan, Biden's 35-years-young chair of the Federal Trade Commission who has made a name for herself by bringing monopolists to heel. Harris also has substantial connections to the Silicon Valley donor class, raising concerns that she might be a little too cozy with Big Tech, not unlike Obama.

On the other hand, the recently concluded veepstakes suggest that perhaps Harris does intend to embrace the populist route. Although the choice between Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro and Minnesota Governor Tim Walz was often framed by commentators as a battle between the moderate and leftward factions of the Democratic Party, this was largely a mirage. Both candidates are left of center: Shapiro has a record of challenging corporate power as an attorney general, while Walz has a long list of progressive policy wins as governor, including free school lunches for kids and new taxes on multinational companies. And although Harris has dithered, taking her time to outline her governing agenda, on Friday she announced that during her first 100 days in office she intends to focus on big tax credits for new parents, tackling grocery price-gouging and keeping insulin affordable, and providing significant down-payment help for first-time homebuyers.

Harris should seize the opportunity to fully embrace left-wing populism because--despite all the punditry's moaning about the need to "moderate"--populist policies are actually popular: 65 percent of Americans (including 40 percent of Republicans) say the federal government has a responsibility to make sure that all Americans have health care, 63 percent say that attending public colleges should be free, and another 63 percent (including 51 percent of Republicans) say that banks need to be more heavily regulated. In a country defined by spiraling cultural polarization, these are views--views that would have once been tarred as "far left"--that many of us can agree on.

And despite the feel-good vibes that have enlivened the Democratic base for the past month, the party is still beset by a long-term problem: A meaningful segment of working-class Black and Latino Americans seem to be inching toward the GOP, on top of the well-documented rightward drift of the white working class. Between 2012, when Obama ran for his second term, and the election of Joe Biden in 2020, Democrats lost nearly 20 points in support from the nonwhite working class. For the past year, polling has suggested that Trump stands to gain a heartier share of the Black vote this election--driven largely, but not exclusively, by working-class Black men--while Hispanic and Latino voters have begun outright flocking to the GOP. According to a Pew Research Center survey conducted in early July, before Biden dropped off the ticket, the current and former president were drawing dead even: 36 percent of Latino voters supported Trump, 36 percent supported Biden, and a startling 24 percent said they would support Robert F. Kennedy Jr.

These working-class defectors from the Democratic Party seem to be motivated, at least in part, by concern about immigration, which itself seems to be a proxy for more general economic anxieties, particularly among non-college-educated workers who feel that they are competing with new arrivals for jobs. The Democrats' problem with the working class is exacerbated by a union vote that becomes more Republican by the year. The appearance of the Teamsters president at the Republican National Convention was something of a shot across the bow, spurring both anger and panic that unions may start openly courting the GOP. Although the economic "populism" on offer by the Trump-Vance ticket mostly oscillates between symbolic and shambolic, and although conservative policies remain far friendlier for Big Business than for workers, the GOP is making a deliberate and straightforward case, at least rhetorically, that it is the true home of the working class. Democrats can argue that all this Republican railing against "the elites" is disingenuous, and they'd mostly be right, but for now, a significant and multicultural share of the working class seems to be taking the GOP at its word.

Over the next three months, as Harris campaigns in earnest, the path she has chosen will become clearer: to follow Obama or Biden, to embrace nostalgia for the dreamy bubble of a multiracial technocracy--burst by Trump's election--or set down the new road laid out by the current administration.

Since the 2016 election, Democrats and liberal pundits have favored a just-so story about the GOP's far-right makeover: Donald Trump rode the wave of a racially motivated recoil against the first Black president. In this account, the white working class grew disgusted by the success of minorities who are taking over "their" country, symbolized by Obama. But this theory fails to offer a convincing explanation of why the white working class voted overwhelmingly for Trump after Obama made significant inroads with this demographic in 2008, or why minority working-class voters also began moving away from the Democratic Party.

Read: The Trump campaign's 'please shut up' phase

The idea that these voters spontaneously developed racism, and were primarily driven by "whitelash" against a president many of them cast a ballot for, has always been preposterous. Obama bailed out the banks, did little to challenge the massive expansion of tech monopolies that occurred during his eight years in office, and failed to address the opioid epidemic while a drug peddled by Big Pharma burned through the deindustrialized parts of America--the same places that had already been kicked in the teeth thanks to the catastrophic trade policies of the previous Democratic president. It is a testament to Obama's singular political talent that he remains a popular cultural figure. Perhaps what his working-class voters ultimately rejected was not the multiracial America he represented, but the corporate managerialism he ended up embodying.

Already, it appears that Harris has a chance to bring some of the lost voters back into the fold: Recent polling found that she has gained 11 points among non-college-educated white voters in key swing states--outperforming "Scranton Joe" with those voters--and gained an identical 11 points among Black voters. If she wants to shore up these gains among the non-college-educated, Harris will need to rekindle the populist promise that Obama once parlayed into an electoral victory, and pursue the populist policies that Biden has put into action. If she does, she could not just win an election, but also begin the long process of winning back the American working class.
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The Last Man in America to Change His Mind About Trump

Spencer Cox built his brand on standing against polarization and extremism. Now he's backing Donald Trump.

by McKay Coppins




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


On the evening last month when Donald Trump was shot at a rally in Pennsylvania, Spencer Cox was at home in the Utah governor's mansion. Pacing the second-floor residence, he scrolled for updates on his phone, watching and rewatching the same footage, studying photos of the former president's bloody face.

"I was kind of captivated," Cox told me. "But there was this sick-feeling pit in my stomach."

Cox had grown steadily more anxious in recent years about the prospect of a complete democratic breakdown in America. He'd immersed himself in the literature of polarization and political violence. He couldn't escape his fear that the bullet that grazed Trump's ear had been millimeters away from starting a civil war.

As he sat in the pews of a Latter-day Saint ward the next morning, an idea came to him: He should write Trump a letter. This was not an obvious instinct. Cox was one of the few office-holding Republicans left in America who hadn't gotten on board with the former president. He didn't vote for Trump in 2016 or in 2020, and had publicly pleaded with his party to nominate anyone else in 2024. But Cox was relieved that Trump--at least so far--had not responded to the assassination attempt with escalatory rhetoric or threats. He felt he should encourage whatever instinct was behind that restraint.

From the January/February 2021 issue: The most American religion

After church, he climbed into the back of an SUV headed toward his rural hometown of Fairview and took out his iPad to type.

"Your life was spared. Now, because of that miracle, you have the opportunity to do something that no other person on earth can do right now: unify and save our country," Cox wrote. "By emphasizing unity rather than hate, you will win this election by an historic margin and become one of our nation's most transformational leaders."

The letter was, Cox told me, "admittedly a little over-the-top." But he hoped Trump might be receptive to such flowery appeals. He asked Don Peay, a Trump ally from Utah, to hand-deliver it to the candidate, who was in Milwaukee for the Republican National Convention. Cox says he didn't expect it to become public, but of course it leaked, and the day after Trump formally accepted his party's nomination, with a speech that included references to "crazy Nancy Pelosi" and illegal immigrants coming from "insane asylums," Cox found himself fielding questions about the letter at a press conference. Asked if he would finally cast his first vote for Trump in 2024, Cox said he would.

"Republican Politician Buckles to Party Pressure, Endorses Trump" is not a new story. It has played out hundreds of times in the past eight years. But Cox is an unusual case. He did not endorse Trump during his own recent Republican primary, when he was fending off challenges from multiple MAGA rivals and had much more to gain politically. And his abrupt reversal has shredded his reputation as a principled Republican. Brian King, Cox's Democratic rival this fall, condemned him for "going where the wind blows him." Stuart Reid, an anti-Trump Republican and former state senator, wrote in an open letter, "You have lost your credibility and relinquished your honor."

Among those who know Cox, the news was treated almost as a mystery to be solved. "I'm shocked at how many 'WTF' texts I've received on this one," a longtime Republican strategist in Utah told me shortly after the announcement.

I met Cox on a Sunday afternoon in July, two days after his endorsement--and hours after President Joe Biden announced that he was dropping out of the race--in the governor's mansion, a 120-year-old French chateauesque structure in downtown Salt Lake City. We'd been talking on and off all year, and not once in our conversations had he given any indication that he would support Trump. Just a couple of weeks earlier, he'd told CNN that he wouldn't vote for either major-party candidate.

Throughout our 90-minute interview, Cox rejected the "MAGA" label, called Trump and his running mate, J. D. Vance, "antithetical" to his brand of Republicanism, and at various points seemed even to quibble with the idea that he'd endorsed Trump at all. "I said I'm going to vote for him," Cox told me. "I didn't say I support everything he does. I'm not even telling you that you need to vote for him."

But Cox was surprisingly transparent about the calculation he was making. He told me that the Never Trump movement had utterly failed, and said he'd come to realize that he couldn't have any influence on the modern GOP "if I'm not on the team"--that is, Trump's team. "It's absolutely a litmus test. I don't think it should be. I wish it wasn't that way. But it is."

Cox told me he's on a mission that's more important than maintaining his anti-Trump credentials. This is perhaps the most mysterious part of his new posture. The cause for which he's willing to ally with an insult-flinging felon? The healing of America's political culture.

When I first sat down with Cox, in January, I thought it would be for a story about an embattled governor struggling to stem the spread of Trumpism in his own backyard.

Utah had developed a reputation in the Trump years for being a red state uniquely resistant to this brand of politics. Trump placed a distant third in the state's 2016 Republican primaries, and carried the state in the general election with a meager 45 percent plurality of the vote. Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints--once the most reliably Republican religious group in America--were fleeing the newly MAGA-fied GOP. Only half supported Trump in 2016, 20 points lower than the share that supported a typical Republican presidential nominee.

For years, journalists and scholars offered theories to explain Trump's underperformance in Utah: that his vulgarity and checkered personal life offended Mormon sensibilities; that his message of rigged systems and white grievance didn't resonate in a state with low income inequality and high upward mobility; that his xenophobic rhetoric clashed with Utahns' relative openness to immigrants.

I'd written many of these stories myself, and still saw evidence that the phenomenon was real. But I'd also noticed something changing in Utah--not a wholesale mutation, necessarily, but signs that Trumpism's most toxic elements were seeping into the groundwater. Cox had noticed it too. "It's what keeps me up at night," he told me.

Cox had spent the Trump era preaching the gospel of depolarization--and arguing that his home state offered an antidote to our national politics. In speeches and interviews, he liked to talk about Utah's old-fashioned communitarianism, how the Mormon pioneers who settled the state built homes in village centers and planted crops on the outskirts of town so that farmers could help one another and stay connected, how that ethos came to define his state. He proudly championed what he called the "the Utah model," a consensus-minded approach to policy making that had yielded interesting compromises on culture-war issues, including immigration, LGBTQ rights, and religious freedom. He made national headlines when he vetoed a bill aimed at banning transgender girls from youth sports, noting that the law would have applied to just four high-school athletes. "When in doubt," he explained at the time, "I always try to err on the side of kindness, mercy, and compassion." Lean and sprightly, with rosy cheeks and a speaking cadence that makes him sound like he's perpetually smiling, Cox was the perfect mascot for the version of Utah he was pitching--almost a walking stereotype of Boy Scout earnestness.

In 2023, he became chair of the National Governors Association and launched an initiative he called "Disagree Better." The idea had originated in the fevered final weeks of the 2020 election, when Trump was already spreading stolen-election lies and indicating that he wouldn't accept defeat. Cox, who was running for governor at the time, filmed a series of ads with his Democratic opponent, Chris Peterson, in which they good-naturedly teased each other and appealed to decency and democracy. Critics called the ads cloying and cheesy, but they seemed to accomplish the impossible: Researchers at Stanford reported that people who watched them exhibited marked drops in partisan acrimony. Through Disagree Better, Cox recruited bipartisan pairs of politicians to star in similar ads across the country.

Watch: Spencer Cox at The Atlantic Festival

Cox was soon welcomed in elite quarters as that rarest of Trump-era creatures: the palatable Republican, respectfully profiled in Time and The Washington Post, warmly received in such venues as The Atlantic Festival (where I interviewed him onstage last fall). At the same time, he surfaced as a villain in the right-wing media. Tucker Carlson took a special interest in Cox, deriding him as "creepy" for politely answering a high-school student's question about his preferred pronouns, and accusing him of "auditioning for the title of 'America's Guiltiest White Guy.'" (When, in a podcast interview last month, Carlson mused that Utah's governor must "get off on debasing himself," I texted Cox the clip. "He seems to be projecting again," he responded.)

Cox was not surprised by the MAGA resistance. In fact, he seemed almost delighted by it. Utahns had always taken pride in their peculiarity, and the governor was no exception. "We're weird," he boasted at his State of the State address in January. "The good kind of weird. The kind of weird the rest of the nation is desperate for right now."

But a few months later, when Cox began campaigning in earnest for his reelection, it was hard to ignore just how ordinary his state's politics had become--that is to say, mean and angry and fueled by division.

Cox's primary was brutal. His chief opponent, Phil Lyman, was a state representative best known for having received a presidential pardon from Trump. (Lyman was arrested in 2014 for leading an ATV protest ride on public lands in a Utah canyon.) In taking on Cox, Lyman promoted outlandish rumors that the governor was interfering with his supporters' Wi-Fi connections, and accused him of getting illegal immigrants from Colorado to vote for him. Lyman drew cheers on the campaign trail by attacking Disagree Better as "a leftist, Marxist tactic to get people to drop their opinions." When Lyman ultimately lost the primary, he refused to concede and sued to have the results of the election overturned. (The lawsuit was dismissed.)

"It was the complete playbook," Cox told me. "The lies, the vitriol, the denial of the legitimacy of the election." Four years earlier, he had narrowly won a hard-fought but polite contest against Jon Huntsman Jr., the centrist former governor and presidential candidate. Now Cox felt like he was contending with a new species of Republican.

He wasn't wrong. Survey data suggested that American Mormons were becoming less Republican overall in the Trump era, but those who remained in the party were becoming Trumpier. "I don't think that a governor, or any kind of government, coming in and saying ... 'Let's put some cute little ads together that we're all gonna get along!' is going to make a difference," one woman said in a June focus group of Utah Republicans organized by the political consultant Sarah Longwell. "He's just another RINO." For every Mitt Romney, it seemed, there were now two Mike Lees, scrambling to memory-hole their former opposition to Trump and reinvent themselves as MAGA adherents.

From the November 2023 issue: What Mitt Romney saw in the Senate

When Cox addressed the state Republican convention in May, he was loudly booed by Trumpists. Finally, in a fit of exasperation, he spat, "Maybe you just hate that I don't hate enough." The race seemed to rattle his faith in Utah exceptionalism. "It only reinforced my concern that there's kind of been a breach in the stronghold," he told me.

The night of the primary ended up being a good one for Cox. Not only did he win comfortably, but a relatively moderate congressman, John Curtis, earned the Republican nomination to fill Romney's Senate seat. But when I texted Cox that June evening to ask how he was feeling, he told me he was just relieved it was over. "It was rough," he wrote.

So how did a governor who's built his brand on standing against hatred and extremism in politics talk himself into supporting Trump? This was the question I wanted an answer to when I met with him at the governor's mansion in late July.

We sat across from each other in his study, adorned with paintings of desert landscapes and a bullhorn hat rack that originally belonged to Theodore Roosevelt. Cox, wearing a slim-cut suit and socks with cartoon pictures of Abraham Lincoln, leaned forward as he explained how supporting Trump was a way of practicing what he preached.

"When we talk about disagreeing better and the work of depolarization, there's this weird thing that happens to people," Cox told me. "You start to criticize the people who are polarizing us ... and then they become your enemies." If you're not careful, he said, you risk becoming a mirror image of the thing you're working to defeat.

"That 'Love your enemies' stuff--it sucks. I hate it. I wish Jesus had never said that," Cox told me. But if he was serious about injecting decency and compassion back into politics, he explained, he needed to find a way to work with his political enemies. And within his own party, at least, he could think of few figures who qualified as enemies more than Trump. "To me, this is kind of the ultimate test."

Surely, I told him, there was a way to show Christian love to Trump and his supporters without endorsing the man for president. I pointed to the long list of things Trump has done and said that Cox has found abhorrent, and Cox insisted he still found all the same things abhorrent. He also made clear that he's not among those claiming that Trump found God after his near-death experience: "I'm not an idiot. The guy's 78. He's probably not changing."

But he believed that even if Trump's core character is fixed, the former president might modulate his behavior in response to positive reinforcement rather than scolding. From Cox's perch in late July, with Trump leading every major poll and the Democratic Party in chaos, the prospect of a Reagan-style landslide looked within reach. Cox said he wanted to be a good influence on the next president. "Even if it's the smallest, tiniest possible influence over the next four years to move things in a better direction, it's worth taking, even at great personal risk or harm," he said.

I noted that many Republicans before him had attempted this strategy--ingratiating themselves to Trump so that they could steer his presidency. The results had generally ranged from ineffective to catastrophic. Cox insisted this was different. "All those people wanted something--they wanted to be closer to power, they wanted a Cabinet position," he told me. "I don't want any of that stuff at all. I'm not trying to get into his orbit."

Later, I would run Cox's thinking by a handful of his friends and allies. Even those willing to grant his sincerity seemed either confused or dubious. Wes Moore, the Democratic governor of Maryland and a friend of Cox's, laughed when I asked about the idea that endorsing Trump could be an "act of depolarization," as Cox had described it to me. "I would deeply disagree with that reasoning," Moore told me. "Governor Cox is a decent man ... so I hope he would look at the evidence and change his perspective." Jared Polis, the centrist Democratic governor of Colorado, praised Cox for trying to make a difference. "It was a thoughtful letter," he told me. "I hope Donald Trump reads it and heeds it, but I don't think that either Spencer or I are holding our breath."

At one point, I asked Cox what his wife, Abby, made of his decision to vote for the former president. She has made little secret of her distaste for Trump; earlier this year she endorsed Nikki Haley for president (while her husband remained officially neutral in the GOP primary). Cox spoke carefully. "We have a very close relationship," he told me. "This wasn't her favorite idea--to put it mildly. And still isn't."

I wondered how long Cox would stick to this plan. In 2020, he'd initially said he would vote for Trump, before changing his mind. When I asked if there was anything Trump could do to lose his vote, Cox shrugged. "I mean, there might be. You know, if you shoot someone on Fifth Avenue..."

Read: The new Trump is always the old Trump

In the weeks after our interview, Trump seemed determined to prove that his brief flirtation with magnanimity and restraint was over. Facing slipping poll numbers and a spirited new opponent in Vice President Kamala Harris, he returned to familiar patterns of demonization and venting. He posted conspiratorial diatribes on social media about the crowds at Harris's rallies, and gave a rambling, lie-laden press conference at Mar-a-Lago. He called his opponent "nasty" and repeatedly questioned her racial identity. At a rally in North Carolina, he assured his fans that the shooting hadn't softened him: "If you don't mind, I'm not going to be nice!"

So, last week, I called Cox one more time to find out if he'd changed his mind. "It feels like a year ago since we last chatted," he told me, a trace of exasperation in his voice. He conceded that his party's nominee had largely reverted to old habits--"playing the hits," Cox called it--but said he stood by what he'd written in that letter to Trump and planned to vote for him. "He could still win big by focusing on issues instead of grievance," Cox said. Trump will be in Utah later this month for a fundraiser, and Cox hopes they can find time to talk.

But as our conversation continued, Cox seemed eager to change the subject from Trump himself to Trump's supporters. He said many of his allies in the fight against polarization felt betrayed by his decision ("They're very angry at me, and that's fine," he said, sounding like it wasn't totally fine), but that he hoped he might now be able to reach a new audience with his message: his own party's base.

Cox told me about the people he grew up with in Fairview, and how much they distrusted politicians like him. In speeches, he frequently invokes his rural hometown as an example of how partisan politics can poison a community. "I really do care about them, but they don't think I care about them," he told me. "If you're a Never Trumper, you're the enemy."

With his endorsement, Cox wasn't their enemy anymore--would they listen to him now?
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Trump's Medal of Dishonor

The former president doesn't appear to understand the real meaning of the decorations he once bestowed.

by Elliot Ackerman




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


Former President Donald Trump sparked near universal criticism last week when he said that the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation's highest civilian award, was "much better" than the Medal of Honor, the nation's highest award for military valor. Trump made these comments during an event at his Bedminster, New Jersey, estate about anti-Semitism, in which he was drawing attention to the work of Miriam Adelson--the widow of his friend, the casino magnate and megadonor Sheldon Adelson--who received the Medal of Freedom from Trump in 2018. Trump's bizarre logic was that many recipients of the Medal of Honor are in "bad shape" because of their wounds or receive the award posthumously, and that the Medal of Freedom is better because a "healthy, beautiful woman" like Miriam Adelson can receive it.

During the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, I wrote numerous citations for valor awards. Discerning whether actions such as rescuing a friend from an ambush or assaulting an enemy position or leading a daring raid are worthy of a Silver Star, Navy Cross, or, possibly, the Medal of Honor is a unique challenge. The first time I had to write up a valor award, I was a 24-year-old Marine second lieutenant in Fallujah. We had been in sustained house-to-house combat for two weeks when a directive came down from our higher headquarters to begin writing up our awards. The battle wasn't even over. Marines were still getting killed. Nevertheless, the sergeants and corporals in my platoon scribbled their recommendations on pieces of paper and I wrote them up between firefights on our company's single laptop, a Toughbook we kept charged with a gas-powered generator.

My company commander at the time--a captain who, at the age of 30, seemed infinitely old and wise to me--explained his philosophy of writing awards. He suggested that if I couldn't figure out whether a Marine deserved a Bronze Star, Silver Star, or something even higher, I should imagine the day in the future when we would all stand in formation at the award's presentation. He encouraged me to aim for as high a valor award as possible, so long as no one standing in formation would snicker under their breath that the award wasn't deserved. This proved sound advice, which I hewed to over the years.

Valor awards recognize what was, likely, one of the worst days of someone's life. This is particularly true if a person is being written up for the highest awards--the Silver Star, Navy Cross, Air Force Cross, Distinguished Service Cross, or Medal of Honor. These are not given after a mission where everything went right and everyone came home.

The process of approving these awards is arduous, and each of the services handles it a little bit differently. The Marine Corps requires a "summary of action," a lengthy document that outlines in detail what occurred and why it merits the award. This is followed by multiple witness statements from those who saw the actions of the awardee--many a hero has gone unsung because no survivors existed to write these witness statements. Once all of this documentation is gathered, it goes into an awards packet, which then circulates through a labyrinthine bureaucracy; at every level of command, the award is either recommended for approval, downgraded, or, in some cases, upgraded. The nomination first travels to a battalion-level awards board. If approved, it goes to the regiment. The process repeats as it circulates up to division, and, in the case of the Marine Corps, to the Marine Expeditionary Force awards board, and then onward to Headquarters Marine Corps, followed by the Offices of the Secretaries of the Navy and Defense, and then the White House. Awards boards meet only periodically, so this process can take years. Valor awards are not bestowed by fiat.

In the case of the Medal of Honor, recipients enter a special fraternity. They become the embodiment of American valor, living tributes to the heroism that exists deep in our national character. This is a heavy burden, a celebrity that, for many, exacts a cost and becomes a second type of service. Audie Murphy, the most decorated soldier of the Second World War and a Medal of Honor recipient, struggled until his death with his own mental health and with alcoholism. More recently, post-9/11 Medal of Honor recipients such as Kyle Carpenter and Ryan Pitts have become vocal advocates for veterans and their mental health and reintegration.

When confronted with American valor, Trump has a history of making disparaging comments, dating as far back as 2015 when he said of the late Senator John McCain, a recipient of the Silver Star, that he "was only a war hero because he was captured," adding, "I like people who weren't captured, okay?" Perhaps Trump thinks the Medal of Freedom is "better" because he, as the president, can award it to whomever he pleases, including friends and donors. The Medal of Honor affords him no such discretion. Also, it seems beyond his comprehension that an award could simply lead to another chapter of service and not become an accolade used for simple personal advantage.

During Trump's presidency, he presided over 12 presentations of the Medal of Honor. If he wins the White House in November, he'll likely preside over more. I doubt anyone will be saying at any future White House presentation that an award wasn't deserved. But they might say, instead, that the man presenting it doesn't deserve the honor of performing the task.
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Trump Has Turned Over an Old Leaf

Meet the new Trump, same as the old Trump.

by David A. Graham




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


By the time Donald Trump announced his 2024 campaign for president, the idea of a "new Trump" had become a running gag, taken seriously only by the most credulous reporters and most desperately optimistic Republican officeholders.

Then something funny happened: Trump seemed to pull off a reset. Yes, Trump was still the same candidate he'd always been--undisciplined, authoritarian, and capricious--but for the first time he had surrounded himself with a polished, professional campaign operation. The brain trust of Susie Wiles and Chris LaCivita would never be able to control Trump, but they had figured out how to manage everything else about the campaign. The candidate wasn't out in public as much, to his benefit, and the campaign didn't try to make everything about him, instead focusing on all the things voters didn't like about President Joe Biden, who was running for reelection.

And it was working. By June, Trump seemed to be in control of the presidential race and on a path back to the White House. Wiles and LaCivita took a victory lap in conversation with my colleague Tim Alberta.

Tim Alberta: Trump is planning for a landslide win

Then came one of the strangest sequences of events in modern American political history: Biden's complete debate collapse, a failed assassination attempt against Trump, the selection of J. D. Vance as Trump's running mate, and the rapid replacement of Biden atop the Democratic ticket with Kamala Harris. Harris started taking the lead in some national polls.

In response, Trump is turning over an old leaf. Infuriated that people are responding positively to Harris and that her campaign is drawing huge rallies, he's back to trying to make everything about him. He's returning to the lengthy campaign news conferences he held in 2016, including two in roughly the past week. He's planning to restart big open-air rallies, despite the assassination scare. It's starting to look a lot like 2016 again.

Even the people are the same: Aides from campaigns past are creeping back in. Yesterday Trump announced that Corey Lewandowski would join the campaign as a senior adviser. Lewandowski managed Trump's 2016 campaign before being fired during that year's Republican primary. In 2021, he was fired as the head of a pro-Trump super PAC after allegations arose that he made sexual advances toward a donor's wife. "He will no longer be associated with Trump World," the Trump spokesperson Taylor Budowich said at the time. In a fun twist, Budowich--a Trump 2020 veteran--also just joined the 2024 campaign, along with the 2020 press aide Tim Murtaugh.

David A. Graham: Trump is suddenly running scared

Roger Stone, a political operative with the survival skills and personal appeal of a cockroach, has also somehow maintained ties to the Trump campaign. Stone recently told The Washington Post that his email account was compromised, allowing a hack of the campaign. Stone was convicted of several crimes stemming from Special Counsel Robert Mueller's investigation, but Trump pardoned him, and he later became a key player in attempts to steal the 2020 election.

Trump previously tried to bring back Stone's old business partner Paul Manafort, who replaced Lewandowski in 2016, though public blowback apparently scuttled the plan. Manafort was fired later in the 2016 campaign. He, too, was convicted of several crimes during the Trump administration, but Trump also pardoned him in gratitude for loyalty.

David A. Graham: America has an anti-MAGA majority

These men are members of the "let Trump be Trump" crew, who encourage him to indulge his instincts. Meanwhile, rumors have begun to circulate that Wiles and LaCivita are in the hot seat. Such whispers are probably best understood less as an imminent threat to the pair--Trump is usually slow to fire anyone and prefers to just work around them--than as a sign of his discontentment with their strategy.

One can see why Trump would want to go back to what he feels worked in 2016, but he faces two big challenges. First, he just can't pull off what he did then. The shtick is no longer fresh; remembering why these events were so riveting back then can be hard. He's also eight years older, and sometimes that is very apparent. His news conference yesterday began with a tedious stretch of him reading economic statistics from a page. Trump showed some energy only when fulminating against Harris. "I think I'm entitled to personal attacks," he said. "I don't have a lot of respect for her. I don't have a lot of respect for her intelligence."

David A. Graham: Why Kamala Harris's politics are so hard to pin down

Second, most people don't like him, and they never have. Trump's success in 2016 was less about his campaign than about the fact that many voters also didn't like Hillary Clinton. (Even so, more voted for her than for him.) In 2020, running against a well-liked Biden, Trump lost. He was polling ahead in 2024 largely because Biden was no longer popular, but now that he's been replaced with the more appealing Harris, Trump faces the problem of America's durable anti-MAGA majority. "All we have to do is define our opponent as a Communist or a Socialist or someone who's going to destroy the country," he said yesterday. Easily said, not so easily done--Trump can't even seem to pin a decent nickname on Harris.

This is a kind of reset, but not the change to a kinder, gentler Trump that Republicans promised after the assassination attempt. Meet the new Trump, same as the old Trump.
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TV Still Runs Politics

Just about every major development in the current presidential campaign started as a television event.

by Paul Farhi




When Kamala Harris "introduces" herself to the American public with her acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention tonight, most of the people who catch her remarks will do so via television--just as they did when John F. Kennedy accepted the party nomination in 1960. TV may not be the omnipresent force that it was before the rise of the internet, but it is still the most important medium in American politics.

Pundits and wise men have been predicting the fall of television, and particularly television news, for decades. In 2002, The New York Times forecast "the coming disappearance" of nightly network newscasts. No less an authority than Roger Ailes, the founder of Fox News, averred that once "dinosaurs" such as Dan Rather, Tom Brokaw, and Peter Jennings left their anchor chairs, the traditional 30-minute newscast would face "extinction." More recently, it was cable TV and cable news that were supposed to be heading for the boneyard, given the ominous trend of cord-cutting and the stampede to streaming. (Confession: I've written that take myself.)

These eulogies were premature. Television is no longer the only game in town, but it still sets the game's agenda. Just about every major development in the current presidential campaign started as a television event. Video clips suggesting that Joe Biden had lost more than a step circulated on social media throughout his presidency, but only after more than 51 million people saw his disastrous June debate appearance did the pressure to drop out of the race become insurmountable. Tim Walz was all but unknown outside Minnesota until his run of folksy cable-news interviews helped propel him onto the Democratic ticket. Similarly, J. D. Vance would probably never have been a contender on the Republican side without the help of his regular Fox News appearances, in which he honed his craft as arch-Trumpist attack dog. As for this week's convention, it has been scheduled, staged, and choreographed to fit the rhythms of TV, just as dozens were before it.

Derek Thompson: The 'Trump effect' on cable news

No one would suggest that we still live in the age of Walter Cronkite. Americans now get political news and information through dozens of platforms and tens of thousands of sources--YouTube and TikTok videos, Facebook and X posts, Substack newsletters and podcasts. And yet the TV-news audience has hung around.

Outside of NFL games, nothing on television attracts as large a crowd as the traditional nightly newscasts. Every night, an average of almost 19 million people combined watched ABC's World News Tonight, NBC Nightly News, and CBS Evening News during the 2023-24 TV season. Although that's several million fewer people than watched the big three 10 years ago, the rate of decline is far slower than that of just about everything else on television, broadcast or otherwise. More people now watch the evening newscasts than the networks' prime-time entertainment programming. Pretty good for 6:30 p.m.

If anything, cable news has been even more resilient, despite some cyclical ups and downs. During the first quarter of 2024, Fox News, CNN, and MSNBC attracted about as many viewers on average as they did eight years ago. That's despite the fact that millions of households stopped subscribing to cable over the same period.

The explanation isn't much of a mystery: The cable-news audience is dominated by older viewers, the cohort least likely to give up cable for streaming apps. The rest of the cable industry wishes it had the news channels' relative stability. USA Network, for example, has lost 75 percent of its nightly audience over the past 10 years; FX and the History Channel have lost about two-thirds.

Relying on an older audience does make TV news less attractive to most advertisers, who want to reach and influence younger consumers. The reverse is true for political campaigns. Old people vote in far greater numbers than young people, making them a highly coveted target audience for anyone who wants to get or stay elected. As a result, cable news remains the de facto town square and community soapbox. As Jack Shafer put it in Politico Magazine early this year, "Cable has become the place that candidates toss their hats into the ring, where they launch trial balloons for new policies, where the debates that once took place in House and Senate chambers are now often conducted under studio lights, where evidence to impeach presidents is first presented, and where Supreme Court nominees are first vetted."

Television more broadly is where political campaigns will still spend the bulk of their war chests to persuade voters. Many local TV stations, if not their viewers, will benefit from the projected $16 billion in ad spending by presidential, Senate, and House candidates and their allied PACs this cycle. The demand for airtime in swing states, in particular, is so strong that some stations expect to sell all of their available commercial slots this fall.

Elaine Godfrey: Trump's TV obsession is a first

The future of political advertising likely belongs to TV, too. Digital sources now claim about a quarter of political ad spending, but their continued growth is in question, according to Travis N. Ridout, a co-director of the Wesleyan Media Project, which tracks political ads. "Campaigns are questioning the value of social media ads" for several reasons, he told me. The primary one is the format itself. Political ads make relatively complicated arguments in favor of a candidate or a policy, demanding more attention than the average commercial for Tide or Taco Bell. But ads on Facebook or Instagram can be easily ignored. People quickly swipe or scroll away; they don't have their sound on. People ignore TV commercials, too, but the medium is more immersive; it arrests a viewer's attention with sights and sound that fill the screen without distraction.

Instead of being rendered obsolete by social media, TV news has achieved a sort of symbiosis with it, in which television is the dominant species. Michael Socolow, a professor and media historian at the University of Maine, told me that Walz's and Vance's appearances on cable shows created the clips that then seeded social media. The combination of old and new media worked in concert to raise their profiles, certifying them as plausible choices. "It's not cable TV per se" that matters, Socolow said, but the meme culture that it feeds. Television's future "is through viral-meme creation and social-media circulation."

The upshot is that new-media sources appear more likely to take their place alongside television than to replace it. If that's the case, it rebukes the long-standing conventional wisdom that TV news was doomed by senescence and technology. It calls to mind then-CBS president Howard Stringer's response when he was confronted by a gloomy prediction about the future of his business at a conference some 30 years ago. "They keep saying the networks are dinosaurs," Stringer said. "What they don't say is that the dinosaurs ruled the Earth for millions of years."
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Sometimes You Just Have to Ignore the Economists

Kamala Harris's proposed price-gouging ban might irritate academics, but it makes sense to everyone else.

by Zephyr Teachout




Last week, the economics commentariat and much of the mainstream media erupted with contempt toward Kamala Harris's proposed federal price-gouging law. Op-eds, social-media posts, and straight news reports mocked Harris for economically illiterate pandering and warned of Soviet-style "price controls" that would lead to shortages and runaway inflation.

The strange thing about these complaints is that what Harris actually proposed was neither radical nor new--and it certainly wasn't price controls. In fact, almost every state already has a law restricting at least some forms of price gouging. Although Harris has not specified the exact design of her proposal, one hopes that it would follow the basic outline of state-level bans: forbidding unwarranted price hikes for necessary goods during emergencies.

Price gouging in the popular imagination has a "know it when you see it" quality, but it is actually a well-developed body of law. A typical price-gouging claim has four elements. First, a triggering event, sometimes called an "abnormal market disruption," such as a natural disaster or power outage, must have occurred. Second, in most states, the claim must concern essential goods and services. (No one cares if you overcharge for Louis Vuitton handbags during a hurricane.) Third, a price increase must be "excessive" or "unconscionable," which most states define as exceeding a certain percentage, typically 10 to 25 percent. Finally, the elevated price must be in excess of the seller's increased cost. This is crucial: Even during emergencies, sellers are allowed to maintain their existing profit margins. They just can't increase those margins excessively.

For example, early in the coronavirus pandemic, some New York City residents complained that grocery stores were charging exorbitant prices for Lysol. But because those stores were merely passing along price increases from their distributor, they didn't get in trouble. Instead, the state pursued a case against the wholesaler, which agreed last year to pay $100,000 in penalties and restitution. (During the pandemic, I took a sabbatical from teaching law to work for New York Attorney General Letitia James, with a focus on price gouging; I worked on the appeal of the Lysol case.)

Annie Lowrey: The truth about high prices

Price-gouging bans are broadly popular--except among economists. The reason is that, in the perfect world of simple economic models, allowing sellers to charge whatever they want during periods of heightened demand is actually a good thing: It signals to the rest of the market that there's money to be made on the product in question, which in turn leads to more supply. Accordingly, prohibiting gouging leads to less production of essential goods and services. Plus, letting prices rise helps ensure that the product will be sold to the people who value it the most.

Here, regular people seem to understand a few things that economists don't. During an emergency, such as a natural disaster, short-term demand cannot be met by short-term supply, setting the stage for sellers to exploit their position by raising prices on goods already in their inventory. The idealized law of supply and demand predicts that new investors would rush in, but the real world doesn't work like that. A short-term price spike won't always trigger the long-term investments needed to increase supply, because everyone knows that the situation is, by definition, abnormal; they can't count on a continued revenue boom. During a rare blizzard, sellers might jack up the prices of snowblowers. But investors aren't going to set up a new snowblower-manufacturing hub based on a blizzard, because by the time they had any inventory to sell, the snow would long be melted. So after the disruption, all goes back to normal--except with a big wealth transfer from the public to the company that raised prices.

And that's before taking into account the barriers to entry that exist in today's concentrated markets. Incumbents in heavily consolidated sectors like food are largely insulated from the threat of new competition. Price-gouging laws thus operate as a kind of poor man's antitrust. They don't address the lopsided balance of power, but they at least prohibit that power from being exploited in certain high-stakes contexts.

The other big problem with the textbook economics take on price gouging is the assumption that temporarily higher-priced products will find their way to the people who value them the most. That might be true in a world where everyone had the same amount of money to spend. In the world we actually inhabit, that is not the case. During a power outage, a working-class cancer patient who desperately needs to buy the last generator in stock to keep his medications refrigerated might not be able to outbid a healthy millionaire who just wants to run their air conditioner.

This is another way of saying that price-gouging bans are a form of moral policy. The laws recognize that consumers, not being the coldly rational Homo economicus of academic models, are going to be less price-sensitive during disaster; their desperation can be exploited. And people who lack the savings to get through a crisis or the resources to comparison shop are even more likely to suffer from price increases on essential items. In a pandemic, war, or major weather event, it seems morally repugnant to give an unearned bonanza to a big firm while denying essential services to vulnerable members of society. All parents, not just the wealthiest, should have an equal chance to obtain diapers even if supply chains are disrupted. Price-gouging laws represent a different set of market rules, grounded in fairness.

Price-gouging laws also protect against volatility and instability. During the immediate aftermath of COVID, unchecked price increases made an already-bad inflation problem even worse, contributing to a dangerous spiral that harmed the macro economy as well as individual consumers.

Roge Karma: We're entering an AI price-fixing dystopia

The problem with price-gouging laws is that they exist only at the state level. Few states have the resources to take on the multinational corporations that dominate markets for many essential goods. Even if they did, they would still face jurisdictional challenges. If a company makes baby formula in Wisconsin and then sells to a distributor in Minnesota, which then sells to a supermarket in Oregon, that company might radically hike the price it charges in Minnesota when the next pandemic hits--but then be unreachable by the Oregon attorney general even if Oregonians end up paying the cost.

Most price gouging today happens far beyond the reach of most state attorneys general. A strong federal law would help not only the public but also the small-business owners who lack the ability to do anything but pass on big increases--and who become, unfairly, the face of ugly profiteering for many consumers. If properly designed, such a law would very rarely need to be used. With a federal ban in place, the biggest corporations in the world would keep a price-gouging expert at the ready to wag their finger the next time they're tempted to exploit a disaster for profit.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/08/economists-kamala-harris-price-gouging/679547/?utm_source=feed
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Six Months Inside One of America's Most Dangerous Industries

What I learned on the line at a Dodge City slaughterhouse.

by Michael Holtz




This article was published online on June 14, 2021.



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

On the morning of May 25, 2019, a food-safety inspector at a Cargill meatpacking plant in Dodge City, Kansas, came across a disturbing sight. In an area of the plant called the stack, a Hereford steer had, after being shot in the forehead with a bolt gun, regained consciousness. Or maybe he had never lost it. Either way, this wasn't supposed to happen. The steer was hanging upside down by a steel chain shackled to one of his rear legs. He was showing what is known in the euphemistic language of the American beef industry as "signs of sensibility." His breathing was "rhythmic." His eyes were open and moving. And he was trying to right himself, which the animals commonly do by arching their back. The only sign he wasn't exhibiting was "vocalization."

The inspector, who worked for the U.S. Department of Agriculture, told employees in the stack to stop the moving overhead chain to which the cattle were attached and "reknock" the steer. But when one of them pulled the trigger on a handheld bolt gun, it misfired. Someone brought over another gun to finish the job. "The animal was then stunned adequately," the inspector wrote in a memorandum describing the incident, noting that "the timeframe from observing the apparent egregious action to the final euthanizing stun was approximately 2 to 3 minutes."

Three days after the incident occurred, the USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service, citing the plant's history of compliance, put the plant on notice for its "failure to prevent inhumane handling and slaughter of livestock." FSIS ordered the plant to create an action plan to ensure that such an incident didn't happen again. On June 4, the agency approved a plan submitted by the plant's manager and said in a letter to him that it would defer a decision about punishment. The chain could keep moving, and with it the slaughtering of up to 5,800 cows a day.

Eric Schlosser: America's slaughterhouses aren't just killing animals

The first time I stepped foot in the stack was late last October, after I had been working at the plant for more than four months. To find it, I arrived early one day and worked my way backwards down the chain. It was surreal to see the slaughter process in reverse, to witness step-by-step what it would take to reassemble a cow: shove its organs back into its body cavities; reattach its head to its neck; pull its hide back over its flesh; draw blood back into its veins.

During my visits to the kill floor, I saw a severed hoof lying inside a metal sink in the skinning room, and puddles of bright-red blood dotting the red-brick floor. One time, a woman in a yellow synthetic-rubber apron was trimming away flesh from skinless, decapitated heads. A USDA inspector working next to her was doing something similar. I asked him what he was cutting. "Lymph nodes," he said. I found out later that he was performing a routine check for diseases and contamination.

On my last trip to the stack, I tried to be inconspicuous. I stood against the back wall and watched as two men standing on a raised platform cut vertical incisions down the throat of each passing cow. As far as I could tell, all of the animals were unconscious, though a few of them involuntarily kicked their legs. I watched until a supervisor came over and asked what I was doing. I told him I wanted to see what this part of the plant was like. "You need to leave," he said. "You can't be here without a face shield." I apologized and told him that I would get going. I couldn't have stayed for much longer anyway; my shift was about to start.

Getting a job at the Cargill plant was surprisingly easy. The online application for "general production" was six pages long. It took less than 15 minutes to fill out. At no point was I required to submit a resume, let alone references. The most substantial part of the application was a 14-question form that asked things like:

"Do you have experience working with knives to cut meat (this does not include working in a grocery store or deli)?"

No.

"How many years have you worked in a beef production plant (example: slaughter or fabrication, not a grocery store or deli)?"

No experience.

"How many years have you worked in a production or plant environment (example: assembly line or manufacturing work)?"

Zero.

Four hours and 20 minutes after hitting "Submit," I received an email confirmation for a phone interview the next day, May 19, 2020. The interview lasted three minutes. When the woman conducting it asked me for the name of my last employer, I told her that it was the First Church of Christ, Scientist, the publisher of The Christian Science Monitor. I had worked at the Monitor from 2014 to 2018. For the last two of those four years, I was its Beijing correspondent. I had quit to study Chinese and freelance.

"And what did you do there?" the woman asked about my time at the Church.

"Communications," I said.

The woman asked a couple of follow-up questions about when I quit and why. During the interview, the only question that gave me pause was the final one.

"Do you have any issues or concerns working in our environment?" she asked.

After hesitating for a moment, I replied, "No, I don't."

With that, the woman said that I was "eligible for a verbal, conditional job offer." She told me about the six positions for which the plant was hiring. All were for the second shift, which at the time was running from 3:45 in the afternoon to between 12:30 and 1 o'clock in the morning. Three of the jobs were in harvesting, the side of the plant more commonly known as the kill floor, and three were in fabrication, where the meat is prepared for distribution to stores and restaurants.

I quickly decided that I wanted a job in fab. Temperatures on the kill floor can approach 100 degrees in the summer, and, as the woman on the phone explained, "the smell is stronger because of the humidity." Then there were the jobs themselves, jobs like removing hides and "dropping tongues." After you remove the tongue, the woman said, "you do have to hang it on a hook." Her description of fab, on the other hand, made it sound less medieval and more like an industrial-scale butcher shop. A small army of assembly-line workers saw, cut, trim, and package all of the meat from the cows. The temperature on the fab floor ranges from 32 to 36 degrees. But, the woman told me, you work so hard that "you don't feel the cold once you're in there."

On the evening before I left for Dodge City, my mom and I went to my sister and brother-in-law's house for a steak dinner. "It might be the last one you ever have," my sister said.

We went over the job openings. Chuck cap puller was immediately out because it involved walking and cutting at the same time. The next to go was brisket bone for the simple reason that having to remove something called brisket fingers from in between joints sounded unappealing. That left chuck final trim. That job, as the woman described it, consisted entirely of trimming pieces of chuck "to whatever spec it is that they're running." How hard could that be? I thought to myself. I told the woman that I would take it. "Perfect," she said, and went on to tell me my starting pay ($16.20 an hour) and the conditions of my job offer.

A couple of weeks later, after a background check, a drug screening, and a physical exam, I got a call about my start date: June 8, the following Monday. The drive to Dodge City from Topeka, where I had been living with my mom since mid-March because of the coronavirus pandemic, takes about four hours. I decided that I would leave on Sunday.

On the evening before I left, my mom and I went to my sister and brother-in-law's house for a steak dinner. "It might be the last one you ever have," my sister said when she called to invite us over. My brother-in-law grilled two 22-ounce rib eyes for him and me and a 24-ounce sirloin for my mom and sister to split. I helped my sister cook the side dishes: mashed potatoes and green beans sauteed in butter and bacon grease. The quintessential home-cooked meal for a middle-class family in Kansas.

The steak was as good as any I've had. It's hard to describe it without sounding like an Applebee's commercial: charred crust, juicy and tender meat. I tried to eat slowly so that I could savor every bite. But soon I was caught up in conversation, and I finished eating without thinking about it. In a state where cows outnumber people two to one, where more than 5 billion pounds of beef are produced annually, and where many families--including mine, when my three sisters and I were younger--fill their deep freezer once a year with a side of beef, it's easy to take a steak dinner for granted.

The Cargill plant is on the southeastern outskirts of Dodge City, just down the road from a slightly larger meatpacking plant owned by National Beef. The two facilities sit at opposite ends of what is surely the most noxious two-mile stretch of road in southwestern Kansas. Situated close by is a wastewater-treatment plant and a feedlot. On many days last summer, I found the stench of lactic acid, hydrogen sulfide, manure, and death to be nauseating. The oppressive heat only made it worse.

The High Plains of southwestern Kansas are home to four major meatpacking plants: the two in Dodge City, plus one in Liberal (National Beef) and another near Garden City (Tyson Foods). That Dodge City became home to two meatpacking plants is a fitting coda to the town's early history. Founded in 1872 along the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad, Dodge City was originally an outpost for buffalo hunters. After the herds that once roamed the Great Plains were decimated--to say nothing of what happened to the Native Americans who'd once lived there--the city turned to the cattle trade.

Read: The story of Ernestor

Practically overnight, Dodge City became, in the words of a prominent local businessman, "the greatest cattle market in the world." This was the era of lawmen like Wyatt Earp and gunfighters like Doc Holliday, of gambling and shoot-outs and barroom brawls. To say that Dodge City is proud of its Wild West heritage would be an understatement, and nowhere is that heritage more celebrated--some might say mythologized--than at the Boot Hill Museum. Located at 500 West Wyatt Earp Boulevard, near Gunsmoke Street and the Gunfighters Wax Museum, the Boot Hill Museum is anchored by a full-scale replica of the once-famous Front Street. Visitors can enjoy a sarsaparilla at the Long Branch Saloon or shop for handmade soap and homemade fudge at the Rath & Co. General Store. Entry to the museum is free for Ford County residents, a deal that I took advantage of many times last summer after I moved into a one-bedroom apartment near the local VFW.

Yet for all its dime-novel-worthy stories, Dodge City's Wild West era was short-lived. In 1885, under growing pressure from local ranchers, the Kansas legislature banned Texas cattle from the state, bringing an abrupt end to the cattle drives that had fueled the town's boom years. For the next seven decades, Dodge City remained a quiet farming community. Then, in 1961, a company called Hyplains Dressed Beef opened the first meatpacking plant in town (the same one now operated by National Beef). In 1980, a subsidiary of Cargill opened its plant down the road. The beef industry had returned to Dodge City.




With a combined workforce of more than 12,800 people, the four meatpacking plants are among the largest employers in southwestern Kansas, and all of them rely on immigrants to help staff their production lines. "The packers followed the maxim of 'Build it and they will come,' " Donald Stull, an anthropologist who has studied the meatpacking industry for more than 30 years, told me. "And that's basically what happened."

According to Stull, the boom started in the early 1980s with the arrival of refugees from Vietnam and migrants from Mexico and Central America. In more recent years, refugees from Myanmar, Sudan, Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo have all come to work in the plants. Today, nearly one in three Dodge City residents is foreign-born, and three in five are Latino or Hispanic. When I arrived at the plant on my first day of work, I was greeted by four banners at the entrance, one each in English, Spanish, French, and Somali, warning employees to stay home if they were exhibiting symptoms of COVID-19.

I spent much of my first two days at the plant with six other new hires in a windowless classroom near the kill floor. The room had beige cinder-block walls and fluorescent overhead lighting. On the wall near the door hung two posters, one in English and the other in Somali, that read bringing beef to the people. The HR rep who was with us for most of those two days of orientation made sure we didn't forget that mission. "Cargill is a worldwide organization," she said before starting a lengthy PowerPoint presentation. "We pretty much feed the world. That's why when the coronavirus started, we didn't shut down. Because you guys want to eat, right?" Everyone nodded.

Read: How the meat industry thinks about non-meat-eaters

By that point, in early June, COVID-19 had forced at least 30 meatpacking plants across the United States to pause operations and, according to the Midwest Center for Investigative Reporting, had killed at least 74 workers. The Cargill plant reported its first case on April 13. Kansas public-health records reveal that over the course of 2020, more than 600 of the plant's 2,530 employees contracted COVID-19. At least four died.

In March, the plant started to implement a series of social-distancing measures, including some that had been recommended by the CDC and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration. It staggered breaks and installed plexiglass barriers on tables in the cafeteria and thick plastic curtains between workstations on the production line. During the third week of August, metal dividers suddenly appeared in the men's bathrooms, providing workers with a bit of space (and privacy) at the stainless-steel urinal troughs.

The plant also hired a company called Examinetics to screen employees before each shift. In a white tent at the entrance to the plant, a team of medical personnel--all of whom wore N95 masks, white coveralls, and gloves--checked temperatures and handed out disposable face masks. Thermal cameras were set up inside the plant for additional temperature checks. Face coverings were mandatory. I always wore the disposable masks, but many other employees preferred to wear a blue neck gaiter with a United Food and Commercial Workers International Union logo or a black bandana with the Cargill logo and, for some reason, #extraordinary printed on it.

Catching the coronavirus wasn't the only health risk at the plant. Meatpacking is notoriously dangerous. According to Human Rights Watch, government statistics show that from 2015 to 2018, a meat or poultry worker lost a body part or was sent to the hospital for in-patient treatment about every other day. On the first day of orientation, one of the other new hires, a Black man from Alabama, described a close call he'd had when he worked in packaging at National Beef's plant up the road. He rolled up his right sleeve to reveal a four-inch scar on the outside of his elbow. "I almost turned into chocolate milk," he said.

The HR rep told a similar story about a man whose sleeve got caught in a conveyor belt. "He lost his arm up to here," she said, pointing halfway up her left biceps. She let this sink in for a few moments, before moving on to the next PowerPoint slide: "That's a good transition into workplace violence." She began explaining Cargill's zero-tolerance policy on guns.

After a 15-minute break, we returned to the classroom for a presentation by a union rep.

"Why are we all here?" he asked.

"To make money," someone responded.

"To make money!" the union rep repeated.

For the next hour and 15 minutes, money--and how the union helped us make more of it--was our focus. The union rep told us that UFCW's local chapter had recently negotiated a permanent $2 raise for all hourly employees. He explained that all hourly employees would also earn an additional $6 an hour in "purpose pay," because of the pandemic, through the end of August. This brought the starting wage up to $24.20. The next day at lunch, the man from Alabama told me how eager he was to work overtime. "Right now I'm trying to work on my credit," he said. "We'll be working so much, we won't even have time to spend all that money."

On my third day of work at the Cargill plant, the number of coronavirus cases in the U.S. surpassed 2 million. But the plant was beginning to bounce back from the outbreak that it had experienced earlier in the spring. (In early May, the plant's production output had fallen by about 50 percent, according to a text message sent by Cargill's director of state-government affairs to Kansas's secretary of agriculture, which I later obtained through a public-records request.) The superintendent in charge of second shift, a giant man with a bushy white beard and a missing right thumb, sounded pleased. "It's balls to the wall," I overheard him say to contractors fixing a broken air conditioner. "Last week we were hitting 4,000 a day. This week we'll probably be around 4,500."

From the November 2012 issue: Slaughterhouse rules

In fab, processing all of those cows takes place in a cavernous room filled with steel chains, hard-plastic conveyor belts, industrial-size vacuum sealers, and stacks of cardboard shipping boxes. But first is the cooler, where sides of beef are left to hang for an average of 36 hours after they leave the kill floor. When they are brought out for butchering, the sides are broken down into forequarters and hindquarters and then into smaller, marketable cuts of meat. These are what get vacuum-sealed and loaded into boxes for distribution. In non-pandemic times, an average of 40,000 boxes, each weighing between 10 and 90 pounds, are shipped out from the plant every day. McDonald's and Taco Bell, Walmart and Kroger--they all buy beef from Cargill. The company has six beef-processing plants across the U.S.; the one in Dodge City is the largest.

He showed me how to put on a chain-mail tunic that looked made for a knight, layers of gloves, and a white-cotton frock. He led me to a spot near the middle of a 60-foot-long conveyor belt.

The most important tenet of the meatpacking industry is "The chain never stops." Companies do everything they can to ensure that their production lines keep moving as fast as possible. Yet delays do occur. Mechanical problems are the most common reason; less common are shutdowns initiated by USDA inspectors because of suspected contamination or "inhumane handling" incidents like the one that occurred two years ago at the Cargill plant. Individual workers help keep the line moving by "pulling count"--industry parlance for doing your share of the work. The surest way to lose the respect of your co-workers is to continually fall behind on count, because doing so invariably means more work for them. The most heated confrontations I witnessed on the line happened when someone was perceived to be slacking off. These fights never escalated into anything more than yelling or the occasional elbow jab. If things got out of hand, a foreman would be called over to mediate.

New hires have a probation period of 45 days in which to prove that they can pull count--to "qualify," as it's known at the Cargill plant. Each one is supervised by a trainer for the duration of that time. My trainer was 30, just a few months younger than me, and had smiling eyes and broad shoulders. He was a member of a persecuted ethnic minority from Myanmar, the Karen. His Karen name was Par Taw, but after becoming an American citizen in 2019, he changed his name to Billion. "Maybe I'll be a billionaire one day," he told me when I asked him how he had chosen his new name. He laughed, as if embarrassed by sharing this part of his American dream.

Billion was born in 1990 in a small village in eastern Myanmar. Karen rebels were in the middle of a long insurgency against the country's central government. The conflict raged on into the new millennium--it is one of the longest-running civil wars in the world--and forced tens of thousands of Karen to flee over the border into Thailand. Billion was one of them. When he was 12 years old, he began living in a refugee camp there. He moved to the U.S. when he was 18 years old, first to Houston and then to Garden City, where he went to work at the nearby Tyson plant. In 2011, he landed a job at Cargill, where he has worked ever since. Like many Karen people who arrived before him in Garden City, Billion attends Grace Bible Church. It was there that he met Toe Kwee, whose English name is Dahlia. The two started dating in 2009. In 2016, they had their first son, Shine. They bought a house and got married two years later.

Billion was a patient teacher. He showed me how to put on a chain-mail tunic that looked made for a knight, layers of gloves, and a white-cotton frock. Later, he gave me an orange-handled steel hook and a plastic scabbard filled with three identical knives, each with a black handle and a slightly curved six-inch blade, and led me to an empty spot near the middle of a 60-foot-long conveyor belt. Billion slid a knife from the scabbard and demonstrated how to sharpen it using a counterweight sharpener. Then he got to work, trimming away cartilage and bone fragments and ripping off long, thin ligaments from boulder-size pieces of chuck moving past us on the belt.

Billion worked methodically as I stood behind him and watched. He told me that the key was to cut off as little meat as possible. (As a supervisor succinctly put it: "More meat, more money.") Billion made the job look effortless. In one swift motion, he flipped over 30-pound slabs of chuck with the flick of his hook and pulled out ligaments from folds in the meat. "Take it slow," he told me after we switched spots.

I cut into the next piece of chuck that came down the line, surprised by how easily my knife sliced through the chilled meat. Billion told me to sharpen my knife after every other piece. On my tenth or so piece, I accidentally hit the blade against the side of my hook. Billion motioned for me to stop working. "Be careful not to do that," he said, the expression on his face telling me that I had made a cardinal mistake. Nothing is worse than trying to cut meat with a dull knife. I grabbed a new one from my scabbard and got back to work.

Looking back on my time at the plant, I consider myself lucky to have ended up in the nurse's office only once. The precipitating incident occurred on my 11th day on the line. I was trying to flip over a piece of chuck when I lost my grip and drove the tip of my hook into the palm of my right hand. "It should heal in a few days," the nurse said after she wrapped a bandage around the resulting half-inch-long gash. She told me that she often treated injuries like mine.

"I see at least one or two a day," she said. "It's why I have a job."

"What's the worst you've seen?" I asked.

"Guys losing a finger," she said.

Over the next several weeks, Billion checked on me sporadically during my shifts, tapping me on the shoulder and asking, "Doing good, Mike?" before walking away. Other times he would linger to talk. If he saw that I was tired, he might grab a knife and work alongside me for a while. During one of these moments, I asked him if many people had been infected during the spring COVID-19 outbreak. "Yeah, a ton," he said. "I had it just a few weeks ago."

Billion said that he'd likely caught the virus from someone in his carpool. Forced to quarantine at home for two weeks, Billion did his best to isolate himself from Shine and Dahlia, who was eight months pregnant at the time. He slept in the basement and rarely came upstairs. But during his second week of quarantine, Dahlia developed a fever and a cough. She started having difficulty breathing a few days later. Billion drove her to the hospital, where she was admitted and put on oxygen. Three days after that, a doctor induced labor. On May 23, she gave birth to a healthy baby boy. They named him Clever.

Billion told me all of this shortly before our 30-minute dinner break, which, along with our earlier 15-minute break, I had come to cherish. I had been working at the plant for three weeks by then, and my hands constantly throbbed with pain. When I woke in the mornings, my fingers were so stiff and swollen that I could hardly bend them. I took two ibuprofen tablets before work most days. If the pain persisted, I would take two more during one of my breaks. This was a relatively tame solution, I discovered. For many of my co-workers, oxycodone and hydrocodone were the painkillers of choice. (A Cargill spokesperson said that the company "is not aware of any trend in the plant" of illegal use of either drug.)

A typical shift last summer: I pull into the plant's parking lot at 3:20 p.m. According to a digital bank sign that I passed on the way here, it's 98 degrees outside. The windows of my car--a 2008 Kia Spectra with extensive hail damage and 180,000 miles on it--are rolled down on account of the air conditioner being broken. This means that when the wind blows from the southeast, I sometimes smell the plant before I see it.

I'm wearing an old cotton T-shirt, Levi's jeans, wool socks, and Timberland steel-toed boots that I got for 15 percent off with my Cargill ID at a local shoe store. After I park, I put on my hairnet and hard hat and grab my lunch box and fleece jacket from the back seat. I walk past a holding pen on my way to the plant's main entrance. Inside the pen are hundreds of cows waiting to be slaughtered. Seeing them alive like this makes my job harder, but I look at them anyway. Some jostle with their neighbors. Others crane their neck, as if they're trying to see what's ahead.

The cows fall out of view as I step into the medical tent for my health screening. When it's my turn, a woman in full protective gear calls me over. She holds a thermometer to my forehead and hands me a face mask, while asking me a series of routine questions. When she tells me I'm good to go, I put on my mask, exit the tent, and pass through a turnstile and a security shack. The kill floor is to the left; fab is straight ahead, on the opposite side of the plant. On my way there, I walk past dozens of first-shift workers who are on their way out. They look tired and sore and grateful to be done for the day.

I make a brief stop in the cafeteria and take two ibuprofen. I put on my jacket and leave my lunch box on a wooden shelf. I then walk down a long hallway that leads to the production floor. I put in a pair of foam earplugs and pass through a swinging double door. The floor is a cacophony of industrial machinery. To help mute the noise and stave off boredom, employees can pay $45 for a pair of company-approved 3M noise-reduction earbuds, though the consensus is that they don't drown out enough of the din to make listening to music possible. (Few seem to worry about the added distraction of listening to music while doing what is already an incredibly dangerous job.) One alternative is to buy a pair of non-approved Bluetooth earbuds that I could hide underneath a neck gaiter. I know a few guys who do this and have never been caught, but I decide not to risk it. I stick with the standard-issue earplugs, new pairs of which are handed out every Monday.

To get to my workstation, I climb up to a catwalk, then down a stairway that leads to a conveyor belt. The belt is one of a dozen that stretch across the middle of the production floor in long, parallel rows. Each row is called a "table," and each table has a number. I work at table two: the chuck table. There are tables for shank, brisket, sirloin, round, and so on. The tables are one of the most crowded areas in the plant. At my spot on table two, I stand less than two feet away from the men who work on either side of me. The plastic curtains are supposed to help make up for the lack of social distancing, but most of my co-workers flip the curtains up and around the metal bars from which they hang. It's easier to see what's coming down the line this way, and before long I start doing the same thing. (Cargill denies that most workers flip up the curtains.)

At 3:42, I swipe my ID card at a time clock near my workstation. Employees have a five-minute window in which to clock in: 3:40 to 3:45. Any later and you lose half an attendance point (losing 12 points in a 12-month period can lead to termination). I walk to the front of the belt to get my equipment. I suit up at my workstation. I sharpen my knives and stretch my hands. A few of my co-workers fist-bump me as they walk by. I look across the table and watch two Mexican men standing next to each other make the sign of the cross. They do this at the start of every shift.

"You aren't an undercover boss, are you?" a co-worker asked me late one shift. "In the four years that I've worked here, I've never seen another white guy do your job."

Pieces of chuck soon start coming down the belt, which on my side of the table moves from right to left. Ahead of me are seven chuck boners whose job it is to remove the bones from the meat. This is one of the hardest positions in fab (a grade eight, the highest grade of difficulty there is and five grades higher than chuck final trim, with a wage increase of $6 an hour). The job requires both careful precision and brute strength: careful precision for cutting as close to the bones as possible, and brute strength for prying them out. My job is to trim off whatever pieces of bone and ligament the chuck boners miss. This is what I do for the next nine hours, stopping only for my 15-minute break at 6:20 and 30-minute dinner break at 9:20. "Not too much!" my supervisor yells when he catches me cutting off too much meat. "Money! Money! Money!"

Toward the end of the shift, a palpable restlessness sets in across the floor. The line slows down and everyone keeps glancing over at the cooler, waiting for the last side of beef to come down the chain. I make eye contact with the shorter of the two Mexican men who made the sign of the cross. He gives me a thumbs-up, tilts his head to the side, and shrugs his shoulders. Translation: You doing all right? I nod my head and return the thumbs-up. He points to an invisible watch on his wrist and holds his index finger and thumb half an inch apart. Hang in there. The shift is almost over. He then mimes opening a can of beer. He tilts his head back and takes a swig. He nods a satisfied nod, makes a pillow with his hands, and rests the side of his head against it with his eyes closed. When he opens them and lifts his head, I nod approvingly and give him another thumbs-up.

A few minutes later, one of the chuck boners bangs the edge of the belt with the handle of his hook. He does this every night to announce that the last side of beef has left the cooler. I hurriedly trim the last piece of chuck as soon as it reaches me. I put away my equipment and clock out at 12:43. I'm tired and sore and grateful to be done for the day. When I get back to my apartment, I grab a beer and drink it on the balcony. Across the street is a small pasture. I usually see a dozen or more cattle there during the day, but in the dark they are impossible to spot. Not that I mind. The last thing I want to see right now is a cow.

My job on the chuck table turned out to be much more difficult than I had anticipated. The sheer volume of meat that came down the line could be overwhelming at times; more than once, I threw my hands up in defeat.

A month or so in, things started to improve. My hands were still sore most days, as were my shoulders. (In mid-August, my left ring finger would develop an annoying habit of spontaneously locking up so I couldn't extend it--a condition known as "trigger finger.") But at least the constant, throbbing pain had begun to relent. And now that my hands were stronger, I was getting better at the job. By the Fourth of July, I was close enough to pulling count that Billion told me I qualified. On my 20th day on the line, he drew me aside to sign some paperwork that made it official. He later gave me a white hard hat to replace the brown one that I had received during orientation. I was surprised by how excited I was to put it on.

A part of me had hoped that qualifying was all I needed to do to fit in with my co-workers. Yet some of them had suspicions about me that my new hard hat did nothing to allay. My skin color alone was enough to raise eyebrows. Of the 30 or so men who worked on the chuck table, I was one of only two white Americans. Most of the other men were from Mexico; others were from El Salvador, Cuba, Somalia, Sudan, and Myanmar. When anyone asked how I'd ended up working at the plant, my usual approach was to explain, truthfully, that I had been traveling in Asia when the pandemic hit and, after flying home, wanted a quick way to make money. I didn't tell anyone that I was a journalist, though a Mexican American chuck boner who worked next to me came close to figuring it out.

"You aren't an undercover boss, are you?" he asked me late one shift.

"Why would you think that?" I asked.

"In the four years that I've worked here," he said, "I've never seen another white guy do your job."

Read: Why it's immigrants who pack your meat

Most of the men eventually got used to my presence on the line. Even the skeptical chuck boner warmed up to me. As time went on, he would turn to me to talk about his latest marital drama or to ask questions about traveling abroad. "Have you had McDonald's over there?" he once asked me about Singapore. I told him that I had. He told me that he dreamed of traveling abroad someday but that for now he needed to work to support his wife and two young children. He was 24 years old, and he told me that he planned to work at the plant until he could retire. "I got my 401(k) here and everything," he said, in a tone that suggested a kind of forced acceptance.

"If you could do any job in the world, what would you want to do?" I once asked.

"Lots of shit," he said, his eyes wide.

"What's your No. 1?"

He thought for a few seconds and looked up at the ceiling. "Own something like this," he said.

My conversations with the chuck boner were a welcome distraction from the monotony of my job. Another thing that helped was an unspoken agreement I had with the friendly Mexican man who worked to my left. If one of us walked away from the line to check the nearby time clock--something we both did at least once a shift--we would report back to the other one by using the butt of our knives to carve the time into the thin layer of pink juices that coated the conveyor belt. It was a simple act of solidarity, one that meant more to me as the weeks passed. Though I often felt a profound sense of alienation on the line, I never once felt alone.

Working second shift, especially amid a pandemic, made it virtually impossible to spend time with my co-workers outside the plant. Every bar in Dodge City closes by 2 a.m. This meant that if I ever wanted to brave the risk of infection to go out for drinks after work, I would have no more than an hour before last call. But one evening in September, Billion asked me if I had any plans for the weekend. I told him that I didn't. "Tomorrow after work I'm going frog hunting with my brother-in-law," he said. "You wanna come?"

The next night after clocking out, I met Billion in the cafeteria and walked with him to the parking lot, where his brother-in-law sat waiting for us in a black Toyota Camry. I got in my car and followed the two men to a small lake 20 miles north of the plant. We passed endless fields of corn and hundreds of wind turbines, their red warning lights flashing in hypnotic unison across a moonless sky. As Billion later explained to me, the new moon was key to helping us avoid casting shadows over the easily spooked bullfrogs. The problem was the wind, which rustled the prairie grass that encircled the lake and made it difficult to hear their calls.




When we arrived at the lake, Billion introduced me to his brother-in-law, Leo, who was 20 years old. "Do you recognize him?" Billion asked. "He used to work on table three." I didn't, and Leo explained that he had worked there for only two and a half weeks before switching to the Tyson plant near Garden City, where he lives. "I got tired of the drive," he said. Billion opened the trunk of his car and reached inside for three flashlights and an empty burlap sack. These were our hunting supplies. I asked what I needed to do. "Just follow me," Billion said, before heading down a trampled path through the prairie grass and onto the lake's muddy bank.

Before long, Billion spotted a frog at the edge of the water. To catch it, he first stunned it by shining his flashlight directly into its eyes. He then crept up next to it in a crouch, slowly positioned his hand over its torso like the crane of an arcade claw machine, and snatched it off the ground. The frog was about the size of a pint glass, and Billion held it so tightly that its eyes bulged out of their sockets. Rather than kill it, he left it alive and broke its hind legs. "So it can't get away," he said. I watched him drop the maimed frog into the burlap sack, which Leo held with outstretched arms.

For the next two hours, we slowly made our way around the lake. Billion walked in front and caught most of the frogs, about 20 in total. I caught only four. I thought that together we had a good haul, but Billion and Leo were disappointed. "Someone else must have been out here already," Billion said, pointing down at a pair of fresh shoe prints. Perhaps it was someone from the small community of Karen people in Garden City. Leo said that everyone in the community knew about the lake and had been hunting frogs there for years.

We didn't call it a night until sometime after 3 o'clock. On the way back to our cars, Billion talked excitedly about the spicy frog curry he planned to cook for dinner the next day. It was one of his specialties, something he had learned to make in the refugee camp. "Frog is the only meat that we can eat fresh here," he said. "It's better than chicken."

At some point in early July, the TVs in the cafeteria at the plant switched from showing the Wichita Fox affiliate to showing Fox News. Seeing the chyrons on Laura Ingraham's show in place of the local 9 o'clock news was a stark change--"Trump: I will bring law and order, Biden won't"; "Trump's America first vs Biden's America last"; "Biden beholden to billionaires and Bolsheviks"; "Biden's COVID plan: blindly following the 'experts.' "

The night before the election, Fox News was broadcasting live from Kenosha, Wisconsin, at one of Donald Trump's final campaign rallies. During my dinner break, I watched a Haitian-born man in his mid-30s stop underneath one of the TVs on his way back to the floor. When the camera zoomed in on Trump, the man held up both his middle fingers toward the screen. He did this for about half a minute without saying a word. Then he yelled, "I'm voting for Biden!" as he walked away. It was the most overt act of political expression I witnessed at the plant. The only other thing that came close was some pro-Trump graffiti scrawled anonymously on the inside of a bathroom stall: america love it or leave it and trump 2020. The latter got a couple of responses: fok you and chinga tu madre.

Mostly what I found at the plant was a pervasive sense of political apathy. Many people I talked with in the weeks leading up to November 3 told me the results hardly mattered to them. "As long as they leave me alone, I don't care who wins," a Mexican American man told me over dinner in late October. "The government hasn't done anything for me." It seemed clear that he didn't plan to vote.

On Election Day, I drove to a polling station south of downtown. At a stone-and-concrete band shell by the voting pavilion, I met an older white man who was happy to share his opinion on almost anything. The man said that he had voted for Trump, that China needed to pay for starting the pandemic, and that he didn't have a problem with immigrants as long as they came here legally. "If they ever leave," he said, referring to those who worked in the local meatpacking plants, "we'd be in a world of hurt." The man knew how important immigrants were to Dodge City's economy, but he showed little interest in getting to know them personally. "It's like oil and water," he said. "We don't really get together ... I guess they're scared of us."

After leaving the band shell, I drove to a liquor store up the street from my apartment. I knew that it was going to be a long week. While I was browsing the whiskey shelves, the store owner came over to offer a few recommendations. "They say if you take a shot of whiskey that is 80-proof or higher a day it will help protect you against the coronavirus," she said as she reached for a bottle of 90-proof Woodford Reserve. "The virus likes to lodge in your throat, and the whiskey will help keep your throat clear. I don't know if it's true, but I did it religiously over the summer. Then I went to Florida and I was fine." I looked at her incredulously--then went for something even stronger, splurging on a bottle of 114-proof Willett.

I arrived at work an hour before the start of my shift to see if there was finally any buzz about the election. I sat outside and talked with a middle-aged Somali man. "I voted for Trump," he said. He was both Muslim and a former refugee--not typical of Trump supporters as I imagined them. "He's good at business," he said when I asked him what he liked about Trump.

As Election Day turned into Election Week, I heard dozens of stories from nonwhite workers who wanted Trump to win. A Congolese man told me that he liked Trump because he "makes everything good." "Trump takes care of the world," a Salvadoran man said. "If Biden wins, I think ISIS will be happy." Then there was the man from Sudan who said that he, too, admired Trump's business credentials before leaning in to tell me why else he liked him. "Trump doesn't want people from Arab countries to come to America," he whispered. "I think that's good."

Read: How meat producers have influenced nutrition guidelines for decades

I did also meet people at the plant who supported Joe Biden, many of them because they couldn't stand Trump. "He's crazy" was the most common sentiment expressed by those who wanted Trump to lose. No worker I spoke with was more invested in the election outcome than the Haitian man who had flipped off the TV. "You know why I don't like Trump?" he asked me during our 15-minute break one night. "Because he knew about the coronavirus and didn't do anything about it. We need a president who will protect us. So many people have died because of him." The man paced back and forth while he talked. He paused for a moment to check an Electoral College map that he had pulled up on his phone. "Trump doesn't give a shit about us," he concluded.

On the Saturday the election was called for Biden, I went into work. During the shift change that afternoon, I noticed few signs of celebration or disappointment.

The Mexican American man I'd eaten dinner with a couple of weeks earlier came over to my table. He was carrying a large styrofoam cup of coffee and a bag of Bimbo puff pastries. He smelled of marijuana. As he sat down at an adjacent table, a white pill fell out of his pants pocket and onto the floor. He reached down to pick it up. "I'm telling you, Michael," he said. "This is my life." He said that for the past week he had felt an excruciating pain in his left arm and shoulder. He couldn't see a doctor until January because his health-insurance coverage didn't start until then, so for now he was self-medicating with hydrocodone. I didn't ask where he'd gotten it. "I'm going to ask for oxycodone when I go to the doctor," he said. "I need something more powerful." I decided not to ask him about the election. He had more important things to worry about.

On the Monday after the election, the news reported that the U.S. had surpassed 10 million coronavirus cases, and Pfizer-BioNTech announced that early data showed their vaccine was more than 90 percent effective. In Kansas, the virus was raging out of control. New cases were hitting record numbers, hospitals were strained for resources, and deaths were on the rise. At the plant, additional plexiglass barriers were installed on the tables in the cafeteria, splitting them into quarters instead of halves. Department holiday parties were canceled. And everyone who didn't already have a plastic face shield was given one to attach to their hard hat. Wearing them was mandatory. But many people, including me, didn't pull them down all the way, because of how easily they fogged up from the masks that we still had to wear. The supervisors didn't seem to care; many of them did the same thing.

My last shift at the plant was the night before Thanksgiving, some six months after I'd started. The work itself had become muscle memory, and I spent much of the night lost in thought. At 12:45, I clocked out for the last time. "Nothing we can do to convince you to stay, help us out a bit longer?" one of the foremen asked me when I approached him to turn in my ID badge. I told him that I really couldn't, that I had to get back to Topeka. "Let us know if you want to come back," he said. "The door is always open." I didn't doubt that, but I knew that I would likely never step foot inside the plant again.

Outside, the night air was frigid. Across the way, hundreds of 53-foot refrigerated trailers sat in neat rows, waiting to be loaded with beef before being hauled away. I wish I could say that, in the early hours of Thanksgiving morning, the trailers put me in mind of American gluttony and abundance--our insatiable and unsustainable craving for meat. But as I walked to my car, all that came to mind were photos I had seen of identical trailers, mobile morgues, parked outside hospitals across the country.

A couple of weeks after I left the plant, I drove to Garden City to visit Billion and his family. I met them at a small Vietnamese restaurant and then followed them to the local zoo. It was an unseasonably warm day, and the mid-afternoon sun was melting what little snow remained from a recent winter storm. The lemurs seemed especially happy about this. Billion lifted Shine onto his shoulders to give him a better view, while Dahlia kept an eye on Clever in his stroller. Dahlia was four months pregnant. Billion was hoping for a girl; Dahlia didn't have a preference. She just wanted the pregnancy to go better than her last one.

I usually don't care much for zoos. I find them depressing, largely because my childhood zoo, in Topeka, has a long and troubling animal-safety record. (In 2006, a hippopotamus died there, hours after being found in 108-degree water.) But after working in a meatpacking plant, I found it comforting to see so many animals that were still alive, even if they were in cages. Seeing them with a 5-year-old made the experience all the more enjoyable. When Shine wasn't perched on Billion's shoulders, he was sprinting ahead to the next exhibit and shouting out each animal he saw. "Rhino!" "Giraffe!" "Fox!" "Lions!" He was in awe of the animals, which made me wonder what he knew about where his dad worked.

As we made our way past the antelope exhibit, I asked Billion and Dahlia how they had chosen their sons' names. Shine had been Dahlia's idea. "I want him to shine brightly," she said. Billion had picked Clever with more concrete aspirations in mind. "I want him to be smart and do well in school," he said. "Maybe he'll become a doctor or a lawyer someday." Whatever they grew up to be, Billion would never allow them to work in a meatpacking plant. That was something only he did. "I do it for them," he told me. They were what made his work essential.



This article appears in the July/August 2021 print edition with the headline "Pulling Count." 
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        Iceland's Puffling Rescuers

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	August 21, 2024

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Residents of Iceland's Westman Islands are currently on puffin patrol. During the months of August and September, an annual tradition brings entire families out to the streets and harbor of Vestmannaeyjar late at night, where they work to find and rescue misdirected young puffins, called pufflings. During their first flight, the pufflings can become confused in the darkness, flying from sea cliffs toward city lights rather than toward the moonlight, and ending up stranded on dangerous city streets. Once they are rescued, the pufflings are brought to either a beach or a cliff to be released to the sea. The photographer Micah Garen recently followed some of these young rescuers on patrol on the island of Heimaey.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young person holds a juvenile puffin while standing atop a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young resident holds a rescued puffling before releasing it from a sea cliff in Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person bends down to catch a small bird, with a warehouse in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents roam the harbor searching for pufflings on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: Two people gently hold a small bird.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People hold a rescued puffling in Vestmannaeyjar's harbor area on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: Three young people carry small birds outside a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young rescuers show pufflings to the photographer on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person releases a small bird from a cliff, over the ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident releases a puffling from the top of a sea cliff on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: An adult embraces a child while releasing a small bird from one hand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People release a puffling from a cliff on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person tosses a small bird off a cliff, watching as it takes wing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents release pufflings from a sea cliff on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young bird stands in grass at the top of a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A close view of a released puffling in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: Two people release a small bird under a bright blue sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents release a rescued puffling on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: Several adult puffins stand along a sea-cliff edge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Several adult puffins stand along the cliff where rescuers were releasing pufflings on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young person smiles while holding a small bird.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rescuer holds a puffling before releasing it on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young person releases a small bird from the top of a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young person releases a puffling on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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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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        Views of a Blue Sturgeon Supermoon
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            	August 20, 2024

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Last night, people around the world were treated to views of a so-called blue sturgeon supermoon. It's a "blue" moon because it is the third full moon of an astronomical season with four full moons, and August's full moon is called the "sturgeon moon" because Algonquin tribes knew that large fish were more easily caught at this time of year. It is also one of the largest full moons of 2024, when our natural satellite appears about 10 percent larger than average as it approaches its closest point in orbit. This year's closest full moons will be in September and October. Though the moon might look slightly larger to the naked eye, the apparent size difference is actually so small that a casual observer would likely never notice. Nevertheless, photographers across the globe captured the event: Here are 12 super images of this blue sturgeon supermoon.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The full moon rises behind a large mosque.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The full moon rises above the Suleymaniye Mosque in Istanbul, Turkey, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: A distant moon behind flames and distorted airflow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon rises over the flare stacks of an oil field near Iraq's southern port city of Basra on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: Small groups of people sit and stand across broad dunes, looking toward the horizon, where a full moon rises.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to watch the supermoon rise in White Sand National Park, near Alamogordo, New Mexico, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: The profile of a person in silhouette in front of a full moon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person is silhouetted by a full moon at White Sands National Park in New Mexico on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: The full moon rises near the ruins of a Greek temple.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The full moon rises over the Temple of Poseidon at Cape Sounion near Athens, Greece, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: The full moon rises behind the Golden Gate Bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The full moon rises behind the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, California, on August 19, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Tayfun Coskun / Anadolu / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A ladybug climbs on an ear of wheat, backdropped by the moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ladybug climbs on an ear of wheat, backdropped by the moon, seen in Montargis, France, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: Two people and a lamppost in silhouette in front of the moon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk in front of a rising supermoon at Griffith Observatory in Los Angeles, California, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: A photographer silhouetted by reflected moonlight in a nearby lake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A supermoon rises over Lake Van on August 19, 2024, in Van, Turkey.
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                [image: The full moon rises behind an ancient tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon rises behind the Galata Tower in Istanbul, Turkey, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: The moon sets behind the Christ the Redeemer statue in Rio de Janeiro.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon sets behind the Christ the Redeemer statue in Rio de Janeiro on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: The full moon sits beyond a group of visitors on a distant observation deck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon rises behind the Longquan Mountain Observation Deck on August 19, 2024, in Chengdu, Sichuan province, China.
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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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Inside the Virginia Newsroom Trying to Save Afghanistan From Tyranny

The exiled Afghans of Amu TV are holding the Taliban to account--from 7,000 miles away.

by Cora Engelbrecht




In late 2022, a reporter in Afghanistan received a tip that members of the Taliban had raped a mother and her four young daughters in the Panjshir Valley, just northeast of Kabul. The journalist goes by an assumed name--Sahar Aram--for fear of retribution from the Taliban, which has ruthlessly cracked down on Afghanistan's free press. So she relayed the information some 7,000 miles beyond the group's reach, to a quiet Virginia suburb where a pair of exiled Afghan journalists had recently launched a newsroom.

Even though it operates abroad--or perhaps because it operates abroad--Amu TV is one of the most effective chroniclers of life under Taliban rule. With one of Amu's editors, Aram devised a plan to travel to Deh Khawak, the remote village where the tip originated. The Taliban had barred outsiders from entering the town, so Aram disguised herself from head to toe in colored fabric native to the area. Because the group had cordoned off the victims' home, she maneuvered from neighbor to neighbor, probing for evidence. When a Taliban official sent her a voice message confirming the incident, Aram reported her findings through an encrypted portal. Soon after, Amu published the story online. Afghans around the world read Aram's work, which apparently enraged the Taliban: They set out to find her.

She went on the run but continued reporting. Several months later, she investigated a Taliban official accused of sexual harassment. Then a group of men--which she believes was linked to the Taliban--beat her father unconscious. A judge accused Aram of defamation and ordered her arrest.

"I am not afraid to die for this work," she told me over the phone from her hiding place. "But if the Taliban are going to make an example out of me, I need to be sure the stories count."


Amu TV's office (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



Aram's experience is hardly unusual. Before the Taliban took over the country in August 2021, Afghanistan's news media had been one of the great successes of the country's American-led, post-9/11 era. Journalism and entertainment flourished in the two-decade window that followed the Taliban's ouster in 2001. But when the last American soldiers retreated, the industry collapsed. The Taliban threatened, beat, or imprisoned dozens of journalists. TV stations, radio channels, and publications across the country shut down under immense financial and political pressure. Hundreds of journalists fled, dozens were detained, and at least two were killed. The Taliban scrubbed music from television and radio programming, and largely banished female news anchors. TV networks replaced government exposes with shows about Islamic morality.

Sean Carberry: Afghanistan changed me

Three years later, the Taliban is escalating its war on journalism. The group recently imprisoned seven Amu staffers. Some have been beaten and tortured. More have been forced into hiding, as Aram has.

The story of Amu TV and its journalists offers a warning: Afghanistan's new rulers aren't content with the power they have. True autocracy requires impunity, which Amu and its peers can deny the Taliban--at least in part, at least for now. But arrests, abductions, and raids are making that task harder. Judging by Amu's experience, the Taliban could soon make it impossible.

Amu's operation depends on the scrappy ingenuity of its far-flung staff. After Kabul fell, the network's journalists dispersed across the Middle East, Europe, North America, and elsewhere. A team in Tajikistan records musical segments. Producers dub over Turkish soap operas that have been banned in Afghanistan. Staffers in Pakistan and Iran balance their day jobs with evading local authorities. Some have applied for asylum or permanent housing and received neither.

Like other Afghan outlets whose editorial staff operate outside the country--such as Hasht e Subh, Afghanistan International, and Etilaat Roz--Amu editors assign news-gathering to reporters inside Afghanistan and then piece stories together from stations abroad. Some 100 reporters in the country, mostly women in their 20s and 30s, risk their lives to expose the Taliban's crimes and corruption. Together with more than 50 exiled Afghan journalists, including about a dozen in Amu's Virginia headquarters, they generate daily online news coverage and television programming.


(Left) Amu TV's control room and (right) Nazia Hashimyar on a screen (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



The Taliban blocks Amu's website in Afghanistan, as it does many other foreign outlets. But according to data its editors have gathered, about 20 million people access Amu's digital platform each month; many use a virtual network to skirt the firewall. A license with a Luxembourg-based satellite company, SES, enables Amu to transmit its TV programs into Afghanistan, where the provider serves about 19 million people.

Perhaps the best measure of Amu's significance, though, is the effort the Taliban has expended to intimidate it. Amu's investigative reporting on cases of rape, corruption, and extrajudicial killings has provoked the group's wrath. On the morning of March 12, 2023, the Taliban raided an office space Amu was using in Kabul. The intruders detained staffers, including a video editor and a video journalist, and seized mobile phones and computers, which Amu's editors believe were used to identify people on its payroll. Last August, the Taliban abducted five more Amu journalists.

The Taliban incarcerated, beat, and tortured Amu staffers, in some cases for months. Amu's leadership appealed to the United Nations, the U.S. embassy, and advocacy groups for help. After weeks of lobbying, Amu's journalists were released. The newsroom has since erased all records of its official payroll and distributes funds via couriers or wire transfers to relatives of staff living abroad.

Since August 2021, at least 80 journalists in Afghanistan have been detained in retaliation for their work, according to the Committee to Protect Journalists. "The situation is dire," Beh Lih Yi, the Asia program coordinator for the CPJ, told me. "It shows how determined [the Taliban is] to crack down on the free flow of information by targeting foreign news outlets, like Amu, that have become critical lifelines for keeping the world informed." Over the past year, the CPJ says, the Taliban has arrested at least four journalists on claims that they were working for exiled media. Every day, Lih Yi told me, the committee receives calls from Afghan reporters needing help.

When I visited Amu's headquarters in Virginia last November, one of its co-founders, Sami Mahdi, was running late: His uncle had an interview with immigration officials that morning and needed someone to help translate. "Some days we are refugees first, then journalists," Mahdi said as he hurried into an office where dozens of colleagues from around the world waited on-screen.


Sami Mahdi, co-founder and editor in chief (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



Mahdi founded Amu in the fall of 2021 with a former colleague, Lotfullah Najafizada. Back in Afghanistan, the two had worked together at Tolo News, the country's premier news network. Growing violence in the region made their lives untenable. In November 2020, three Islamic State gunmen stormed Kabul University, where Mahdi was teaching, and killed 16 of his students. Days later, Afghanistan's intelligence agency notified him that he was a target of the Taliban's Haqqani network. That same month, insurgents assassinated a close friend and fellow journalist. Fearing he was next, Mahdi fled Afghanistan for good on August 14, 2021, when nearly all the American soldiers had retreated. Najafizada left the same day.

Ian Fritz: What I learned while eavesdropping on the Taliban

Hours after Kabul fell, Najafizada got a call from a member of the Taliban, who told him the group was sending a delegation to Tolo's offices to go on air and publicly assure the country that everything was under control. "At that moment I knew it would be impossible to work with media in the country," Najafizada told me. 


Lotfullah Najafizada, co-founder and CEO (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



Mahdi and Najafizada reunited in Turkey, where they decided that if they couldn't freely publish the news inside Afghanistan, they would do so abroad and beam it back in. "We needed to start something from scratch," Mahdi said. "We wanted a way to access information we could trust. And we wanted something for everyone: something that would unite our exiled colleagues, preserve what we had spent our lives building, and restore a sense of normalcy for Afghans."

Soon after they settled in North America, Mahdi and Najafizada raised close to $2 million in seed money and recruited former co-workers and friends. A distant relative of Mahdi's contributed the office space in Virginia that now serves as Amu's newsroom. The National Endowment for Democracy and other donors keep the lights on.

The headquarters sit above a string of nondescript offices in Sterling, about 45 minutes outside of Washington, D.C. In a control room, clocks show the time in Kabul and in Turkey, where Amu operates a second studio. A wall of muted televisions flashes headlines in Pashto and Dari. Every corner of the newsroom offers a reminder of what Amu's reporters face back home. A large painting outside Mahdi's office incorporates the names of dozens of Afghan journalists killed over the past two decades. On the opposite wall, a corkboard displays headshots of the Taliban leadership.

For Amu's star anchor, Nazia Hashimyar, the women's bathroom doubles as a makeup studio. The 28-year-old doesn't wear a head covering on-screen, even when she interviews Taliban leaders. Like many of her colleagues, Hashimyar left Kabul shortly after the takeover. She remembers the traffic that choked the city on the day it fell--the overrun tarmacs, the futile phone calls to people who might have answers about evacuation lists or news of a missing loved one.


(Left) Photos of Taliban leadership on a corkboard. (Right) Painting with the names of Afghan journalists who have been killed over the past two decades (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)




Nazia Hashimyar, news presenter at Amu TV (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



Early that August morning, Hashimyar stood on the lawn of the presidential palace as Afghanistan's leader, Ashraf Ghani, boarded a helicopter and fled the country. She had been working in Ghani's communications office while moonlighting in what she called her "dream role"--hosting the evening news for Radio Television Afghanistan, the country's public broadcaster. The Taliban removed her from her anchor job on the day it took the capital. After spending several weeks in hiding, Hashimyar returned to her office to retrieve her belongings, only to be turned away by a gunman who threatened to shoot her.

Hashimyar spent a year in a refugee camp in Abu Dhabi before she was approved to settle in the United States in September 2022. She arrived as Mahdi was looking for a female anchor to be the public face of Amu's news coverage. The sense of safety and accomplishment that she's found in the U.S. comes with the deep discomfort of having escaped what so many others couldn't. "Physically I am somewhere in the suburbs of America," she told me. "But my heart and mind cannot escape Afghanistan."

Mahdi has done his best to make the newsroom a home for Hashimyar and the rest of the staff. "We needed a space to gather, to help us bridge the two worlds we are straddling between the United States and Afghanistan," he told me. He hosts parties in the office for other Afghan journalists and writers in the region. An Afghan chef a few doors down handles the catering. Every morning the newsroom gets free meals and fresh naan.

Mahdi has known for a long time what exile is like. He was 13 when the Taliban first came to power in Afghanistan. His family fled to Tajikistan, where his father oversaw a newsletter compiled by exiled writers, activists, and editors, who received dispatches via satellite phones from correspondents back home. Mahdi wouldn't return for another five years.

"Becoming a refugee again was always my greatest fear," he told me.

Amonth after visiting Amu's headquarters in Virginia, I went to see one of its editors who had settled in the suburbs of Paris. When I arrived, Siyar Sirat was working with reporters to investigate the death of a female media personality in Kabul. The Taliban had said in a statement that she had been drunk when she fell from her apartment. On a call, Amu's editors discussed an interview with the woman's parents and husband that had been uploaded to YouTube that morning. The editors thought the video looked staged. It shows the woman's family saying that she threw herself from a window after arguing with her husband. Harder to see is a man in the background, who appears to be holding a Kalashnikov.

From the September 2022 issue: I smuggled my laptop past the Taliban so I could write this story

The editors sent a female reporter to investigate further. But when she arrived on the scene, she was barred from entering the building. The neighbors she tried to talk to turned her away, insisting it was too dangerous to speak. The reporter, who goes by the name Sima, asked to be taken off the story because people were scared to cooperate.


Hasiba Atakpal, deputy head of news at Amu TV (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



"From where we sit, it looks like a clear cover-up," Sirat told me. "But our hands are tied: It is becoming impossible to cover such sensitive cases given the circumstances." Several weeks later, the Taliban's Ministry for the Propagation of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice arrested dozens of women and girls for not wearing proper head coverings. Sima tried to cover the story, but once again she struggled to find sources or relatives who would speak.

Amu's Hasiba Atakpal, a 26-year-old broadcaster based in Virginia, has encountered the same problem. She worries that Afghans will soon stop talking with reporters entirely because of the Taliban's mounting persecution of foreign media and women across the country. Before she settled in Virginia, Atakpal was a household name in Afghanistan as a correspondent for Tolo News. In August 2021, she and her film crew broadcast live in Kabul during the takeover, prompting a Taliban leader to threaten her. Atakpal left the country for her safety.

Now that she covers the Taliban from afar, she has had to transform her reporting method. Rather than investigate stories with videographers on the ground, Atakpal patches together broadcasts from WhatsApp voice notes, recorded calls, and videos from inside the country, which she combines with voice-overs. The Taliban and others continue to harass her in exile. Fake social-media accounts have impersonated Atakpal in a clear effort to undermine her credibility. Last year, after she produced an antagonistic interview with Kabul's police spokesman, she received a message from a Taliban official demanding her family's location. On multiple occasions, her colleagues in Afghanistan have gone missing, including a young female videographer who was recently abducted by the Taliban.

"The responsibility is crippling," Atakpal told me. "The reporters who remain, who cannot be seen, are the true heroes. More than anything, I wish I could be in their place."
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        Photos of the Week: Rooster Hat, Taco Record, Burry Man

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	August 16, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A raging wildfire in Greece, a 12-hour lawn-mower race in England, a floating festival in Spain, a bicycle-balance competition in Indonesia, a visit to the Perito Moreno Glacier in Argentina, the northern lights above Minnesota, the closing ceremony of the Olympic Games in Paris, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man on a motorcycle silhouetted by the rising sun]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man rides over a hill as the sun rises in Frankfurt, Germany, on August 9, 2024.
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                [image: A performer in a golden costume seems to float midair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A character named "The Golden Voyager" descends into the Stade de France as a light show takes place during the Closing Ceremony of the Olympic Games Paris 2024, on August 11, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Basketball player LeBron James playfully bites a gold medal.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold medalist LeBron James of Team USA poses on the podium after the men's gold-medal basketball match between France and USA during the Paris 2024 Olympic Games at Bercy Arena in Paris on August 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a man in a mask and costume covered in burrs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Burryman Andrew Taylor meets residents as he parades through the town encased in burrs on August 9, 2024, in South Queensferry, Scotland. The Burryman event, held annually in Queensferry the day before the Ferry Fair, features a local man dressed in a suit made from about 11,000 burdock heads, ferns, and flowers. Supported by two attendants, the man makes a seven-mile journey through the town. Residents greet him with donations and serve him whiskey through a straw, a tradition dating back to 1746, believed to bring good luck and strengthen community spirit.
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                [image: A person carries roosters on his head on a wide basket.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker carries roosters to a poultry shop in Dhaka, Bangladesh, on August 14, 2024.
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                [image: A child wears a cap and a long white coat while standing next to a sheep.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young handler stands with his sheep during judging at the Gillingham & Shaftesbury Show, on August 14, 2024, in Shaftesbury, England.
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                [image: Two people use a measuring tape beside a stencil painting of a gorilla on a rolling door.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers measure a new Banksy artwork at the London Zoo, in London, England, August 13, 2024.
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                [image: A waitress walks past a blue-tiled wall topped with the legs of several mannequins; she seems to be walking along the bottom of a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A waitress wearing a bathrobe walks by mannequins at a restaurant set up to look like a bathing center at an old Beijing hutong alley, inside a shopping mall in Beijing, China, on August 11, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Andy Wong / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A crowd of people parades behind a very tall ornamental tower, among palm trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men carry a cremation tower containing the remains of 220 people during a traditional mass cremation called "Ngaben" on August 14, 2024, in Manggis, Bali, Indonesia.
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                [image: A wide view of the northern lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fish-eye-lens view of the northern lights illuminating the sky as a geomagnetic storm created vibrant greens and pinks during the peak of the Perseid meteor shower in Aitkin, Minnesota, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: A tree burns as flames and smoke rise in the distance, beyond a hill, at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tree burns as flames and smoke rise from a wildfire in the village of Varnavas, near Athens, Greece, on August 11, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Hilary Swift / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Three small firefighting float planes fly above a lake, beside hills covered with burned trees and brush.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighting planes refill with water in Lake Marathon to fight the last possible pockets of a wildfire in Marathon, near Athens, Greece, on August 14, 2024.
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                [image: Four fighter jets in the distance fly in a close formation, framed by tall buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The U.S. Navy Blue Angels perform during Chicago's Air & Water Show over Lake Michigan on August 11, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a person arranging slabs of wood, among many rows of stacked wood]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of an employee arranging slabs of wood to dry at a wood-processing base in Ji'an, Jiangxi Province, China, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: Half a dozen people stand in a viewing area, looking out toward a large glacier.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists view the Perito Moreno Glacier at Los Glaciares National Park, near El Calafate, Santa Cruz province, Argentina, on August 13, 2024.
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                [image: A small Italian village of many buildings clustered on a steep coastal hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the village of Manarola in Cinque Terre National Park, near La Spezia, northwestern Italy, on August 13, 2024.
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                [image: Several people in <i>Star Wars</i> stormtrooper costumes take part in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans of the Star Wars saga dressed as stormtroopers take part in the Training Day parade at Los Heroes Avenue in Leon, Guanajuato State, Mexico, on August 10, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of military vehicles drive in a parade beneath several helicopters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Taliban military vehicles parade to celebrate the third anniversary of the Taliban's takeover of Afghanistan, at Bagram Air Base, in Bagram, Parwan province, on August 14, 2024.
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                [image: Two police officers shout and march in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Assam police commandos take part in a parade during India's Independence Day celebrations in Guwahati, India, on August 15, 2024.
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                [image: Workers spray insecticide with fogging machines in a neighborhood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers dispense insecticide with fogging machines to kill mosquitoes spreading dengue fever in Banda Aceh, Indonesia, on August 13, 2024.
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                [image: Ancient statues under the starry night sky during a meteor shower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ancient statues are seen during the Perseid meteor shower atop Mount Nemrut in southeastern Turkey, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: A child rides a bicycle on a narrow plank bridge over a calm river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child takes part in a bicycle-balance competition, riding along a plank over a river, part of community festivities ahead of the 79th anniversary of Indonesia's Independence Day, in Surabaya, on August 11, 2024.
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                [image: A young girl cries, embraced and surrounded by others.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl surrounded by people cries after identifying a member of her family among the dead at al-Maamadani hospital, following an Israeli strike that killed more than 90 people in a school sheltering displaced Palestinians, in Gaza City, on August 10, 2024, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas.
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                [image: An elevated view of tourists on a walkway overlooking a wavy, layered rock formation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists view the landscape of the Danxia landform in Bolang Valley, or the Wavy Valley, on August 13, 2024, in Jingbian county, Shaanxi province, China.
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                [image: The sun rises above the London skyline as cyclists pass by on a path.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises above the London skyline as cyclists train during hot weather, in Richmond Park, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: At least six blindfolded soldiers sit in the bed of a military pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian military vehicle drives from the direction of the border with Russia, carrying blindfolded men in Russian military uniforms, in the Sumy region, on August 13, 2024, amid the Russian invasion of Ukraine. On August 6, 2024, Ukraine launched an offensive surprise into the Russian border region of Kursk, capturing dozens of towns and villages in the most significant cross-border attack on Russian territory since World War II.
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                [image: Two men leap and kick at each other during a ritualistic fight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men fight by kicking each other during the "Sisemba" thanksgiving festival, after the rice harvest in Tikala, South Sulawesi, on August 11, 2024. Sisemba battles are performed by different age groups from neighboring villages under the supervision of elders; combatants can only kick or receive kicks while holding hands. It is believed that a serious fight will bring another good harvest in the coming season.
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                [image: Four mannequins with suits and ties, each with their head covered in aluminum foil]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture taken on July 30, 2024, shows mannequins with their faces and heads covered in aluminum foil at a men's apparel store in Kabul. In Afghanistan's capital, shop windows display dazzling ball gowns and three-piece wedding suits--with the face of each mannequin covered. The morality police have asked stores to hide the mannequins' faces and photographs of models, according to a clothes seller in Kabul.
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                [image: Hundreds of people swim and ride on makeshift rafts and floating devices, filling a small harbor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revellers leave the port on makeshift rafts before reaching La Concha Bay during the Pirata Abordaia ("Pirate Boarding") Festival in the Spanish Basque city of San Sebastian on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd gathers around a worker handing out tacos.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People wait to receive tacos during a record-breaking event for the most tacos served in one hour--30,000--at the Angel of Independence monument in Mexico City, on August 11, 2024.
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                [image: Two drivers wearing helmets race on a dirt track, on riding lawn mowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drivers take part in an overnight lawn-mower race at Trooper Inn Field in Petersfield, England, on August 10, 2024. The 12-hour endurance race runs from 8 p.m. to 8 a.m., with 45 teams competing on a 1.1km dirt track. According to the British Lawn Mower Racing Association, the sport was invented in 1973 by an Irishman named Jim Gavin in West Sussex, who was having a few pints with his mates while watching a groundsman mow a cricket pitch.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jack Taylor / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Performers wear frightening masks with horns in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People from various Indigenous groups take part in a Mega Calenda for the International Day of the World's Indigenous Peoples in Mexico City on August 9, 2024.
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                [image: A man in the driver's seat of a car, with a wildfire raging in the trees behind him]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A local resident gets into his car, evacuating ahead of an advancing wildfire in Dione, Greece, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of the wreckage of an aircraft beside a house and trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the wreckage of an airplane that crashed with 61 people on board in Vinhedo, Sao Paulo State, Brazil, on August 10, 2024. The aircraft, carrying 57 passengers and four crew members, crashed on August 9, killing everyone on board, the airline said. The flight was traveling from Cascavel in southern Parana state to Sao Paulo's Guarulhos International Airport when it crashed.
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                [image: A couple dozen people wearing life vests ride in a small boat in calm water in a wide area of ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Migrants ride in an open boat near the NGO Open Arms rescue boat Astral, in international waters south of Lampedusa, in the central Mediterranean Sea, on August 11, 2024.
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        Ocean Photographer of the Year 2024 Finalists

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	August 15, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The finalist entries in the current Ocean Photographer of the Year competition were just revealed, featuring some of the best coastal, drone, and underwater photographs selected from more than 15,000 submissions. Contest organizers at Oceanographic Magazine were kind enough to share some of this year's selections below--their full gallery can be seen here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of an octopus underwater, with its arms outstretched]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A giant Pacific octopus in the shallows, photographed in Russia.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Andrey Shpatak / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white photo of a ray, showing a dazzling pattern of circles and dots]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A spotted eagle ray's natural pattern, photographed in Quintana Roo, Mexico.
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                Mizael Palomeque Gonzalez / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An over-under view of a small boat with nine divers underwater, just below the boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Adventure. Skilled free divers in Sri Lanka hang upside down beneath a boat, defying gravity and basking in their unique moment of underwater grace.
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                Chong Wan Yong / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of two polar bears resting, curled up on snow-covered ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Conservation (Hope). A male polar bear and female polar bear rest after mating, high in the mountains in Svalbard, Norway.
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                Florian Ledoux / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stingray swims just above an underwater meadow of seagrass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Conservation (Hope). A southern stingray patrols a healthy seagrass meadow in the Bahamas.
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                Remuna Beca / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A surfer leaps off the top of a wave, with palm trees visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Adventure. A surfer braves a big wave in front of a dense jungle that lines the ocean's edge on Indonesia's Mentawai Islands.
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                John Barton / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A scuba diver swims underwater, near a large shipwreck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Adventure. A scuba diver is dwarfed by the wreck of the Sea Trader, near Nassau in the Bahamas.
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                Tobias Friedrich / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother and calf humpback whale swim, seen among sun rays filtering through the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A mother and calf humpback whale pair are seen in the waters off Tahiti, where these whales migrate to from Antarctica to mate and give birth.
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                Renee Grinnell Capozzola / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A seagull stands on top of a swimming sea turtle, seen in an over-under photo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A seagull rests on top of a sea turtle shortly before they both continue their own path. "Spotting pelagic life in the Mediterranean Sea can be tough, because you usually spend hours without seeing a single splash," said the photographer, Enric Adrian Gener. "After about five hours of searching, we spotted this seagull and noticed that its legs weren't underwater. We approached slowly with the boat and suddenly realized that it was standing on a sea turtle. I decided to jump into the water, thinking I would find the turtle dead, because it wasn't moving. When I got close enough, I saw its face underwater and realized that the sea turtle was alive. What a surreal scene!"
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                Enric Adrian Gener / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a group of rays swimming near the ocean's surface. One of them leaps from the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A fever of mobula rays seen from above in the Sea of Cortez. When the photographer's drone inched closer, some rays started to jump out of the water, off Baja California Sur, Mexico.
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                Laura Leusko / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several penguins can be seen as small dots on a slope on an enormous iceberg.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A group of Adelie penguins are dwarfed by a colossal iceberg, seen in the Weddell Sea, Antarctica.
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                Kristiyan Dimitrov Markov / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view looking up, toward the surface, with a diver framed by a big hole in a dense school of sardines.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Adventure. A free diver swims amid a shoal of sardines near Bohol, Philippines.
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                Benjamin Yavar / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small turtle swims near the water's surface; a mirror image is seen reflected from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. In Papua New Guinea's Conflict Islands, conservation efforts have transformed former poachers into protectors, boosting turtle-hatchling numbers. Amid this success, a rare leucistic green sea turtle was found among the nests. "Using the surface of the calm water," the photographer said, "I captured the striking reflection of the hatchling as it surfaced for air."
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                Jake Wilton / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The eyes of a curious octopus, seen as it looks out from its hiding place]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A curious octopus looks out from its hiding place in waters off South Africa.
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                Kate Jonker / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An over-under view of a marine iguana clinging to a rock, its head above the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A marine iguana sits on a rock in the Galapagos Islands, Ecuador.
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                Rafael Fernandez Caballero / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a nurse shark's eye, surrounded by its patterned skin]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A close-up shot of a nurse shark's eye, photographed in Tahiti, French Polynesia.
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                Julien Anton / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A moray eel looks up toward its reflection in the water's surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Young Photographer. A California moray eel pauses at the surface of its rapidly shrinking world as the tide goes out.
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                Julian Jacobs / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small hut stands beneath a fog-shrouded mountain, beside a huge pile of bleached whale bones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Human Connection. The Bamsebu whaling station in Svalbard, where hunters once exclusively targeted belugas. With beluga whaling now banned in Svalbard, piles of bones scattered along the shores remind visitors of the horrors of the past and the possibility of change.
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                Kristiyan Dimitrov Markov / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mostly white fish, camouflaged very well against a rough, white ocean floor, swims with a bright yellow fish in its mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Young Photographer. A perfectly camouflaged lizardfish with prey in its mouth, as seen in waters off Hawaii.
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                Joao Pontes / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A humpback whale leaps high out of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A breaching humpback whale on its migration path along the Australian coastline, as seen near New South Wales, Australia.
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                Clayton Harris / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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        Silicon Valley Is Coming Out in Force Against an AI-Safety Bill
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        Since the start of the AI boom, the attention on this technology has focused on not just its world-changing potential, but also fears of how it could go wrong. A set of so-called AI doomers have suggested that artificial intelligence could grow powerful enough to spur nuclear war or enable large-scale cyberattacks. Even top leaders in the AI industry have said that the technology is so dangerous, it needs to be heavily regulated.A high-profile bill in California is now attempting to do that. The ...

      

      
        The MAGA Aesthetic Is AI Slop
        Charlie Warzel

        Taylor Swift fans are not endorsing Donald Trump en masse. Kamala Harris did not give a speech at the Democratic National Convention to a sea of communists while standing in front of the hammer and sickle. Hillary Clinton was not recently seen walking around Chicago in a MAGA hat. But images of all these things exist.In recent weeks, far-right corners of social media have been clogged with such depictions, created with generative-AI tools. You can spot them right away, as they bear the technology...
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        Charlie Warzel
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        Why Does AI Art Look Like That?
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        This week, X launched an AI-image generator, allowing paying subscribers of Elon Musk's social platform to make their own art. So--naturally--some users appear to have immediately made images of Donald Trump flying a plane toward the World Trade Center; Mickey Mouse wielding an assault rifle, and another of him enjoying a cigarette and some beer on the beach; and so on. Some of the images that people have created using the tool are deeply unsettling; others are just strange, or even kind of funny. ...
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        Saahil Desai
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Silicon Valley Is Coming Out in Force Against an AI-Safety Bill

California State Senator Scott Wiener responds to his many critics.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




Since the start of the AI boom, the attention on this technology has focused on not just its world-changing potential, but also fears of how it could go wrong. A set of so-called AI doomers have suggested that artificial intelligence could grow powerful enough to spur nuclear war or enable large-scale cyberattacks. Even top leaders in the AI industry have said that the technology is so dangerous, it needs to be heavily regulated.



A high-profile bill in California is now attempting to do that. The proposed law, Senate Bill 1047, introduced by State Senator Scott Wiener in February, hopes to stave off the worst possible effects of AI by requiring companies to take certain safety precautions. Wiener objects to any characterization of it as a doomer bill. "AI has the potential to make the world a better place," he told me yesterday. "But as with any powerful technology, it brings benefits and also risks."



S.B. 1047 subjects any AI model that costs more than $100 million to train to a number of safety regulations. Under the proposed law, the companies that make such models would have to submit a plan describing their protocols for managing the risk and agree to annual third-party audits, and they would have to be able to turn the technology off at any time--essentially instituting a kill-switch. AI companies could face fines if their technology causes "critical harm."

The bill, which is set to be voted on in the coming days, has encountered intense resistance. Tech companies including Meta, Google, and OpenAI have raised concerns. Opponents argue that the bill will stifle innovation, hold developers liable for users' abuses, and drive the AI business out of California. Last week, eight Democratic members of Congress wrote a letter to Governor Gavin Newsom, noting that, although it is "somewhat unusual" for them to weigh in on state legislation, they felt compelled to do so. In the letter, the members worry that the bill overly focuses on the most dire effects of AI, and "creates unnecessary risks for California's economy with very little public safety benefit." They urged Newsom to veto it, should it pass. To top it all off, Nancy Pelosi weighed in separately on Friday, calling the bill "well-intentioned but ill informed."



In part, the debate over the bill gets at a core question with AI. Will this technology end the world, or have people just been watching too much sci-fi? At the center of it all is Wiener. Because so many AI companies are based in California, the bill, if passed, could have major implications nationwide. I caught up with the state senator yesterday to discuss what he describes as his "hardball politics" of this bill--and whether he actually believes that AI is capable of going rogue and firing off nuclear weapons.



Our conversation has been condensed and edited for clarity.



Caroline Mimbs Nyce: How did this bill get so controversial?



Scott Wiener: Any time you're trying to regulate any industry in any way, even in a light-touch way--which, this legislation is light-touch--you're going to get pushback. And particularly with the tech industry. This is an industry that has gotten very, very accustomed to not being regulated in the public interest. And I say this as someone who has been a supporter of the technology industry in San Francisco for many years; I'm not in any way anti-tech. But we also have to be mindful of public interest.



It's not surprising at all that there was pushback. And I respect the pushback. That's democracy. I don't respect some of the fearmongering and misinformation that Andreessen Horowitz and others have been spreading around. [Editor's note: Andreessen Horowitz, also known as a16z, did not respond to a request for comment.]



Nyce: What in particular is grinding your gears?



Wiener: People were telling start-up founders that S.B. 1047 was going to send them to prison if their model caused any unanticipated harm, which was completely false and made up. Putting aside the fact that the bill does not apply to start-ups--you have to spend more than $100 million training the model for the bill even to apply to you--the bill is not going to send anyone to prison. There have been some inaccurate statements around open sourcing.



These are just a couple of examples. It's just a lot of inaccuracies, exaggerations, and, at times, misrepresentations about the bill. Listen: I'm not naive. I come out of San Francisco politics. I'm used to hardball politics. And this is hardball politics.



Nyce: You've also gotten some pushback from politicians at the national level. What did you make of the letter from the eight members of Congress?



Wiener: As much as I respect the signers of the letter, I respectfully and strongly disagree with them.



In an ideal world, all of this should be handled at the federal level. All of it. When I authored California's net-neutrality law in 2018, I was very clear that I would be happy to close up shop if Congress were to pass a strong net-neutrality law. We passed that law in California, and here we are six years later; Congress has yet to enact a net-neutrality law.



If Congress goes ahead and is able to pass a strong federal AI-safety law, that's fantastic. But I'm not holding my breath, given the track record.



Nyce: Let's walk through a few of the popular critiques of this bill. The first one is that it takes a doomer perspective. Do you really believe that AI could be involved in the "creation and use" of nuclear weapons?



Wiener: Just to be clear, this is not a doomer bill. The opposition claims that the bill is focused on "science-fiction risks." They're trying to say that anyone who supports this bill is a doomer and is crazy. This bill is not about the Terminator risk. This bill is about huge harms that are quite tangible.



If we're talking about an AI model shutting down the electric grid or disrupting the banking system in a major way--and making it much easier for bad actors to do those things--these are major harms. We know that there are people who are trying to do that today, and sometimes succeeding, in limited ways. Imagine if it becomes profoundly easier and more efficient.



In terms of chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear weapons, we're not talking about what you can learn on Google. We're talking about if it's going to be much, much easier and more efficient to do that with an AI.



Nyce: The next critique of your bill is around harm--that it doesn't address the real harms of AI, such as job losses and biased systems.



Wiener: It's classic whataboutism. There are various risks from AI: deepfakes, algorithmic discrimination, job loss, misinformation. These are all harms that we should address and that we should try to prevent from happening. We have bills that are moving forward to do that. But in addition, we should try to get ahead of these catastrophic risks to reduce the probability that they will happen.



Nyce: This is one of the first major AI-regulation bills to garner national attention. I would be curious what your experience has been--and what you've learned.



Wiener: I have definitely learned a lot about the AI factions, for lack of a better term--the effective altruists and effective accelerationists. It's like the Jets and the Sharks.



As is human nature, the two sides caricature each other and try to demonize each other. The effective accelerationists will classify the effective altruists as insane doomers. Some of the effective altruists will classify all of the effective accelerationists as extreme libertarians. Of course, as is the case with human existence, and human opinions, it's a spectrum.



Nyce: You don't sound too frustrated, all things considered.



Wiener: This legislative process--even though I get frustrated with some of the inaccurate statements that are made about the bill--this has actually been, in many ways, a very thoughtful process, with a lot of people with really thoughtful views, whether I agree or disagree with them. I'm honored to be part of a legislative process where so many people care, because the issue is actually important.



When the opposition refers to the risks of AI as "science fiction," well, we know that's not true, because if they really thought the risk was science fiction, they would not be opposing the bill. They wouldn't care, right? Because it would all be made up. But it's not made-up science fiction. It's real.
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The MAGA Aesthetic Is AI Slop

Far-right influencers are flooding social media with a new kind of junk.

by Charlie Warzel




Taylor Swift fans are not endorsing Donald Trump en masse. Kamala Harris did not give a speech at the Democratic National Convention to a sea of communists while standing in front of the hammer and sickle. Hillary Clinton was not recently seen walking around Chicago in a MAGA hat. But images of all these things exist.



In recent weeks, far-right corners of social media have been clogged with such depictions, created with generative-AI tools. You can spot them right away, as they bear the technology's distinct image style: not-quite-but-almost photorealistic, frequently outrageous, not so dissimilar from a tabloid illustration. Donald Trump--or at least whoever controls his social-media accounts--posted the AI-generated photo of Harris with the hammer and sickle, as well as a series of fake images depicting Taylor Swift dressed as Uncle Sam and young women marching in Swifties for Trump shirts. (This after he falsely claimed that Harris had posted an image that had been "A.I.'d"--a tidy bit of projection.)



Read: Why does AI art look like that?



Trump himself has been the subject of generative-AI art and has shared depictions of himself going back to March 2023. He's often dressed up as a gun-toting cowboy or in World War II fatigues, storming a beach. Yet these are anodyne compared with much of the material created and shared by far-right influencers and shitposters. There are plenty of mocking or degrading images of Harris and other female Democratic politicians, such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. On X, one post that included a fake image in which Harris is implied to be a sex worker has been viewed more than 3.5 million times; on Facebook, that same post has been shared more than 87,000 times. One pro-Trump, Elon-Musk-fanboy account recently shared a suggestive image depicting a scantily clad Harris surrounded by multiple clones of Donald Trump; it's been viewed 1.6 million times. There are images and videos of Harris and Trump holding hands on a beach and Harris wearing a crown that reads Inflation Queen. On the first night of the DNC, MAGA influencers such as Catturd2 and Jack Posobiec supplemented their rage tweets about Democrats with stylized AI images of Tim Walz and Joe Biden looking enraged.



Although no one ideology has a monopoly on AI art, the high-resolution, low-budget look of generative-AI images appears to be fusing with the meme-loving aesthetic of the MAGA movement. At least in the fever swamps of social media, AI art is becoming MAGA-coded. The GOP is becoming the party of AI slop.



AI slop isn't, by nature, political. It is most prevalent on platforms such as Facebook, where click farmers and spammers create elaborate networks to flood pages and groups with cheap, fake images of starving children and Shrimp Jesus in the hopes of going viral, getting likes, and picking up "creator bonuses" for online engagement. Jason Koebler, a technology reporter who has spent the past year investigating Facebook's AI-slop economy, has described the deluge of artificial imagery as part of a "zombie internet" and "the end of a shared reality," where "a mix of bots, humans, and accounts that were once humans but aren't anymore interact to form a disastrous website where there is little social connection at all."



What's going on across the MAGA internet isn't exactly the same as Facebook's spam situation, although the vibe is similar. MAGA influencers may be shitposting AI photos for fun, but they're also engagement farming, especially on X, where premium subscribers can opt in to the platform's revenue-sharing program. Right-wing influencers have been vocal about these bonuses, which are handed out based on how many times a creator's content is seen in a given month. "Payout was huge. They've been getting bigger," Catturd2 posted this March, while praising Musk.



Although many of these influencers already have sizable followings, AI-image generators offer an inveterate poster the thing they need most: cheap, fast, on-demand fodder for content. Rather than peck out a few sentences complaining about Biden's age or ridiculing Harris's economic policies, far-right posters can illustrate their attacks and garner more attention. And it's only getting easier to do this: Last week, X incorporated the newest iteration of the generative-AI engine Grok, which operates with fewer guardrails than some competing models and has already conjured up untold illustrations of celebrities and politicians in compromising situations.

Read: Hot AI Jesus is huge on Facebook

It's helpful to think of these photos and illustrations not as nefarious deepfakes or even hyper-persuasive propaganda, but as digital chum--Shrimp Jesus on the campaign trail. For now, little (if any) of what's being generated is convincing enough to fool voters, and most of it is being used to confirm the priors of true believers. Still, the glut of AI-created political imagery is a pollutant in a broader online information ecosystem. This AI slop doesn't just exist in a vacuum of a particular social network: It leaves an ecological footprint of sorts on the web. The images are created, copied, shared, and embedded into websites; they are indexed into search engines. It's possible that, later on, AI-art tools will train on these distorted depictions, creating warped, digitally inbred representations of historical figures. The very existence of so much quickly produced fake imagery adds a layer of unreality to the internet. You and I, like voters everywhere, must wade through this layer of junk, wearily separating out what's patently fake, what's real, and what exists in the murky middle.



In many ways, political slop is a logical end point for these image generators, which seem most useful for people trying to make a quick buck. Photography, illustration, and graphic design previously required skill or, at the very least, time to create something interesting enough to attract attention, which, online, can be converted into real money. Now free or easily affordable tools have flooded the market. What once took expert labor is now spam, powered by tools trained on the output of real artists and photographers. Spam is annoying, but ultimately easy to ignore--that is, until it collides with the negative incentives of social-media platforms, where it's used by political shitposters and hucksters. Then the images become something else. In the hands of Trump, they create small news cycles and narratives to be debunked. In the hands of influencers, they are fired at our timelines in a scattershot approach to attract a morsel of attention. As with the Facebook AI-slop farms, social media shock jocks churning out obviously fake, low-quality images don't care whether they're riling up real people, boring them, or creating fodder for bots and other spammers. It is engagement for engagement's sake. Mindlessly generated information chokes our information pathways, forcing consumers to do the work of discarding it.



That these tools should end up as the medium of choice for Trump's political movement makes sense, too. It stands to reason that a politician who, for many years, has spun an unending series of lies into a patchwork alternate reality would gravitate toward a technology that allows one to, with a brief prompt, rewrite history so that it flatters him. Just as it seems obvious that Trump's devoted followers--an extremely online group that has so fully embraced conspiracy theorizing and election denial that some of its members stormed the Capitol building--would delight in the bespoke memes and crude depictions of AI art. The MAGA movement has spent nine years building a coalition of conspiratorial hyper-partisans dedicated to creating a fictional information universe to cocoon themselves in. Now they can illustrate it.
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San Francisco's Nocturnal Taxi Ballet

Why can't I stop watching a livestream of a parking lot?

by Charlie Warzel




For the past few nights, I've concerned myself with the private lives of autonomous vehicles.



It started when I read a news story about a San Francisco apartment complex whose residents were repeatedly awoken at 4 a.m. by honking self-driving taxis. The building overlooks an open-air parking lot that Waymo recently leased to store its vehicles. In the wee hours of the morning--between ferrying home overserved bar crawlers and picking up commuters during the morning rush hour--dozens of the autonomous white sedans fill the lot, power down, and wait to be summoned. Sometimes, too many awaken at the same time and back up while trying to make their way to the exit, only to find the lanes clogged by their brethren. Angling for position, the taxis engage in a series of polite reversals and turns that quickly gives way to gridlock. Now hemmed in, the cars begin to negotiate their movements, each one offering a gentle horn honk to signal its presence; before long, they're producing a symphony of toots, turn signals, and low-speed shuffling.

Read: It's a weird time for driverless cars

The spectacle was captured on video by Sophia Tung, an engineer whose home looks down on the lot. She first noticed the Waymos late last month, when they colonized the lot without warning, their ambient beeps and scoots so omnipresent that she heard them in her dreams. Tung was mesmerized by the cars' movements. "I found myself just staring at it for 10 minutes at a time, watching these machines figure each other out," she told me. "It was like watching a fish tank." Her amusement quickly turned into a side project: Tung set up a webcam and started livestreaming the view from her window, adding some chill music as a soundtrack. She told me that she had started the stream, titled "LoFi Waymo Hip Hop Radio ? Self Driving Taxi Depot Shenanigans to Relax/Study To," for herself--it was a fun thing to have on in the background while she worked--but it quickly became popular. A weekend editor at The Verge found the stream, then a German publication, then local news outlets and fellow YouTubers.



The stream made for a perfect viral story, mixing low-stakes neighborly frustration and humorous video with a more serious undertone: Here was an almost too on-the-nose encapsulation of a modern tech dystopia, where humans are tortured by corporate-owned robot vehicles that drive in circles, honking at the night sky. The existence of Tung's stream was quickly picked up by outlets such as Good Morning America and The New York Times, both of which focused on the disturbance and quoted sleepless residents plagued by the noise. Waymo eventually caught wind of the stream and released an update to prevent the vehicles from honking.



But they still drive around in the lot. It's like poetry in motion, and people love it. Tung's stream now regularly receives hundreds of concurrent viewers at all hours of the day. Fans have reached out to tell her they've become "obsessed" with its soothing rhythms. According to Sophia, every night from 2 to 5 a.m., the cars trickle out of the lot and head off to a second location to charge; the lot reliably begins to fill back up around 8 p.m., on weekdays, or 11 p.m. on weekends. Tung noticed that some stream viewers began to assign the Waymos human or animal characteristics, joking that certain cars have personalities. "I spend a lot of time wondering, What do I even call them?" Tung said of the taxis. "They sort of look like sheep, so I started calling them a flock. Then others argued that they're more like bugs or ants. More recently, my stream chat has begun assigning them genders and terms of endearment."



There's a definite novelty to watching self-driving technology at work. The cars, which use radar light detection to map the road and sense other objects and vehicles, are, in essence, wordlessly conversing with one another as they shuffle around the lot. The technology, which is still quite new, sometimes produces awkward, stilted interactions between taxis--much like when two people on a sidewalk try to step around each other, but keep choosing the same direction. It's fascinating to watch their maneuvering as the outgrowth of a complex system negotiating with itself. Tung told me that numerous Waymo engineers have come into her stream to thank her for broadcasting. "When you're building a product that's so wide-ranging and has so many teams, oftentimes people working on the software don't see the end product," she said.

John Hendrickson: What I found in San Francisco

But the true delight is voyeuristic. Watching the Waymos circle the lot under the cover of darkness--and occasionally getting stuck in an endless loop--scratches a childish itch, akin to the fantasy of watching one's toys come alive at night. In one video, the cars, bathed in taillight red and trying to exit, give off an aggressive vibe. In others, they seem clumsy. What do robots do when we can't see them? Tung's webcam answers the question. The stream makes it easy to spin up fictionalized, anthropomorphized yarns about the cars, because it feels like we've caught them in a private moment.



To watch these inanimate objects putter about is, in many ways, to experience the future in all its messy contradictions. The Waymo-parking-lot disruption epitomizes the unintended consequences of a still-new technology and a complex system when it interacts with the physical world--in this case, an alert feature for the roads was deployed with no concept of how it might trigger a honk tsunami when the cars gathered at their depots. The long-promised self-driving future is here, and it is equal parts wondrous and mundane. That the cars drive themselves is a small miracle; that they drive endlessly through the night in halting circles in parking lots is the stuff of satire.



"People have grandiose thoughts of the future," Tung said near the end of our conversation. "You wake up and think one day you'll be living in the future, but the part everyone misses is it takes millions of man-hours to build the future. You have to wait. But then, once it's here, it becomes mundane. As soon as you live in the future, it fades out of sight." In other words, the future doesn't happen overnight until, in a San Francisco parking lot, it does.
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The Far Right Is Becoming Obsessed With Race and IQ

"Race science" has returned.

by Ali Breland




Updated at 6:34 p.m. ET on August 20, 2024

"Joining us now is Steve Sailer, who I find to be incredibly interesting, and one of the most talented noticers," Charlie Kirk said on his internet show in October. Kirk, the 30-year-old founder of Turning Point USA, a right-wing youth organization, slowed down as he said "noticers," looked up at the camera, and coyly flicked his eyebrows.

That term--noticer--has become a thinly veiled shorthand within segments of the right to refer to someone who subscribes to "race science" or "race realism," the belief that racial inequities are biological. In his interview with Kirk, Sailer noticed that "Blacks tend to commit murder about 10 times as often per capita as whites, and it's not just all explained by poverty." Sailer, one of the most prominent peddlers of race science in the United States, has made a career out of noticing things. (Last year, he published an anthology of his writing titled Noticing.) He has claimed that Black people tend to have lower IQs than white people (while Asians and Ashkenazi Jews tend to have higher IQs). Sailer says that nurture plays a role, but generally concludes that differences between racial groups exist in large part because of inherent traits.

Sailer has written for decades about race science, but his appearance on Kirk's show--one of the most popular on the right--came amid a year in which he has earned newfound prominence. In June, he also appeared on Tucker Carlson's web show. "Somehow you became a mysterious outlaw figure that no one is allowed to meet or talk to," Carlson said from inside his barn studio in Maine. Sailer chuckled in agreement. "For 10 years--from 2013 into 2023--you basically couldn't go see Steve Sailer give a speech anywhere," he said. Now he was free to speak.

Read: Why is Charlie Kirk selling me food rations?

Sailer's move into the spotlight, though significant on its own, marks something larger: Race science is on the rise. The far right has long espoused outright racism and anti-Semitism, especially in the Trump era. But more right-wing gatekeepers are shrouding that bigotry in a cloak of objectivity and pseudoscientific justification. They see race not as a social construction, but as something that can be reduced to genetic facts. Don't take it from us, they say; just look at the numbers and charts.



Race science is hardly a new idea. During Jim Crow, the idea was used as justification for sterilizing Black people. In Nazi Germany, the veneer of science and biology was used as a pretense for genocide. In recent decades, race science has chugged along in the U.S., mostly subterraneously. It has occasionally popped out into public view, in many cases to be met with swift condemnation. A version of that played out in 1994, when Charles Murray and Richard J. Herrnstein published The Bell Curve, which argues, in part, that race and intelligence are linked.

More recently, after the Unite the Right rally held in Charlottesville, Virginia, early in the Trump presidency, race science was boosted by far-right figures such as Stefan Molyneux and Richard Spencer, though not to the extent or with the conviction it is now. In 2016, Spencer, the white supremacist who gained traction in the early Trump years, said that "race is genetically coherent," but also that "it's not just about genes and DNA" but about "the people and the spirit." Both Molyneux and Spencer had real followings, but were treated as fringe oddities by the mainstream right. Molyneux, who once reportedly said that immigration is "akin to importing a gene set that is incompatible with success in a free-market economy," was banned from YouTube in 2020. Spencer was also seen as politically radioactive, which curbed his potential influence.

Read: How Richard Spencer became an icon for white supremacists

What's different now is that race science is moving into the open. Sailer may have once been a fringe oddity as well, but these days his views are broadcast to the millions of people who listen to Kirk and Carlson. Neither Carlson nor Kirk pushed back on Sailer's views: "Steve, what you're doing is so important," Kirk told him. Over email, I asked Sailer why he believes he's now accepted into relatively more mainstream circles after having been pushed to the margins for years. Society is "drifting back toward sanity," he claimed.

Other peddlers of race science also have the ear of those in power on the right. Take Nick Fuentes, a 26-year-old white nationalist whose many followers call themselves "Groypers." He has repeatedly argued that white people are intellectually superior, and praised people who believe in race science. In a single podcast interview in 2022, Fuentes said that "there is a genetic basis" for Black people committing criminal acts and that Black people are "more antisocial and have higher incidences of sociopathy and on average a lower IQ." His ideology has proved so infectious among Gen Z that last year, disciples of his brand of politics appeared to have taken over dozens of campus conservative groups. He has also made inroads with elected Republicans; in 2022, Fuentes dined with Donald Trump at Mar-a-Lago.

Like Fuentes, Bronze Age Pervert, a prominent far-right influencer on X who has dabbled with race science, is especially popular with young conservatives. His book, Bronze Age Mindset, reportedly became a popular read among congressional and White House staffers during the Trump administration. Much of his message essentially boils down to this: Some people are better than others, there is a natural order, and Black people are definitely at or near the bottom of it. Bronze Age Pervert's real name is Costin Alamariu, and he holds a Ph.D. in political science from Yale. In a modified version of his thesis that he self-published last year to fanfare among the online right, titled Selective Breeding and the Birth of Philosophy, Alamariu writes that "Black Africans, in particular, are so divergent from the rest of humanity that they exceed the threshold commonly used in other species to draw sub-species boundaries."

Other anonymous far-right accounts have accrued more than 100,000 followers by posting about the supposed links between race and intelligence. Elon Musk frequently responds to @cremieuxrecueil, which one far-right publication has praised as an account that "traces the genetic pathways of crime, explaining why poverty is not a good causal explanation." Musk has also repeatedly engaged with @Eyeslasho, a self-proclaimed "data-driven" account that has posted statistics supposedly illustrating the inferiority of Black people. Other tech elites such as Marc Andreessen, David Sacks, and Paul Graham follow one or both of these accounts. Whom someone follows in itself is not an indication of their own beliefs, but at the very least it signals the kind of influence and reach these race-science accounts now have.

The gospel of race science has not fully caught on with the broader MAGA masses yet, but you can see how it's starting to trickle out. Race science is wrapped up in the right's attack on Kamala Harris as the "DEI candidate." The implication is that Harris's success can only be attributed to her race and gender, not her intellect or experience. To a race-science proponent, that's just what the data say.

No matter how hard people try, however, race cannot be reduced to the results of an IQ test. There is more to the complicated genetic, cultural, economic, and historical realities of race than a few lines on a chart. When I asked Sailer to explain the links between race and intelligence, he said that he doesn't "see strong reasons to assume that intelligence is all that different from a trait like height, which is clearly driven by both genes and environment." He cited regions of Serbia and South Sudan as having tall populations despite being relatively poor, suggesting that health and nutrition are not the primary explanation for average national height.

Genetics may play some role in the average height in these two countries, but intelligence is not like height. As three prominent psychologists have written, "Modern DNA science has found hundreds of genetic variants that each have a very, very tiny association with intelligence, but even if you add them all together they predict only a small fraction of someone's IQ score." Furthermore, that race is not a biological phenomenon is the consensus view among geneticists, biologists, and anthropologists, building on generations of empirical research.

Despite this, race-science adherents remained undeterred. Attempts to legitimize racial animus have a clear purpose. Even though racism persists in the U.S., overt racism is still extremely unpopular. Attempts to advance racist beliefs have to work within that paradigm. Trump's Muslim ban was racist, but it hid under justifications of national security and counterterrorism. Trump's attempts to stake his claim as a "law and order" candidate are a revival of Richard Nixon's similar strategy in the 1960s to energize racist voters without being racist out loud. When Trump has accidentally pierced the veil, as he did when he referred to predominantly Black nations as "shithole countries," he has tried to deny having said so in the first place. Race science is used as a crowbar to try to overturn the idea that racism is bigoted. Instead, its adherents insist, they are simply acknowledging a cold, hard truth about the world.

This can be particularly attractive in an era of data fetishism. Numbers and metrics have become a codex through which everything is processed: Rotten Tomatoes percentages, box-office sales, Spotify streams, Instagram followers now play an outsize role in determining what is culturally valuable. People quantify themselves by obsessively tracking their sleep cycles, heart rates, and other types of health data. To a racist, race science offers a similar certainty to another thing that's not actually quantifiable. Sailer has likened himself to a "statistics analyst."

The allure of a supposed truth of racial statistics is about more than data, of course. For certain white people, it can be appealing to believe that you have been shut out by a "system that doesn't recognize your genius, because it's set to the demands of the grubby many," as the conservative thinker Sohrab Ahmari, who has written about the creeping eugenic tendencies of right-wing youth, told me. DEI measures in the workplace may not be why a white person hasn't succeeded in their career, but they become easy scapegoats. This feeling of racial aggrievement can fester at a time when the cost of housing, food, and health care have all hit new highs relative to income. Economic vulnerability helps keep ideas like race science fertile. Studies have shown that, in Europe, negative perceptions about the economy correlate with upticks in support for the far right.

For those at the top of society, a belief in a natural hierarchy can work in the opposite direction: as a justification of their genius. Bronze Age Pervert speaks to disaffected right-wingers who have not attained what they thought they would, but also to those rising through the ranks of elite conservative institutions for a similar reason: "Natural inequalities exist" and "certain men are naturally more fit to rule than others," as the former Trump staffer Michael Anton summarizes what he calls "the most reasonable of BAP's premisses." In other words, we are rising through the ranks of the elite because it is our natural right to.

What makes the return of race science such a problem is that once the logic has taken hold, it is hard to root out: The natural order has already been settled. The poor are dysgenic and disgusting. The rich are heroic and smart. Everything is in its place.



This article originally misstated that the X account @Eyeslasho has posted about the "genetic inferiority" of Black people. In fact, the account has not directly attributed group differences to biology.
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AI Cheating Is Getting Worse

Colleges still don't have a plan.

by Ian Bogost




Kyle Jensen, the director of Arizona State University's writing programs, is gearing up for the fall semester. The responsibility is enormous: Each year, 23,000 students take writing courses under his oversight. The teachers' work is even harder today than it was a few years ago, thanks to AI tools that can generate competent college papers in a matter of seconds.

A mere week after ChatGPT appeared in November 2022, The Atlantic declared that "The College Essay Is Dead." Two school years later, Jensen is done with mourning and ready to move on. The tall, affable English professor co-runs a National Endowment for the Humanities-funded project on generative-AI literacy for humanities instructors, and he has been incorporating large language models into ASU's English courses. Jensen is one of a new breed of faculty who want to embrace generative AI even as they also seek to control its temptations. He believes strongly in the value of traditional writing but also in the potential of AI to facilitate education in a new way--in ASU's case, one that improves access to higher education.

Read: The first year of AI college ends in ruin

But his vision must overcome a stark reality on college campuses. The first year of AI college ended in ruin, as students tested the technology's limits and faculty were caught off guard. Cheating was widespread. Tools for identifying computer-written essays proved insufficient to the task. Academic-integrity boards realized they couldn't fairly adjudicate uncertain cases: Students who used AI for legitimate reasons, or even just consulted grammar-checking software, were being labeled as cheats. So faculty asked their students not to use AI, or at least to say so when they did, and hoped that might be enough. It wasn't.

Now, at the start of the third year of AI college, the problem seems as intractable as ever. When I asked Jensen how the more than 150 instructors who teach ASU writing classes were preparing for the new term, he went immediately to their worries over cheating. Many had messaged him, he told me, to ask about a recent Wall Street Journal article about an unreleased product from OpenAI that can detect AI-generated text. The idea that such a tool had been withheld was vexing to embattled faculty.

ChatGPT arrived at a vulnerable moment on college campuses, when instructors were still reeling from the coronavirus pandemic. Their schools' response--mostly to rely on honor codes to discourage misconduct--sort of worked in 2023, Jensen said, but it will no longer be enough: "As I look at ASU and other universities, there is now a desire for a coherent plan."

Last spring, I spoke with a writing professor at a school in Florida who had grown so demoralized by students' cheating that he was ready to give up and take a job in tech. "It's just about crushed me," he told me at the time. "I fell in love with teaching, and I have loved my time in the classroom, but with ChatGPT, everything feels pointless." When I checked in again this month, he told me he had sent out lots of resumes, with no success. As for his teaching job, matters have only gotten worse. He said that he's lost trust in his students. Generative AI has "pretty much ruined the integrity of online classes," which are increasingly common as schools such as ASU attempt to scale up access. No matter how small the assignments, many students will complete them using ChatGPT. "Students would submit ChatGPT responses even to prompts like 'Introduce yourself to the class in 500 words or fewer,'" he said.

If the first year of AI college ended in a feeling of dismay, the situation has now devolved into absurdism. Teachers struggle to continue teaching even as they wonder whether they are grading students or computers; in the meantime, an endless AI-cheating-and-detection arms race plays out in the background. Technologists have been trying out new ways to curb the problem; the Wall Street Journal article describes one of several frameworks. OpenAI is experimenting with a method to hide a digital watermark in its output, which could be spotted later on and used to show that a given text was created by AI. But watermarks can be tampered with, and any detector built to look for them can check only for those created by a specific AI system. That might explain why OpenAI hasn't chosen to release its watermarking feature--doing so would just push its customers to watermark-free services.

Other approaches have been tried. Researchers at Georgia Tech devised a system that compares how students used to answer specific essay questions before ChatGPT was invented with how they do so now. A company called PowerNotes integrates OpenAI services into an AI-changes-tracked version of Google Docs, which can allow an instructor to see all of ChatGPT's additions to a given document. But methods like these are either unproved in real-world settings or limited in their ability to prevent cheating. In its formal statement of principles on generative AI from last fall, the Association for Computing Machinery asserted that "reliably detecting the output of generative AI systems without an embedded watermark is beyond the current state of the art, which is unlikely to change in a projectable timeframe."

Read: A generation of AI guinea pigs

This inconvenient fact won't slow the arms race. One of the generative-AI providers will likely release a version of watermarking, perhaps alongside an expensive service that colleges can use in order to detect it. To justify the purchase of that service, those schools may enact policies that push students and faculty to use the chosen generative-AI provider for their courses; enterprising cheaters will come up with work-arounds, and the cycle will continue.

But giving up doesn't seem to be an option either. If college professors seem obsessed with student fraud, that's because it's widespread. This was true even before ChatGPT arrived: Historically, studies estimate that more than half of all high-school and college students have cheated in some way. The International Center for Academic Integrity reports that, as of early 2020, nearly one-third of undergraduates admitted in a survey that they'd cheated on exams. "I've been fighting Chegg and Course Hero for years," Hollis Robbins, the dean of humanities at the University of Utah, told me, referring to two "homework help" services that were very popular until OpenAI upended their business. "Professors are assigning, after decades, the same old paper topics--major themes in Sense and Sensibility or Moby-Dick," she said. For a long time, students could just buy matching papers from Chegg, or grab them from the sorority-house files; ChatGPT provides yet another option. Students do believe that cheating is wrong, but opportunity and circumstance prevail.

Students are not alone in feeling that generative AI might solve their problems. Instructors, too, have used the tools to boost their teaching. Even last year, one survey found, more than half of K-12 teachers were using ChatGPT for course and lesson planning. Another one, conducted just six months ago, found that more than 70 percent of the higher-ed instructors who regularly use generative AI were employing it to give grades or feedback to student work. And the tech industry is providing them with tools to do so: In February, the educational publisher Houghton Mifflin Harcourt acquired a service called Writable, which uses AI to give grade-school students comments on their papers.

Jensen acknowledged that his cheat-anxious writing faculty at ASU were beset by work before AI came on the scene. Some teach five courses of 24 students each at a time. (The Conference on College Composition and Communication recommends no more than 20 students per writing course and ideally 15, and warns that overburdened teachers may be "spread too thin to effectively engage with students on their writing.") John Warner, a former college writing instructor and the author of the forthcoming book More Than Words: How to Think About Writing in the Age of AI, worries that the mere existence of these course loads will encourage teachers or their institutions to use AI for the sake of efficiency, even if it cheats students out of better feedback. "If instructors can prove they can serve more students with a new chatbot tool that gives feedback roughly equivalent to the mediocre feedback they received before, won't that outcome win?" he told me. In the most farcical version of this arrangement, students would be incentivized to generate assignments with AI, to which teachers would then respond with AI-generated comments.

Stephen Aguilar, a professor at the University of Southern California who has studied how AI is used by educators, told me that many simply want some leeway to experiment. Jensen is among them. Given ASU's goal to scale up affordable access to education, he doesn't feel that AI has to be a compromise. Instead of offering students a way to cheat, or faculty an excuse to disengage, it might open the possibility for expression that would otherwise never have taken place--a "path through the woods," as he put it. He told me about an entry-level English course in ASU's Learning Enterprise program, which gives online learners a path to university admission. Students start by reading about AI, studying it as a contemporary phenomenon. Then they write about the works they read, and use AI tools to critique and improve their work. Instead of focusing on the essays themselves, the course culminates in a reflection on the AI-assisted learning process.

Read: Here comes the second year of AI college

Robbins said the University of Utah has adopted a similar approach. She showed me the syllabus from a college writing course in which students use AI to learn "what makes writing captivating." In addition to reading and writing about AI as a social issue, they read literary works and then try to get ChatGPT to generate work in corresponding forms and genres. Then they compare the AI-generated works with the human-authored ones to suss out the differences.

But Warner has a simpler idea. Instead of making AI both a subject and a tool in education, he suggests that faculty should update how they teach the basics. One reason it's so easy for AI to generate credible college papers is that those papers tend to follow a rigid, almost algorithmic format. The writing instructor, he said, is put in a similar position, thanks to the sheer volume of work they have to grade: The feedback that they give to students is almost algorithmic too. Warner thinks teachers could address these problems by reducing what they ask for in assignments. Instead of asking students to produce full-length papers that are assumed to stand alone as essays or arguments, he suggests giving them shorter, more specific prompts that are linked to useful writing concepts. They might be told to write a paragraph of lively prose, for example, or a clear observation about something they see, or some lines that transform a personal experience into a general idea. Could students still use AI to complete this kind of work? Sure, but they'll have less of a reason to cheat on a concrete task that they understand and may even want to accomplish on their own.

"I long for a world where we are not super excited about generative AI anymore," Aguilar told me. He believes that if or when that happens, we'll finally be able to understand what it's good for. In the meantime, deploying more technologies to combat AI cheating will only prolong the student-teacher arms race. Colleges and universities would be much better off changing something--anything, really--about how they teach, and what their students learn. To evolve may not be in the nature of these institutions, but it ought to be. If AI's effects on campus cannot be tamed, they must at least be reckoned with. "If you're a lit professor and still asking for the major themes in Sense and Sensibility," Robbins said, "then shame on you."

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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Trump Finds a New <em>Benghazi</em>

With his claims that Kamala Harris "A.I.'d" an image, Trump is playing a familiar language game.

by Matthew Kirschenbaum




AI entered the presidential race this week, but not in the way many might have been expecting. In a post on Truth Social, Donald Trump falsely claimed that Kamala Harris had "CHEATED" and "A.I.'d" an image showing a large crowd of people cheering for her at a campaign stop in Michigan.



The charge was quickly and easily disproved by news organizations (thousands of supporters were in fact photographed there from multiple angles); this was certainly not the "deepfake" crisis that experts have warned about for years, in which the existence of high-fidelity synthetic media leaves the public without the ability to distinguish between reality and fabrication. Nonetheless, Trump's claim instantly boomeranged around the internet, amplified not only by his supporters but by pro-Harris accounts (to ridicule and condemn it) as well as technical experts (to fact-check and debunk it). Some commentators also seized on the occasion to speculate as to Trump's mental well-being, a persistent theme of the summer campaign season. Was the post one more piece of evidence that the former president is losing his grip?



I have no special insight into Trump's mental state. But I do know that fact-checking and pushing back on a claim like this is a mug's game. Whether or not Trump believes what he says is largely irrelevant: What matters is that he's saying it, which invites others to participate.

Read: Trump's latest falsehood is a huge tell

Trump thrives on the unique dynamics of social media--tapping into both the algorithms that shape the information landscape and what it means for individual users to interact online. Loaded words and terms (which can also function as hashtags) are everything; they're sometimes called dog whistles, but linguists also refer to them as signifiers. This is a term that refers to a word's actual form--its appearance on page or screen, its sound to the ear, its feel on the tongue--as opposed to its semantic meaning. What "A.I." signifies in Trump's post is not just a technology but Trump's superiority, his dominance and mastery of all eventualities: He gets it. He's on it. Nothing gets past him. 



Trump understands the raw emotion of posting and engaging, the jolt that all but the most jaded users feel whenever the likes and replies start to roll in and the dopamine receptors activate. And this is what he's offering to his supporters: something to post about, a way of licensing them to follow his example by filling up the text boxes on their own screens. It's a version of what's been termed the "liar's dividend": Henceforth, whenever partisans or the media write about Harris's impressive crowds, there will be a preapproved and ready-made reply that can be transacted. She "A.I.'d" it!



Putting signifiers into play is not a new tactic, of course. Perhaps the best example to date is the word Benghazi, unfailingly uttered by a certain segment of the right-wing commentariat as an almost reflexive response to mere mention of Hillary Clinton. As a signifier, Benghazi stems from the 2012 attack on a pair of American government compounds in that Libyan city. Four Americans, including our ambassador, were killed. Then-Secretary of State Clinton was accused by her opponents of slow-walking the appropriate military countermeasures, costing lives. Numerous congressional hearings ensued, none of them proving negligence on Clinton's part but all of them consuming bandwidth and implanting the word in the minds of the electorate.



As a result, people who couldn't find Benghazi on a map would nonetheless invoke it whenever someone praised Clinton's experience or foreign-policy acumen (key selling points of her 2016 candidacy). Indeed, Google's Ngram Viewer, which tracks how words are used in a variety of published sources, shows a peak in the incidence of Benghazi not after 2012, when the event occurred, but around 2015--which is to say, in the thick of the presidential campaign that Clinton ultimately lost.



In this respect, even the oddly painstaking punctuation in Trump's "A.I.'d" post may not be beside the point. It functions much like the multisyllabic foreignness of Benghazi. The fussy periods abbreviating the acronym A.I., the placement of the apostrophe: all communicate precision and specificity of knowledge, a command of what's going on. Trump's got them cold. He knows exactly what this is all about.



To be clear: I am not claiming that Trump was conscious of any of this as he posted. This isn't another Trump-as-multidimensional-chess-master argument. Whatever tactical savvy is behind the post is the product of the reflexive way Trump uses media--his instincts for how to spike the narrative and shift the discourse--as well as his reckless disregard for the truth, and his consistent treatment of nearly all language as mere filler, or mere bluster, malleable and millable for his own ends.

Read: Elon Musk throws a Trump rally

But Trump's most effective signifiers have never been entirely arbitrary. In the case of "A.I.," the signifier feeds on many of his supporters' inherent distrust of the media, as well as legitimate fears of the menace of deepfakes and a paranoid belief that Democrats and the so-called deep state must surely have such technologies at their disposal (and are willing to use them). The signifier also feeds on their desire to believe that Harris herself is some kind of synthetic candidate, manufactured to spec and illegitimately inserted into the electoral process.



Can anything be done to counteract this behavior? Fact-checking may be necessary, but it is never going to be sufficient. It's an entirely reactive move, one that succeeds only by granting its subject, however spurious, undeserved consideration. The better move might be to play a more tactical and targeted version of Trump's game. This is where J. D. Vance's alleged (and disproved) illicit relations with a couch come in.



Some media outlets have tsked-tsked the meme, which is popular on the left. What's the difference between this and Trump's endless canards? The couch meme may be unwholesome and unflattering, but it does not attempt to distort the truth of an actual event. It posits a nonevent, and the fact that the original tweet included phony page references to Vance's own memoir also made it effortless to fact-check; an untruth with its own refutation built right in.



Not everything that may be factually untrue is equally liable as disinformation, and not every untruth operates in the same way. The Vance-couch meme does not demonstrate that Democrats are poisoning the information landscape in equal measure with Trump, creating even more work for all the hapless guardians of accuracy. It uses parody and humor to provide an outlet for people's distaste for an individual who seems to take an inordinate amount of interest in the bedroom activities of others. Mockery and ridicule operate in a different register from outright fabrication. They are effective signifying tactics not because they are falsehoods but because they can achieve a unique kind of accuracy.



Both "A.I." and Vance's couch are signifiers, fungible tokens in the collective language game that is the internet. Democrats shouldn't have to apologize, certainly not until the internet is a far less hospitable place for right-wing lies, memes, and disinformation campaigns that are far more harmful in the aggregate. By recognizing language games for what they are, it's possible to be a more responsible player--while still throwing the occasional elbow.
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Why Does AI Art Look Like That?

Every tech company wants its image generator to be the best. But they all produce oddly similar work.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




This week, X launched an AI-image generator, allowing paying subscribers of Elon Musk's social platform to make their own art. So--naturally--some users appear to have immediately made images of Donald Trump flying a plane toward the World Trade Center; Mickey Mouse wielding an assault rifle, and another of him enjoying a cigarette and some beer on the beach; and so on. Some of the images that people have created using the tool are deeply unsettling; others are just strange, or even kind of funny. They depict wildly different scenarios and characters. But somehow they all kind of look alike, bearing unmistakable hallmarks of AI art that have cropped up in recent years thanks to products such as Midjourney and DALL-E.



Two years into the generative-AI boom, these programs' creations seem more technically advanced--the Trump image looks better than, say, a similarly distasteful one of SpongeBob SquarePants that Microsoft's Bing Image Creator generated last October--but they are stuck with a distinct aesthetic. The colors are bright and saturated, the people are beautiful, and the lighting is dramatic. Much of the imagery appears blurred or airbrushed, carefully smoothed like frosting on a wedding cake. At times, the visuals look exaggerated. (And yes, there are frequently errors, such as extra fingers.) A user can get around this algorithmic monotony by using more specific prompts--for example, by typing a picture of a dog riding a horse in the style of Andy Warhol rather than just a picture of a dog riding a horse. But when a person fails to specify, these tools seem to default to an odd blend of cartoon and dreamscape.



These programs are becoming more common. Google just announced a new AI-image-making app called Pixel Studio that will allow people to make such art on their Pixel phone. The app will come preinstalled on all of the company's latest devices. Apple will launch Image Playground as part of its Apple Intelligence suite of AI tools later this year. OpenAI now allows ChatGPT users to generate two free images a day from DALL-E 3, its newest text-to-image model. (Previously, a user needed a paid premium plan to access the tool.) And so I wanted to understand: Why does so much AI art look the same?

Read: AI has a hotness problem

The AI companies themselves aren't particularly forthcoming. X sent back a form email in response to a request for comment about its new product and the images its users are creating. Four firms behind popular image generators--OpenAI, Google, Stability AI, and Midjourney--either did not respond or did not provide comment. A Microsoft spokesperson directed me toward some of its prompting guides and referred any technical questions to OpenAI, because Microsoft uses a version of DALL-E in products such as Bing Image Creator.



So I turned to outside experts, who gave me four possible explanations. The first focuses on the data that models are trained on. Text-to-image generators rely on extensive libraries of photos paired with text descriptions, which they then use to create their own original imagery. The tools may inadvertently pick up on any biases in their data sets--whether that's racial or gender bias, or something as simple as bright colors and good lighting. The internet is filled with decades of filtered and artificially brightened photos, as well as a ton of ethereal illustrations. "We see a lot of fantasy-style art and stock photography, which then trickles into the models themselves," Ziv Epstein, a scientist at the Stanford Institute for Human-Centered AI, told me. There are also only so many good data sets available for people to use to build image models, Phillip Isola, a professor at the MIT Computer Science & Artificial Intelligence Laboratory, told me, meaning the models might overlap in what they're trained on. (One popular one, CelebA, features 200,000 labeled photos of celebrities. Another, LAION 5B, is an open-source option featuring 5.8 billion pairs of photos and text.)



The second explanation has to do with the technology itself. Most modern models use a technique called diffusion: During training, models are taught to add "noise" to existing images, which are paired with text descriptions. "Think of it as TV static," Apolinario Passos, a machine-learning art engineer at Hugging Face, a company that makes its own open-source models, told me. The model then is trained to remove this noise, over and over, for tens of thousands, if not millions, of images. The process repeats itself, and the model learns how to de-noise an image. Eventually, it's able to take this static and create an original image from it. All it needs is a text prompt.

Read: Generative art is stupid

Many companies use this technique. "These models are, I think, all technically quite alike," Isola said, noting that recent tools are based on the transformer model. Perhaps this technology is biased toward a specific look. Take an example from the not-so-distant past: Five years ago, he explained, image generators tended to create really blurry outputs. Researchers realized that it was the result of a mathematical fluke; the models were essentially averaging all the images they were trained on. Averaging, it turns out, "looks like blur." It's possible that, today, something similarly technical is happening with this generation of image models that leads them to plop out the same kind of dramatic, highly stylized imagery--but researchers haven't quite figured it out yet. Additionally, "most models have an 'aesthetic' filter on both the input and output that reject images that don't meet a certain aesthetic criteria," Hany Farid,  a professor at the UC Berkeley School of Information, told me over email. "This type of filtering on the input and output is almost certainly a big part of why AI-generated images all have a certain ethereal quality."



The third theory revolves around the humans who use these tools. Some of these sophisticated models incorporate human feedback; they learn as they go. This could be by taking in a signal, such as which photos are downloaded. Others, Isola explained, have trainers manually rate which photos they like and which ones they don't. Perhaps this feedback is making its way into the model. If people are downloading art that tends to have really dramatic sunsets and absurdly beautiful oceanscapes, then the tools might be learning that that's what humans want, and then giving them more of that. Alexandru Costin, a vice president of generative AI at Adobe, and Zeke Koch, a vice president of product management for Adobe Firefly (the company's AI-image tool) told me in an email that user feedback can indeed be a factor for some AI models--a process called "reinforcement learning from human feedback," or RLHF. They also pointed to training data as well as assessments performed by human evaluators as influencing factors. "Art generated by AI models sometimes have a distinct look (especially when created using simple prompts)," they said in a statement. "That's generally caused by a combination of the images used to train the image output and the tastes of those who train or evaluate the images."



The fourth theory has to do with the creators of these tools. Although representatives for Adobe told me that their company does not do anything to encourage a specific aesthetic, it is possible that other AI makers have picked up on human preference and coded that in--essentially putting their thumb on the scale, telling the models to make more dreamy beach scenes and fairylike women. This could be intentional: If such imagery has a market, maybe companies would begin to converge around it. Or it could be unintentional; companies do lots of manual work in their models to combat bias, for example, and various tweaks favoring one kind of imagery over another could inadvertently result in a particular look.



More than one of these explanations could be true. In fact, that's probably what's happening: Experts told me that, most likely, the style we see is caused by multiple factors at once. Ironically, all of these explanations suggest that the uncanny scenes we associate with AI-generated imagery are actually a reflection of our own human preferences, taken to an extreme. No surprise, then, that Facebook is filled with AI-generated slop imagery that earns creators money, that Etsy recently asked users to label products made with AI following a surge of junk listings, and that the arts-and-craft store Michaels recently got caught selling a canvas featuring an image that was partially generated by AI (the company pulled the product, calling this an "unacceptable error.").

Read: AI-generated junk is flooding Etsy

AI imagery is poised to seep even further into everyday life. For now, such art is usually visually distinct enough that people can tell it was made by a machine. But that may change. The technology could get better. Passos told me he sees "an attempt to diverge from" the current aesthetic "on newer models." Indeed, someday computer-generated art may shed its weird, cartoonish look, and start to slip past us unnoticed. Perhaps then we'll miss the corny style that was once a dead giveaway.
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Get Ready for Tesla Cops

Police officers are falling in love with electric cars.

by Matteo Wong




At a rally this past April in Michigan, surrounded by a cadre of law-enforcement officials, Donald Trump suddenly began railing against electric cars. President Joe Biden's decision to support EVs, he decried, "is one of the dumbest I've ever heard." Minutes later, he was back to praising the sheriffs behind him: "We have to get law and order back. These are the best people in the world," he said to a smattering of applause.



Support for law enforcement and skepticism of electric cars both abound on the right. Police officers are more likely to identify as Republican than the communities they serve, and their unions widely endorsed Trump in 2020. Meanwhile, the Americans buying electric cars tend to be Democratic. And yet, more and more law-enforcement officers seem to be taken by EVs. When they "get into and experience the [electric] cars firsthand themselves," Tony Abdalla, a sergeant with the South Pasadena Police Department, told me, "they're like, Okay, I think I get it now."



Last month, South Pasadena's police department became the first in the country with a fully electric police fleet, replacing all of its gas-powered vehicles with 20 Teslas. Four officers, after test-driving Teslas for the department, have already bought one for personal use, Abdalla, who leads his department's EV-conversion project, told me. South Pasadena is one among a growing number of law-enforcement agencies that are electrifying their fleets. About 50 miles south, the Irvine Police Department just became likely the country's first to purchase a Tesla Cybertruck. Departments in at least 38 states have purchased, tested, or deployed fully electric cars. Electric patrol cars are not yet legion and in many cities are likely less common than EVs among the general population, but their ranks are growing. They now prowl the streets in Eupora, Mississippi; Cary, North Carolina; and Logan, Ohio.



The nation's switch to battery-powered police cruisers isn't only, or even primarily, about the environment. In many cases, they are proving to simply be the best-performing and most cost-effective option for law enforcement. Police departments require vehicles that have rapid acceleration and deceleration; space for radios, sirens, and other special equipment; and extreme reliability for 24-hour emergency responses. When the South Pasadena police first looked into electrification, in the mid-2000s, no EVs on the market could handle the heavy workload that law enforcement demands. The last thing any police officer needs is to worry about their car running out of charge mid-shift. When Tesla unveiled the Model Y in 2019, Abdalla said, it "perked us up." The model's range, safety, and power made it the first EV that appeared potentially suitable for the department.



Five years later, the cars have gotten much better. New EVs can regularly drive upwards of 200 or 300 miles per charge, plenty for many officers. Multiple companies help modify Teslas with the necessary equipment to turn them into patrol cars, and both Ford and Chevy market EVs specifically for police use. And from a performance perspective, EVs are appealing for law enforcement because they are typically more powerful than gas-powered cars. The acceleration can verge on the absurd--an electric Hummer pickup truck, which weighs nearly 10,000 pounds, can go from zero to 60 miles per hour about as quickly as a Formula 1 race car. The reason is simple: Whereas combustion engines have to transfer energy from a series of explosions through the transmission and then to the wheels, electric motors instantly begin spinning the tires.



Read: The electric Hummer is a paradox



An annual vehicle test by the Michigan State Police precision-driving unit, which is used by departments across North America to gauge a car's suitability for police use, found last year that the Chevy Blazer EV and the Ford Mustang Mach-E accelerated from zero to 100 miles per hour in roughly 11 seconds, about half the time of many popular gas-powered police cars. On a highway patrol, improved acceleration means catching up to other cars more quickly and risking fewer accidents, says Nicholas Darlington, the Michigan State Police precision-driving unit's commander. If a suspect is fleeing in a high-end EV, a gas-powered pursuit vehicle might just not be able to catch up: There are numerous videos of police cars struggling to keep pace with Teslas on real and controlled roads.



An EV is typically more expensive up front than a gas-powered car, but police departments offset those costs by not needing to fuel up. The South Pasadena PD expects to save $4,000 a year per EV on fuel alone, Abdalla said. EVs also require less maintenance than gas cars do, compensating for higher sticker costs. After factoring in maintenance and other savings, the operational costs of the city's Teslas could be half the price per mile driven. New York City, which has one of the largest police fleets in the world, now has roughly 200 EVs, and citywide has "achieved probably 60 to 70 percent maintenance savings in our existing electric fleet," Keith Kerman, NYC's chief fleet officer, told me. The most expensive and time-consuming repairs, combustion-engine and transmission replacements, are wholly unnecessary for EVs, he added, meaning the cars can more consistently stay on the road and free up mechanics.



Todd Bertram, the police chief in Bargersville, Indiana, told a local news site that the department's 13 Teslas are leading to roughly $80,000 in savings on fuel costs, freeing the agency up to hire two additional officers. "For us, it was primarily an operational decision," Abdalla said. "We got a much better-performing fleet that cost significantly less to maintain and fuel. It saves taxpayers money."



EVs don't make the best police cars in every situation. Some departments that have piloted Teslas have determined that they are too small for regular police work. Range is another concern: South Pasadena is a relatively small municipality in which officers are unlikely to drive more than 60 miles in any given 12-hour shift, Abdalla told me. In New York City on a triple shift, an EV battery's range might not cut it, which is why the NYPD operates more than 2,000 hybrids, Kerman told me. Chargers are much slower than refueling a gas tank, and there are still not enough of them. EVs may not always be practical for state troopers or highway-patrol officers, who may have to drive long distances over roads without much of an EV-charging infrastructure.





As more officers are seen patrolling highways and parks, making traffic stops and arrests, and idling on street corners in Teslas, electric pickup trucks, and battery-powered SUVs, more Republicans may give EVs a chance. "Given the high trust Republicans have in law enforcement, it's possible that those who were once skeptical of EVs could have a more favorable impression of these products once they see law enforcement using them," Mike Murphy, who runs the EV Politics Project, an advocacy group dedicated to getting Republicans to adopt EVs, told me over email.



That will not be the case everywhere--if police cars aren't labeled as electric, for instance, people may not notice them, Loren McDonald, an EV consultant, told me over email. In some places, the effect of electric police cruisers might even dissuade more drivers: "Pushing for EVs using climate-change arguments ... would further alienate GOP politicians and voters who have a polarized and entrenched view on climate change," Murphy said.



Right now, electric cars might actually be more divisive than law enforcement. Some recent polling suggests that Republicans and Democrats may be more closely aligned in their confidence in the police than in how they view EVs. GOP politicians might even prevent police departments, along with other government agencies, from buying EVs, as Republican legislators attempted to do in Kentucky earlier this year. Defunding the police is already a controversial idea; defueling the police may turn out to be as well.
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Sorry, You Need a Neck Fan

The age of heat gadgets is here.

by Saahil Desai




This summer, one question has been living rent-free in my head: Do I look like a giant dork? Faced with miserable heat and humidity, I have surrendered to JisuLife, the maker of a plastic sea-green neck fan that spurts cool air onto my face. Mine was $28.30; it's rechargeable and looks absolutely ridiculous--like if Beats headphones had a baby with a travel pillow.



At one point, I put on my best summer clothes for a dinner out and then wrapped the device around my neck before leaving the house. It felt about as embarrassing as showing up to a wedding in a tuxedo and Crocs. The neck fan is not glamorous, but fashion be damned. My JisuLife and its 78 air vents accompany me on my daily commute, during which I once spotted a pair of teens in matching white neck fans holding hands (true love!). Last week, I wore the gadget to the grocery store and caught a knowing glance from an elderly woman doing the same. Simone Biles's mom and dad each had one on as they sat in the audience at the Paris Olympics. They are everywhere at Disney World. Jenna Bush Hager has touted them on the Today show. With good behavior, Amazon warehouse workers can earn enough "swag bucks" to buy one to stay cool on the job.



The neck fan is a heat gadget for hot times, a piece of technology designed to make extreme weather a bit more bearable. "Live chill, stay cool" goes JisuLife's slogan. It's been a gross summer, as it likely will be next year, and the year after that, and the year after that. At this rate, it may soon be weird not to wear one.



The longer I wear my neck fan, the easier it is to imagine a future in which neck fans are as much part of the summer as sunglasses and flip-flops. A future in which neck fans go the way of airpods--first ugly, then ubiquitous. The promise of the neck fan is that you can always be just a button away from your own personal microclimate. That even though many Americans already shuffle between air-conditioned homes, air-conditioned cars, and air-conditioned offices, the answer to extreme heat is to buy something like wearable AC for those pesky moments when you still have to be outside.



But even AC is an insufficient solution for 13 straight monthly heat records, 129-degree temps, and pavement hot enough to give you third-degree burns. Meanwhile, the neck fan is about as high-tech as a microwave or a beard trimmer. The model I have has one button that powers it on and toggles between three speeds. (Thankfully, the fans are bladeless, presumably so they won't accidentally give you a shave.) You plug the fan in to recharge it. You can get neck fans with "AI mode"--whatever that means--and $200 ones with special thermal cooling chips, but for the most part, they are cheap products from such esteemed brands as FrSara, OLV, Penkou, and Jmostrg.



In other words, neck fans are just more electronic junk--the kind that litters e-commerce sites such as Temu and TikTok Shop and is hawked online by influencers. That's how neck fans first began to take off to such a degree that even Wirecutter decided to review them. "I saw a Twitter video that said the neck fan was cooler than an air conditioner and thought, This is utter nonsense--this is the stupidest thing," Thom Dunn, who wrote the site's guide, told me. "Why did 4 million people watch this?"



Read: The junk is winning



It is pretty stupid, scientifically speaking. "These devices will almost certainly have no impact on actual body core temperature," Chris Tyler, a researcher at the University of Roehampton, in London, who has studied the relationship between the neck and heat regulation, told me in an email. A neck fan "will probably make people FEEL cooler but won't make them any cooler," he said. When the temperature isn't hot enough to be truly risky, though, feeling better counts for something. At the lowest setting, my JisuLife is useless, even in pretty mild heat. But spending an hour outside at 90 degrees became more tolerable with my neck fan cranked all the way up--which I came to realize only when the device ran out of battery and whirred to a stop.



That extra bit of comfort has proved alluring. Dunn eventually came around: The Wirecutter guide calls the devices "more pleasant than you'd expect." Leo Chen, the head of marketing at JisuLife, told me that the company has sold $40 million worth of neck fans in the United States so far this year--already double that of last year. As of this spring, you can buy JisuLife neck fans at Costco, CVS, Best Buy, and Tractor Supply. Another brand, Torras, sells luxe iterations, with cooling and heating options, that are available at Home Depot and Lowe's--and has partnered with the Dallas Mavericks to promote the device. As Dunn told me, "Neck fans are the perfect serendipity of global warming and global markets."



Lots of other devices have a similar promise: It is hot, and technology can help. There are stylish handheld fans (Drake has even used one), belt fans that puff out your shirt and make you look like the Michelin man, and an e-watch that promises to be "your personal thermostat." Sony sells a V-neck undershirt that also functions as a personal AC. Perhaps extreme heat is destined to change how we interact with technology. You may not need Ray-Ban smart glasses or a combination air fryer and an Instant Pot, but you may eventually need a heat gadget.



Perhaps the best use for a neck fan isn't what is billed on all the product listings. One night last week, I came home from work and plopped down in front of the TV. Out of a mix of laziness and frugalness, I resisted the impulse to reach for the AC remote and instead slung on my neck fan. Cool and comfortable, I turned on a mindless Netflix reality show, and settled into the couch. A few minutes in, the camera panned to one of the main characters. She was wearing a neck fan.
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Kamala Harris's Balancing Act

"How do you distance yourself from an unpopular president while also running on his policies?"

by The Editors




This week, Joe Biden gave his first speech alongside Kamala Harris since announcing that he would not continue seeking reelection. This appearance comes just days ahead of the Democratic National Convention, where Biden will speak to delegates in what, by the end of the week, will amount to Harris's official nomination. As Democrats balance running on Biden's record while also trying to present Harris as a fresh candidate, the president's role on the campaign trail after the convention remains in question.

"How do you distance yourself from an unpopular president while also running on his policies?" Tarini Parti asked last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic. "Even though they're trying to portray this very warm relationship ... we're going to see some of this awkwardness at play here, because the convention, for all these months, was being set up to be headlined by someone else."

As Biden's time in the White House nears its end, his legacy as president in part hinges on the outcome of this election, Susan Glasser said last night. If Harris "doesn't win, there will be plenty of recriminations that find their way to Biden," Glasser continued. "If she does win, people will hail him for having made a decision to step aside in favor of the greater good of defeating Donald Trump."

Meanwhile, as Trump contends with his campaign in a race no longer pitted against Biden, many Republicans are calling on the former president to go after Kamala Harris on policy rather than rely on personal attacks. "It's not just the casual lying or the slinging or invention of bizarre conspiracy theories," Glasser said, but his comments more and more have the "feeling of an act of self-harm as an effort to gain attention no matter what."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Susan Glasser, a staff writer for The New Yorker; Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent for The New York Times; Tarini Parti, a national-politics reporter at The Wall Street Journal; and Chuck Todd, a chief political analyst at NBC News.

Watch the full episode here.
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America Could Do Without Its Chief Wellness Officer

The "nation's doctor" has turned from addressing smoking and nutrition to worrying about America's emotional well-being.

by Benjamin Mazer




Vivek Murthy, the surgeon general of the United States, used to spend his time focused on the traditional issues of the nation's doctor. He led campaigns and authored reports to promote physical activity, limit adolescents' vaping, and improve treatment for alcohol and drug addiction. He reminded us to eat our fruits and vegetables.



These days, he's more likely to talk about friendship and Americans' desperate need for more of it. Last year, he gave this phenomenon a grave, official designation: The country is experiencing an "epidemic of loneliness and isolation." His office encourages people to document the ways they've connected with others on a postcard, an act that will supposedly help enhance the function of their immune system. He offers what he has referred to as "disarmingly simple" relationship-building techniques, such as company-mandated conversations with co-workers about personal matters. The surgeon general's official website has even pushed a third-party digital solution called FriendApp that's positioned itself as a gentler alternative to the most popular social-media platforms. These are among the more concrete recommendations in Murthy's anti-loneliness campaign. The official government advisory also encourages people to "invest time in nurturing your relationships through consistent, frequent, and high-quality engagement" and to "be responsive, supportive, and practice gratitude."



Speaking as someone who has struggled to make connections, I appreciate Murthy's concern. Speaking as a practicing physician, I think he's being a little goofy. Past surgeons general have mostly lectured the public on the dangers of cigarettes or cholesterol and saturated fat. Murthy's predecessor, Jerome Adams, prioritized the opioid epidemic, oral health, and COVID. Murthy, on the other hand, has preached about the importance of finding emotional fulfillment, using love as medicine, and treating art as a source of healing. The surgeon general appears to have transformed himself from the nation's doctor into something newer: its first chief wellness officer.



When I spoke with Murthy a few weeks ago, I told him that his advocacy reminded me more of self-help bromides than public-health advice. I asked him why so many of his recent projects--the immunity-boosting postcard, for example--seemed superficial and gimmicky. "Well, I would characterize the work we do as different than 'superficial and gimmicky,'" he responded in the same amiable voice he uses to narrate mindfulness exercises for the meditation app Calm. He assured me that "small steps can make a difference when it comes to building social connection" and that his work is backed up by data. "The science drives what we do in our office," he said. By the time our call was over, I felt like an anti-wellness ogre.



Murthy dipped his toes into the placid waters of holistic health while serving his first stint in office, during the Obama administration. (In 2015, he prescribed happiness to a TED Talk audience.) After leaving, he published a best-selling book about the "healing power of human connection." Since being back in uniform--President Joe Biden reappointed him surgeon general in 2021--Murthy has been hammering wellness tropes with singular determination. He's put out reports and press releases promoting "work-life harmony," endorsing a "culture of gratitude and recognition," and treating "quiet quitting" as if it were an outbreak of disease. His biweekly podcast promises to help listeners "navigate the messiness and uncertainties of life to find meaning and joy." Last fall, he told the health-and-fitness guru Andrew Huberman that "there are people who may not have diagnosable mental illness but are not operating optimally in their lives, and that's detracting from their fulfillment."



In Murthy's diagnosis of our national mood, loneliness isn't merely a bad feeling; it's poison for our body. Although loneliness certainly isn't good for us, the surgeon general has made some oddly specific claims. Is feeling isolated really equivalent to smoking up to 15 cigarettes a day, as his social-connection advisory declares? A published study says so, but medical experts have made similar statements about sitting, alcohol, air pollution, and processed foods. Those have each been characterized as the "new smoking"--yet it is tobacco, the most conventional of public-health concerns, that remains the leading cause of preventable death. Besides, if being lonely were only as bad as, say, smoking five cigarettes a day, would we find it any less distressing? I think most people know that such assertions aren't meant to be taken literally: They're metaphors, not statistics. But when the surgeon general disseminates incredible statements--when he implies that loneliness is literally as harmful as sucking dozens of carcinogens into your lungs--some Americans may more easily dismiss his credible points, such as his important work on gun violence.



Talking with Murthy, I found it hard not to feel moved by his passion and drawn in by his congeniality. He started our conversation by asking me about my college experience, then talking about the difficult time he had getting to know people in school. I don't believe that his priorities are entirely misguided. I have witnessed a yearning for connection in my own community. I've also seen its downstream consequences on people's bodies. I have patients who have waited far too long to seek out treatment, because they had no one in their lives looking out for them. And his wellness-based initiatives do have some meaningful components: Murthy has endorsed paid family leave and improved public transit as policies that could bring relief to our disconnected nation.



But on the whole, the loneliness report offers only vague directives. Social connection should be made a priority for research institutions, governments, health systems, and workplaces. Public-health departments are urged to find "sustainable interventions and strategies" to promote it. The details of these interventions and strategies are mostly left to the reader's imagination. One night at dinner, for instance, I suggested to my partner that perhaps Murthy's guidance could help us make friends in our new home in Baltimore. We took up the surgeon general's advice to join a community group, eventually landing on an LGBTQ dinner club. Over the next few months, we met nice people and had pleasant conversations. It was good to get out of the house. But I can't say that we formed any deep, enduring friendships--the type I'd consider "high-quality engagement" that might extend my life.



For Murthy, focusing on general well-being allows him to tap into a long-standing and lucrative market. Speaking gigs, book deals, and consulting opportunities will surely await him after he leaves office--if he so desires. He'll be particularly well positioned for the corporate world, where chief wellness officers are de rigueur. (These days, even the CIA has one!) He's already done work for companies including Netflix, Airbnb, and Estee Lauder, and he's served as an adviser for Attention, a "technology company focusing on mental health," as it is described in his 2021 public financial disclosure. Murthy told me that he didn't yet know what his future plans might be, but that "the question of how we enhance the overall health and well-being of people in our country and around the world will remain important" to his work.



But Murthy has now set up a quandary for every surgeon general who follows him. Should the nation's doctor continue to dispense prescriptions for happiness and love? Or should the office go back to giving staid advice on how to curb the nation's rates of chronic illness? Fostering the total physical and spiritual well-being of all citizens sounds pretty good, but it's also quite ambitious. Murthy may be relying on gimmicks and gestures because he's run up against the limits of his role. Helping someone quit cigarettes is a measurable goal with clear results; undoing 15 cigarettes' worth of loneliness each day is a squishier project. And however well intentioned Murthy might be, a federal bureaucracy will never be a natural place to turn to for emotional healing. America's doctor might have to settle for getting us to eat a few more fruits and vegetables.
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The Plan to Take Down the Hyde Amendment

Eliminating the long-standing policy would be one of the most viable ways for a president to expand abortion access.

by Lucy Tu




For nearly 50 years, the Hyde Amendment has been considered an unassailable fixture of the United States budget. First passed in 1976, just three years after the now-defunct Roe v. Wade ruling, the amendment prohibits federal programs from covering the cost of most abortions, with exceptions for cases of rape, incest, and life-threatening pregnancies. Although the original amendment applied only to Medicaid, Hyde's restrictions now extend to other programs, including Medicare, the Federal Employees Health Benefits Program, and the Indian Health Service. To many of its supporters, the amendment serves as both a guard against taxpayers funding abortions and a broad-brush check on abortion access.


 Hyde has withstood round after round of litigation and congressional challenges. For the amendment's opponents, even President Joe Biden's attempts to undo it--however unsuccessful--counted as progress. Now a Harris administration could give them their first chance in decades to not just attack the amendment, but eliminate it.



"Harris has already set the stage," Nourbese Flint, the president of the national abortion-rights advocacy group All* Above All, told me. With Roe gone, restoring abortion protections would require making new rules, or eliminating old restrictions, and Kamala Harris has signaled she'd do just that by talking about "what we want in the future, not what we had in the past," Flint said. Practically, repealing Hyde would immediately change abortion's availability for millions of Americans. Politically, it could be one of the most viable ways for Harris to fulfill any campaign promises to protect abortion access.

The Hyde Amendment is a congressional "rider" attached to the Department of Health and Human Services' annual budget, so it must be reapproved every year. The Democratic Party first spotlighted the idea of repealing it in 2016 as part of Hillary Clinton's presidential platform. Reproductive-rights groups had been arguing that Hyde effectively creates a two-tier system of abortion care: one for patients who can afford to pay out of pocket, and another for poor patients and women of color, who disproportionately rely on Medicaid and who are also more likely to need an abortion. Simultaneously, Democrats were growing more reliant on young, nonwhite, and women voters who might care about the issue of abortion rights.



"There was a stronger focus on the intersection between reproductive rights and questions of racial justice and economic inequality," Mary Ziegler, a legal historian of the U.S. abortion debate, told me. "It's also not a coincidence that the first presidential nominee to be vocal about repealing Hyde was the first woman" the Democratic Party nominated for president. The Supreme Court's 2016 ruling in Whole Woman's Health v. Hellerstedt, which struck down overly burdensome state restrictions on abortion, also suggested a political opening. Opposing the Hyde Amendment, once seen as a "political loser and stance only for single-issue, pro-choice lawmakers," Ziegler said, gained rapid traction.



The 2016 election did not exactly mark the issue as a political winner. Nonetheless, in the 2020 presidential race, Harris positioned herself as one of Hyde's fiercest opponents. As a candidate, Biden was more equivocal: His campaign reaffirmed his support for Hyde just a day before he pledged to overturn it. (Harris confronted him about his flip-flop in one primary debate.) Still, as president, Biden consistently omitted Hyde restrictions from his annual HHS budget proposal, though Congress reinserted them into the final federal budget each year. Harris has indicated her continued opposition to Hyde, too: "The Vice President continues to support the repeal of the Hyde amendment," a spokesperson for the Harris campaign told me in an email.



Repealing Hyde would immediately erase long-standing constraints on abortions. Today, of the 36 states without abortion bans, 17 use their own funds to pay for abortions for Medicaid recipients. In the remaining 19 states and the District of Columbia, which don't provide such funding, the one in five reproductive-age women insured through Medicaid can't receive coverage for most abortions. Paying out of pocket is impossible for many of these women; many others are forced to delay their procedure, increasing its costs and risks, while they raise money.



Eliminating the amendment would not override post-Dobbs abortion bans, so Medicaid recipients in abortion-restrictive areas would still need to travel out of state for the procedure. But abortion advocacy groups would be able to redirect funds that now pay for abortions toward emergency travel expenses and similar initiatives. And Medicaid would no longer "treat abortion separate from every other kind of pregnancy-related care," Madison Roberts, a senior legislative counsel who works on reproductive rights at the American Civil Liberties Union, told me.



Any proposal from a potential President Harris to omit Hyde language from the HHS budget would face an uphill battle in Congress. Biden's Hyde-free budget did successfully pass the House of Representatives in 2021, before the amendment was reinstated during negotiation with the Republican-controlled Senate. If Republicans regain control of the Senate in November, they could again insist on including Hyde in the budget; even some Democrats who object to abortion bans might hesitate to support Medicaid coverage for abortion services. Still, Harris has a stronger track record of defending access to abortion than Biden, who for years said his Catholic beliefs went against the practice, though he supported others' right to choose it. Even within the Biden administration, Harris has made the issue one of her priorities: Earlier this year, she undertook a nationwide tour meant to "fight back against extremist attacks" on "reproductive freedoms," as the White House put it. That she so clearly cares about reinstating abortion protections could make her a more compelling messenger for the effort to repeal Hyde than Biden ever was. (As the president of one anti-abortion group summed up, "While Joe Biden has trouble saying the word abortion, Kamala Harris shouts it.")



Nationwide backlash to Dobbs may also have convinced more lawmakers that their constituents support abortion access. "Voters who might have been instinctually comfortable with certain abortion restrictions are now turning out in record numbers to protect abortion rights," Ziegler said. "Each congressional vote over abortion issues gets more attention, and preserving Hyde will be a tougher sell for Republicans." And because repealing Hyde would leave state abortion laws untouched, it could face less opposition in Congress than attempts to codify Roe protections and supersede state authority.


 But the factors that make ending Hyde a possibility also limit its impact, which would vary substantially by state, especially in the context of existing anti-abortion laws. Undoing Hyde would represent a major victory for a Harris administration, but it might not dramatically alter the overall picture of abortion in the U.S. Instead, it would reflect a broader shift in how the country treats abortion, signaling that the federal government--for the first time in half a century--considers it a standard medical procedure to be funded like so many others.
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The Ozempic Shortage Is Over

Obesity-drug shortages have led to a boom in risky alternatives. They may be impossible to stop.

by Yasmin Tayag




The wave of new obesity drugs has been defined as much by people who are taking them as by those who aren't. For all the hype, the weekly shots have been awfully hard to get ahold of. Semaglutide, sold as Wegovy and Ozempic, and tirzepatide, a newer competitor branded as Mounjaro and Zepbound, first appeared on the FDA's shortage list in 2022. They've been intermittently unavailable ever since. Shortages are a problem in part because these drugs must be taken consistently; if they aren't, their dramatic weight-loss effects disappear. People have scrambled to make do--stretching out doses, turning to older obesity medications, and finding off-brand dupes of the drugs.



In the era of shortages, Ozempic copycats have become a billion-dollar cottage industry. Some are illegal fakes purchased from shady online sites, but not all. As long as the drugs are classified by the FDA as in shortage, entities called compounding pharmacies can make and sell versions that the agency says are "essentially copies." Large telehealth platforms such as Hims & Hers and Ro now prescribe and sell compounded semaglutide; by one estimate, it constitutes up to 30 percent of the semaglutide sold in the United States.



But these versions can pose health risks. Compounded drugs are not as tightly regulated as brand-name ones. The FDA doesn't verify whether they're effective or safe, so people "have to beware," Robin Feldman, a professor at UC Law San Francisco who specializes in pharmaceutical law, told me. Compounded and fake drugs alike can come with unknown substances, impurities, and unclear instructions that can lead to overdoses. The FDA recently warned that Americans have gotten very sick from overdosing on compounded semaglutide, noting that in some cases, people have inadvertently taken 20 times the required dose.



Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, the companies that manufacture semaglutide and tirzepatide, respectively, have repeatedly made assurances that they are working to ramp up production. Earlier this month, the drugmakers appeared to finally deliver on their promises. First, all forms of tirzepatide were listed as "available" on the FDA's drug-shortage website--and then, a few days later, the same was true of all but one form of semaglutide. That still may not be enough to curtail the troubling rise of off-brand obesity drugs.



The basic problem is that, for many people, getting a prescription filled is still very much up to chance. Supply issues have improved for some, Ted Kyle, an obesity-policy consultant, told me, but others are having to wait more than two weeks to fill their prescriptions. Reliable information about the availability of the drugs is hard to come by. Instead, doctors and patients alike trade observations and hearsay about pharmacies that may have them in stock. Even the drugmakers themselves have acknowledged as much. The end of the shortage "does not mean that any pharmacy, or certainly every pharmacy, has all 12 dosage forms sitting on their shelves," Eli Lilly's CEO, David Ricks, said last week.



The mystifying linguistics of the FDA's shortage policy is partly to blame for getting people's hopes up. You might reasonably expect a drug listed as "available" to be, well, available--but that isn't the case. As long as the drugs are on the list at all, they are still considered to be in shortage. Nearly all forms of semaglutide and tirzepatide are in this paradoxical scenario. They will be taken off the list only when certain criteria are met: Drugmakers must show, for example, that they have enough of a "safety stock," an FDA spokesperson told me.



These technicalities matter because they open avenues for off-brand drugs to proliferate. Compounding pharmacies, to be clear, are a completely legitimate part of American health care. Their usual function is to make custom versions of a medication when a patient can't take it in its original form. If, say, you can't swallow a large pill, your doctor might have a compounding pharmacy make a liquid version of the drug. With all the interest and money in obesity drugs, their ability to legally make copies of drugs in times of shortage has created an off-brand-Ozempic bonanza. "Compounding has exploded as its own mini-industry," Feldman said.



But in the rush to profit off the shortages, it isn't always clear where compounding pharmacies source raw semaglutide and tirzepatide. They certainly aren't sold by the drugmakers, and are likely made by independent labs or imported from China or India, Tim Mackey, a counterfeit-drug expert at UC San Diego, told me. In some instances, the drugs are made with non-pharmaceutical-grade ingredients or substances that are chemically related but different from the real active ingredient, such as semaglutide salt. With so many unknowns, "it's impossible to control for quality and safety," says Angela Fitch, the chief medical officer of Knownwell, a telehealth obesity platform that offers only brand-name obesity drugs. In some cases, what look to be compounded obesity drugs for sale online are actually just outright fakes manufactured by illegitimate pharmacies. Check that the pharmacy compounding your drug is licensed in your state, Scott Brunner, the CEO of the Alliance for Pharmacy Compounding, told me.



Drugmakers are doing everything they can to stop the dupes. Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk are in a months-long litigation spree, suing companies that sell off-brand versions and counterfeit ones. They're also spending many billions of dollars to further ramp up production to fully resolve the shortages, but there's no telling when that will be. The FDA "cannot provide a general timeline" for when medications come off the drug-shortage list, the spokesperson said. Until that happens, drugmakers can't do much. "I am skeptical that off-brand forms of these medicines will fade away anytime soon," Kyle said. "Part of the reason that supply problems are easing is because these off-brand products are filling some of the gap."



Yet after the shortages, these compounded drugs may persist. In a future when Ozempic is in abundant supply, people might still want the copycats. Part of the reason is that they are so much cheaper than the real thing: Hims & Hers offers compounded semaglutide at a starting rate of $199 a month--a sliver of the price of Wegovy, which can cost up to $1,350 a month. There might also be a legal argument for companies to continue making the off-brand versions. "There's another path," Feldman said. Compounding pharmacies that can show that their drug is different enough from an approved drug that it's--again, the FDA's words--"not essentially a copy" may do so even when there isn't a shortage, she told me. Minor changes, such as switching out inert ingredients like fillers, won't cut it, but adding an ingredient that plays a therapeutic role might, Feldman said. Some compounders already add vitamin B6 or B12 with the intent of alleviating nausea associated with GLP-1 drugs. If compounders can successfully make that argument, they "might have a decent case," Feldman said.



Some companies are already planning for that future. When the shortage is over, Hims & Hers intends to customize obesity drugs to each customer, coupling them with supplements or other medications "to offset the side effects," Andrew Dudum, the company's CEO, told me. (The company recently disclosed plans to buy a compounding pharmacy.) Hims & Hers would not be "breaking the rules," he said.



But those rules are still open to interpretation. "It appears some entities are trying to invent a new, unregulated way to mass-produce unapproved drugs by adding another ingredient or changing a dose," a spokesperson for Eli Lilly told me. "That's not how our system works." Indeed, you could argue that vitamin B6 or B12 could be taken separately and still have the same effect, which would negate the need for the compounded drug, but that is not legally certain. Medications can be compounded for a patient as long as an "FDA-approved drug is not medically appropriate to treat them," the agency spokesperson said. That there are so many ways to interpret that statement could no doubt be the basis for future lawsuits--and perhaps more copycat drugs. In addition to new obesity medications, Hims & Hers is already planning to compound drugs for testosterone replacement and menopause.



Shortage or not, off-brand obesity drugs may persist for the same reason generic drugs are so important: When people can't find--or can't afford--medications, they seek out alternatives. Off-brand drugs "are endemic in our supply chain because of consumers not having access," Mackey, of UCSD, said. Unfortunately, people can be so desperate for access that they'll gamble with their money and health to get it--especially when it comes to weight loss. Since the dawn of diet culture, people have fallen for all sorts of snake oil that can be ineffective or downright dangerous. What Ozempic and its kin offer is the potential to leave all of that behind. But a world in which millions of Americans keep taking risky off-brand drugs is not much of a step forward at all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/08/future-ozempic-will-be-riddled-dupes/679484/?utm_source=feed
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Why People Are Breaking Open Their Mounjaro Pens

The high cost of Ozempic and Mounjaro is driving patients to tamper with their pens to extend their doses.

by Sarah Zhang




Updated at 2:49 p.m. on August 15, 2024

By the time Lisa started breaking open her Mounjaro pens with pliers, she had run out of other ideas. She was 300 pounds. She had already tried bariatric surgery. (It had limited success.) She had tried getting her insurance company to cover Mounjaro. (It stopped after a month.) She had tried a cheaper copycat version from a compounding pharmacy. (It didn't work as well, and she worried about what she was actually getting.) "I was absolutely desperate to stay on," she says, but she could not afford the sticker price.



That's when she learned online about a money-saving loophole: She could split a maximum-strength Mounjaro pen into the smaller doses she needed. (The single-use injection pens come in multiple concentrations that cost the same.) One pen became as many as six. A year of dose-splitting later, she has lost 75 pounds--at a fraction of the original cost.



Lisa is among a small number of patients who have taken to hacking their injection pens. (I'm identifying Lisa and other patients in this story by only their first names to protect their medical privacy.) As new drugs used for weight loss--which go by the brand names Mounjaro, Ozempic, Zepbound, Wegovy--have skyrocketed in popularity, patients have sometimes found that the one-size-fits-all dosing does not, in fact, fit all. Most dose-splitters are trying to save money, but others are managing side effects. They swap tips online. They take risks because they want to stay on a medication that is, by many accounts, utterly life-changing.



Breaking open the pens is risky; it can introduce microbes into the injected drug, which can lead to infection. "We do not condone these practices,"a spokesperson from Novo Nordisk, which makes Ozempic and Wegovy, told me. "People using Mounjaro or Zepbound should never ration," a spokesperson from their manufacturer, Eli Lilly, reiterated. These drugs are sold in pens of different concentrations because patients need to ramp up gradually from a low dose to minimize side effects, before getting on the highest doses indefinitely for weight maintenance.



Doctors uniformly told me they did not recommend breaking open the injection pens. At the same time, they understood the forces that have pushed patients into doing so: Mounjaro, Ozempic, Zepbound, and Wegovy--which all mimic a natural hormone called GLP-1--are far more effective for weight loss than any obesity medications that came before them. They are so powerful, but so expensive that demand has far outstripped the willingness and ability of insurance to pay.



"There's a lot of desperation that we're seeing in our practice, and people looking for all kinds of work-arounds," says Laura Davisson, the director of medical weight management at West Virginia University Health Sciences, who had many patients lose coverage after the state's public-employee insurance stopped covering the new drugs. In rural communities especially, such as where Sarah Ro, the director of a weight-management program at the University of North Carolina, practices, obesity rates are high and few patients can afford to pay out of pocket. She's heard of patients splitting doses to save money. "Oh my goodness," she told me. "I'm going, What have we created?"



Even putting costs aside, fixed-dose injection pens are not ideal for patients. After Ozempic was approved in 2017--the first of these drugs to be--doctors noticed that the standard regimen of increasing doses in four-week increments did not work for every patient. Some patients had debilitating side effects of nausea, diarrhea, or constipation at even the lowest, 0.25 mg, dose; they might need to start at only half or a quarter of that. Some needed to go up more slowly with in-between doses. And some might be "super responders," losing weight so quickly that they never need the full dose at all.



Ozempic doses are actually quite easy to adjust, even if patients aren't technically supposed to. Unlike subsequent drugs, Ozempic is packaged in multidose pens with dials. Only the official dosages are labeled--0.25 mg, 0.5 mg, 1 mg, 2 mg--but people quickly reverse-engineered how many dozens of clicks correspond to one milligram. Novo Nordisk officially cautions users to "not set the dose by counting the number of clicks." But doctors told me they consider counting clicks to be pretty safe, and some even advised their patients on Ozempic to do so if a dose needs adjusting. "I don't have a problem with it," Davisson told me. Novo Nordisk uses the same pen for its insulin, allowing people with diabetes to choose the amount of insulin they need.



Wegovy contains the same active ingredient as Ozempic, semaglutide, but is approved for treating obesity instead of diabetes. (Using Ozempic for weight loss is off-label, and typically never covered by insurance.) Wegovy also comes at a slightly higher maximum dose and is packaged differently, in single-use, single-dose pens. That means patients on Wegovy cannot count clicks to adjust their doses--even though it contains, once again, the exact same drug as Ozempic. "It's so frustrating," says Katherine Saunders, an obesity-medicine doctor at Weill Cornell Medicine. Saunders told me she almost never follows the exact ramp-up schedule laid out by drug manufacturers, instead fine-tuning it based on how much weight a patient is losing and how many side effects they're having. Single-dose fixed pens hamper her ability to personalize the regimen. When I asked if she would prefer flexible dosing as a doctor, she answered, "Yes, oh my gosh, yes, yes." In Canada and Europe, Wegovy is actually sold in clickable pens. "We would love to have that flexibility," says Fatima Cody Stanford, an obesity-medicine doctor at Harvard.



In the U.S., Mounjaro and Zepbound are packaged only in nonadjustable single-dose pens. (They both contain the same ingredient, tirzepatide, at the same doses, but Mounjaro is approved for diabetes and Zepbound for obesity.) This is why patients on tirzepatide--which is considered slightly more effective than the semaglutide in Ozempic or Wegovy--have gone to more extreme methods of breaking open these pens. The process is a lot more complicated, requiring sterile medical supplies and math to get the correct dosage.



Nicole started dose-splitting because she had awful vomiting and vertigo the day she increased her dosage from 2.5 mg to 5 mg. "I really was considering going to the emergency room," she told me. She learned to split her first pen so she could ramp up more slowly with intermediate doses; the cost-saving is nice, too. Another dose-splitter, Phil, told me he has taught several of his friends how to split Mounjaro pens too. "For me, that's really just a harm-reduction principle," he said. "There are so many people this drug could be so life-changing for, but it's just utterly, ruinously expensive."



For her part, Lisa compared the risks of dose-splitting with the risks of her alternatives: Either going to a compounding pharmacy, whose copycat drugs might be unreliable or impure, or continuing to live with obesity. "I feel like this is an acceptable risk for me versus the risk of carrying an extra 130 pounds," she said. She has another 55 pounds to go before she gets to that target weight loss of 130. Over time, the dose she needs has gone up, as it typically does. The six doses she got out of one pen became four, three, two, and now just 1.5. Eventually, she'll probably need to get on the full maximum dose. She's glad for the money she's already saved, but dose-splitting can only work for so long. For most people, it's not a long-term solution for a long-term medication.



What have you experienced while taking GLP-1 drugs? Share your story with us.

(By writing to us, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use your response, which we may edit for length or clarity. You are also agreeing that The Atlantic's reporters may contact you at the address provided to discuss whether you would be willing to be interviewed.)





This article originally stated that a patient had bloodshot eyes while taking Mounjaro. In fact, she experienced this side effect with a different drug.
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A Trip to One of the Hottest Cities on the Planet

Where almost no one has air-conditioning

by Ross Andersen




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

One broiling Friday last month, I visited the emergency room of Mayo Hospital, the largest hospital in Pakistan. For more than 150 years, it has stood just outside the Old City of Lahore, not far from the marble domes of the Badshahi Mosque. Every day, more than 1,000 people fill its wards. No one is turned away. Patients come from all corners of Lahore, from the sugarcane fields outside the city and from far-off villages. In the lobby, some of them rolled past me in wheelchairs or arrived on makeshift stretchers. There was terrible wailing and occasional screaming. The 49-year-old head of the emergency department, Dr. Yar Muhammad, walked me over to where patients were categorized according to urgency. Earlier this summer, he had added a new intake counter. It is devoted exclusively to patients afflicted by Lahore's extreme heat.

The Lahori poet Kishwar Naheed once wrote that "the sun spends itself" in Pakistan. In recent years, its expenditures have increased. In May, temperatures rose into the 120s. Schools were closed so that kids would not get heatstroke during their commute or on the playground. In Lahore, the heat is not only cruel; it is two-faced. Moist air from the monsoon creeps north from the Indian Ocean in July. The towering ranges of the Himalaya, the Hindu Kush, and the Karakoram corral it into storms that mellow the city's temperatures without easing the discomfort felt by its residents. I learned this the hard way that very morning. A three-hour downpour had struck overnight, but by 9 a.m., the ground was mostly dry. The rain had evaporated into a thick layer of street-level humidity. It was not the genteel dab-your-forehead variety that you might experience in August in Washington, D.C. It singed your face like steam.


Delhi Gate, in the Walled City of Lahore (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



Muhammad showed me into the hospital's intensive-care unit. Along its back wall, four cubicles were separated by white partitions, about shoulder-high. In the leftmost one, a 35-year-old woman named Saira Shehzad was lying flat on a bed, drifting in and out of consciousness. She wore a pink-and-red shalwar kameez and gold earrings. Her face would go blank for a few seconds and then flash alive with intense confusion, followed by terror. Her eyes had difficulty focusing. Her mother sat next to her bed, cradling her daughter's head in one hand and pressing a cool sponge to her cheek with the other.

Shehzad lives in Faisalabad, a few hours away. She had arrived in the city the previous week for her brother's wedding. She was staying at her mother's house with her husband and three children, all in close quarters. The house is in the old city, a single square mile where roughly 200,000 people live surrounded by crumbling walls built by the Mughals centuries ago. Shehzad's mother cannot afford to cool her house with air-conditioning. Few Lahoris can. In summer, a monthly electricity bill can easily exceed the average person's take-home pay. In a city of 14 million, nine out of 10 people lack air-conditioning. The novelist Mohsin Hamid has described them as "the great uncooled." Their annual suffering is one reason--but only one--that Pakistan consistently ranks among the countries most menaced by climate change. In its megacities, the human cost of this, one of Earth's hottest recorded summers, is not an abstraction.

Temperature highs hovered near 100 degrees Fahrenheit in Lahore during the week I was there. Dew points rose into the 80s. For days, Shehzad had felt faint and overwhelmed. Her brother's wedding was over, but she still had lots of family around. She wanted to push through, help out. She rose from her bed that morning to fix breakfast in her mother's small kitchen. She took a tea kettle down and placed it on the stove. She began to knead dough for naan. Nausea began to churn inside her. From the next room, her mother heard a crash. She found Shehzad on her knees, vomiting violently. The whole family piled into a rickshaw to the hospital. Shehzad's mother cried the whole way. Her husband had died two years ago. She could not bear the thought of losing Shehzad too.


(Left) A customer in Shah Alam Market and (right) a vendor near Delhi Gate (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



The human cooling system is specific to our species. It is not some standard off-the-shelf mammalian kit. Our prehuman ancestors may have panted out their heat like dogs and foxes, or, I suppose, rolled around in mud like pigs, but we sweat from millions of pores spread across our naked skin. This system functions only within a tiny range of temperatures that maxes out at a wet-bulb temperature of 95 degrees. Many places on Earth, including Lahore, already get hotter than that for long stretches that will only lengthen in the years to come.

Read: I went to Death Valley to experience 129 degrees

Muhammad told me that heat-afflicted patients are usually carried into his emergency room unconscious. His staff tries to bring their body temperature down quickly, before brain damage sets in. Nurses wedge ice packs into a patient's armpits and groin, and sometimes even cool them from within by pumping cold water through a tube into their upper stomach. Shehzad had already been treated with ice packs and an IV. Nurses had spread damp cloths across her torso and arms. Muhammad said that we could return to check on her, but that for the moment, we should let the staff do their work.

We sat down to chat in Muhammad's office, three floors above the ICU. He seemed determined to live up to Lahore's ancient reputation for hospitality. ("A sense of courtly life still lingers there," a Pakistani friend told me.) Every few minutes, he pressed a small button on the corner of his desk, summoning one of several assistants, all young men, who filled the space between us with a buffet of coffee, tea, and snacks. He told me that he had founded the hospital's instructional department of emergency medicine in 2018, with only two resident doctors. He now has 31 doctors under his command. The extra staff have been essential during Lahore's brutal summers. It is the city's poor who are most often carried to Muhammad's heat counter, people who can't afford to fly north to the mountains or to London in high summer. They're bricklayers, railroad workers who toil on exposed platforms, fruit hawkers, beggars. Or they're women like Shehzad, who spend the day's hot hours doing household work in small rooms, without so much as an electric fan.


Outside Mayo Hospital (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



The wealthy are not much troubled by the heat, not in the rich world outside Pakistan and not in Lahore. The sun spends itself, but they spend too, enough to keep themselves comfortable. During the 16th and 17th centuries, the Mughals used an ingenious proto-air-conditioning system. They routed through thin wet netting the breeze that blew off the nearby Ravi River, cooling it along its way into the royal living rooms. That part of the Ravi has since dried up. But in the posh mansions along the leafy Mall Road, or in the Cantt neighborhood, where generals live, there are air conditioners and generators for when the power goes out, as it often does.

Shehzad's condition worsened while Muhammad and I were upstairs. A preexisting kidney condition was slowing her recovery. Sweat now came off of her in streams. It formed a halo around her on the bedsheet. Her attending doctor told me that the IV was not enough, and that fluid loss had sent her body into shock. In another corner of the ICU, I met a 15-year-old boy who was also suffering from heat exhaustion. He had collapsed in the street while playing cricket and vomited too. But the nurses' initial cooling treatments--and the air-conditioning in the ICU--reversed his trajectory. His parents started talking about the incident in the past tense. They chided him gently: silly boy, playing cricket in this humidity.


Two ways to cool off. Left: Ice for sale in Lahore's markets. Right: A boy after a swim. (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



Shehzad's family was beginning to panic. The nurses were giving her oxygen. She was hyperventilating, her rapid breaths steaming up the mask. Her heart rate lit up red on the EKG machine: 153 beats per minute. The attending doctor had expected her to stabilize by now. Her mother told me that the joy of Shehzad's brother's wedding now had a dark twin in the torment of watching her daughter writhe, and worrying that she might not make it.

I arranged to come back and see Shehzad the next day. My driver accelerated away from the hospital and through a few of the city's many motorbike swarms. At an intersection, we got caught between a pair of old red buses, both decorated with South Asian psychedelia--the intricate leaf-and-petal patterns, the Himalayan idylls, the elephants and lotus flowers surrounded by Urdu script, the hanging fringes. Both buses shot smoke from their tail pipe. Neither had air-conditioning. Through their open windows, I could see passengers pressed together, four to a seat, with no space for any breeze to pass between them--not that there was a breeze. The smog overhead had turned the sun a sickly yellow. Later in the afternoon, it would cause sunset colors to appear ahead of schedule.

Read: We must learn to love our sweat

I met Rafay Alam, a local environmental lawyer, at his house, and we drove to an animal hospital on Lahore's edge. A young vet told us that they were losing lots of dogs to heatstroke and that they'd started lugging big ice blocks into the kennels. Alam said that during a recent heat wave, he'd seen birds and squirrels lying dead in the street. On our way back to the city center, we crossed a bridge over the Ravi. A buffalo moved slowly through the water below, neck-deep, keeping cool. I'd seen a group of young boys doing something similar, splashing around in one of Lahore's canals. They'd laughed as though they were getting away with something. Maybe they were: Further down the canal, police in green uniforms were trying to keep people from swimming. I watched them rough up two men they'd pulled out of the water.


(Left) A buffalo herder and (right) a boy in the canal (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



Lahore was once known as the city of gardens, a jewel fought over by empires--the Mughals, but also the raiding Mongols, the Sikhs, and the viceroys of the British Raj. In 1984, its population was 3 million. As its population grew, the city sprawled rapidly outward. More than 70 square miles of cool green forests and fields have been replaced with urban hardscape. All of that concrete has raised temperatures in the city's core by more than six degrees over the past 20 years. The day's heat peaks right around the afternoon prayer call and lingers after sunset, trapped in the asphalt and cement. Muhammad had told me that tempers shorten in the summer, as they do elsewhere. His surgeons sew up more gunshot wounds. On the hottest nights, some of the city's poor haul thin mattresses up to their rooftop to sleep. The polluted sky above them is usually starless.

Urbanization is not a new phenomenon along the Ravi. The Indus Valley Civilization was one of humanity's earliest urban cultures. Harappa, the first of its ruins to be discovered, sits downriver from Lahore. The following morning, I made the three-hour drive so I could walk among its 5,000-year-old canals and wells. The city was carefully planned and laid out on a grid. It had one of the world's first sewer systems. Its copper furnace and granary had remained semi-intact even after the British plundered the site's bricks for a railroad. The Indus Valley people carved about 400 symbols into stone seals--some animal pictograms, others abstract shapes. The symbols have been found throughout their cities and also those of their trading partners in distant Mesopotamia, but they remain undeciphered.

By noon, the mysteries of Harappa's dusty, shadeless ruins had lost their appeal. The heat index edged up to near 110 degrees. I wanted to get back to see Shehzad one last time. At the hospital, I learned that her condition had stabilized, and that she'd been transferred into the women's ward, which didn't have air-conditioning. Her doctor brought me into the ward. A plate-size region of my shirt quickly soaked with sweat as ceiling fans twirled weakly above me. Shehzad was sharing a bed, head to toe, with another woman, a heart-attack survivor who was being embraced by her family members, some of them shaking with sobs. Shehzad was rocking back and forth on the other end of the bed, looking miserable. The ward seemed to be making her condition worse.


Badshahi Mosque (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



Shehzad's doctor acknowledged that she would heal faster if they could keep her somewhere cooler. Her body's thermoregulation system had been thrown into chaos. She even had a bout of chills. They must have been intense: The room was unbearably hot, yet Shehzad had demanded a thick blanket. Her mother used a washcloth to wipe sweat from her face. Shehzad's husband, brother, and mother-in-law were gathered at her bedside too. They told me that they planned to sleep in the corridor outside the ward that night, huddled together on the tile floor.

I had to leave Pakistan a few hours later. Shehzad's doctors agreed to keep me updated via WhatsApp. I took a deep breath every time a green notification popped up on my phone. Her condition did not improve that much the next day or the day after. But on the third day, her doctor texted that she'd been discharged. She would soon leave her mother's house to return with her family to Faisalabad. I had asked if it was more comfortable there. "No, it's hotter," the doctor had said.

The whole region will stay humid for another month at least. During the cooler months to come, when there is no monsoon to scrub Lahore's skies, an even thicker smog will settle on its skyline. On many winter days, it is the world's most polluted city. Spring eventually arrives, but Lahoris tell me that each is shorter than the last. Shehzad will have to face the heat again next summer. It may be even worse.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/08/extreme-heat-pakistan-lahore/679433/?utm_source=feed
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A Giant Deer Fence Is Going Up in the American West

Suburban Utah has become ground zero for deer conservation.

by Ben Goldfarb




This article was originally published by High Country News.

Every spring, about 2,000 mule deer traipse through Utah's Cedar Valley, a broad, sage-dotted flatland some 40 miles south of Salt Lake City. The herd winters in the Lake Mountains, nibbling sagebrush and other forage, and summers around the Oquirrhs, whose green shoulders jut from the valley floor to the north. The animals commute between the ranges via two general routes, following washes and ridgelines and their own ancestors' trails. They have likely made this journey for centuries, perhaps millennia, the culture of migration passing through the generations like language.

Modern obstacles now threaten this timeless trek. The herd's passage takes it through Eagle Mountain--more than 50 square miles of sprawling exurb, composed mostly of subdivisions layered atop former ranchlands. Since its incorporation in 1996, Eagle Mountain has exploded from just 250 lonely souls to more than 50,000. It's now on track to surpass 150,000 by 2060, making it one of the fastest-growing cities in Utah.

As Eagle Mountain has grown, its deer have suffered. Subdivisions are encroaching on their habitat, and traffic kills about 100 every year. It's a common crisis in the West, where, in 2016, researchers calculated that a football field of open space succumbs to development every 2.5 minutes. Mule deer are among the victims of this creeping habitat loss. Wyoming's herd has declined by nearly half over the past three decades; in western Colorado, researchers have found that residential development is worse for fawn survival than energy development. In housing humans, we evict deer.

Read: America is telling itself a lie about roadkill

Eagle Mountain is aware of the problem. Few Western municipalities have done more to incorporate ungulate movement in their planning. Prodded by a scrappy local group called the Eagle Mountain Nature and Wildlife Alliance, the city has written deer-friendly ordinances into its zoning codes, negotiated conservation deals with would-be builders, and, most ambitious of all, sought to permanently protect the herd's narrow migration corridor. "When this started, the mayor said it was a dream," Bettina Cameron, the alliance's director, told me. "We've overcome so many different obstacles."

These efforts have attracted notice. "So many towns are retroactively trying to fix situations like this, and to get out front before development fills it in too much is a neat concept," says Matt Howard, the natural-resource manager at the Utah Department of Transportation. Whether Eagle Mountain can continue to grow without sacrificing its most charismatic fauna, however, is far from certain. The stakes are high: If the city succeeds, it could provide a blueprint for other Western towns trying to strike their own precarious balance between development and conservation. If it fails, the deer will suffer the consequences.

One spring morning, I drove to Eagle Mountain to see the corridor for myself. I joined a group that included Cameron, Mayor Tom Westmoreland, and the municipal wildlife biologist Todd Black. We headed up a promontory called Turtle Hill for a bird's-eye view of the city--cul-de-sacs, pickups in driveways, vivid emerald lawns. Million-dollar homes sat next to tumbleweed-strewn lots. Cameron gestured toward a wide swath of undeveloped land owned by a patchwork of state agencies and private developers, and explained that it was slated for large residential developments serviced by a new highway. "This is going to have 4,500 homes on it," she said.

Cameron is part of the city's rapid growth. A former member of New York's Air National Guard, she moved to Utah in 2008, seeking open space. She and her husband came to Eagle Mountain in 2018, the same year the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources began fitting mule deer with satellite-tracking collars, documenting the routes by which they meandered through town. A year later, Cameron read about the state's research, recalled the deer that roamed seasonally across her own five acres, and realized she'd inadvertently bought property near a migration route. She and like-minded neighbors formed the alliance and began urging the city to protect deer movement. "We started looking at county maps and saying, 'Okay, where can they go?'" she recalled.

At first, it seemed hopeless: Valuable lots pressed against the migration route everywhere, and a maze of highways and residential roads fractured the corridor. Nevertheless, the alliance found a relatively receptive audience in city government. In 2018, Eagle Mountain banned construction along ridgelines and seasonal washes, part of a broader effort to keep a third of the city as open space. "We're trying to create something unique, and not just another urbanized development," Mayor Westmoreland said. "If we can have an equal amount of land dedicated to outdoor recreation and wildlife, that just seems like a pretty ideal place to live."

In 2021, the city hired Black, a research scientist who'd spent his career studying deer movements at Utah State University, making Eagle Mountain among the only Western cities with a municipal wildlife biologist. Black knew that deer wandered into subdivisions seeking ornamental plantings and gardens, running into conflict with landowners and cars; if too many deer strayed, the migration could dissolve. He and others began to design a large chute, composed of more than 20 miles of 8-foot-high fencing, that will someday guide deer through Eagle Mountain. Around dense subdivisions, the funnel will narrow to about 330 feet to hustle deer through; in other places, it will expand to give them space to feed and rest. Wildlife corridors are often abstract, loosely defined pathways, but Eagle Mountain's will, in theory, be a piece of solid infrastructure. "I tell everybody to picture a mule-deer luge that runs through the city," Black said.

The deer luge is years from completion, as Eagle Mountain cobbles together funding from the Mule Deer Foundation and other sources. In partnership with the state, though, the city has already installed some crucial components, such as a stretch of deer-proof fencing along State Route 73, a historic collision zone. At a gap in the fence, where the corridor bisects the highway, a roadside infrared detector flashes an alert to drivers whenever deer approach. Eventually, the warning system will be replaced by an underpass, one of nearly a dozen proposed wildlife passages. In the meantime, highway-roadkill numbers have already plummeted, Black said.

At times, the corridor's infrastructure struck me as almost surreally proactive. From Highway 73, we drove to the foot of an adjacent hill, where an 8-foot fence cleaved the brush. On one side of it, Black explained, the land was protected by conservation easements and would remain deer habitat in perpetuity; on the other, a development agreement ensured that houses and residential roads would eventually bloom. Earlier, Black had averred that the city was trying to "put the horse before the cart," and this preemptive fence seemed to epitomize that philosophy. The barrier ran like a zipper across the land, dividing nothing from nothing, waiting patiently for the subdivision that would justify its existence.

That subdivision, and more, are coming. In Eagle Mountain, signs advertised growth around every bend: Master Planned Communities, We Buy Land, Lots Available, New Homes, New Builds, Now Selling. A Tyson Foods billboard thanked locals for welcoming the company's new beef-and-pork plant. Meta had opened a data center, and Google planned to follow suit.

As Eagle Mountain grows, deer will shape its expansion. The city's transportation plan requires wildlife crossings for new roads along the migration route, and its planning code includes Wildlife Corridor Overlay Zones--stretches of habitat where developers must install animal-friendly fencing, minimize artificial lighting, avoid construction during deer migration and bird-nesting seasons, and abide by other restrictions. Along the herd's most crucial migration pathway, development is almost entirely proscribed.

Of course, it's one thing to protect deer on paper, and another to foster private-land conservation during a real-estate boom. Both the city and the alliance are leery of infringing on property rights, which many Utahns consider sacrosanct; as Black put it, "The last thing I want is for it to be a take." The city prefers to deploy carrots rather than sticks--courting landowners, many of whom have generations-deep roots in the valley, and offering conservation incentives. One developer donated 55 acres to the city just before her death. Others have agreed to density transfers, ceding land within the corridor in exchange for permission to build houses with smaller road frontages or squeezing more homes into other developments. (None of the developers contacted for this story responded to a request for comment.)

Not everyone is eager to accommodate ungulates. The city has also been forced to make concessions to builders--including, in some cases, amending the proposed deer luge by routing animals as much as a quarter-mile from their habitual trails. "If we can make it look as comfortable as we can to them, I think it's going to work," Jeremy Anderson, the Utah regional director for the Mule Deer Foundation, told me. Nonetheless, it's a suggestion that wildlife must still compete with development. "I'm always afraid that I'm going to miss something that's going to destroy this corridor," Cameron said.

Read: America's wildlife corridors are in danger

And some of the project's toughest challenges still loom. At one point, we passed two undeveloped parcels, totaling 320 acres, owned by Utah's most powerful political force, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Those lands, smack-dab in the middle of the deer corridor, are protected by a U.S. Department of Agriculture conservation program through 2030, but the Church has signaled its interest in building on the lots once that deal expires. "They're the only landowner I haven't had the opportunity to sit down with yet," Black said carefully.

The deer luge struck me as a perfect Anthropocenic conundrum--both a wildly inventive conservation initiative and a reminder of how we've squeezed nature in the contemporary West. "I applaud Eagle Mountain for what they're trying to do, but I feel very sad when I go there, and see that we're telling wildlife they can only go through this narrow strip now," Patricia Cramer, a transportation ecologist who's consulted with Utah's agencies, told me later. But what were the alternatives? As Cramer put it, the paving-over of deer migrations is "the story of the West." Eagle Mountain's plan represents a different and creative narrative, one in which humans made space, however circumscribed, for wild creatures.

At the tour's end, we drove into a subdivision at development's bleeding edge: houses still clad in their Tyvek epidermis, yards crawling with earthmovers, a gated community with nothing behind the gate. Beyond lay the sere hills of Camp Williams, a 24,000-acre National Guard training site in the Oquirrh Mountain foothills, where the deer summer. Between the camp and the subdivision ran Black's fence, shepherding deer away from the lawns and gardens that would someday blossom there. The animals were out there somewhere, and I hoped we'd glimpse one--it would make for a powerful juxtaposition, these ancient nomads set against modernity's trappings. The deer, however, didn't show.
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Saturn's Ocean Moon Was Hiding in Plain Sight

The outer solar system is much wetter than astronomers once thought.

by Shannon Hall




This article was originally published by Knowable Magazine.

The outer solar system is awash with liquid water. A briny ocean is concealed beneath the icy crust of Jupiter's fourth-largest moon, Europa--with more water than all of Earth's oceans combined. A subsurface sea on Saturn's moon Enceladus spews plumes of water vapor into space. And there are tantalizing hints that oceans could exist on Ganymede, Callisto, Titan, and other distant moons, too.

Now another moon appears to be secretly flooded. Saturn's moon Mimas, known for its uncanny resemblance to the Death Star in Star Wars, might harbor liquid water beneath its icy shell. If that's true, similar seas could be hiding in plain sight, and the outer solar system may be far more habitable than previously thought.

In 2014, astronomers first published evidence that Mimas might be a watery world--submerging the community in a decade-long debate. Many, including Alyssa Rhoden, a planetary scientist now at the Southwest Research Institute in Boulder, Colorado, were highly skeptical of the possibility. Their reasoning was simple: Mimas's heavily cratered surface showed no signs of an internal ocean. As with Enceladus, Saturn's gravity should churn any potential ocean waters within Mimas, causing large cracks to appear in the surface ice. No such fractures have been seen.

The tides might now have turned. Two studies--one by Rhoden and colleagues and another by Valery Lainey of the Paris Observatory and colleagues--make a stronger case for an ocean and even explain the conundrum at the surface. Together, the research suggests that Mimas may have a young and changing ocean. If so, it raises the prospect of an outer solar system rife with activity. That possibility is what most excites Rhoden, who spoke with Knowable Magazine about the potential ocean and why it could be such a boon for scientists.

This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.

Shannon Hall: What do we know about these hidden oceans?

Alyssa Rhoden: In many ways, they look like our own--at least in that they're likely made up of salt water.

We know that these ocean worlds have icy surfaces from their overall bright appearance, as confirmed by telescopic and spacecraft measurements that detect signatures of water ice. Some ocean moons even have low enough densities that they probably have water ice mixed into the rock in their interiors. With heat, that water ice melts into liquid water, which will erode rock to create salt water. On Enceladus, salt water is conveniently spewing out into space.

Hall: Given how cold it is in the outer solar system, what generates the heat?

Rhoden: Distant oceans might at first seem out of the question. Heat to melt ice is hard to come by so far from the sun. But thanks to a gravitational quirk, the outer solar system can be quite balmy.

Consider Jupiter and its moon Europa. Jupiter exerts a strong gravitational force on Europa, elongating Europa in the direction of Jupiter. Because Europa's orbit is eccentric--it swings close to Jupiter before swinging farther away--Europa gets stretched and released over time. This creates friction in the interior that provides the heat necessary to sustain a liquid ocean.

We first saw hints that Europa might host a subsurface ocean when the Voyager mission swung past Jupiter in 1979. Europa doesn't look like our moon or even most bodies in the inner solar system. Its icy surface doesn't have a lot of craters but is instead covered with crisscrossing lines and broken pieces that have shifted around. You don't have to look at it very hard to imagine that something different is going on there.

Hall: You mention surface features. What other evidence do we rely on to detect a hidden ocean?

Rhoden: One way is to look at magnetic fields. Because salt water is electrically conductive, it can create a magnetic field around the moon that disrupts the planet's magnetic field. That is a leading piece of evidence for Europa's subsurface ocean.

But that alone is not enough. It's the combination of evidence that leads us to conclude there's an ocean. We might also consider, for example, measurements of salt on the surface and how the moon's gravity tugs on a spacecraft. Because the densities of rock or liquid metal differ from the density of liquid water, the size of those tugs offers clues to the material, as well as where within the moon it is concentrated.

Or we might simply imagine how the moon's face changes direction throughout its orbit. Generally, these small moons always show their same face to their parent planet, much like our moon. But as a moon moves through its orbit, the direction it points can shift a bit back and forth--creating a shimmy in the visible portion. The extent of that shimmy depends on the interior. An ice shell over an ocean can move more freely than an ice shell on top of rock, so the changes tend to be larger. That's how the ocean was detected at Enceladus. And it's one of the best lines of evidence for an ocean at Mimas.

Hall: Let's talk about Mimas. How did you end up studying this moon?

Rhoden: I had spent a decade or so working on Europa and other icy moons when the 2014 Mimas paper came out. That paper measured that shimmy, or libration, as the visible portion of the moon shifts, suggesting Mimas hosted either a subsurface ocean or an oddly shaped core.

But an ocean seemed impossible. Mimas looks much like our moon, with a heavily cratered surface. It didn't host any crisscrossing lines or broken pieces like Europa. And it certainly wasn't spewing geysers like Enceladus. So I took one look at Mimas, and I said, "There's no way that is an ocean moon." Yet I realized I couldn't refute the idea.

I kept Mimas in my mind over the years, eventually putting together a paper for the Annual Review of Earth and Planetary Sciences  in 2023. That paper ruled out several ocean scenarios and left only one option: an ocean that formed recently, well after Mimas itself. A young ocean could be stealthy. But it was still just a hypothesis.

Hall: How has the most recent work changed the picture?

Rhoden: Early in 2024, Valery Lainey and his group reported new observational evidence in favor of an ocean on Mimas. They looked not at the libration but at changes in Mimas's orbit through time--changes that depend on the interior structure. They found that those changes could not be explained by an oddly shaped core, leaving an ocean as the most viable option.

My team's research, published in June, has gone on to explain the lack of visible surface fractures. We argue that the ocean is so young--merely 10 million years old--that it has only recently stopped growing. We think that the tidal stresses of a young, churning ocean may not be enough to crack the ice above. Instead, what's needed is the stress that comes when the ocean eventually refreezes. Because Mimas is losing heat as its orbit becomes less eccentric over time, refreezing--which is only just beginning on Mimas--will cause the overlying ice to crack.

The research suggests that eventually Mimas is probably going to lose its ocean, which is a little sad, since it is just being recognized. But on the flip side, Mimas may become the new Enceladus--the new coolest moon of Saturn--with deep cracks and maybe even jets of water.

Hall: What are the big-picture implications of this research?

Rhoden: I'm interested in this from a geophysical standpoint. We think of the earliest epochs in our solar system as the hot times, when all the activity happens; then everything evolves toward a quieter state. Pluto's moon Charon might have lost an ocean. And Europa's and Ganymede's oceans are pretty old. That a moon could form a new ocean well into its history, and that we could watch? That's exciting! It opens up the possibility that any world, including one with an old, cratered surface, may be going through a similar transition.

There's also interest in habitability--whether these oceans are suitable for supporting life. We don't currently know whether any of the solar system's oceans, other than our own, are habitable, have been inhabited, or are currently inhabited. But if Mimas truly has an ocean, we could have a window into how these worlds develop and even how habitats are created and lost. It is exciting to be able to see these processes as they occur--instead of always viewing the end states of things that happened long ago.

Hall: What upcoming missions could tell us more?

Rhoden: The European Space Agency has already launched the Jupiter Icy Moons Explorer, or Juice, which will make detailed observations of Europa, and the moons Ganymede and Callisto, which show hints of oceans. And in the fall of 2024, NASA will send the Europa Clipper into orbit around Jupiter to determine if Europa has conditions suitable for life.

The Uranus system, high on NASA's agenda for a future mission, is where I see the most implications for this recent work. It's surprisingly similar to the Saturn system, including hosting ice-rich, midsize moons similar to Mimas and Enceladus. If there's a young ocean on Mimas, it is not a huge leap to consider that water worlds might exist among the Uranian moons, too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/08/space-new-ocean-mimas-saturn/679501/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Trip to One of the Hottest Cities on the Planet

Where almost no one has air-conditioning

by Ross Andersen




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

One broiling Friday last month, I visited the emergency room of Mayo Hospital, the largest hospital in Pakistan. For more than 150 years, it has stood just outside the Old City of Lahore, not far from the marble domes of the Badshahi Mosque. Every day, more than 1,000 people fill its wards. No one is turned away. Patients come from all corners of Lahore, from the sugarcane fields outside the city and from far-off villages. In the lobby, some of them rolled past me in wheelchairs or arrived on makeshift stretchers. There was terrible wailing and occasional screaming. The 49-year-old head of the emergency department, Dr. Yar Muhammad, walked me over to where patients were categorized according to urgency. Earlier this summer, he had added a new intake counter. It is devoted exclusively to patients afflicted by Lahore's extreme heat.

The Lahori poet Kishwar Naheed once wrote that "the sun spends itself" in Pakistan. In recent years, its expenditures have increased. In May, temperatures rose into the 120s. Schools were closed so that kids would not get heatstroke during their commute or on the playground. In Lahore, the heat is not only cruel; it is two-faced. Moist air from the monsoon creeps north from the Indian Ocean in July. The towering ranges of the Himalaya, the Hindu Kush, and the Karakoram corral it into storms that mellow the city's temperatures without easing the discomfort felt by its residents. I learned this the hard way that very morning. A three-hour downpour had struck overnight, but by 9 a.m., the ground was mostly dry. The rain had evaporated into a thick layer of street-level humidity. It was not the genteel dab-your-forehead variety that you might experience in August in Washington, D.C. It singed your face like steam.


Delhi Gate, in the Walled City of Lahore (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



Muhammad showed me into the hospital's intensive-care unit. Along its back wall, four cubicles were separated by white partitions, about shoulder-high. In the leftmost one, a 35-year-old woman named Saira Shehzad was lying flat on a bed, drifting in and out of consciousness. She wore a pink-and-red shalwar kameez and gold earrings. Her face would go blank for a few seconds and then flash alive with intense confusion, followed by terror. Her eyes had difficulty focusing. Her mother sat next to her bed, cradling her daughter's head in one hand and pressing a cool sponge to her cheek with the other.

Shehzad lives in Faisalabad, a few hours away. She had arrived in the city the previous week for her brother's wedding. She was staying at her mother's house with her husband and three children, all in close quarters. The house is in the old city, a single square mile where roughly 200,000 people live surrounded by crumbling walls built by the Mughals centuries ago. Shehzad's mother cannot afford to cool her house with air-conditioning. Few Lahoris can. In summer, a monthly electricity bill can easily exceed the average person's take-home pay. In a city of 14 million, nine out of 10 people lack air-conditioning. The novelist Mohsin Hamid has described them as "the great uncooled." Their annual suffering is one reason--but only one--that Pakistan consistently ranks among the countries most menaced by climate change. In its megacities, the human cost of this, one of Earth's hottest recorded summers, is not an abstraction.

Temperature highs hovered near 100 degrees Fahrenheit in Lahore during the week I was there. Dew points rose into the 80s. For days, Shehzad had felt faint and overwhelmed. Her brother's wedding was over, but she still had lots of family around. She wanted to push through, help out. She rose from her bed that morning to fix breakfast in her mother's small kitchen. She took a tea kettle down and placed it on the stove. She began to knead dough for naan. Nausea began to churn inside her. From the next room, her mother heard a crash. She found Shehzad on her knees, vomiting violently. The whole family piled into a rickshaw to the hospital. Shehzad's mother cried the whole way. Her husband had died two years ago. She could not bear the thought of losing Shehzad too.


(Left) A customer in Shah Alam Market and (right) a vendor near Delhi Gate (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



The human cooling system is specific to our species. It is not some standard off-the-shelf mammalian kit. Our prehuman ancestors may have panted out their heat like dogs and foxes, or, I suppose, rolled around in mud like pigs, but we sweat from millions of pores spread across our naked skin. This system functions only within a tiny range of temperatures that maxes out at a wet-bulb temperature of 95 degrees. Many places on Earth, including Lahore, already get hotter than that for long stretches that will only lengthen in the years to come.

Read: I went to Death Valley to experience 129 degrees

Muhammad told me that heat-afflicted patients are usually carried into his emergency room unconscious. His staff tries to bring their body temperature down quickly, before brain damage sets in. Nurses wedge ice packs into a patient's armpits and groin, and sometimes even cool them from within by pumping cold water through a tube into their upper stomach. Shehzad had already been treated with ice packs and an IV. Nurses had spread damp cloths across her torso and arms. Muhammad said that we could return to check on her, but that for the moment, we should let the staff do their work.

We sat down to chat in Muhammad's office, three floors above the ICU. He seemed determined to live up to Lahore's ancient reputation for hospitality. ("A sense of courtly life still lingers there," a Pakistani friend told me.) Every few minutes, he pressed a small button on the corner of his desk, summoning one of several assistants, all young men, who filled the space between us with a buffet of coffee, tea, and snacks. He told me that he had founded the hospital's instructional department of emergency medicine in 2018, with only two resident doctors. He now has 31 doctors under his command. The extra staff have been essential during Lahore's brutal summers. It is the city's poor who are most often carried to Muhammad's heat counter, people who can't afford to fly north to the mountains or to London in high summer. They're bricklayers, railroad workers who toil on exposed platforms, fruit hawkers, beggars. Or they're women like Shehzad, who spend the day's hot hours doing household work in small rooms, without so much as an electric fan.


Outside Mayo Hospital (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



The wealthy are not much troubled by the heat, not in the rich world outside Pakistan and not in Lahore. The sun spends itself, but they spend too, enough to keep themselves comfortable. During the 16th and 17th centuries, the Mughals used an ingenious proto-air-conditioning system. They routed through thin wet netting the breeze that blew off the nearby Ravi River, cooling it along its way into the royal living rooms. That part of the Ravi has since dried up. But in the posh mansions along the leafy Mall Road, or in the Cantt neighborhood, where generals live, there are air conditioners and generators for when the power goes out, as it often does.

Shehzad's condition worsened while Muhammad and I were upstairs. A preexisting kidney condition was slowing her recovery. Sweat now came off of her in streams. It formed a halo around her on the bedsheet. Her attending doctor told me that the IV was not enough, and that fluid loss had sent her body into shock. In another corner of the ICU, I met a 15-year-old boy who was also suffering from heat exhaustion. He had collapsed in the street while playing cricket and vomited too. But the nurses' initial cooling treatments--and the air-conditioning in the ICU--reversed his trajectory. His parents started talking about the incident in the past tense. They chided him gently: silly boy, playing cricket in this humidity.


Two ways to cool off. Left: Ice for sale in Lahore's markets. Right: A boy after a swim. (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



Shehzad's family was beginning to panic. The nurses were giving her oxygen. She was hyperventilating, her rapid breaths steaming up the mask. Her heart rate lit up red on the EKG machine: 153 beats per minute. The attending doctor had expected her to stabilize by now. Her mother told me that the joy of Shehzad's brother's wedding now had a dark twin in the torment of watching her daughter writhe, and worrying that she might not make it.

I arranged to come back and see Shehzad the next day. My driver accelerated away from the hospital and through a few of the city's many motorbike swarms. At an intersection, we got caught between a pair of old red buses, both decorated with South Asian psychedelia--the intricate leaf-and-petal patterns, the Himalayan idylls, the elephants and lotus flowers surrounded by Urdu script, the hanging fringes. Both buses shot smoke from their tail pipe. Neither had air-conditioning. Through their open windows, I could see passengers pressed together, four to a seat, with no space for any breeze to pass between them--not that there was a breeze. The smog overhead had turned the sun a sickly yellow. Later in the afternoon, it would cause sunset colors to appear ahead of schedule.

Read: We must learn to love our sweat

I met Rafay Alam, a local environmental lawyer, at his house, and we drove to an animal hospital on Lahore's edge. A young vet told us that they were losing lots of dogs to heatstroke and that they'd started lugging big ice blocks into the kennels. Alam said that during a recent heat wave, he'd seen birds and squirrels lying dead in the street. On our way back to the city center, we crossed a bridge over the Ravi. A buffalo moved slowly through the water below, neck-deep, keeping cool. I'd seen a group of young boys doing something similar, splashing around in one of Lahore's canals. They'd laughed as though they were getting away with something. Maybe they were: Further down the canal, police in green uniforms were trying to keep people from swimming. I watched them rough up two men they'd pulled out of the water.


(Left) A buffalo herder and (right) a boy in the canal (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



Lahore was once known as the city of gardens, a jewel fought over by empires--the Mughals, but also the raiding Mongols, the Sikhs, and the viceroys of the British Raj. In 1984, its population was 3 million. As its population grew, the city sprawled rapidly outward. More than 70 square miles of cool green forests and fields have been replaced with urban hardscape. All of that concrete has raised temperatures in the city's core by more than six degrees over the past 20 years. The day's heat peaks right around the afternoon prayer call and lingers after sunset, trapped in the asphalt and cement. Muhammad had told me that tempers shorten in the summer, as they do elsewhere. His surgeons sew up more gunshot wounds. On the hottest nights, some of the city's poor haul thin mattresses up to their rooftop to sleep. The polluted sky above them is usually starless.

Urbanization is not a new phenomenon along the Ravi. The Indus Valley Civilization was one of humanity's earliest urban cultures. Harappa, the first of its ruins to be discovered, sits downriver from Lahore. The following morning, I made the three-hour drive so I could walk among its 5,000-year-old canals and wells. The city was carefully planned and laid out on a grid. It had one of the world's first sewer systems. Its copper furnace and granary had remained semi-intact even after the British plundered the site's bricks for a railroad. The Indus Valley people carved about 400 symbols into stone seals--some animal pictograms, others abstract shapes. The symbols have been found throughout their cities and also those of their trading partners in distant Mesopotamia, but they remain undeciphered.

By noon, the mysteries of Harappa's dusty, shadeless ruins had lost their appeal. The heat index edged up to near 110 degrees. I wanted to get back to see Shehzad one last time. At the hospital, I learned that her condition had stabilized, and that she'd been transferred into the women's ward, which didn't have air-conditioning. Her doctor brought me into the ward. A plate-size region of my shirt quickly soaked with sweat as ceiling fans twirled weakly above me. Shehzad was sharing a bed, head to toe, with another woman, a heart-attack survivor who was being embraced by her family members, some of them shaking with sobs. Shehzad was rocking back and forth on the other end of the bed, looking miserable. The ward seemed to be making her condition worse.


Badshahi Mosque (Umar Nadeem for The Atlantic)



Shehzad's doctor acknowledged that she would heal faster if they could keep her somewhere cooler. Her body's thermoregulation system had been thrown into chaos. She even had a bout of chills. They must have been intense: The room was unbearably hot, yet Shehzad had demanded a thick blanket. Her mother used a washcloth to wipe sweat from her face. Shehzad's husband, brother, and mother-in-law were gathered at her bedside too. They told me that they planned to sleep in the corridor outside the ward that night, huddled together on the tile floor.

I had to leave Pakistan a few hours later. Shehzad's doctors agreed to keep me updated via WhatsApp. I took a deep breath every time a green notification popped up on my phone. Her condition did not improve that much the next day or the day after. But on the third day, her doctor texted that she'd been discharged. She would soon leave her mother's house to return with her family to Faisalabad. I had asked if it was more comfortable there. "No, it's hotter," the doctor had said.

The whole region will stay humid for another month at least. During the cooler months to come, when there is no monsoon to scrub Lahore's skies, an even thicker smog will settle on its skyline. On many winter days, it is the world's most polluted city. Spring eventually arrives, but Lahoris tell me that each is shorter than the last. Shehzad will have to face the heat again next summer. It may be even worse.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/08/extreme-heat-pakistan-lahore/679433/?utm_source=feed
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        The Truth About Celebrities and Politics
        John Hendrickson

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In his DNC address, former President Barack Obama warned about putting a premium on "money, fame, status," and "likes." At the same time, his fellow Democrats are shrewdly deploying celebrities and influencers to help propel Kamala Harris to victory this November. How should voters square this tension?F...

      

      
        How Poetry Can Map Defiance
        Walt Hunter

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.The 24-year-old Dine poet Kinsale Drake's "Making a Monument Valley," which appears in The Atlantic's September issue, maps the Indigenous history of Los Angeles with pulsing, kinetic language. Drake's debut collection of poems, The Sky Was Once a Dark Blanket, will be published next month; ahead of its release, I asked Drake a few questions about "Monument Valley" and its ride through th...

      

      
        The Democrats Hone Their Trump Narrative
        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.Lora Kelley: Observers in the media have talked about the Harris campaign's "vibes" as a way to describe the newfound energy she's brought to the ticket. How would you describe the vibes at the convention so far?Helen Lewis: The energy was a lot higher than I think it would have been with Biden as the n...

      

      
        Policy Isn't Going to Win This Election
        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.One of the great myths of American politics is that detailed policy positions are crucial to winning elections. Yes, policy matters in broad strokes: Candidates take general positions on issues such as taxes, abortion, and foreign policy. Rather than study white papers or ponder reports from think tanks...

      

      
        Why Alice Munro's Work Felt so Empty
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is David Frum, an Atlantic staff writer who has written about the J. D. Vance he once knew, the dangers of American autocracy, and his daughter's last...

      

      
        An <em>Atlantic</em> Reading List on Modern Dating
        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.As anyone who has dated in the modern age will tell you, there comes a point when the endless swiping and small talk starts to feel like a demoralizing chore. So "some people simply ... stop," my colleague Faith Hill wrote this week. Reporting this article, she "spoke with six people who ... still want a ...

      

      
        Three Things to Watch for at the DNC
        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.Before the DNC kicks off on Monday, let's quickly recap the sheer eventfulness of the past few weeks for the Democratic Party. Less than one month ago, President Joe Biden announced that he was exiting the presidential race. Almost at once, Vice President Kamala Harris became the heir apparent to the pa...

      

      
        Four Theories That Explain AI Art's Default Vibe
        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.At this point, AI art is about as remarkable as the email inviting you to save 10 percent on a new pair of jeans. On the one hand, it's miraculous that computer programs can synthesize images based on any text prompt; on the other, these images are common enough that they've become a new kind of digital junk, polluting social-media feeds and o...

      

      
        Trump's Strike-Busting Comments Could Come Back to Haunt Him
        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 a freewheeling and chaotic livestreamed conversation with Elon Musk on X this past Monday night, Donald Trump complimented Musk on his "fertile mind," celebrated the prospect of climate change creating more oceanfront property, and said that Vice President Kamala Harris resembled his own wife on a re...

      

      
        America's Battle Over Darwinism Was Personal
        Evan McMurry

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.In July 1860, The Atlantic Monthly's readers were confronted, many for the first time, with Charles Darwin's theory of natural selection. "Darwin on the Origin of Species," the first of three essays by the Harvard botanist Asa Gray about Darwin's 1859 book, instigated a torrent of letters in response, some intrigued, others scandalized....
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The Truth About Celebrities and Politics

The Democrats and the Republicans both understand that fame is inextricable from American culture.

by John Hendrickson




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


In his DNC address, former President Barack Obama warned about putting a premium on "money, fame, status," and "likes." At the same time, his fellow Democrats are shrewdly deploying celebrities and influencers to help propel Kamala Harris to victory this November. How should voters square this tension?

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Did God save Donald Trump?
 	Kamala Harris settles the biggest fight in the Democratic party.
 	The Democrats aren't on the high road anymore.




The Pop-Culture Election

Years from now, if someone asks you to recall a specific moment from the 2024 Democratic National Convention, what will come to mind? I'd probably mention Lil Jon bounding through the audience and hyping up the arena during the 50-state roll call. Political pundits often dismiss such spectacles as meaningless bombast. But the reality is, these are the moments that make politics fun. For better or worse, images--not policies--remain lodged in voters' brains. You can fight that fact or you can use it to your advantage.

Maybe you've heard the joke that D.C. is "Hollywood for ugly people." These days, the line between the political world and the celebrity world has all but vanished. Last night, just before prime time, the Harris campaign sent out a fundraising email from the Veep star Julia Louis-Dreyfus: "I know a thing or two about vice presidents," it read. "And let me tell you, Kamala Harris is the real deal." In Chicago, Lil Jon's performance wasn't the only celebrity appearance. Spike Lee, Patti LaBelle, Common, Eva Longoria, Wendell Pierce, Sean Astin, Don Cheadle, and others were all inside the United Center last night. Jason Isbell, Mickey Guyton, and Tony Goldwyn popped up the night before. The Democratic National Committee has also invited more than 200 influencers and "content creators" to the convention--people who know how to secure those dreaded "likes."

The Harris campaign is leaning into the celebrity-fication and meme-ification of politics, and, so far, it's working. On social media, Harris's official rapid-response account, @KamalaHQ, has embraced Charlie XCX's "brat" iconography, and the campaign recently referenced the infamous internet jokester @dril in an official press release. With these subversive actions, they're courting younger, terminally online voters who may have been tuning out this election altogether--even if it all feels a bit strange to older supporters.

Obama--the first president of the social-media age--lamented certain aspects of our internet-inflected life last night. "We chase the approval of strangers on our phones," he said. "We build all manner of walls and fences around ourselves, and then we wonder why we feel so alone."

The former president's address was sharp, poignant, and funny (following an absolute barn burner of a speech from the former first lady). But it was his section on modern life that stuck out to me most. The message seemed a bit out of sync with the fact that Barack and Michelle Obama are celebrities themselves. Since leaving the White House, the duo's work has been anchored in an entertainment company that has produced Oscar-winning documentaries and slick Netflix movies. Both Obamas have written extremely popular memoirs. Both have famous friends. The former president's literature and music suggestions have become beloved perennial lists. To be sure, none of that is a problem--merely a reflection of contemporary existence. Americans "stan" all manner of famous people in parasocial ways. Even Harris's running mate, the salt-of-the-earth Tim Walz, who will headline tonight, has become an unlikely celebrity in recent weeks.

Celebrities also played a role in the intraparty fighting that led to President Joe Biden's withdrawal from the race. After Biden's disastrous debate performance, journalists and political experts published reams of articles calling for Biden to step aside. And yet it was an op-ed from the Democratic fundraiser and actor George Clooney that seemed to catalyze a broader movement to force Biden's hand. For better or worse, celebrity culture is American culture. Republicans know this too. Arguably the most-talked-about moment from last month's Republican convention in Milwaukee was Hulk Hogan ripping off his shirt, rivaled only by Kid Rock singing "American Bad Ass."

Though the current iterations of the Democratic and Republican Parties couldn't be more different from each other, they both know how Americans think--and where the race is. This election may come down to the state of Pennsylvania, birthplace of Taylor Swift. If either party could somehow persuade Swift, the biggest pop star on the planet, to stage a benefit concert in Pennsylvania, the election might be over. But Swift has spent most of her career avoiding politics altogether. A few days ago, Trump boosted an AI image of Swift on Truth Social and "accepted" a Potemkin endorsement from the star and her fans. It wasn't real--but its potential impact was.

Back to last night's surprise star: Lil Jon. He was ostensibly there to represent his home state of Georgia during the roll call, though his appearance may have had another layer of meaning. Lil Jon was among the contestants who once appeared on The Celebrity Apprentice--Trump's old reality-TV show. At the 2011 White House Correspondents' Dinner, Obama taunted Trump at length, fed up with his birtherism conspiracy-mongering. "Obviously we all know about your credentials and breadth of experience," Obama said to Trump while up on the dais. He described a recent episode of The Celebrity Apprentice and Trump's choice of whom to "fire" on TV. "Ultimately you didn't blame Lil Jon or Meat Loaf--you fired Gary Busey," Obama deadpanned. "And these are the kind of decisions that would keep me up at night. Well handled, sir. Well handled."

That night, the room roared with laughter. Trump sat in the audience, humiliated. Four years later, he would descend the golden escalator inside his namesake tower and change the course of history. Trump would go on to become one of the most famous people to ever live.

America has always been a place where celebrities lead and others follow. But over the past few elections, our politics and our lives have never been more intertwined with all things celebrity. To win an election, you may just have to pay that premium.

Related:

	Can memes really win elections?
 	The forgotten secret of Trump's success (From 2021)






Today's News

	Robert F. Kennedy Jr. announced that he will address the nation about the future of his campaign on Friday in Phoenix. Sources told multiple news outlets that Kennedy is expected to drop out of the race and endorse Trump, but Kennedy would not confirm or deny the reports.
 	Italian authorities said that five bodies have been recovered from the yacht that recently sank off the coast of Sicily.
 	Russian officials said that the country's air-defense system repelled Ukraine's drone attack on Moscow, which was one of the largest drone-attack attempts on the city.






Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: The Atlantic contributing writer Walt Hunter interviewed the Dine poet Kinsale Drake about how poetry can map defiance.


Explore all of our newsletters here.





Evening Read


Jorg Modrow / laif / Redux



Cape Cod Offers a Harbinger of America's Economic Future

By Rob Anderson

A decade ago, I opened a restaurant in Provincetown, Massachusetts, and found out quickly how perilous our local economy can be. One afternoon in July, a few of my line cooks--all Jamaican culinary students who had traveled to the United States on student work-study visas--rolled into work late for the third time that week. The other cooks were annoyed. So was I. I'd been spending my days stumbling through what seemed like impossible situations, and here was one more crisis.
 But the students had a good excuse: They had landed in Provincetown with two promises from a nearby restaurant: a summer job and a place to live. The job had materialized (as had a second one, filling in at my restaurant). The housing hadn't.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Charlie Warzel: The MAGA aesthetic is AI slop.
 	Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess.
 	Republicans' new, dangerous attempt to break the election
 	The huge DNC protest that wasn't
 	Could Donald Trump break the Fed?
 	The new law of electoral politics




Culture Break


Netflix



Watch (or skip). Emily in Paris (available on Netflix) is the epitome of guilty-pleasure viewing. It should probably stay that way, Hannah Giorgis writes.

Debate. When is it okay to not finish a book? Sophie Vershbow walks through how to decide to put a book down.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How Poetry Can Map Defiance

A conversation with the Dine poet Kinsale Drake about "Making a Monument Valley"

by Walt Hunter




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


The 24-year-old Dine poet Kinsale Drake's "Making a Monument Valley," which appears in The Atlantic's September issue, maps the Indigenous history of Los Angeles with pulsing, kinetic language. Drake's debut collection of poems, The Sky Was Once a Dark Blanket, will be published next month; ahead of its release, I asked Drake a few questions about "Monument Valley" and its ride through the haunted cityscape.

This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity.

Walt Hunter: Tell us a little about this poem, Kinsale. Where are we in it?

Kinsale Drake: The themes of the poem derive from my experience working on Tongva lands, in Los Angeles, while keeping in mind my community in Naatsis'aan, in Southern Utah, and our conscious relationship with land that is so much more than an extractive one. I was always trying to move with purpose in a city that was still a people's home. I'm invested in images of haunting and everyday rebellion. I wanted to foreground survivance, a term coined most famously by Gerald Vizenor to mean an active sense of presence, a continuance of Native stories, and a refusal to disappear.

Hunter: Your poem describes the landscape with such memorable language, full of auditory echoes and ricocheting sounds. What does poetic language have to do with the history of land in the United States--stolen and occupied land, in particular?

Drake: The work of honoring land as it always has been, and what it is now, is a loving and uncomfortable practice. Moving beyond acknowledgment, which this poem pushes against, how can we, every day, exercise our sovereignty and self-determination as Indigenous peoples--and as witnesses of this dispossession? Our survival--how is that mirrored in the cityscape? How does the land push back?

Poems can map that defiance. A poem weaves together creation stories, knowledge of dispossession and relocation, and contemporary syntax, to resist containment or erasure or apology.

Tommy Orange is a great example of a writer illuminating how diverse and expansive the urban Native population is and just how intricate those relationships with urbanscapes are. We can define for ourselves how we honor, celebrate, acknowledge, and act in reciprocity with the land and, to some extent, the city. Especially following the Indian Relocation Act of 1956, as a result of which thousands of families were relocated in an attempt to destroy and assimilate Native nations, and then even further removed within the city (Bunker Hill, for example, used to be the urban NDN capital of LA), stories rewrite what it is to be Native now.

Hunter: For people who love your work, what poets would you like them to read next?

Drake: If you enjoyed this poem, I humbly recommend NDN Coping Mechanisms, by Billy-Ray Belcourt (Driftpile Cree); Postcolonial Love Poem, by Natalie Diaz (Mojave); Bad Indians, by Deborah Miranda (Ohlone-Costanoan Esselen Nation); and There There and Wandering Stars, by Tommy Orange (Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes) for further reading on urban spaces and resistance, radical imagination, utopia, and apocalypse.



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

Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.

Explore all of our newsletters.
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The Democrats Hone Their Trump Narrative

A conversation with Helen Lewis about the mood at the DNC

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.


Lora Kelley: Observers in the media have talked about the Harris campaign's "vibes" as a way to describe the newfound energy she's brought to the ticket. How would you describe the vibes at the convention so far?

Helen Lewis: The energy was a lot higher than I think it would have been with Biden as the nominee. With him, there would have been a sense of watching a guy carry a vase across a heavily polished floor--a feeling of trepidation about watching him speak and how many events he was supposed to do. All that's gone away. One of my favorite things that I saw last night was a group of people wearing light-up cowboy hats. That gives you an idea of the vibe: This is the kind of place where you can wear an unironic light-up cowboy hat. Despite the poor timekeeping of the first night (Biden didn't speak until well after 11 p.m. eastern time), there's a confidence and a lightness to the convention. There is merch in "brat" green.

Lora: How were people at the convention talking about Biden and his farewell speech?

Helen: There was a feeling that Biden had done the right thing, and so people needed to be gracious and give him his night. You might think that's quite self-indulgent when you've got an election to win and you've only got four nights of convention to land your points. But there is a point to the decency of giving Joe Biden his victory lap. A party that treats its members well and embeds their legacy is a party that can attract good candidates.

The Democratic Party is in touch with its former iterations. You had Hillary Clinton speaking last night; you have Michelle and Barack Obama talking tonight. That's not the same with the Republican Party. People from the pre-Donald Trump era are not around.

Lora: What messages did the first night's speakers emphasize? What didn't they focus on?

Helen: Democrats are running on a change message. This means that the Democrats don't have to defend every cough and spit of Biden's legacy, which they would have to if he was a nominee. They would have to make the case that the past four years have been absolutely brilliant and fantastic, and we should have another four of them. Instead, they can say, Well, you like bits of Biden and want some continuity, but here's this new, fresh candidate.

They've also downgraded the Biden electoral strategy, which was Democracy is at stake. An existential sort of attack on Trump--This guy's a would-be tyrant--seems to be less effective than the framing of He's weird, and the Republican Party is a cult. You can observe that pivot in the way the speeches are going. Alongside the references to Project 2025--which has become a vaguely sinister catch-all term for "Republican policies you'll hate"--speakers are mocking and dismissing Trump. Hillary Clinton even allowed herself a wry smile when she mentioned Trump's felony conviction and the crowd started to chant, "Lock him up." Harris and Tim Walz have been shutting down those chants on the road, but I guess Clinton felt differently, given her experience in 2016.

Harris is emphasizing a unity message too. There is a constant use of we--her speech ended with "When we fight, we win," which the crowd also chanted. That's a contrast to the Hillary Clinton slogan "I'm with her," which was foregrounding the fact that it was a her for the first time. One of the things I found interesting is the extent to which they're making this about Harris being the first woman, and the first woman of color, to potentially be president--I would say the level is low to medium. I don't think that first female president is going to be the way Kamala Harris runs this.

Lora: So what parts of her identity is she foregrounding?

Helen: Harris and her surrogates are leaning into her record in California: Their side's got a felon; we've got a prosecutor. Simply running as not Donald Trump is also likely to capture an enormous amount of votes. From the point of view of journalists, we're annoyed she's given so few interviews, and the policy platform has, until recently, been quite sketchy. But from Harris's point of view, I think that the unknown elements of the campaign have worked out quite well for her.

The journalists haven't had much space at the convention, and it's hard to get on the floor. But content creators are getting lots of space to spread out. The campaign presumably loves them, because it's like journalism without the hard questions--it's fandom that looks like information delivery. There's a huge right-wing ecosystem of influencers and creators, and there's a real feeling on the left that they need to build a mirror to that, and get their own cheerleaders.

Related:

	Joe Biden's late goodbye
 	The mistake that could cost Trump the election




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The new AOC
 	David Frum: The defeat-Harris, get-Trump politics of protest
 	Abortion takes center stage.
 	The warehouse worker who became a philosopher




Today's News

	Nicole Shanahan, Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s running mate, said that Kennedy's campaign is weighing whether to "join forces" with Trump's campaign or stay in the race.
 	Barack Obama will speak tonight at the Democratic National Convention, and delegates will hold a "celebratory" roll call to nominate Kamala Harris as the party's presidential candidate.
 	Six people, including a British tech mogul and a Morgan Stanley executive, remain missing after a tornado sank a yacht off the coast of Sicily, killing at least one person.






Dispatches

	Work in Progress: The White House simply does not have great tools to bring the cost of living under control, Annie Lowrey writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.





Evening Read


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



The Far Right Is Becoming Obsessed With Race and IQ

By Ali Breland

"Joining us now is Steve Sailer, who I find to be incredibly interesting, and one of the most talented noticers," Charlie Kirk said on his internet show in October. Kirk, the 30-year-old founder of Turning Point USA, a right-wing youth organization, slowed down as he said "noticers," looked up at the camera, and coyly flicked his eyebrows.
 That term--noticer--has become a thinly veiled shorthand within segments of the right to refer to someone who subscribes to "race science" or "race realism," the belief that racial inequities are biological. In his interview with Kirk, Sailer noticed that "Blacks tend to commit murder about 10 times as often per capita as whites, and it's not just all explained by poverty." Sailer, one of the most prominent peddlers of race science in the United States, has made a career out of noticing things.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Sean O'Brien walked right into it.
 	Adam Kirsch: The false narrative of settler colonialism




Culture Break


Ahmet Okatali / Anadolu / Getty



Look up. Last night, people around the world saw a blue sturgeon supermoon. These photos captured the event.

Watch. Francis Ford Coppola's 1974 film The Conversation (available to rent on Prime Video), captured anxieties about the emerging surveillance state--and how it made workers feel at their job, Mark Asch writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Seeing President Biden wipe tears from his face as he both approached and stepped back from the lectern last night, I thought back to Fintan O'Toole's moving 2020 New York Review of Books essay, "The Designated Mourner," in which he describes the president as "the most gothic figure in American politics." Biden, O'Toole writes, "who once promised to turn back time, is an increasingly poignant embodiment of its pitilessness."

-- Lora



Sign up for The Decision: A 2024 Newsletter, in which Atlantic writers help you make sense of an unprecedented election.

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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Policy Isn't Going to Win This Election

The Harris campaign seems to have grasped an important reality.

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.


One of the great myths of American politics is that detailed policy positions are crucial to winning elections. Yes, policy matters in broad strokes: Candidates take general positions on issues such as taxes, abortion, and foreign policy. Rather than study white papers or ponder reports from think tanks, however, most voters count on parties and candidates to signal broad directions and then work out the details later.

In the 2024 election, policy details matter even less than they usually do. Vice President Kamala Harris and her running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, seem to have figured this out. Harris has been blasted by Republicans for avoiding the press, and some journalists have griped that she hasn't sat down for a long interview and didn't make a major policy speech before this past Friday. But Harris and Walz seem to be making a strategic choice--and for now, a good one.

Policy proposals are supposed to differentiate the candidates, but drawing policy distinctions with Trump is hard when he presents almost nothing beyond "I will fix it." (What's the counterargument to that? "No, you won't"?) Trump knows that his base has never really cared that much about policy; he sees such details as bumf that only gets in the way of his supercharged appeals to the limbic system. (Remember, the GOP didn't even bother writing a new platform in 2020.) He does not present policies so much as make wild promises in the middle of tirades about sharks and gangs and Hannibal Lecter.

Trump is so allergic to policy details and so unwilling to be pinned down about them that when the Heritage Foundation organized Project 2025 and produced a 900-page cinder block of proposals for Trump's first days in office, Trump--who once seemed to praise Heritage's initial work on the project--disavowed the whole thing as soon as Democrats highlighted some of the disturbing and creepy stuff in it.

Back in 2016, Trump's ignorance about policy wasn't much of an issue for the GOP. Republican elites knew they would send him to Washington--with adult supervision, of course--as a populist figurehead who would sign off on tax policies and judicial appointments that he neither cared about nor understood. But they also hoped Trump could control his bizarre and dangerous behavior, and when that proved impossible for him, Joe Biden chose a simple message in the 2020 campaign: Donald Trump is too awful to remain in office. Biden and Trump traded standard charges about abortion and judges and taxes and foreign policy, but in the end, what Biden promised above all was a return to a normal life after COVID.

The Biden campaign in 2024 tried to make that same case, but this time, Biden seemed flummoxed by voters who decided that he was no better than Trump because food was too expensive and gas prices were too high. At their only debate, Trump--for once--managed to keep relatively quiet, while Biden stumbled through a bunch of wonky talking points. Instead of challenging Trump as a convicted felon leading a movement rife with kooks and violent insurrectionists, Biden talked about climate goals and college aid.

Celsius targets? Pell Grants?

Perhaps the focus on policy was Biden's idea, but someone should have talked him out of it: Letting the candidate go out there and drown in his own factoids was basic staff malpractice.

Harris has taken a different approach. I have said many times that I am comfortable voting for almost anyone who could stop Trump, but most people, understandably, want someone to vote for rather than against: Harris and Walz seem to believe that Americans are tired of gloom and drama, so they are presenting themselves as normal, cheerful people, politicians who everyone might not agree with but who won't make America dread turning on the television.

Harris's people also seem to grasp that when Trump is repeatedly melting down in public, Democrats should not interrupt him. And they're right: Allowing anyone to drag Harris into the thickets of policy just to satisfy the demands of some journalists--and a lot of angry Republicans who will never vote for her--while Trump is hurting himself would, like Biden's debate, constitute political malpractice.

In the past few weeks, Trump has attacked Harris's race, her intelligence, and her looks. His unhinged rants are worse than ever. Last week, he managed to remind Americans yet again how much he hates military people by claiming that the presidential medals he gave out are "much better" than the Congressional Medal of Honor because people get them while they're healthy and happy instead of all shot up, lame, or even dead. (He has a deep aversion to wounded warriors.)

Meanwhile, his running mate, J. D. Vance, continues to earn the label of "weird" that Harris and Walz have plastered on him. This weekend, for example, during an interview on Fox News, he said that "giving Kamala Harris control over inflation policy" is like "giving Jeffrey Epstein control over human-trafficking policy." Now, I didn't work in politics that long, but I'm pretty sure that making an analogy using a dead sex offender--who was once a well-known friend of your running mate--is not the most adept move. It's the sort of thing that might have them rolling in the aisles over at Trump's Truth Social site, but even the Fox anchor Shannon Bream just stared into the camera after that one.

In the middle of all this, Harris and Walz are supposed to sit for an interview and explain their plans for ... what, exactly? Federal burden-sharing with the states for highway repair? Any adviser worth their salt would block the gates of the Naval Observatory rather than let Harris and Walz distract the public from the Trump and Vance tire fires by wonking out about school lunches or Ukrainian aid.

I wish that Americans cared more about policy, but they don't. (Voters in other democracies are not much better. When I visited Switzerland while I was researching a book on democratic decline, some political analysts there told me they worry that voters are no longer equipped to participate in the referenda that run much of the country.) They care about a handful of large issues where the differences between Harris and Trump are stark, such as abortion, and that's about it. Republicans might not like it, but Harris is wisely refusing, at least for now, to do anything that would take the spotlight off the awkward soap opera that is the Trump-and-Vance campaign.

Related:

	Josh Barro: Harris's plan is economically dumb but politically smart.
 	The populist mantle is Harris's for the taking. But does she want it?




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The governor who endorsed Trump to heal American politics
 	The mistake that could cost Trump the election
 	Of course schools are day care.






Today's News

	President Joe Biden will speak tonight at the Democratic National Convention, in Chicago.
 	Former Representative George Santos pleaded guilty to federal wire fraud and identity-theft charges. He will be sentenced on February 7.
 	Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken said that Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has agreed to a cease-fire-related proposal from the Biden administration. Hamas has not officially commented, but the group released a statement yesterday saying that the proposal favored Israel's terms.






Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: These stories about modern dating are really about determining what you really need in order to be happy, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic.



AI Cheating Is Getting Worse

By Ian Bogost

Kyle Jensen, the director of Arizona State University's writing programs, is gearing up for the fall semester. The responsibility is enormous: Each year, 23,000 students take writing courses under his oversight. The teachers' work is even harder today than it was a few years ago, thanks to AI tools that can generate competent college papers in a matter of seconds.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The American con man who pioneered offshore finance
 	The plan to take down the Hyde Amendment
 	We still need to Trump-proof America.
 	Trump's medal of dishonor
 	A giant deer fence is going up in the American West.




Culture Break


Netflix



Read. The Princess of 72nd Street, originally published in 1979 and recently reissued, explores what happens when wellness can't bring happiness, Talya Zax writes.

Watch. Simone Biles Rising, a four-part documentary series (the first two episodes are out now on Netflix), examines the limits of "work ethic," Hannah Giorgis writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Why Alice Munro's Work Felt so Empty

Culture and entertainment musts from David Frum

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is David Frum, an Atlantic staff writer who has written about the J. D. Vance he once knew, the dangers of American autocracy, and his daughter's last gift.

David is a lifelong fan of the Talking Heads, a rehabilitated T. S. Eliot enthusiast, and a critic of Alice Munro's writing. He is also keen to visit an Impressionist exhibition that will be touring in Washington, D.C., in the fall. It features a collection of French paintings that established the artistic movement more than a century ago by "revolutionizing art itself."

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	A trip to one of the hottest cities on the planet
 	Conservative women have a new Phyllis Schlafly.
 	The people who quit dating




The Culture Survey: David Frum

The last debate I had about culture: This summer, one of the daughters of the writer Alice Munro went public with an accusation that Munro's second husband--the daughter's stepfather--had repeatedly sexually abused her throughout her childhood. The daughter, Andrea Robin Skinner, said that even after she explicitly informed Munro of the full extent of the abuse, Munro remained loyal to the abuser--and even seemed to feel that it was Skinner who had somehow wronged her, betrayed her. The abuser, now deceased, pleaded guilty in 2005 to a criminal charge arising from the abuse and received a suspended sentence with two years of probation. The story was reportedly talked about within Canadian literary circles. But somehow, it did not become fully public information until this year.

It's hardly news that great artists are not always nice people--in fact, quite often, they are very bad people. For me, however, the debate over Alice Munro was not How could a great artist do such a bad thing? It was, This bad thing at last enables me to articulate why I never thought Alice Munro was a great artist in the first place. In my native Canada, Munro was regarded as not only a great talent but also a kind of moral witness. Yet to me, her much-praised short stories always seemed insipid and tedious. Many of them concern unspoken secrets, but the secrets and their aftermath never add up to much: They just sort of hang in the air over some small Canadian town, going nowhere and meaning little. Suddenly, the inconsequentiality of her narratives makes sense; shrugging off big news is how she treated her own most important lifelong secret, after all.

The poet John Keats asserted that all we need to know about art is that "beauty is truth, truth beauty." That may not be quite the whole story, but I think I'm ready to argue over a pint in the artist's bar that habitual lying kills the soul of art in a way that other human failings may not. I can resume the debate about her art with a new understanding of why her art always felt so empty to me.

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love, and something I loved but now dislike: As a teenager, I loved, loved, loved the music of the Talking Heads, and I still love, love, love it. Has the terror of civil unrest ever been more danceable than in their "Life During Wartime"?

Heard of some gravesites, out by the highway
 A place where nobody knows
 The sound of gunfire, off in the distance
 I'm getting used to it now


As a teenager, I also loved, loved, loved the poetry of T. S. Eliot. Now I'm not so sure. Yes, The Waste Land still haunts me. Stray lines from other poems stick with me too: "garlic and sapphires in the mud" from "Burnt Norton." But a lot of Eliot's solemn mysteries, his oracular enigmas--about which I wrote so many high-school and college term papers!--now appear to me as attitude in place of art. Oscar Wilde wrote a story titled "The Sphinx Without a Secret." I have come to suspect that this damning apothegm may also apply to my adolescent literary hero. [Related: T. S. Eliot saw all this coming.]

The upcoming arts event I'm most looking forward to: A century and a half ago, a small group of Frenchmen--and one Frenchwoman--invited friends and colleagues to join a group exhibition. A new style featured in the show did not yet have a name but would soon acquire one: Impressionism. The show opened April 15, 1874, in a photographer's former studio on the Boulevard des Capucines.

In spring 2024, enterprising curators at the Paris Musee d'Orsay gathered many of the paintings that had confronted the world a century and a half ago. In the fall, the show will travel to Washington, D.C.'s National Gallery of Art.

I visited the show in Paris and am now keenly looking forward to spending time with it again in Washington.

There's a lot to say about the show, but here's just one thing. Paris in 1874 was a city suffering the aftermath of siege and revolution. Famous buildings, including the Tuileries Palace and the great Renaissance-style City Hall of Paris, had been burned to the ground. Virtually every tree on every boulevard and park had been felled for firewood. Thousands had perished of starvation during the German siege from September 1870 to January 1871; thousands more were killed during the subsequent uprising known as the Paris Commune. All of this followed nearly 20 years--less bloody but no less disorienting--of destruction and reconstruction in medieval Paris by Napoleon III and his chief architect, Baron Haussmann.

Yet this tumult went almost entirely undepicted by that great Impressionist show of 1874. At that year's official Paris Salon--the government-sponsored show that enforced official taste--artists exhibited pictures of combat. The Impressionists responded to revolutionary times not with editorial comment upon the revolution, but by revolutionizing art itself.

A poem that I return to: My mother died at an early age. She was only 54. I was not quite 32; my first child, a little girl, was then only eight months old. Soon afterward, a friend introduced me to a poem by Thomas Hardy, "The Voice." It begins: "Woman much missed, how you call to me, call to me."

Hardy wrote "The Voice" after the death of his wife. In the key stanza, the poet wonders whether his beloved really is "calling" to him, or whether the sound is only an illusion caused by a rainy autumn day:

Or is it only the breeze, in its listlessness
 Travelling across the wet mead to me here,
 You being ever dissolved to wan wistlessness,
 Heard no more again far or near?


That first child of mine, a baby when her grandmother died, herself died suddenly this year, aged 32. Now I am again choking up over Hardy's poem.

Thus I; faltering forward,
 Leaves around me falling,
 Wind oozing thin through the thorn from norward,
 And the woman calling.




The Week Ahead

	The Crow, an action-movie reboot about a man who is resurrected so he can take revenge against the people who killed him and his partner (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 2 of That '90s Show, the sequel series to That '70s Show, about the antics of a new generation of teenagers (part three premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	There Are Rivers in the Sky, a novel by Elif Shafak about three characters in different eras who live along two rivers (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Tom Kelley Archive / Getty.



My Criminal Record Somehow Vanished

By Mark O'Brien

Sixteen years ago, during my last semester of law school, I caused a drunk-driving crash that killed my girlfriend. I pleaded guilty to negligent manslaughter and faced up to a decade in prison, but thanks to my girlfriend's family's forgiveness and whatever unearned sympathy I received as a middle-class white man, my sentence amounted to a few months in jail followed by several years on probation. Considering the sentences faced by many, I'd been very lucky.
 Ever since, I've been among the 80 million Americans living with a criminal record and all its consequences. I've fantasized about what my life would be like if my record simply vanished. Not long ago, it sort of did--one more instance of a system that's not just unjust but also capricious and poorly administered.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	A memoir about recovering from men
 	Humans are killable. The Alien franchise isn't.
 	The monumental discovery that changed how humans see themselves
 	A movie that understands the 2000s-internet generation
 	A satire of America's obsession with identity
 	Who wants a "man in finance"?
 	When growing up happens in a single conversation




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Trump's plan to raise your taxes
 	Josh Barro: Harris's plan is economically dumb but politically smart.
 	Elon Musk throws a Trump rally.




Photo Album


A waitress walks by mannequins at a restaurant set up to look like a bathing center, inside a shopping mall in Beijing. (Andy Wong / AP)



Check out these photos from the past week showing a display at a mall in Beijing, a raging wildfire in Greece, a 12-hour lawn-mower race in England, 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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An <em>Atlantic</em> Reading List on Modern Dating

Dating decisions are about determining what you really need in order to be happy.

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.


As anyone who has dated in the modern age will tell you, there comes a point when the endless swiping and small talk starts to feel like a demoralizing chore. So "some people simply ... stop," my colleague Faith Hill wrote this week. Reporting this article, she "spoke with six people who ... still want a relationship--and they wouldn't refuse if one unfolded naturally--but they've cycled between excitement and disappointment too many times to keep trying."

These people aren't just quitting dating apps or no longer asking new people out, Faith writes. They're facing the possibility that they'll never find the relationship they wanted. That can be painful, "but it can also be helpful," Faith notes, "allowing people to mourn the future they once expected--and redefine, on their own terms, what a fulfilling life could look like." Dating doesn't just take time; wishing for a partner can also take up much of a person's attention and energy, Faith adds. By giving up on that quest, these people found, space suddenly opened up for the other wondrous parts of life.



On Dating

The People Who Quit Dating

By Faith Hill

Being single can be hard--but the search for love may be harder.

Read the article.

Dear Therapist: It's Hard to Accept Being Single

By Lori Gottlieb

Listening to my friends talk about their relationship problems is getting really tough.

Read the article.

The Woman Who Made Online Dating Into a 'Science'

By Kaitlyn Tiffany

Almost 20 years ago, Helen Fisher helped revolutionize dating. She has no regrets.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The five years that changed dating: When Tinder became available to all smartphone users in 2013, it ushered in a new era in the history of romance, Ashley Fetters wrote in 2018.
 	The paradoxes of modern dating: Earlier this year, Faith and Atlantic associate editor Lora Kelley discussed daters' competing desires for structure and serenity.




Other Diversions

	A memoir about recovering from men
 	Why does AI art look like that?
 	America's battle over Darwinism was personal.




P.S.


Courtesy of Carolynn Kane



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Carolynn Kane, 62, in California, wrote: "The sun poking through the marine haze is a bit of a metaphor for life and hope. Always leaves me with a sense of contentment."

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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Three Things to Watch for at the DNC

Next week is likely to be a fairly standard convention for a very unusual campaign.

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.


Before the DNC kicks off on Monday, let's quickly recap the sheer eventfulness of the past few weeks for the Democratic Party. Less than one month ago, President Joe Biden announced that he was exiting the presidential race. Almost at once, Vice President Kamala Harris became the heir apparent to the party nomination. Just over two weeks later, she became the official nominee; the next day, she named Minnesota Governor Tim Walz as her running mate.

This timeline means that the typical flow of a first-time nominee's presidential campaign has been scrambled. But after a summer full of surprises and switch-ups, Harris will take the expected step of a Democratic nominee: appearing at the Democratic National Convention. The convention, which has had varying degrees of significance in recent presidential races, could be of particular consequence this time around. Here are three key things to keep in mind as you follow the news next week.

This convention will be light on procedurals, and will focus on refining the political message of a relatively new campaign.

Major-party conventions usually serve some bureaucratic purposes: Delegates vote to confirm the party's nominee, and candidates sometimes announce their running mate (as Donald Trump did during his party's convention last month). All of this has already happened for the Democrats--Harris was nominated in a virtual roll call, an unusual process for the party, in early August, and she picked Walz soon after.

Those following along at home aren't paying much attention to the procedures, though--they're watching for the speeches and political narratives. Conventions serve to unite a political party around a coherent story. The party strategizes about which guests, and what message, will both speak to undecided Americans and excite the base. Family members of the candidates will attempt to humanize them and help them appear relatable. The full lineup of speakers has not yet been released, but President Biden is expected to play a role. Rumors and speculation about which celebrities may appear have also been swirling.

Harris will be looking to reintroduce herself to the American public.

Despite her name recognition, many people lack a clear sense of who Harris is and what she stands for. As my colleague Elaina Plott Calabro, who has profiled Harris, wrote last month, "After years of struggling to find her political voice, Harris seems to have finally taken command of her own story." Harris once seemed ambivalent, even apologetic, about her image as a prosecutor, but now she seems to be starting to own that part of her past, using it as a point of contrast with Trump's status as a felon.

Harris lacked the testing ground of a contested primary--she is the first nonincumbent to win a major-party nomination without a primary race since 1968--which means she didn't have the opportunity to sharpen her messaging before the general election. As my colleague Ronald Brownstein wrote recently, her relatively undefined image "gives Harris a chance to benefit more than usual from the Democratic gathering in Chicago ... if she can flesh out her story in an engaging way."

Conventions in recent cycles haven't led to drastic movement in polls. But as Ronald notes, the convention has been a game changer on at least one occasion in the past: Bill Clinton's 1992 convention speech helped turn around voters' perceptions that he was elitist, in part by emphasizing his modest roots; he saw a remarkable 16-point post-DNC jump in the polls. Experts told Ronald that Harris is unlikely to see a poll bump of more than a few points, but, he wrote, "she might be able to reach the upper end of the convention bump still available in this polarized time." Harris's campaign is also hoping to reach more viewers than is average for a convention by streaming it on YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram.

The convention could help clarify the role of policy conversations in this election.

Harris's campaign has been criticized for its lack of substantive policy discussion so far. This afternoon, she presented her most robust proposals yet: In a speech in Raleigh, North Carolina, she laid out plans for combatting the high cost of living for Americans, which included tax cuts for new parents, a federal ban on price gouging, 3 million new housing units during her time in office, and $25,000 in downpayment support for first-time homeowners for the next four years. More details on her platform, economic and beyond, are expected at the convention and in the coming weeks.

Given how far along we are in the race, voters may be more focused on the big picture and the themes of the campaign than on the kinds of details that may come up during a primary. In some ways, Harris's shortened runway makes things easier for her: As my colleague David Graham wrote in a recent article about the unknowns around Harris and her politics, "If Democrats believe Harris can beat Trump, they may not care about much else, at least for now."

Related:

	The one big policy that Kamala Harris needs
 	Josh Barro: Harris's plan is economically dumb but politically smart.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Conservative women have a new Phyllis Schlafly.
 	David Frum: Trump's plan to raise your taxes
 	The Ozempic shortage is over.






Today's News

	Paetongtarn Shinawatra, the daughter of a former Thai prime minister, will become the country's youngest prime minister after a recent political shake-up.
 	To fill Senator Bob Menendez's congressional seat, New Jersey Governor Phil Murphy will appoint George Helmy, Murphy's former chief of staff.
 	A federal judge temporarily blocked the launch of a joint sports-streaming service created by Fox Corporation, Warner Bros. Discovery, and the Walt Disney Company.






Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Mary Gaitskill's 2019 novella, This Is Pleasure, makes readers consider whether including men's voices in #MeToo novels can help us understand women's stories, Maya Chung writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: These four theories help explain why AI-generated art tends to look so similar, Damon Beres writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read




Anna Marie Tendler



A Memoir About Recovering From Men

By Sophie Gilbert

For a large part of her adult life, Anna Marie Tendler was best known as a character in someone else's bit. She recurred throughout the stand-up routines of her ex-husband, the comedian and former Saturday Night Live writer John Mulaney, as a loving but sharp-edged caricature: a "dynamite 5-foot Jewish bitch," the "Alpha" of the household, the person who planned their wedding and reputedly harassed Mulaney until he committed to her ...
 Tendler was the wife of a culturally beloved Wife Guy, until she wasn't. During the coronavirus pandemic, she writes in her new memoir, Men Have Called Her Crazy, it became clear that her marriage was "falling apart."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Trump finds a new Benghazi.
 	A vision of England today, dark and rotten
 	Why does AI art look like that?
 	Introducing Autocracy in America




Culture Break


Disney



Watch. Alien: Romulus (out now in theaters) hits some recognizable beats, but the pleasures of its central concept remain undiminished, Fran Hoepfner writes.

Read. In Jo Hamya's new novel, The Hypocrite, pity becomes a form of power, Hillary Kelly writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Ozempic and other GLP-1 drugs are changing medicine--and people's lives. If you've taken weight-loss drugs, The Atlantic wants to hear about your experience. Share your story with us here.



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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Four Theories That Explain AI Art's Default Vibe

The image-makers are stuck in a pattern.

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.


At this point, AI art is about as remarkable as the email inviting you to save 10 percent on a new pair of jeans. On the one hand, it's miraculous that computer programs can synthesize images based on any text prompt; on the other, these images are common enough that they've become a new kind of digital junk, polluting social-media feeds and other online spaces with no particular payoff to users.

But their big spam energy isn't just a question of volume--these images also tend to look pretty similar. As my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce writes in a new story for The Atlantic, "Two years into the generative-AI boom, these programs' creations seem more technically advanced ... but they are stuck with a distinct aesthetic." By default, these models are inclined to produce images with bright, saturated colors; beautiful and almost cartoonish people; and dramatic lighting. Caroline spoke with experts who gave her four theories on why that is.

Ultimately, her reporting suggests that although tech companies are competing to offer more compelling image generators, the products aren't actually all that different in the end--the situation is more "Pepsi vs. Coke" than "Toyota vs. Mercedes." Perhaps people will simply use whichever image generator is most convenient. That may explain why companies such as X, Google, and Apple are so eager to build these models into existing platforms: Image generators aren't magic anymore, but a feature to be checked off.




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Why Does AI Art Look Like That?

By Caroline Mimbs Nyce

This week, X launched an AI-image generator, allowing paying subscribers of Elon Musk's social platform to make their own art. So--naturally--some users appear to have immediately made images of Donald Trump flying a plane toward the World Trade Center; Mickey Mouse wielding an assault rifle, and another of him enjoying a cigarette and some beer on the beach; and so on. Some of the images that people have created using the tool are deeply unsettling; others are just strange, or even kind of funny. They depict wildly different scenarios and characters. But somehow they all kind of look alike, bearing unmistakable hallmarks of AI art that have cropped up in recent years thanks to products such as Midjourney and DALL-E.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	Trump finds a new Benghazi: Earlier this week, Donald Trump falsely claimed that Kamala Harris had "A.I.'d" a photograph of a crowd at one of her campaign rallies--alleging, in other words, that she had doctored or outright fabricated an image in order to exaggerate the number of people cheering her on. As Matthew Kirschenbaum writes for The Atlantic, Trump's use of the term may have less to do with the technology per se and more to do with giving his supporters something to post about--"a way of licensing them to follow his example by filling up the text boxes on their own screens."




P.S.

AI art may actually be at its best with an audience of one. "Approaching generative image creators in order to produce a desired result might get their potential exactly backwards," Ian Bogost wrote for The Atlantic last year. "AI can give them shape outside your mind, quickly and at little cost: any notion whatsoever, output visually in seconds. The results are not images to be used as media, but ideas recorded in a picture."

-- Damon
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Trump's Strike-Busting Comments Could Come Back to Haunt Him

In angering unions, Trump is in danger of turning a powerful force for voter mobilization against himself.

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 a freewheeling and chaotic livestreamed conversation with Elon Musk on X this past Monday night, Donald Trump complimented Musk on his "fertile mind," celebrated the prospect of climate change creating more oceanfront property, and said that Vice President Kamala Harris resembled his own wife on a recent Time cover. But the moment when Trump praised the idea of firing workers on strike could be the one he comes to regret this election season.


"You're the greatest cutter," Trump said to Musk. "I mean, I look at what you do. You walk in and you just say, 'You want to quit?' They go on strike. I won't mention the name of the company, but they go on strike, and you say, 'That's okay. You're all gone. You're all gone.'" (It wasn't clear what action of Musk's, real or imagined, Trump was referring to; Musk did axe a majority of Twitter's workforce after he took over in 2022, and the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) ruled in 2021 that Tesla had illegally fired a worker who was trying to form a union.) Musk laughed, and Trump pivoted to another topic. The whole exchange lasted about 20 seconds, but the backlash was swift: The United Auto Workers (UAW) union promptly filed federal labor charges against Trump and Musk. As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote this week, the comments made Trump sound like "a caricature of a heartless industrialist." And in angering unions, Trump is in danger of turning a powerful force for voter mobilization against himself.

Although Trump tries to present himself as a champion of the working class, his populist rhetoric doesn't always align with his policy positions. As president, for example, Trump appointed NLRB members who made it more difficult for workers to unionize and judges who were skeptical of organized labor. He opposed the PRO Act, legislation that passed the House in early 2020 that would have opened the door for more workers to conduct union campaigns, as well as heightened penalties for companies that impinged on workers' rights. The Republican National Committee, in an effort to highlight the Trump campaign's attention to labor interests, invited Teamsters President Sean O'Brien to speak at the Republican National Convention earlier this summer. But as my colleague David Graham noted last month, Trump has also criticized the UAW for striking, and spoke at a nonunion auto-parts factory during the strike. His running mate, J. D. Vance, has sometimes broken with GOP orthodoxy to support workers and attack corporations, but he has an inconsistent record on labor issues. In 2016, Trump secured a higher share of the union vote than other Republican candidates in the recent past; Joe Biden won union households by a wide margin in 2020, and with them, the election.

So Trump's comments on Monday night could come back to haunt him in November. "Trump handed the union leaders such a gift," my colleague Ronald Brownstein, who has covered the relationship between labor and American elections, told me in an email. Trump's remarks make it easier for union leaders, many of whom do not support Trump, to build a case against him, Ronald explained; in modern politics, a gap often exists between the policy commitments of union leaders and the priorities of members, he noted. Trump's comment will allow Democratic-supporting union leadership "to portray Trump as a threat," Ronald said, including to the culturally conservative members who may otherwise be attracted to some of Trump's messages on issues such as crime and immigration.

Union members make up a small but meaningful contingent of voters, especially in swing states such as Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and Michigan. In those states, 14, 18, and 21 percent of all voters in the 2020 election lived in union households, respectively, according to exit polls (though not everyone living in a union household is necessarily a union member). We're likely to see a close election this fall, and nabbing those slices of the electorate may help shape the outcome. Unions can be powerful forces in elections for their sheer ability to mobilize people to turn out to vote, Tobias Higbie, a labor historian at UCLA, told me. He also noted that union voters aren't a monolith: The country's 14 million union members vote with different priorities.

For Biden, supporting unions was a way to frame himself as being on the side of the working class while also distinguishing himself from Trump's non-union-friendly populism, William P. Jones, a historian at the University of Minnesota, told me. Since the 1980s, Jones said, Republicans have pushed the idea that politicians can be pro-worker but not pro-union. For a long time, Democrats did not challenge that framing, in part because the general public has experienced periods of ambivalence about unions (public approval for unions has gone up  over the past decade). But Biden--who has claimed to be the most pro-union president in American history and largely made good on that claim--rejected this approach.

Harris hasn't released any union-specific policy proposals so far. But she has long supported unions, and UAW and other unions have endorsed her. "Walz brings a really decisive answer" to the question of whether she'd take Biden's approach, Jones argued. As a union member who has successfully mobilized union voters in Minnesota races (and delivered policy wins to union contingents once elected governor), Walz is a natural messenger for working and union-member voters. And he already leaned into his labor bona fides in his first solo campaign stop this week. Addressing a ballroom full of union members in Los Angeles, Walz promised that he would fight for working Americans and warned that Trump would wage war on working people. So far, these are just campaign promises. But as far as political images go--and they can go far--Walz's working-man persona is a sharp contrast to the "heartless industrialist" hat Trump wore on Monday night.

Related:

	 The fakest populism you ever saw
 
 	 Why Biden's pro-worker stance isn't working
 






Today's News

	 Tim Walz and J. D. Vance have agreed to participate in a debate hosted by CBS on October 1.
 
 	 Multiple people have been charged in connection with the actor Matthew Perry's death, which was attributed to a ketamine overdose.
 
 	Ukraine announced that it has appointed a military commander to manage the parts of Russia's Kursk region it has gained control over.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: America's battle over Darwinism was personal, Evan McMurry writes.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Why People Are Breaking Open Their Mounjaro Pens

By Sarah Zhang

By the time Lisa started breaking open her Mounjaro pens with pliers, she had run out of other ideas. She was 300 pounds. She had already tried bariatric surgery. (It had limited success.) She had tried getting her insurance company to cover Mounjaro. (It stopped after a month.) She had tried a cheaper copycat version from a compounding pharmacy. (It didn't work as well, and she worried about what she was actually getting.) "I was absolutely desperate to stay on," she says, but she could not afford the sticker price.
 That's when she learned online about a money-saving loophole: She could split a maximum-strength Mounjaro pen into the smaller doses she needed. (The single-use injection pens come in multiple concentrations that cost the same.) One pen became as many as six. A year of dose-splitting later, she has lost 75 pounds--at a fraction of the original cost.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	 Ocean Photographer of the Year 2024 finalists
 




Culture Break


Max Miechowski / Redux



Read. "Beauty," a short story in which Graham Swift explores loss and the unexpected rekindling of romance: "She's beautiful. Some inner voice that he thought he'd lost years ago had said it, even in such brazen language."

Watch. One of these six acclaimed movies with short runtimes.

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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America's Battle Over Darwinism Was Personal

Darwin had fretted for years about the cataclysm that his book's publication would cause. In the U.S, one opponent loomed over others.

by Evan McMurry




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


In July 1860, The Atlantic Monthly's readers were confronted, many for the first time, with Charles Darwin's theory of natural selection. "Darwin on the Origin of Species," the first of three essays by the Harvard botanist Asa Gray about Darwin's 1859 book, instigated a torrent of letters in response, some intrigued, others scandalized. Emily Dickinson, it seems, remembered the experience of reading Gray enough to allude to it decades later. One hundred and fifty years after its publication, his essay spiked in readership on this website.

Gray, a scholar and naturalist, adopted the pose of a reader made uncomfortable by Darwin's idea. "Novelties are enticing to most people: to us they are simply annoying," his essay began. "We cling to a long-accepted theory, just as we cling to an old suit of clothes ... New notions and new styles worry us."

This was subterfuge. Gray was among the few confidants for whom Darwin had previewed the idea of natural selection, and he had supplied Darwin with key research about plant distribution. Darwin had fretted for years about the cataclysm that Origin's publication would cause, and in the United States, one opponent loomed over others: Louis Agassiz.

At the time America's most prominent scientist, the Swiss-born zoologist swapped theories with Ralph Waldo Emerson; Henry David Thoreau sent him a turtle specimen from Walden Pond; Oliver Wendell Holmes rhapsodized about him in this magazine. Agassiz, a colleague of Gray's at Harvard, was a hit on the lecture circuit, where he performed a populist version of science that grated on Gray, who was establishing himself as a precise empiricist. (Gray snickered in a letter to Darwin that Agassiz's Atlantic article on glaciers "will not strain your brain.") Agassiz promoted the belief that God had created species in their exact geographical and hierarchical slots, where they remained unchanging. This anti-evolutionist notion eventually ruined his legacy, but in 1860, he was an imposing figure who could stomp out Darwinism the moment it reached America.

Gray did not maintain his ruse of reluctance in The Atlantic for long. By the end of his first article, he had overcome his professed misgivings about natural selection. In the second, the biographer Christoph Irmscher points out, he set about using his fellow professor's arguments against him. Agassiz--"our great zoologist," Gray sniffed--had observed that earlier species contained combined characteristics that reappeared separately in subsequent animals. He called them "prophetic types." Extinct "reptile-like fishes," for instance, appeared to prophesy both the common fishes and reptiles. Gray wondered aloud: Didn't natural selection explain Agassiz's observation much better than his own baseless supposition did? "If these are true prophecies," Gray continued, "we need not wonder that some who read them in Agassiz's book will read their fulfilment in Darwin's."

After Origin's publication, Darwin gifted a copy to Agassiz, along with a note swearing that he hadn't sent the book as a provocation. Agassiz seemed to have been too appalled to finish it; despite his outraged marginalia ("this is truly monstrous"), he is believed to have ceased reading partway through. Still, he'd tolerated enough of natural selection that he reckoned he'd caught it in a tangle. "If species do not exist at all," as he saw the upshot of Darwin's theory to be, then "how can they vary? and if individuals alone exist," he continued, in a critique quoted by Gray, "how can the differences which may be observed among them prove the variability of species?"

"An ingenious dilemma," Gray allowed, before turning it around on his opponent. Agassiz maintained that species were "categories of thought" established by God. Even if this were true, Gray responded, that hardly stopped those categories from varying--God's thoughts could presumably encompass all manner of change and multiplicity. And what, exactly, were these "categories of thought" Agassiz proposed, anyway? "Mr. Darwin would insinuate that the particular philosophy of classification upon which this whole argument reposes is as purely hypothetical and as little accepted as his own doctrine," Gray wrote.

In other words, Gray suggested, Agassiz's vision of a divinely segmented universe was nothing but metaphysical conjecture; he was, more or less, making stuff up. Against this, Gray submitted On the Origin of Species, which had been comprehensively researched and meticulously argued. Agassiz, the doyen of American science, suddenly found himself rendered not just unconvincing but unscientific.

Agassiz could only repeat his belief, more emphatically but less compellingly. He lost allies in Cambridge and gained critics in scientific organizations. Darwinism spread among his students. In 1864, Agassiz and Gray exchanged words on a train; Gray, Agassiz declared, was "no gentleman!" One of them was rumored to have challenged the other to a duel. Agassiz finally left for a research trip to Brazil. "It was clear to Agassiz's friends," Louis Menand wrote in The Metaphysical Club, "that it might indeed be a good idea for him to get out of town."

A second line of attack lurked in Gray's essays, one perhaps more fatal from our vantage point. Agassiz believed that races were created separately, were as immutable as animal species, and had been stacked by God with white people on top. Although he opposed slavery, his writings "lent scientific authority to those determined to defend the slave system," the Darwin biographer Janet Browne noted. Gray, who like Darwin opposed slavery, took a shot at Agassiz's pseudoscientific racism. "The very first step backwards makes the Negro and the Hottentot our blood-relations," Gray wrote of the branching human lineage implied by Darwin's theory of descent. "Not that reason or Scripture objects to that, though pride may." If man emerged from a common origin, went Gray's implication, then maybe a certain zoologist and the Black people who repulsed him were more closely linked than the zoologist preferred to believe. One can imagine Gray composing the line about "pride" with Agassiz's aghast reaction to it in mind.

Agassiz's resistance to evolution diminished his reputation during his lifetime, but his racism posthumously doomed it. His name has been removed from schools and natural landmarks; Swiss towns have faced a call to rechristen the Agassizhorn mountain. But in 1860, that was all in the future. A change in The Atlantic Monthly's editorial leadership shortly after the publication of Gray's essays favored Agassiz; he contributed frequently to the magazine well into old age. Asa Gray, the victor in the fight over the American reception of Darwinism, and in some ways over the future of American science, never appeared in these pages again.
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        Iceland's Puffling Rescuers (12 photos)
        Residents of Iceland's Westman Islands are currently on puffin patrol. During the months of August and September, an annual tradition brings entire families out to the streets and harbor of Vestmannaeyjar late at night, where they work to find and rescue misdirected young puffins, called pufflings. During their first flight, the pufflings can become confused in the darkness, flying from sea cliffs toward city lights rather than toward the moonlight, and ending up stranded on dangerous city street...

      

      
        Views of a Blue Sturgeon Supermoon (12 photos)
        Last night, people around the world were treated to views of a so-called blue sturgeon supermoon. It's a "blue" moon because it is the third full moon of an astronomical season with four full moons, and August's full moon is called the "sturgeon moon" because Algonquin tribes knew that large fish were more easily caught at this time of year. It is also one of the largest full moons of 2024, when our natural satellite appears about 10 percent larger than average as it approaches its closest point ...

      

      
        Photos of the Week: Rooster Hat, Taco Record, Burry Man (35 photos)
        A raging wildfire in Greece, a 12-hour lawn-mower race in England, a floating festival in Spain, a bicycle-balance competition in Indonesia, a visit to the Perito Moreno Glacier in Argentina, the northern lights above Minnesota, the closing ceremony of the Olympic Games in Paris, and much more

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
        
        
            
                
            
            
                A man rides over a hill ...

      

      
        Ocean Photographer of the Year 2024 Finalists (20 photos)
        The finalist entries in the current Ocean Photographer of the Year competition were just revealed, featuring some of the best coastal, drone, and underwater photographs selected from more than 15,000 submissions. Contest organizers at Oceanographic Magazine were kind enough to share some of this year's selections below--their full gallery can be seen here.

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.
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        Iceland's Puffling Rescuers

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	August 21, 2024

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Residents of Iceland's Westman Islands are currently on puffin patrol. During the months of August and September, an annual tradition brings entire families out to the streets and harbor of Vestmannaeyjar late at night, where they work to find and rescue misdirected young puffins, called pufflings. During their first flight, the pufflings can become confused in the darkness, flying from sea cliffs toward city lights rather than toward the moonlight, and ending up stranded on dangerous city streets. Once they are rescued, the pufflings are brought to either a beach or a cliff to be released to the sea. The photographer Micah Garen recently followed some of these young rescuers on patrol on the island of Heimaey.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A young person holds a juvenile puffin while standing atop a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young resident holds a rescued puffling before releasing it from a sea cliff in Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland, on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person bends down to catch a small bird, with a warehouse in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents roam the harbor searching for pufflings on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: Two people gently hold a small bird.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People hold a rescued puffling in Vestmannaeyjar's harbor area on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: Three young people carry small birds outside a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Young rescuers show pufflings to the photographer on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person releases a small bird from a cliff, over the ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident releases a puffling from the top of a sea cliff on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: An adult embraces a child while releasing a small bird from one hand.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People release a puffling from a cliff on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A person tosses a small bird off a cliff, watching as it takes wing.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents release pufflings from a sea cliff on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young bird stands in grass at the top of a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A close view of a released puffling in Vestmannaeyjar.
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                [image: Two people release a small bird under a bright blue sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Residents release a rescued puffling on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: Several adult puffins stand along a sea-cliff edge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Several adult puffins stand along the cliff where rescuers were releasing pufflings on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young person smiles while holding a small bird.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rescuer holds a puffling before releasing it on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A young person releases a small bird from the top of a sea cliff.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young person releases a puffling on August 20, 2024, in Vestmannaeyjar.
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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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        Views of a Blue Sturgeon Supermoon

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	August 20, 2024

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Last night, people around the world were treated to views of a so-called blue sturgeon supermoon. It's a "blue" moon because it is the third full moon of an astronomical season with four full moons, and August's full moon is called the "sturgeon moon" because Algonquin tribes knew that large fish were more easily caught at this time of year. It is also one of the largest full moons of 2024, when our natural satellite appears about 10 percent larger than average as it approaches its closest point in orbit. This year's closest full moons will be in September and October. Though the moon might look slightly larger to the naked eye, the apparent size difference is actually so small that a casual observer would likely never notice. Nevertheless, photographers across the globe captured the event: Here are 12 super images of this blue sturgeon supermoon.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The full moon rises behind a large mosque.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The full moon rises above the Suleymaniye Mosque in Istanbul, Turkey, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: A distant moon behind flames and distorted airflow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon rises over the flare stacks of an oil field near Iraq's southern port city of Basra on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: Small groups of people sit and stand across broad dunes, looking toward the horizon, where a full moon rises.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People gather to watch the supermoon rise in White Sand National Park, near Alamogordo, New Mexico, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: The profile of a person in silhouette in front of a full moon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person is silhouetted by a full moon at White Sands National Park in New Mexico on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: The full moon rises near the ruins of a Greek temple.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The full moon rises over the Temple of Poseidon at Cape Sounion near Athens, Greece, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: The full moon rises behind the Golden Gate Bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The full moon rises behind the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, California, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: A ladybug climbs on an ear of wheat, backdropped by the moon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A ladybug climbs on an ear of wheat, backdropped by the moon, seen in Montargis, France, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: Two people and a lamppost in silhouette in front of the moon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk in front of a rising supermoon at Griffith Observatory in Los Angeles, California, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: A photographer silhouetted by reflected moonlight in a nearby lake]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A supermoon rises over Lake Van on August 19, 2024, in Van, Turkey.
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                [image: The full moon rises behind an ancient tower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon rises behind the Galata Tower in Istanbul, Turkey, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: The moon sets behind the Christ the Redeemer statue in Rio de Janeiro.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon sets behind the Christ the Redeemer statue in Rio de Janeiro on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: The full moon sits beyond a group of visitors on a distant observation deck]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The moon rises behind the Longquan Mountain Observation Deck on August 19, 2024, in Chengdu, Sichuan province, China.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Rooster Hat, Taco Record, Burry Man

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	August 16, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            A raging wildfire in Greece, a 12-hour lawn-mower race in England, a floating festival in Spain, a bicycle-balance competition in Indonesia, a visit to the Perito Moreno Glacier in Argentina, the northern lights above Minnesota, the closing ceremony of the Olympic Games in Paris, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man on a motorcycle silhouetted by the rising sun]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man rides over a hill as the sun rises in Frankfurt, Germany, on August 9, 2024.
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                [image: A performer in a golden costume seems to float midair.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A character named "The Golden Voyager" descends into the Stade de France as a light show takes place during the Closing Ceremony of the Olympic Games Paris 2024, on August 11, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Basketball player LeBron James playfully bites a gold medal.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold medalist LeBron James of Team USA poses on the podium after the men's gold-medal basketball match between France and USA during the Paris 2024 Olympic Games at Bercy Arena in Paris on August 10, 2024.
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                [image: A close view of a man in a mask and costume covered in burrs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Burryman Andrew Taylor meets residents as he parades through the town encased in burrs on August 9, 2024, in South Queensferry, Scotland. The Burryman event, held annually in Queensferry the day before the Ferry Fair, features a local man dressed in a suit made from about 11,000 burdock heads, ferns, and flowers. Supported by two attendants, the man makes a seven-mile journey through the town. Residents greet him with donations and serve him whiskey through a straw, a tradition dating back to 1746, believed to bring good luck and strengthen community spirit.
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                [image: A person carries roosters on his head on a wide basket.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A worker carries roosters to a poultry shop in Dhaka, Bangladesh, on August 14, 2024.
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                [image: A child wears a cap and a long white coat while standing next to a sheep.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young handler stands with his sheep during judging at the Gillingham & Shaftesbury Show, on August 14, 2024, in Shaftesbury, England.
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                [image: Two people use a measuring tape beside a stencil painting of a gorilla on a rolling door.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers measure a new Banksy artwork at the London Zoo, in London, England, August 13, 2024.
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                [image: A waitress walks past a blue-tiled wall topped with the legs of several mannequins; she seems to be walking along the bottom of a swimming pool.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A waitress wearing a bathrobe walks by mannequins at a restaurant set up to look like a bathing center at an old Beijing hutong alley, inside a shopping mall in Beijing, China, on August 11, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd of people parades behind a very tall ornamental tower, among palm trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men carry a cremation tower containing the remains of 220 people during a traditional mass cremation called "Ngaben" on August 14, 2024, in Manggis, Bali, Indonesia.
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                [image: A wide view of the northern lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fish-eye-lens view of the northern lights illuminating the sky as a geomagnetic storm created vibrant greens and pinks during the peak of the Perseid meteor shower in Aitkin, Minnesota, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: A tree burns as flames and smoke rise in the distance, beyond a hill, at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tree burns as flames and smoke rise from a wildfire in the village of Varnavas, near Athens, Greece, on August 11, 2024.
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                [image: Three small firefighting float planes fly above a lake, beside hills covered with burned trees and brush.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighting planes refill with water in Lake Marathon to fight the last possible pockets of a wildfire in Marathon, near Athens, Greece, on August 14, 2024.
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                [image: Four fighter jets in the distance fly in a close formation, framed by tall buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The U.S. Navy Blue Angels perform during Chicago's Air & Water Show over Lake Michigan on August 11, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Charles Rex Arbogast / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a person arranging slabs of wood, among many rows of stacked wood]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of an employee arranging slabs of wood to dry at a wood-processing base in Ji'an, Jiangxi Province, China, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: Half a dozen people stand in a viewing area, looking out toward a large glacier.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists view the Perito Moreno Glacier at Los Glaciares National Park, near El Calafate, Santa Cruz province, Argentina, on August 13, 2024.
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                [image: A small Italian village of many buildings clustered on a steep coastal hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the village of Manarola in Cinque Terre National Park, near La Spezia, northwestern Italy, on August 13, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Marco Bertorello / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several people in <i>Star Wars</i> stormtrooper costumes take part in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans of the Star Wars saga dressed as stormtroopers take part in the Training Day parade at Los Heroes Avenue in Leon, Guanajuato State, Mexico, on August 10, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of military vehicles drive in a parade beneath several helicopters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Taliban military vehicles parade to celebrate the third anniversary of the Taliban's takeover of Afghanistan, at Bagram Air Base, in Bagram, Parwan province, on August 14, 2024.
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                [image: Two police officers shout and march in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Assam police commandos take part in a parade during India's Independence Day celebrations in Guwahati, India, on August 15, 2024.
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                [image: Workers spray insecticide with fogging machines in a neighborhood.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Workers dispense insecticide with fogging machines to kill mosquitoes spreading dengue fever in Banda Aceh, Indonesia, on August 13, 2024.
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                [image: Ancient statues under the starry night sky during a meteor shower]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ancient statues are seen during the Perseid meteor shower atop Mount Nemrut in southeastern Turkey, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: A child rides a bicycle on a narrow plank bridge over a calm river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child takes part in a bicycle-balance competition, riding along a plank over a river, part of community festivities ahead of the 79th anniversary of Indonesia's Independence Day, in Surabaya, on August 11, 2024.
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                [image: A young girl cries, embraced and surrounded by others.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A young girl surrounded by people cries after identifying a member of her family among the dead at al-Maamadani hospital, following an Israeli strike that killed more than 90 people in a school sheltering displaced Palestinians, in Gaza City, on August 10, 2024, amid the ongoing conflict between Israel and Hamas.
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                [image: An elevated view of tourists on a walkway overlooking a wavy, layered rock formation.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists view the landscape of the Danxia landform in Bolang Valley, or the Wavy Valley, on August 13, 2024, in Jingbian county, Shaanxi province, China.
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                [image: The sun rises above the London skyline as cyclists pass by on a path.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun rises above the London skyline as cyclists train during hot weather, in Richmond Park, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: At least six blindfolded soldiers sit in the bed of a military pickup truck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukrainian military vehicle drives from the direction of the border with Russia, carrying blindfolded men in Russian military uniforms, in the Sumy region, on August 13, 2024, amid the Russian invasion of Ukraine. On August 6, 2024, Ukraine launched an offensive surprise into the Russian border region of Kursk, capturing dozens of towns and villages in the most significant cross-border attack on Russian territory since World War II.
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                [image: Two men leap and kick at each other during a ritualistic fight.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Men fight by kicking each other during the "Sisemba" thanksgiving festival, after the rice harvest in Tikala, South Sulawesi, on August 11, 2024. Sisemba battles are performed by different age groups from neighboring villages under the supervision of elders; combatants can only kick or receive kicks while holding hands. It is believed that a serious fight will bring another good harvest in the coming season.
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                [image: Four mannequins with suits and ties, each with their head covered in aluminum foil]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This picture taken on July 30, 2024, shows mannequins with their faces and heads covered in aluminum foil at a men's apparel store in Kabul. In Afghanistan's capital, shop windows display dazzling ball gowns and three-piece wedding suits--with the face of each mannequin covered. The morality police have asked stores to hide the mannequins' faces and photographs of models, according to a clothes seller in Kabul.
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                [image: Hundreds of people swim and ride on makeshift rafts and floating devices, filling a small harbor.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revellers leave the port on makeshift rafts before reaching La Concha Bay during the Pirata Abordaia ("Pirate Boarding") Festival in the Spanish Basque city of San Sebastian on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: A large crowd gathers around a worker handing out tacos.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People wait to receive tacos during a record-breaking event for the most tacos served in one hour--30,000--at the Angel of Independence monument in Mexico City, on August 11, 2024.
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                [image: Two drivers wearing helmets race on a dirt track, on riding lawn mowers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Drivers take part in an overnight lawn-mower race at Trooper Inn Field in Petersfield, England, on August 10, 2024. The 12-hour endurance race runs from 8 p.m. to 8 a.m., with 45 teams competing on a 1.1km dirt track. According to the British Lawn Mower Racing Association, the sport was invented in 1973 by an Irishman named Jim Gavin in West Sussex, who was having a few pints with his mates while watching a groundsman mow a cricket pitch.
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                [image: Performers wear frightening masks with horns in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People from various Indigenous groups take part in a Mega Calenda for the International Day of the World's Indigenous Peoples in Mexico City on August 9, 2024.
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                [image: A man in the driver's seat of a car, with a wildfire raging in the trees behind him]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A local resident gets into his car, evacuating ahead of an advancing wildfire in Dione, Greece, on August 12, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of the wreckage of an aircraft beside a house and trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the wreckage of an airplane that crashed with 61 people on board in Vinhedo, Sao Paulo State, Brazil, on August 10, 2024. The aircraft, carrying 57 passengers and four crew members, crashed on August 9, killing everyone on board, the airline said. The flight was traveling from Cascavel in southern Parana state to Sao Paulo's Guarulhos International Airport when it crashed.
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                [image: A couple dozen people wearing life vests ride in a small boat in calm water in a wide area of ocean.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Migrants ride in an open boat near the NGO Open Arms rescue boat Astral, in international waters south of Lampedusa, in the central Mediterranean Sea, on August 11, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Ocean Photographer of the Year 2024 Finalists

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	August 15, 2024

            	20 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The finalist entries in the current Ocean Photographer of the Year competition were just revealed, featuring some of the best coastal, drone, and underwater photographs selected from more than 15,000 submissions. Contest organizers at Oceanographic Magazine were kind enough to share some of this year's selections below--their full gallery can be seen here.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of an octopus underwater, with its arms outstretched]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A giant Pacific octopus in the shallows, photographed in Russia.
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                Andrey Shpatak / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white photo of a ray, showing a dazzling pattern of circles and dots]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A spotted eagle ray's natural pattern, photographed in Quintana Roo, Mexico.
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                Mizael Palomeque Gonzalez / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An over-under view of a small boat with nine divers underwater, just below the boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Adventure. Skilled free divers in Sri Lanka hang upside down beneath a boat, defying gravity and basking in their unique moment of underwater grace.
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                Chong Wan Yong / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of two polar bears resting, curled up on snow-covered ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Conservation (Hope). A male polar bear and female polar bear rest after mating, high in the mountains in Svalbard, Norway.
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                Florian Ledoux / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A stingray swims just above an underwater meadow of seagrass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Conservation (Hope). A southern stingray patrols a healthy seagrass meadow in the Bahamas.
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                Remuna Beca / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A surfer leaps off the top of a wave, with palm trees visible in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Adventure. A surfer braves a big wave in front of a dense jungle that lines the ocean's edge on Indonesia's Mentawai Islands.
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                John Barton / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A scuba diver swims underwater, near a large shipwreck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Adventure. A scuba diver is dwarfed by the wreck of the Sea Trader, near Nassau in the Bahamas.
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                Tobias Friedrich / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mother and calf humpback whale swim, seen among sun rays filtering through the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A mother and calf humpback whale pair are seen in the waters off Tahiti, where these whales migrate to from Antarctica to mate and give birth.
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                    (c)
                
                
                
                Renee Grinnell Capozzola / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A seagull stands on top of a swimming sea turtle, seen in an over-under photo.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A seagull rests on top of a sea turtle shortly before they both continue their own path. "Spotting pelagic life in the Mediterranean Sea can be tough, because you usually spend hours without seeing a single splash," said the photographer, Enric Adrian Gener. "After about five hours of searching, we spotted this seagull and noticed that its legs weren't underwater. We approached slowly with the boat and suddenly realized that it was standing on a sea turtle. I decided to jump into the water, thinking I would find the turtle dead, because it wasn't moving. When I got close enough, I saw its face underwater and realized that the sea turtle was alive. What a surreal scene!"
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                Enric Adrian Gener / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a group of rays swimming near the ocean's surface. One of them leaps from the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A fever of mobula rays seen from above in the Sea of Cortez. When the photographer's drone inched closer, some rays started to jump out of the water, off Baja California Sur, Mexico.
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                Laura Leusko / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several penguins can be seen as small dots on a slope on an enormous iceberg.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A group of Adelie penguins are dwarfed by a colossal iceberg, seen in the Weddell Sea, Antarctica.
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                Kristiyan Dimitrov Markov / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view looking up, toward the surface, with a diver framed by a big hole in a dense school of sardines.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Adventure. A free diver swims amid a shoal of sardines near Bohol, Philippines.
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                Benjamin Yavar / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small turtle swims near the water's surface; a mirror image is seen reflected from above.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. In Papua New Guinea's Conflict Islands, conservation efforts have transformed former poachers into protectors, boosting turtle-hatchling numbers. Amid this success, a rare leucistic green sea turtle was found among the nests. "Using the surface of the calm water," the photographer said, "I captured the striking reflection of the hatchling as it surfaced for air."
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                Jake Wilton / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The eyes of a curious octopus, seen as it looks out from its hiding place]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A curious octopus looks out from its hiding place in waters off South Africa.
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                Kate Jonker / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An over-under view of a marine iguana clinging to a rock, its head above the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A marine iguana sits on a rock in the Galapagos Islands, Ecuador.
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                Rafael Fernandez Caballero / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a nurse shark's eye, surrounded by its patterned skin]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Fine Art. A close-up shot of a nurse shark's eye, photographed in Tahiti, French Polynesia.
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                Julien Anton / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A moray eel looks up toward its reflection in the water's surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Young Photographer. A California moray eel pauses at the surface of its rapidly shrinking world as the tide goes out.
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                Julian Jacobs / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A small hut stands beneath a fog-shrouded mountain, beside a huge pile of bleached whale bones.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Human Connection. The Bamsebu whaling station in Svalbard, where hunters once exclusively targeted belugas. With beluga whaling now banned in Svalbard, piles of bones scattered along the shores remind visitors of the horrors of the past and the possibility of change.
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                Kristiyan Dimitrov Markov / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A mostly white fish, camouflaged very well against a rough, white ocean floor, swims with a bright yellow fish in its mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Young Photographer. A perfectly camouflaged lizardfish with prey in its mouth, as seen in waters off Hawaii.
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                Joao Pontes / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A humpback whale leaps high out of the water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Finalist, Wildlife. A breaching humpback whale on its migration path along the Australian coastline, as seen near New South Wales, Australia.
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                Clayton Harris / Ocean Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  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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