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        Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024: Highly Commended
        Alan Taylor

        The organizers of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year contest have once more shared a preview of some of the Highly Commended images in this year's competition. The full list of winners, and the Grand Title and Young Grand Title Awards, will be announced in October. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum in London. Captions are provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.To receive an email notification ev...

      

      
        The National Interest Is What the President Says It Is
        Phillips Payson O'Brien

        Leaders around the world justify their foreign-policy decisions in the name of the "national interest." Joe Biden and his aides, for example, have used the phrase to defend the administration's approach to cybersecurity, refugee admissions, the Afghan War, and growing tensions with China. National interest is a serious notion, pregnant with ideas about collective aspirations. It evokes geopolitical goals--such as territorial expansion, military hegemony, and regional harmony--that transcend individ...

      

      
        Laughing at Trump
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsDemocrats are lately employing a strategy against Donald Trump that he has been using effectively against his opponents for years: mockery. It started with the vice-presidential candidate Tim Walz calling Trump "weird" and then bloomed into a bouquet of insults at the Democratic convention: unserious, self-involved, entitled, obsessed with crowd sizes, "fell asleep at his own trial." Where did this strategy come from? Wil...

      

      
        What a 100-Year-Old Trial Reveals About America
        John Kaag

        Thirty years ago, when I was an eighth grader at a small public school in central Pennsylvania, my biology teacher informed us that we would be studying evolution, which she described as "an alternative theory to the story of divine creation." She was usually imperturbable, but I remember noticing that, just for a moment, her voice had a certain tone; her face, a certain expression--an uncanny mix of anxiety, fear, and rage.Roughly a century ago, the trial of John T. Scopes marked a flash point in...

      

      
        Introducing "Dear James," a New Advice Column
        James Parker

        Are you something of a mystery to yourself?Do you suffer from existential panic, spiritual fatigue, libidinal tangles, and compulsive idiocy? Are your moods beyond your control? Is every straw, for you, the last straw? Do you suspect, from time to time, that the world around you might be an enormous hallucination? Do you forget people's names and then worry about it terribly? Do you weep at bad movies but find yourself unaccountably numb in the face of genuine sadness? Is stress wrecking your com...

      

      
        Marijuana Is Too Strong Now
        Malcolm Ferguson

        Updated at 11:08 a.m. ET on August 29, 2024A strange thing has happened on the path to marijuana legalization. Users across all ages and experience levels are noticing that a drug they once turned to for fun and relaxation now triggers existential dread and paranoia. "The density of the nugs is crazy, they're so sticky," a friend from college texted me recently. "I solo'd a joint from the dispensary recently and was tweaking just walking around." (Translation for the non-pot-savvy: This strain of...

      

      
        How to Influence People--And Make Friends
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Tertullian, a second-century North African theologian, is often called the "father of Latin Christianity." A prolific author, he was the writer credited with first using the Latin term trinity for the belief in the oneness of God, Jesus, and the holy spirit. He also chronicled the everyday lives of ordinary Christians in the Roman empire, critically commenting on how their powerful pagan overlord...

      

      
        Kamala Harris and the Black Elite
        Reihan Salam

        If you want an illustration of the extraordinary racial progress America has made over the past 59 years, look to the life of Vice President Kamala Harris, who could now become the second Black president.Born in Oakland, California--a city deeply divided by race, where the Black Power movement gained ground by explicitly rejecting the cause of racial integration--just months after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Harris has achieved great distinction in multiracial milieus, where her cu...

      

      
        Trump Dishonors Fallen Soldiers Again
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.On Monday, Donald Trump visited the sacred ground of Arlington National Cemetery, where many of America's war dead are buried, and posed for photos. In the strangest of these pictures, the former president is smiling and giving a thumbs-up by the grave of a Marine. It's an image of a man who has no idea...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Flying Cauldron
        Alan Taylor

        Kacper Pempel / ReutersThe final Paralympic torchbearers gaze at the "Flying Cauldron" after lighting it in Paris on August 28, 2024. More than 4,400 athletes from more than 180 delegations have gathered in Paris once again, this time to take part in the 2024 Summer Paralympic Games. Competitors will vie for medals in more than 500 events across 22 different sports. Today's opening ceremony was the first to ever be held outside; taking place along the Champs-Elysees, it featured the Parade of Nat...

      

      
        What I Heard at Swifties for Kamala
        Elaine Godfrey

        You might not be shocked to learn that Elizabeth Warren's favorite Taylor Swift song is about cosmic justice."I love 'Karma,'" the senator from Massachusetts said last night during a Zoom event for a group called Swifties for Kamala. "And I have a thing or two to say about private equity!" The 34,000 attendees probably would have cheered, but, as is typical for such a massive webinar, only the organizers had control of the microphone and camera. Warren was undaunted by the lack of response. "It i...

      

      
        The Growing Gender Divide, Three Minutes at a Time
        Spencer Kornhaber

        My friends gave me a bit of grief for the headline of one of my recent articles: "The 'Espresso' Theory of Gender Relations." The title, admittedly, was a bit heady for a story about a catchy song full of beverage-related puns. Was I overintellectualizing pop, which is supposed to be the dumbest music of all?Nah. Sabrina Carpenter, who sings the smash "Espresso"--and its follow-up hit, "Please Please Please"--deserves to be taken seriously. She's part of a crop of women who have made the past year ...

      

      
        Introducing: <em>We Live Here Now</em>
        Hanna Rosin

        About a year ago, we met our new neighbors--and ultimately found out that they are key figures in the Justice for January 6 movement. One is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was killed in the Capitol building on January 6. Another is the wife of the first person sentenced after standing trial for crimes related to January 6. We could have kept our distance. But instead we got to know them and ended up deep inside their alternate world, one where January 6 was a day when martyrs we...

      

      
        The Corals That Survive Climate Change Will Be Unrecognizable
        Marina Koren

        

Earth belonged to the corals first. And over hundreds of millions of years, they proved themselves remarkably good at adapting to each new version of the planet. As other groups of organisms dropped out of existence, corals endured so many catastrophes that their history reads like a biblical tale of resilience. Through extinctions mass and minor, through volcanic eruptions and asteroid strikes, the corals survived.  And for tiny marine animals, they managed to exert tremendous force on the pla...

      

      
        New York City's Chaos Mayor
        Noah Shachtman

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Eric Adams sounded certain--his city was in crisis. It was September 6, 2023. The mayor of New York was standing in a public-school gym on the West Side of Manhattan, in his shirtsleeves, mic in one hand. "The city we knew, we're about to lose," he warned. More than 100,000 migrants had made their way to New York over the past year. Caring for them would be an all-but-impossible task. "This issue will destroy ...

      

      
        Why Did This Progressive Evangelical Church Fall Apart?
        Dorothy Fortenberry

        It's hard to hear the word of the Lord on Facebook Live. Of all the challenges my family faced in 2020--and there were many--online church was one of the worst. Corralling my children (then 4 and 9) to focus on my small laptop instead of their Legos could be more difficult than Zoom school or Zoom work or keeping enough hand sanitizer in the house. The parish priests did their best to guide us virtually, but it felt like a hollow simulacrum of a service, missing all the parts that had, however brie...

      

      
        Seven Questions That Should Be Easy for Harris to Answer
        Conor Friedersdorf

        A presidential nominee normally accounts for their past actions in public life and clarifies their plans for the future. This year, Kamala Harris ran in no primaries, and since becoming the presumptive Democratic nominee, has not had a formal press conference where she would be expected to answer questions from reporters. She has not sat down for an in-depth interview on television or with a major paper such as The New York Times and The Washington Post. (CNN recently announced that Harris and he...

      

      
        Keepsake
        Roey Leonardi

        You make the coffee,
salted and milk-bright,
and we drink in the window

where last night
I told you of June
while eating red currants.

June, who peeled peaches
never lifting her knife
and called the trees by name.

Who told me I was pretty
when she could hardly speak.
Over whom the nurse wept

and said, I'm sorry,
I loved her. I tried
to make you know her.

We tried to share a life.
Now it's morning
and I can see where I end

and you begin
like a shoreline
or a grave.

Remember the currants,
fr...

      

      
        Jack Smith Isn't Backing Down
        David A. Graham

        When the Supreme Court ruled last month that presidents are immune from prosecution for anything done as an official act, many observers reacted with immediate horror. They warned that the ruling would allow future presidents to act as despots, doing whatever they like without fear of accountability. And in the immediate term, they predicted doom for the federal case against former President Donald Trump for attempting to subvert the 2020 election.The effect of the ruling on future presidents wil...

      

      
        The Last-Minute Curveball for a Big FTC Ban
        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.Updated at 10:35 a.m. ET on August 29, 2024.In the early days of 2023, the Federal Trade Commission made a big announcement: It was proposing a new rule banning noncompete agreements for almost all American workers. The proposed ban was set to take effect next week, but a federal judge in Texas ruled to...

      

      
        My Demoralizing but Not Surprising Cancellation
        Joshua Leifer

        Last Tuesday, I was supposed to have launched my first book, Tablets Shattered: The End of an American Jewish Century and the Future of Jewish Life, with an event at a bookstore in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Dumbo--a conversation between me and the well-known Reform rabbi Andy Bachman.The event didn't happen. About an hour before the intended start, I heard from my publicist that the bookstore had "concerns" about Rabbi Bachman because he was a "Zionist." I received another call while in a car o...

      

      
        The Electric Feeling of Summer Romance
        Walt Hunter

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. "Frankie met Lucia in that summer ..." If there's a better beginning for that greatest of all genres--the summer romance--I don't know what it would be. Add in an ice-cream shack, a beach, a thunderstorm, and some distracted parents--all of the irresistible ingredients are here in Ruby Opalka's "Spit," a short story published in The Atlantic this week.Frankie, our teenage protagonist, lands a...

      

      
        Inspectors General Are Doing Essential--And Unpopular--Work
        Glenn Fine

        One afternoon in January 2019, I was summoned to a meeting with the deputy secretary of defense. His massive office was in the outer ring of the Pentagon. Nearby were the offices of the secretary of defense and other top generals and admirals.The windows looked out over the Pentagon parade grounds and the Potomac River. The Washington Monument appeared in the distance. Seated around the conference table that afternoon were the deputy secretary of defense, the Defense Department's deputy general c...

      

      
        When Victimhood Takes a Bad-Faith Turn
        Lily Meyer

        When the coronavirus pandemic started, the media scholar Lilie Chouliaraki, who teaches at the London School of Economics, knew she'd have to be more careful than many of her neighbors. A transplant recipient and lymphoma patient, she was at very high risk of serious illness. In her new book, Wronged: The Weaponization of Victimhood, she writes that rather than feeling victimized by this situation, she was grateful to have the option of sheltering in place. Still, as the pandemic wore on and oppo...

      

      
        AI Doomers Had Their Big Moment
        Ross Andersen

        Helen Toner remembers when every person who worked in AI safety could fit onto a school bus. The year was 2016. Toner hadn't yet joined OpenAI's board and hadn't yet played a crucial role in the (short-lived) firing of its CEO, Sam Altman. She was working at Open Philanthropy, a nonprofit associated with the effective-altruism movement, when she first connected with the small community of intellectuals who care about AI risk. "It was, like, 50 people," she told me recently by phone. They were mor...
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        Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024: Highly Commended

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	12:31 PM ET

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The organizers of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year contest have once more shared a preview of some of the Highly Commended images in this year's competition. The full list of winners, and the Grand Title and Young Grand Title Awards, will be announced in October. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum in London. Captions are provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two lions bare their teeth at each other on a plain beneath a cloudy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stormy Scene. William Fortescue used a backdrop of storm clouds lit by the setting sun to show mating lions. It was the rainy season when William visited the Serengeti National Park. He watched the lions mate several times before the female broke it off. It wasn't until William viewed an enlarged image that he noticed the saliva trails and the explosion of insects from the male's mane.
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                [image: Several animals stand along a path through overgrown trees and bushes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the Spotlight. Shreyovi Mehta was walking in the forest with her parents when she spotted this scene in Keoladeo National Park in Rajasthan, India. She ran back to her dad, who was carrying the cameras, then got down on the ground to take her photograph from a low angle. Renowned for its birdlife, Keoladeo attracts large numbers of water birds in winter. Peafowl are year-round residents that roost in large trees. They rest in the shade during the day and are more active in open areas at dawn and dusk.
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                Shreyovi Mehta / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a medium-sized wild cat with thick fur]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moonlight Hunter. Xingchao Zhu came face-to-face with a Pallas's cat as the moon set in Hulun Buir, Inner Mongolia, China. Xingchao tracked a group of Pallas's cats on the freezing plateau of Inner Mongolia for several days during the Chinese New Year in February 2023. Shortly before dawn, Xingchao managed to make eye contact with this cat, just as it had caught a small bird.
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                Xingchao Zhu / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird holds at least four small rocks in its beak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Precious Rocks. Samual Stone watched as a jackdaw brought stones to its nest. Samual had been keeping an eye on the hole in the trunk of a half-fallen willow tree in London's Bushy Park--he'd seen a pair of jackdaws visiting with their beaks full of hair taken from the coats of local deer. Jackdaws are highly intelligent and adaptable. They build new nests each year, from all sorts of materials: twigs, branches, feathers, wool, moss, mud, and animal dung. This pair kept adding rocks to theirs.
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                [image: A close view of a dead deer lying on a forest floor, where everything is covered in a thick coating of frost]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Last Resting Place. Randy Robbins was struck by the unusual beauty of the frosted form of this deer on the forest floor. On an early winter's morning, Randy was checking the trail cameras near his home near Susanville, California, when he found the body of this deer. He photographed this poignant moment using his smartphone before the ice could melt.
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                [image: Two young owls perch on a tree branch together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Leaving the Nest. Sasha Jumanca found two tawny owlets curiously watching people walking by. Sasha had been watching these tawny owlets for several days in a park near his home in Maximiliansanlagen, Munich, Germany. He had seen tawny owls in the neighborhood before but was surprised to discover these so close to the heart of the city. Owlets leave the nest before they can fly, in a phase known as "branching." They will jump, flutter, and climb around branches of nearby trees for several weeks while begging for food from their parents, before they eventually fledge and fly away.
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                [image: The heads of two seals poke out of gaps among many small chunks of floating ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Going with the Floe. Tamara Stubbs spotted these crabeater seals taking a nap among the sea ice. In a standout moment on her nine-week expedition in the Weddell Sea, Tamara noticed that seals had fallen asleep alongside the ship, with the tips of their nostrils at the water's surface. These two had bobbed up so they could take a deeper breath.
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                [image: A jaguar bites into the head of a caiman along a riverbank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Deadly Bite. Ian Ford documented the moment a jaguar delivered a fatal bite to a caiman in the Pantanal in Mato Grosso, Brazil. A call over the radio alerted Ian that a jaguar had been spotted prowling the banks of a Sao Lourenco River tributary. Kneeling in the boat, he was perfectly placed when the cat delivered the skull-crushing bite to the unsuspecting yacare caiman.
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                [image: A spider with hairy legs guards an egg sac on mossy branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ziggy Spider. Lam Soon Tak spotted a vibrantly-colored David Bowie spider carrying an egg sac. Lam was exploring the highlands of Malaysia when he came across this spider perched on broken branches beside a river. The bright white disc of eggs in the spider's jaws and its orange body stood out against the lush green moss.
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                [image: A shark thrashes while being pulled from the water on a line, beside a ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hooked. Tommy Trenchard documented the bycatch of a requiem shark, its body arched in a final act of resistance. Tommy was traveling on the Greenpeace ship Arctic Sunrise. The ship's research expedition aimed to document the bycatch or accidental capture of sharks by fishing boats targeting tuna and swordfish, and to highlight the lack of effective regulation of industrial-scale fishing in international waters.
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                [image: A low-angle view of many clustered mussels along a rocky shoreline]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Strength in Numbers. Theo Bosboom showed how mussels bind together to avoid being washed away from the shoreline along Praia da Ursa in Sintra, Portugal. Theo likes to take images of species that aren't usually considered beautiful or important, to highlight their unappreciated significance. He took this image from above with a probe lens--a long, thin, macro wide-angle lens.
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                [image: A small white stoat with a black-tipped tail leaps and twists in the air above snow-covered ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Twist and Jump. Jose Manuel Grandio braved below-zero temperatures to witness a stoat jumping high into the air above the snow. Winter is Jose's favorite season for photography. When he spotted this stoat mid-jump on the last day of his trip, he saw this performance as an "expression of exuberance" as the small mammal hurled itself about in a fresh fall of snow.
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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 National Interest Is What the President Says It Is

Even in a democracy, geopolitical strategy is determined mainly by the personal preferences of its leader. American voters should take note.

by Phillips Payson O'Brien




Leaders around the world justify their foreign-policy decisions in the name of the "national interest." Joe Biden and his aides, for example, have used the phrase to defend the administration's approach to cybersecurity, refugee admissions, the Afghan War, and growing tensions with China. National interest is a serious notion, pregnant with ideas about collective aspirations. It evokes geopolitical goals--such as territorial expansion, military hegemony, and regional harmony--that transcend individual politicians and are pursued over the course of decades or centuries.

This view of national interest is stirring. It is also divorced from reality in most cases. As American voters prepare to elect a new president, they should take note: Although broad perceptions about what is good for a nation do play a role in shaping its foreign policy, its geopolitical strategy--even in a democracy--is determined mainly by the personal preferences of its leader.

In my latest book, The Strategists: Churchill, Stalin, Roosevelt, Mussolini, and Hitler--How War Made Them, and How They Made War, I examine the control that five national leaders exerted over their country during World War II. One theory of international relations holds that plans developed by established government institutions limit a leader's prerogatives and are principally responsible for a country's approach to foreign affairs even in wartime. Yet Hitler and Stalin crushed opposition within their governments, forging ahead with their own strategies. Bureaucratic checks meant to limit power were rendered ineffective in the democratic powers as well: Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill outmaneuvered political rivals and military officials who disagreed with their views. Individual leaders' choices, not policy proposals carefully debated in government departments, were the main factor affecting the fate of hundreds of millions of people and the outcome of the war.

Years before the 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor, as the potential for simultaneous conflicts across the Atlantic and the Pacific was becoming clearer and clearer, the State Department, White House staff, and the military devised a policy that presumed Germany to be the greater threat, and committed to prioritizing its defeat over Japan's should the U.S. end up at war with both at the same time. Although Roosevelt understood the logic of this approach--and paid lip service to it after Pearl Harbor--he chose not to direct the U.S. toward a Germany-first policy. Instead, under his watch, about half of U.S. military equipment was used to fight the Japanese--an approach that, he believed, would have the benefit of placating voters who wanted the U.S. to make a substantial effort against the country that had attacked Pearl Harbor.

To a striking degree, the way the United States conducted World War II was a consequence of Roosevelt's own experience as the assistant secretary of the Navy during World War I--a period that made him appreciate the benefits of overwhelming the enemy with machinery, as well as the risks of ground warfare. When he traveled to France in 1918 to tour the front lines, the battlefield disgusted him. The conditions for soldiers were too crowded, and he wrote in his diary that "the smell of dead horses" offended his "sensitive naval" nose. Instead, he fixated on logistics and material: the deployment of large naval guns, transported on land via train carriages, to batter German lines; a push for rapid advances in aircraft and bomb technology. He promoted a plan to thwart German U-boat attacks by creating a minefield across the entire North Sea rather than putting Allied ships at risk. (The scheme was not complete when the war ended.) Roosevelt's work during this period also showed him the value of working closely with trusted international partners such as Britain and France. Strong alliances, he came to learn, were how modern wars were won.

Read: We still need to Trump-proof America

Unlike many Americans, Roosevelt did not become an isolationist after World War I. He understood that aggressive authoritarian regimes had to be stopped and believed that the U.S. could protect many of its own interests via machinery and alliances. He was so wedded to these two ideas that, during World War II, he provided Britain and the Soviet Union with massive amounts of aid without expecting any repayment. So much better, Roosevelt believed, to strengthen U.S. allies and let them do much of the land fighting. This approach led to one of his greatest successes as a war leader. Even though the United States deployed substantially more forces to the Pacific theater than its European allies did, it saw fewer military casualties as a percentage of its population than did each of the other major powers of the war; it suffered 400,000 military deaths, compared with approximately 10 million for the Soviet Union, more than 4 million for Germany, and almost 2 million for Japan.

Roosevelt had less success implementing his goals after the Axis powers' defeat. He envisioned a postwar world run by what he called the "four policemen"--the U.S., the Soviet Union, Britain, and China--all operating through the United Nations. Yet his approach was fundamentally egocentric; Roosevelt surely had plans for how he would use the new international body to promote peace and protect American interests, but those plans died with him in April 1945, along with any tacit agreements he might have reached with Stalin and Churchill. Roosevelt's successor, Harry Truman, had little idea what Roosevelt's policies really were.



A president's instincts still define much of the United States' activities abroad. Biden understood the benefits of assisting Ukraine when Russia began preparations to invade. But the president's fear of nuclear escalation with Russia, along with his misguided confidence in Washington's ability to micromanage the course of the war, has hampered Ukraine's ability to maximize the benefits of Western weaponry.

Kamala Harris's time as a senator and as vice president hasn't revealed much about whether and how the Democratic nominee's view of America's national interests might differ from Biden's. But she has at least shown a basic willingness to work with formal U.S. allies in NATO and Asia and to support democratic states such as Ukraine that want to be U.S. allies. She's unlikely to slip into a dangerous and delusional isolation, thinking the U.S. can somehow live in the world without friends.

Her opponent, meanwhile, has defined America's national interest in terms of his personal whims. Donald Trump seems mostly disdainful of long-standing democratic allies, saying he would be more than happy to leave Europe to "go to hell" and recently criticizing Taiwan as an economic threat to the United States.

Read: The alarming scope of the president's emergency powers

Trump is an unabashed admirer of dictators, regularly praising North Korea's Kim Jong Un and China's Xi Jinping. Trump's greatest affection is for Russia's Vladimir Putin, and accordingly, the former president has sought to block U.S. assistance to Ukraine. If Trump regains the White House, he could weaken America's global position in a way that no president has done before, sacrificing close relationships to curry favor with regimes that are eager to undermine the United States. He and his family might personally make money, via their real-estate holdings and other businesses, from countries that want to influence American policy. Trump is the ultimate example of why there is no such thing as national interest independent of the sentiments of national leaders.

If Trump decides that America's interests lie in giving in to dictators rather than defending democracy, the bureaucracy won't constrain him. Ultimately, voters get the policy of the candidate whom they put into power.
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Laughing at Trump

Democrats are testing a new strategy.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Democrats are lately employing a strategy against Donald Trump that he has been using effectively against his opponents for years: mockery. It started with the vice-presidential candidate Tim Walz calling Trump "weird" and then bloomed into a bouquet of insults at the Democratic convention: unserious, self-involved, entitled, obsessed with crowd sizes, "fell asleep at his own trial." Where did this strategy come from? Will it remain effective? And can it backfire?

In this episode, we talk with the Atlantic staff writer David Graham, who was at the Democratic convention and also covers Trump. And we talk with a surprising muse for the politics of mockery: Conservative lawyer and activist George Conway has been using targeted mockery against Trump for years, with unusual success. He reflects on what it means for Democrats to adopt this strategy.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Barack Obama: There's the childish nicknames, the crazy conspiracy theories, this weird obsession with crowd sizes.
 [Crowd laughter]


Hanna Rosin: The sight last week at the Democratic National Convention of Barack Obama, the dignified statesman and 44th president of the United States, up on stage, looking down at his two hands as he made a joke about Trump's, ahem, size.

Obama: It just goes on and on and on.
 [Applause]


Rosin: That was a revelation to me. In 2016, as Donald Trump was doling out belittling nicknames and insults, Michelle Obama famously told her fellow Democrats, When they go low, we go high.

And then in the last month, it's like a whisper campaign went out among Democrats: Climb on down. Just say it. Say on a national stage that thing that you've been saying to your friends, Michelle.

Michelle Obama: Who's gonna tell him that the job he's currently seeking might just be one of those Black jobs?


Rosin: In fact, if you want to, you can even rhyme it, Bill.

Bill Clinton: He mostly talks about himself, so the next time you hear him, don't count the lies. Count the I's.


Rosin: It's not that politicians haven't insulted each other for centuries. They do, and they have. Some insults stick; some don't. It's part of the game. But with the exception of Trump, I've never seen a political strategy of insults dominate an entire party and take off so thoroughly and quickly and gleefully. It's like ever since Democratic vice-presidential candidate Tim Walz said the word weird--Trump is weird. J. D. Vance is weird. Their policies are weird--a door opened up, and Democrats rushed right through it.

Now, in other countries that deal with authoritarian leaders, mockery is a known strategy, a way of deflating a leader's too-big ego. It can be really effective, also possibly dangerous. And of course, it can backfire.

Here in the U.S., though, it's something we haven't fully explored yet. So today is a two-part show. First, we'll talk to Atlantic staff writer David Graham, who was at the convention and covers Trump and so is the perfect person to help us dissect the politics of mockery, where they came from, how they might roll out in the next few months, and how they can go wrong.

And then, it turns out there's a surprising muse for the new dump-on-Trump approach. He's a conservative who's written for The Atlantic: George Conway. He used to be married to Trump campaign manager Kellyanne Conway. And during his years of observing his ex-wife's boss, he gathered an arsenal of insights about how to make fun of Trump in a way that gets under his skin.

And he tried them out before anyone else was doing it.

George Conway: The best way to hit the soft underbelly of his psychological disorders is to mock him. He cannot take mockery. It is the thing that makes him craziest, and the mockery diminishes him. It makes him look weak. And that's, you know, the reason why his followers follow him--they think he is a strong man. And he is not.


Rosin: These days, Conway is looking prescient. But before we hear from him, I want to understand how Democrats are using this new strategy and what it might do for their chances in November.

With me to explain is staff writer David Graham. Hey, David.

David Graham: Hello!

Rosin: Hi. So in 2016, as you know, Michelle Obama famously declared, "When they go low, we go high." We all know that lately we're in a "we go low" moment. And I have found it just fascinating to watch, just anthropologically, how this line coalesced and became so effective, in what seems to be, instantaneously.

I'm curious, as a political reporter, what you've seen.

Graham: I think, maybe, just going high kind of ran out of usefulness. I don't think it worked for a while. It didn't work in 2016 for Democrats. You know, they lost that election. But in 2020, you had Joe Biden going out with this kind of soul-of-America, Jon Meacham-written speeches thing, which I think was a variation on that--you know, very high-minded and lofty rhetoric and "we're going to save the soul of the nation" stuff.

And that worked. And then at some point, people got sick of it. It sort of lost its novelty. And, suddenly, you see Democrats ready to throw some punches, and that seems to be working for them now.

Rosin: Was it a spontaneous occurrence that just happened when the word weird came out of Tim Walz's mouth? Or do you get a sense it was more of an orchestrated campaign?

Graham: I think there's a little bit of both. I mean, Walz clearly hit on something with weird. And it was interesting, even--you could see him sort of developing it over a series of TV hits and recognizing that it was working and then being like, Oh, I'm going to do that. Push that button more.

But I think even outside of that, kind of from the moment that Biden stepped down, you saw the nascent Harris campaign taking a little bit more aggressive approach and being less like, We're going to stand back. We're going to tell you about how important the stakes are, with a very deep voice, and more like, Yeah, let's bring it. Let's go. Let's mix this up.

And so I think those things are all kind of connected and have coalesced to form a sort of go-low strategy, I guess.

I mean, what blew me away--and this sort of gets to the shift, I think--is the back-to-back speeches by the Obamas at the DNC, because they have been so much the avatars of this. You know, it was Michelle Obama who used that phrase in the first place.

You know, they're very dignified. They try to sort of stay above the fray. And so Michelle comes in and gives one of the hotter political speeches I think I've ever witnessed live and throws some punches in that one, talks about not expecting things to be given to us, sort of stuff.

And then Barack Obama comes up after that and makes--I'm not even sure how I can refer to this--makes an unsubtle joke about Trump's manhood.

Rosin: Yes. That was good. That was good. Good job there. "Manhood." I like it. Very 19th century. Yeah.

Graham: And of all the people to say that--Barack Obama. You know, he's a funny guy but, man, I almost couldn't believe it. So that's the one that sticks with me.

Rosin: You know what was astonishing to me about that moment? I did believe that, probably, when Michelle and Barack talk to each other, they talk like this, in the same way sort of people talk like this. It's not that you've never heard Trump referenced or described in these ways.

It's just out loud in an official proceeding. It was the saying out loud of things that, you know, people normally just say to their friends. That's the breach that I was curious about. Like, how did everyone decide this is politically acceptable to say in public?

Graham: Right. Right. Totally. Well, I think also there's--Democrats, either intentionally or unintentionally, coupled the idea that democracy is important and there have to be guardrails and there have to be rules to the idea that also you can't say mean things.

And I think what we're seeing from them now is you can actually decouple those things. You can talk about democracy being important. You can talk about guardrails. But it doesn't mean you can't also ridicule Trump.

Rosin: Yes. And, in fact, I noticed that it was an order of operations--that the mockery would come first, and then, But to be sure, we should take him seriously.

Graham: Yeah. A Spoonful of Mockery Makes the Medicine Go Down, or whatever.

Rosin: Yeah, something like that. Now, I have been reading, I mean, at least back to 2020, maybe 2015--there are often an op-ed or two, often from people who are either from other countries or have experience reporting in other countries that say, Mock the dictator. Like, Dictators are deflatable. In general, one thing I have learned from living slash reporting overseas is that dictators have big egos, and you just have to puncture them.

And then they quote George Orwell, who'll say, "Every joke is a tiny revolution." And it does seem to be a strategy that's been out there and that nobody's plucked or used before.

Graham: Yeah, I think part of that is it doesn't come naturally to the people who the Democrats have had atop their tickets.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Graham: It's just not a Hillary Clinton thing, and it's not really a Joe Biden thing, either. And I think Harris just feels more naturally at home doing that.

Rosin: Do you have a theory about why weird worked? It's such a casual, nothing word.

Graham: I mean, I think it's a couple things. One, J. D. Vance says some things that are pretty weird. I mean, I think it just resonates because it feels accurate, and it resonates because it was coming from Tim Walz, who feels so much like your high-school geography teacher. And so it feels like something he--it doesn't feel calculated coming from him.

It feels really genuine and like he's the right messenger for that. Maybe that's it. I mean, I don't know. It's so simple. It seems like it ought to be--it's hard for me to believe that just a single word this simple has permeated so quickly. And I'm sure we'll get over it quickly. But, like, even this much?

Rosin: But the way it permeated is fascinating because, in my mind, the word weird--I do think of it like a series of literal dominoes. So you could have called J. D. Vance scary. Instead, they settled on weird, and weird is actually a way to reclaim the silent majority. Like, it is a flip.

Graham: Mm-hmm.

Rosin: It's like: You're the weird ones. Like, We're the regular ones. We're the majority. And then the campaign kind of builds on top of that little word and reclaims freedom and then builds on top of that and reclaims patriotism. So this kind of dumb, nothing word becomes the cornerstone of an entire strategy of role reversals, you know?

Graham: Yeah, and it's also tied to them--you know, Harris sort of trying to run as an insurgent against an incumbent, even though she is the vice president, and he's not in office. All of these things tie together, totally.

Rosin: Right. There's just a flip. Okay, now I want to talk a little bit about the dangers of this strategy. You and I both work at The Atlantic magazine. I would argue that The Atlantic magazine has been very invested in taking Trump's threat to the future of our democracy very seriously. And so there is a way in which minimizing the threatening aspects of it makes it seem silly or like the person isn't really powerful, and it seems like there's some danger in that.

Graham: Yes, I think that totally is right. But I do think there's a danger of minimization. And, like you were saying, you saw them sort of trying to do this, like, make the jokes and then kind of, But seriously, folks. This guy's going to tear down democracy. And it's tough to make those things go together. I also have questions about whether it really will be effective over an extended period of time. And I think about Republicans in the 2016 primary trying to ridicule Trump and use that against him, and mostly they all flopped.

Rosin: What do you mean? Can you give me an example?

Graham: Oh, yeah. So Marco Rubio made another sort of suggestive, phallic remark talking about why Trump was so defensive about having small hands and got a response from Trump, but it didn't really work for Rubio. He ended up looking sort of like a middle-school kid trying to make a rude joke, and obviously he did not win the nomination.

Rosin: I think it's the many against the one. I've thought about that too, because obviously this is not the first time anyone's, you know, used their hands and made the Obama joke. But it has to be everybody.

It's like that moment in the high-school movie when, at first, it's one kid against the other kid, and the bully always wins. But then, suddenly, the entire school comes up with the line, and then the entire school all of a sudden represents joy and goodness, and they're the ones singing on top of the desks, and the former bully is hiding under the desk. Like, it can't be one-on-one. And that's what's the sort of amazement of this moment, is how it coalesced and took form all at once.

Graham: Well, I think Trump has lost something, too. He seems to have lost some of his speed. So you know, I think Axios had a story a week or two ago about his failure to come up with a nickname for Harris and listed all of the things that he's tried, and just none of them are taking. And it's hard for me to remember the last time he came up with a really good nickname, or at least a really catchy nickname.

And so I think, maybe, Democrats sense some weakness and sense that he can be attacked in a way that he just can't defend as well as he once could. I also wonder if maybe he's just--we're used to him. He's not as novel, and that takes some of the power out of him.

Rosin: Yeah, some of it is novelty. I mean, that's cheesily poetic, like an O. Henry story that the metaphor is his inability to come up--like, the last one was "communist Kamala." Like, his inability to come up with a nickname that sticks, that's the moment when he crumbles. So interesting.

Okay. Back, though, to regular strategy. So here's another danger, just strategically, if you're running Kamala's campaign. If you're making fun of Trump, there's an implied audience to your message. Like, you are signaling, I am speaking to people who make fun of Trump. That doesn't seem to be the people that she needs to be speaking to right now. Those people are already with her.

Graham: I don't know. I mean, I think that if it works--the kind of ridiculing strategy works because it actually reaches other people. I mean, the high-minded approach, I think, has reached all the people it can. If you think that democracy is under threat from Trump, you're probably already supporting Harris.

So that's kind of a base play at this point, in a weird way. But, you know, if you're not sure--maybe you're one of these voters who voted for Trump once or twice but maybe not with a lot of enthusiasm, and then you were kind of appalled by January 6, but you also haven't loved the Biden-Harris administration.

If you make this guy seem small and weak and ridiculous, I think it can appeal to some of those people, in the same way that the schoolyard bully, by being undercut, suddenly loses his power over everyone. Like, once someone recognizes that he can be punctured, there's no one who can be bullied, because they've seen that he just doesn't have the mojo anymore.

Rosin: So you're a political reporter who's been covering Trump for a very long time. What do you imagine he's saying and doing now? We've had dribs and drabs from the campaign, but I wonder, where do you think he's at now?

Because we've been talking about the strategy aimed at him. But I'm curious--and I know this is speculation--how is it landing on him?

Graham: Right. You know, he tends to rage whenever he's down. He gets really upset. And I think even in his public pronouncements, we can see a little bit of this. Like, threatening to pull out of the debate is a gesture of frustration with the way things are going, frustration with the coverage. And, you know, those things come and go, but I think the fact that those rumors are circulating is a sign of the kind of backbiting inside Trump headquarters that we remember well from previous campaigns but hadn't seen until now.

Rosin: This private raging and campaign chaos, it's not just a side effect of this kind of messaging. It's a strategy unto itself. And it's one that my next guest has spent years thinking about. George Conway's efforts to publicly mock Trump often get the result he's after.

But he's also well aware of the risks.

Conway: There's a double-edged sword. Like, you want people to take the danger seriously, but at the same time, you want to make clear that he's a fool.


Rosin: All that, after the break.

[Music]

Rosin: George Conway is a well known conservative lawyer. During the Trump administration, he was considered for jobs in the Justice Department, and his then-wife, Kellyanne Conway, was, of course, Trump's very visible advisor.

But at some point, Conway started to sour on Trump while his wife was still working for the president. And then one week, in March 2019, Conway tweeted a few things about Trump's mental stability, including a picture of the official definition of narcissistic personality disorder. Trump, who you could argue had other things to do, tweeted back that Conway was a stone-cold loser, the husband from hell.

Conway: Which is like, Dude, why are you doing that? It's like, You should be ignoring me, right? Anybody in the White House would have told him, and I believe he was told, Ignore Conway.


Rosin: But he didn't. And Conway took Trump's inability to ignore him as proof that he was right because one of the hallmarks of narcissism is extreme sensitivity to criticism, an inability to ignore it.

Conway: Even if it's not constructive to respond to the criticism, even if it means that he's amplifying the criticism, and even if it means he is not talking about what he needs to be talking about, either as president or as a candidate--


Rosin: That year, Conway wrote a story for The Atlantic that said Trump's narcissism made him unfit for the presidency. And he decided he would do something to help make sure he wasn't reelected. Conway had an idea--a really specific, out-there idea, which came to him one day when he was listening to some strategists talk minutiae about which campaign ads to run in which markets.

Conway: It occurred to me that all you needed to do to drive the guy nuts was to run ads on the cable provider to the White House.

And one day I was in my office at 52nd and 6th in New York, and my friend Molly Jong-Fast said, Hey, I'm having lunch with Rick Wilson.

And I said, Oh, can I join you? Because I wanted to meet Rick. I knew he was an ad guy. I knew he was an amazing troll of Trump, and he wrote a book about Trump. And so we had lunch. It was, like, three in the afternoon at Quality Meats on 6th Avenue. And I told him my idea.

And he looks like his eyes lit up, because he understood immediately. And we started talking about the kinds of things you could run as audience--you know, we didn't call it audience-of-one ads, but basically that's what we were talking about.

You don't have to run these ads all over the place. You don't have to run them in swing states. You could run ads that just drive him nuts by just, basically, running it in the White House.

Rosin: So he tried it out. It was surprisingly easy.

Conway: And what happened when we formed the Lincoln Project later is we took that idea, and we started running ads in Mar-a-Lago. It cost, like, $5,000 for just one spot on--it was Tucker [Carlson] I think it was, or [Sean] Hannity--just to run it in a very, very narrow place.

Rosin: That's amazing. And what were the ads?

Conway: The one ad that I remember he responded to was called "Mourning in America," M-O-U-R-N-I-N-G.

Advertisement: There's mourning in America. Today, more than 60,000 Americans have died from a deadly virus Donald Trump ignored.


Conway: The ad was a contrast to the "Morning in America" ads, the positive messages that Reagan did in 1984, except it was "Mourning in America." And it was like, How terrible. Everybody's out of work because of COVID, and Trump's an idiot.

And Trump went out after watching that. I think he must have been watching it in the White House. It was on Fox News. And, like, the next day, he's at Andrews air base about to get on Air Force One, and he starts yapping about the Lincoln Project to the media, that they're calling us a bunch of losers.

And then, you know, the next day, Lincoln Project has $4 million in contributions, or some figure like that. And it was like, that was the proof of concept.

Rosin: Conway has kept it up over the years. More recently, he started the Anti-Psychopath PAC, which runs these quick-cut, trolly kind of ads specifically about Trump's mental instability. There are a lot of mentions of Trump praising Hannibal Lecter, for example.

They, too, are targeted at an audience of one, and the aim is to elicit a very specific cascade of reactions.

Conway: Trump is somebody who could be manipulated. But you cannot control him, at the end of the day. And that's why it's just so important for people to keep hitting him with truthful descriptions of his behavior that conflict with his personal self-image, the image he wants to create.

And it deeply wounds him. I mean, it deeply wounds him, to the point where he responds to it in a manner that, instead of talking about economics in his speech that he's supposed to be talking about economics, he's talking about who's weird and who's not weird, which is weird.

Rosin: All right. So you've been doing this for a while. You've, like, road tested the strategy that the Democrats are now using. Were you surprised, starting from the weird moment and then going through the Democratic convention, how suddenly mocking the president was politically acceptable on a stage by very dignified people?

Conway: Yes and no. I mean, I think they finally get it, the Democrats.

The way you win this election, I thought, is Trump has to become the issue. And once Biden stepped aside, Trump became the issue because he was the old guy in the race. And the Democrats had a fresh face, and all of a sudden people were looking more at Trump.

You know, I'd like to think I had something to do with encouraging all of this, but I think they figured it out, and one way or the other. But it's something. I mean, I've been banging the drums on this for years, and it's sort of gratifying to see it finally happen.

I mean, in 2020, I was tweeting that the Democrats should hire a team of psychological professionals to advise them how to get under Trump's skin. They didn't do it then. They don't have to do it now. You don't really need shrinks to do this. You just need to, basically, you know, make fun of the guy.

And he gives you thousands of things to make fun of, from Hannibal Lecter to sharks to electrocution to injecting bleach. You know, the guy is endlessly--I mean, he's absurd. And pointing that out, you have to do it in a way that reminds people, though: He's dangerous.

Rosin: Yeah, that's the subtext.

Conway: Right.

Rosin: So the text is kind of a joke, mocking, trolling. The subtext is: He's dangerous. Got it.

Conway: Right. But it reminds me of this--there's this Star Trek episode where the Enterprise is kind of held hostage by some incorporeal being, if that's the right word, that was basically causing, through its telepathy or whatever, the crew of the Enterprise to engage in conflict with one another, literally fighting each other in hallways in the various decks of the starship.

Star Trek episode: The rest of our lives, a thousand lifetimes, senseless violence, fighting, while an alien has total control over us.

Conway: And Kirk and Spock, or one of them, realizes that the way to defeat this evil being was to start laughing at it.

Star Trek episode: Cessation of violence appears to have weakened it, Captain. I suggest that good spirits might make an effective weapon.


Conway: And they started laughing at it, and all of a sudden, the being shriveled away back into space. And that's kind of like the way Trump works.

Rosin: Yeah. That's really good.

Star Trek episode: Out! Ha ha ha ha! Ha ha ha ha!


Rosin: Well, thank you so much for walking us through that. That was really interesting. I feel like you're a prototype for what we're now seeing on a big stage. So it's just interesting to hear about your experience.

Conway: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening. Live long and prosper.
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What a 100-Year-Old Trial Reveals About America

A new book on the Scopes case traces a long-simmering culture war--and the fear that often drives both sides.

by John Kaag




Thirty years ago, when I was an eighth grader at a small public school in central Pennsylvania, my biology teacher informed us that we would be studying evolution, which she described as "an alternative theory to the story of divine creation." She was usually imperturbable, but I remember noticing that, just for a moment, her voice had a certain tone; her face, a certain expression--an uncanny mix of anxiety, fear, and rage.

Roughly a century ago, the trial of John T. Scopes marked a flash point in an American culture war--between religious faith and science--that has been waged, in one form or another, to this day. In her new book, Keeping the Faith: God, Democracy, and the Trial That Riveted a Nation, Brenda Wineapple offers a definitive account of the 1925 trial, in which a small-town teacher was brought to court for teaching evolution and accused of undermining Christian creationism. But more important, Wineapple's book provides a vivid account of how fear has always acted on our national consciousness--and a way of coming to terms with our own fractured political present.

The Scopes "monkey trial," as the journalist H. L. Mencken, who covered the proceedings, called it, was never really about Scopes himself--the mild-mannered, 24-year-old biology instructor charged with violating Tennessee's Butler Act, which prohibited the teaching of evolution in state-funded schools. Instead, it was about the competing ambitions of the two figures who would engage in a fervent battle over Scopes's fate: Clarence Darrow, who took the defense, and William Jennings Bryan, the three-time Democratic nominee for president, who assumed the prosecution for the state.

Read: When conservative parents revolt

At the time of the trial, Darrow, a newly elected member of the National Committee of the ACLU, was committed to protecting academic freedom in primary and secondary schools, including the right to teach Darwinian evolution. His ambition, however, was much greater: to combat ignorance in all its forms, even if that meant disputing the Bible. Bryan, conversely, had made a career of placing Christian conservatism at the center of American politics. He thought academic freedom was dangerously overrated, especially in perilous times. As Wineapple writes, Bryan believed that "Darwin's theory ... allowed the strong to exploit the weak, and in the name of perfecting humans created humans without God but who think of themselves as gods."

In Wineapple's incisive treatment, the trial reveals how opponents in a cultural conflict can be similarly vulnerable and shortsighted. Throughout the book, she echoes another reporter who covered the proceedings, who wrote in one dispatch that, "at bottom, down in their hearts," people on both sides of the debate were "equally at a loss." The whole country did go a bit mad over the monkey trial: Some supposedly enlightened intellectuals--we might call them liberals today--attacked all things spiritual and religious (Darrow, for one, simply laughed at the "amen"s uttered in the courtroom). Many Christians galvanized around the value of unquestioned faith and rejected critical discourse. The KKK, who saw in Bryan a champion, murmured "America Forever" in their growing ranks. All the while, onlookers continued to purchase monkey souvenirs on the streets of Dayton, Tennessee, where the trial was held.

Many people around the world looked on with equal parts awe, embarrassment, and disgust. It was a moment when a relatively young country showed itself to be without tact or sense.

What those outside the United States might have viewed with bewilderment makes perfect sense to a historian like Wineapple. Modern notions of democracy and religious liberty were written into the founding of the United States, and yet a portion of its population has always looked to God and the Bible in moments of crisis. Even as the colonies struggled to survive in the 1740s, a religious "awakening" saw settlers turning to scripture and looking to evangelism to provide purpose in an uncertain world. The aftermath of World War I--defined by stark economic conditions, global mourning, and the wholesale destruction of Europe--roused a certain strain of Christian America, including people like Bryan, who believed that restoring religious ideas of tradition, unity, and purity would protect the country from turmoil.

The United States was never as traditional, unified, or pure as Bryan claimed, but that scarcely mattered to him or his followers. What did matter was his fear that conservatives were losing what they took to be their God-given place in the world. According to Wineapple, "Underlying this anxiety about the origins of humankind was of course another anxiety: that the vaunted superiority of the so-called Nordics may be a fiction." Evolution implied that life originated, in the words of a commentator, "in the jungle" in Africa, not a divine paradise. Bryan's defense of creationism doubled as an endorsement of a subset of white America. The Chicago Defender wrote that evolution "conflicts with the South's idea of her own importance. Anything which tends to break down her doctrine of white superiority she fights.'"

But the prosecution also had an existential fear that Darrow's defense, mocking and acerbic, neglected. Divine Creation, for Christians like Bryan, held within it the promise that human life amounted to something worthwhile. To Bryan, Scopes's choice to teach Darwin was a self-conscious affront to the moral order--and any meaningful future for humanity. Bryan's anxiety, as Wineapple describes it, reflected "the fear of the new, the different, the fear that if you admit knowledge or information, the world you know would be unrecognizable, alien, and terrifying."

Wineapple's account of the trial is a reminder of how political polarization is often an outgrowth of fear. And when the fate of a nation seems to be at stake, there can be little room for common ground. Bryan appealed to the Christian faith of his southern audience, arguing that only through adherence to dogma would America be preserved. In the words of Mencken, "To call a man a doubter in these parts is equal to accusing him of cannibalism." Darrow, meanwhile, was afraid of being locked into a political and legal system that would inhibit progress in all its forms. And in the tumult, something very important was lost. Wineapple writes, "For all their differences and animosity, William Jennings Bryan and Clarence Darrow were more alike in some ways than either of them would admit. The journalist William Allen White ... characterized them as equally ardent, emotional, and committed to the ideal of a better world." Their visions of this world, however, were starkly different.

Read: The politics of fear itself

It's no spoiler, nor does it ruin the tension of Wineapple's outstanding book, to reveal that the jury found Scopes guilty of violating the Butler Act, which would stand for another 42 years. Scopes was fined the minimum amount, $100. Bryan, Christian fundamentalists, and the anti-evolutionists claimed victory. And two weeks after the trial ended, the KKK marched on Washington, D.C., in throngs.

But according to Wineapple, Darrow had the last word: "The way of the world is all very, very weird ... You may be sure that the powers of reaction and despotism never sleep ... and in these days when conservatism is in the saddle, we have to be very watchful." In 2024, most high-school teachers in the United States teach evolution--even if some might do so with the reluctance I witnessed in the eighth grade. Darrow needn't have been so fearful that the circumstances surrounding the Scopes trial might permanently forestall social and political change. And yet, he was right to warn Americans that progress is never assured.
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Introducing "Dear James," a New Advice Column

For all your existential worries

by James Parker




Are you something of a mystery to yourself?

Do you suffer from existential panic, spiritual fatigue, libidinal tangles, and compulsive idiocy? Are your moods beyond your control? Is every straw, for you, the last straw? Do you suspect, from time to time, that the world around you might be an enormous hallucination? Do you forget people's names and then worry about it terribly? Do you weep at bad movies but find yourself unaccountably numb in the face of genuine sadness? Is stress wrecking your complexion, your joints, your digestive system? Do you experience a surge of pristine chaotic energy at precisely the moment that you should be falling asleep? Are you doing much too much of this, and not nearly enough of that?

In other words: Are you a human being?

If so, "Dear James" might be for you. Beginning September 17, I will be addressing readers' problems in a weekly advice column. I want to hear about what's ailing, torturing, or nagging you. Please submit your lifelong or in-the-moment problems to dearjames@theatlantic.com.

By submitting a letter, you've agreed to let The Atlantic use it--in part or in full--in our magazine and on our website. We may edit for length and clarity. All submissions will be published anonymously.
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Marijuana Is Too Strong Now

As weed has become easier to obtain, it has become harder to smoke.

by Malcolm Ferguson




Updated at 11:08 a.m. ET on August 29, 2024

A strange thing has happened on the path to marijuana legalization. Users across all ages and experience levels are noticing that a drug they once turned to for fun and relaxation now triggers existential dread and paranoia. "The density of the nugs is crazy, they're so sticky," a friend from college texted me recently. "I solo'd a joint from the dispensary recently and was tweaking just walking around." (Translation for the non-pot-savvy: This strain of marijuana is not for amateurs.)

In 2022, the federal government reported that, in samples seized by the Drug Enforcement Administration, average levels of tetrahydrocannabinol, or THC--the psychoactive compound in weed that makes you feel high--had more than tripled compared with 25 years earlier, from 5 to 16 percent. That may understate how strong weed has gotten. Walk into any dispensary in the country, legal or not, and you'll be hard-pressed to find a single product advertising such a low THC level. Most strains claim to be at least 20 to 30 percent THC by weight; concentrated weed products designed for vaping can be labeled as up to 90 percent.

For the average weed smoker who wants to take a few hits without getting absolutely blitzed, this is frustrating. For some, it can be dangerous. In the past few years, reports have swelled of people, especially teens, experiencing short- and long-term "marijuana-induced psychosis," with consequences including hospitalizations for chronic vomiting and auditory hallucinations of talking birds. Multiple studies have drawn a link between heavy use of high-potency marijuana, in particular, and the development of psychological disorders, including schizophrenia, although a causal connection hasn't been proved.

Read: Marijuana's health effects are about to get a whole lot clearer

"It's entirely possible that this new kind of cannabis--very strong, used in these very intensive patterns--could do permanent brain damage to teenagers because that's when the brain is developing a lot," Keith Humphreys, a Stanford psychiatry professor and a former drug-policy adviser to the Obama administration, told me. Humphreys stressed that the share of people who have isolated psychotic episodes on weed will be "much larger" than the number of people who end up permanently altered. But even a temporary bout of psychosis is pretty bad.

One of the basic premises of the legalization movement is that marijuana, if not harmless, is pretty close to it--arguably much less dangerous than alcohol. But much of the weed being sold today is not the same stuff that people were getting locked up for selling in the 1990s and 2000s. You don't have to be a War on Drugs apologist to be worried about the consequences of unleashing so much super-high-potency weed into the world.

The high that most adult weed smokers remember from their teenage years is most likely one produced by "mids," as in, middle-tier weed. In the pre-legalization era, unless you had a connection with access to top-shelf strains such as Purple Haze and Sour Diesel, you probably had to settle for mids (or, one step down, "reggie," as in regular weed) most of the time. Today, mids are hard to come by.

The simplest explanation for this is that the casual smokers who pine for the mids and reggies of their youth aren't the industry's top customers. Serious stoners are. According to research by Jonathan P. Caulkins, a public-policy professor at Carnegie Mellon, people who report smoking more than 25 times a month make up about a third of marijuana users but account for about two-thirds of all marijuana consumption. Such regular users tend to develop a high tolerance, and their tastes drive the industry's cultivation decisions.

The industry is not shy about this fact. In May, I attended the National Cannabis Investment Summit in Washington D.C., where investors used the terms high-quality and potent almost interchangeably. They told me that high THC percentages do well with heavy users--the dedicated wake-and-bakers and the joint-before-bed crowd. "Thirty percent THC is the new 20 percent," Ryan Cohen, a Michigan-based cultivator, told me. "Our target buyer is the guy who just worked 40 hours a week and wants to get high as fuck on a budget."

Smaller producers might conceivably carve out a niche catering to those of us who prefer a milder high. But because of the way the legal weed market has developed, they're struggling just to exist. As states have been left alone to determine what their legal weed markets will look like, limited licensing has emerged as the favored apparatus. That approach has led to legal weed markets becoming dominated by large, well-financed "multistate operators," in industry jargon.

Across the country, MSOs are buying up licenses, acquiring smaller brands, and lobbying politicians to stick prohibitions on home-growing into their legalization bills. The result is an illusion of endless choice and a difficult climate for the little guy. Minnesota's 15 medical dispensaries are owned by two MSOs. All 23 of Virginia's are owned by three different MSOs. Some states have tried to lower barriers to entry, but the big chains still tend to overpower the market. (Notable exceptions are California and Colorado, which have a longer history with legal marijuana licensing, and where the markets are less dominated by mega-chains.) Despite the profusion of stores in some states and the apparent variety of strains on the shelf, most people who walk into a dispensary will choose from a limited number of suppliers that maximize for THC percentage.

If the incentives of the market point to ever-higher concentrations of THC, one path to milder varieties would be government regulation. But legal weed exists largely in a regulatory vacuum.

Six years ago, my colleague Annie Lowrey observed that "the lack of federal involvement in legalization has meant that marijuana products are not being safety-tested like pharmaceuticals; measured and dosed like food products; subjected to agricultural-safety and pesticide standards like crops; and held to labeling standards like alcohol." Very little has changed since she wrote that. Some states have limited THC percentages per serving for edibles, but only Vermont and Connecticut have potency caps on so-called flower, meaning the old-fashioned kind of weed that you smoke in leaf form. And then there's the Wild West of legal hemp-derived THC products, which functionally have no potency limits at all.

Read: Congress accidentally legalized weed six years ago

Marijuana is still illegal under the federal Controlled Substances Act. States have been allowed to do their own thing, but the lack of federal legalization has meant a lack of federal regulation. In May, the Department of Justice officially proposed rescheduling marijuana from Schedule 1 under the CSA, where heroin is, to Schedule 3, where ketamine and anabolic steroids are. That change, if it happens, will dramatically expand medical-marijuana research and access, but it won't affect the recreational market at all.

To establish an approach to marijuana legalization that protects consumers and gives them real choice and information about what they're using, Congress would need to fully deschedule weed, not just reschedule it. Descheduling marijuana would circumvent the legal baggage of Schedule 3, allowing the federal government to ease into a nationally standardized set of health and safety regulations for recreational use, not just medical.

Such a change would ideally allow the federal government, particularly the Food and Drug Administration, the power to regulate marijuana in the same way they regulate other uncontrolled substances such as alcohol and tobacco--by overseeing packaging, advertising, and distribution. Sellers could be required to create clear, standardized nutrition-fact-style labels that indicate true THC percentage, recommended dosages, and professional suggestions for what to do in the case of a bad high. A full descheduling would also shorten the research knowledge gap, because private marijuana companies could run FDA-approved tests on their products and develop modern regulatory strategies that align with public-health standards.

The history of drug enforcement in America was long one of discriminatory, draconian enforcement. But the shift toward legal weed has tacked too far in the opposite direction. If marijuana is to be sold legally, consumers should know what they're buying and have confidence that someone is making sure it's safe. If we can agree as a society that getting high on weed shouldn't be illegal, we can also agree that smoking weed shouldn't involve dissociating at a house party or running into the middle of a snowstorm because you think imaginary bad guys are after you. The sad irony of legalization is that as weed has become easier to obtain, it has become harder to smoke.
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How to Influence People--And Make Friends

The key to persuasion is not beating people over the head with your better ideas--it's listening sincerely to what they have to say.

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.

Tertullian, a second-century North African theologian, is often called the "father of Latin Christianity." A prolific author, he was the writer credited with first using the Latin term trinity for the belief in the oneness of God, Jesus, and the holy spirit. He also chronicled the everyday lives of ordinary Christians in the Roman empire, critically commenting on how their powerful pagan overlords regarded them:

It is mainly the deeds of a love so noble that lead many [Romans] to put a brand upon us [Christians]. See, they say, how they love one another, for [they] themselves are animated by mutual hatred; and how they are ready even to die for one another, for they themselves will sooner put [others] to death.


Tertullian's fellow Christians didn't just love one another, of course. They followed the teachings of Jesus, who had enjoined them to love their enemies as well.

This love was seen as stupid and weak by many Romans at the time, but it eventually won out: The once-fledgling faith gradually drew converts from all over the empire and in the end became the official religion of Rome. If those early Christians had been violent and hate-filled, the faith would probably have come and gone like any number of cults over the centuries.

No matter what your religious views, if you want to persuade others to consider a better way through the strong disagreements of these tumultuous times, you can take a valuable lesson from these early Christians. Amid a contentious election, unrest on campuses and in cities, and a world full of conflict, you may find that if left to your instincts, lashing out is all too easy.

If you succumb to rage, you are likely to end up wielding your most sincerely held values as a weapon. Doing so will influence no one who doesn't already agree with you. Worse, it will provoke equal-but-opposite angry dogmatism. If, however, you fight such reflexive inclinations and learn instead to offer your values as a gift, others might actually change their mind and follow your lead.

From the May 1892 issue: Private life in Ancient Rome

Humans have a need to share their beliefs and values with other people. When you feel strongly about something, positively or negatively, it's hard not to talk about it; opinions feel as though they were made for sharing. This has a solid logic: Sharing emotions and opinions can lead to imitation, which can in turn create coalitions and reinforce relationships. When you share a feeling about something and someone agrees in both their behavior and expression, social psychologists have found, you may become more emotionally attuned to one another and have more positive social interactions.

The emotions and opinions we share with others to build a relationship are as likely to be negative or critical as not. Think of a conversation you had with a work colleague when you complained about your idiot boss--how your colleague sympathetically adopted your attitude of bitter disdain and how that exchange reinforced the bond between you. Researchers have shown that gossip is a common way to promote trust among members of an in-group, even if it involves reckless calumnies about others.

Positive emotions, though, may be better at eliciting mimicry than negative emotions. In one 2007 experiment, people were shown videos of people laughing, yawning, frowning, or maintaining a neutral expression. They found that viewers were 83 percent more likely to emulate laughter than frowning (and they were even more likely to mimic yawns). Similarly, in 2015, psychologists writing in the journal Emotion found that people tend to imitate the behavioral mannerisms of people who intentionally helped them.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why it's nice to know you

Besides creating a bond, another reason you might want to induce someone to model themselves on your feelings is to get them to modify their views. To achieve that result, you can usually choose whether to frame your views positively or negatively. So you might tell someone either that you're voting for a particular presidential candidate because you believe this person will make the country stronger and fairer and you want that better future, or that the other candidate will ruin democracy forever and anyone who disagrees is a fool.

The angle you choose is important, and that choice will depend on your goal and your interlocutor's disposition. If the intended audience--say, your carefully curated silo of social-media followers--already agrees with you, then your negativity can raise the intensity of their views. In particular, as the psychologist Ronald W. Rogers demonstrated in the 1970s with his influential "protection motivation theory," people can be very effectively influenced when an appeal focuses on the noxiousness of a threat, the probability that it will occur, and the potential efficacy of a response. For example, you might try to fire people up by saying, "If we don't all work for Candidate X, this will probably be the last democratic election in U.S. history," or, "If we don't turn out to vote for Candidate Y, immigrants will bring crime to our town and take our jobs."

Of course, this kind of negative framing won't work for someone who isn't already inclined to think the way you do. If I don't think the opposing candidate actually is a threat to democracy, I will simply judge your statement to be hyperbolic and biased--and you won't get me to mimic you at all.

To an even greater degree, if I disagree with you and your views contain hatred and anger toward opponents, what you say will harden my values against yours. This is the so-called boomerang effect, demonstrated in the 1960s by two psychologists who showed that when people are insulted over the opinions they hold, they are much more likely to dig into their position against that of the insulter.

Arthur C. Brooks: A gentler, better way to change minds

The boomerang effect can be hard to observe when we're dealing with a complex social interaction involving such abstractions as opinions and feelings. To give a more concrete instance: Imagine I came to your house with a beautiful bunch of flowers to share with you, but when you opened the door, I hit you with the bouquet. Obviously, the gesture would hardly make me a persuasive person or recommend my views to you; all you'd want is to get me off your porch. This is essentially what happens when you use your values as a weapon, not as a gift.

If you suspect you've been inflicting your views and feelings on others as though you were walloping them with what you wanted to share, that imaginary scenario may be worth reflecting on. On a larger scale, this kind of behavior may be why every debate in America today seems to go straight to DEFCON 1, a level of alarm and vigilance on the brink of outright war. So, if you want to be more persuasive, consider a few new ways to understand and manage your own feelings, and share them more positively--in other words, turn them back into a gift, rather than wielding them as a weapon.

1. Focus on what we agree on.
 Agreement in beliefs can be quite hard to come by when all that you and those around you have been focusing on is your disagreements. But this can be done. Consider the words of President Barack Obama. After his hard-fought reelection victory in 2012, a campaign that was at times bitter and vituperative, he could have reinforced the ideological differences he had with Republicans and said that their views were inferior, dangerous, and rejected by all right-thinking people. But that would have simply boomeranged the losing side in that election even more into greater bitterness.

Instead, Obama focused on unity, on "the bonds that hold together the most diverse nation on Earth ... love and charity and duty and patriotism. That's what makes America great." Even more impressive, perhaps, in their magnanimity were the words of concession from Mitt Romney, the defeated candidate. After congratulating Obama on his victory, Romney exhorted the country to unite behind the president. "We look to Democrats and Republicans in government at all levels to put the people before the politics," he said. "I believe in the people of America."

2. Stop talking.
 The easiest way to turn your values from a weapon to a gift is to close your mouth and listen when someone disagrees with you. This was the fundamental conclusion from two scholars in 2016 writing in the journal Science. The scholars were seeking to understand how people might change their views on sensitive topics, such as minority rights. What they found was that it did not involve forceful arguments, righteous anger, or overwhelming data. In fact, people were most likely to shift their sympathies when they were prompted toward "perspective taking": Canvassers asked respondents to talk about a time when they felt judged negatively for being different, and then, after listening to the respondents' answers carefully, the canvassers encouraged them to apply that experience to how they might think about other people considered different. True listening is a gift--and people find it very persuasive.

3. Refuse to be used.
 I have my own version of the old saying "If you're playing poker and don't know who the sucker is, it's you." Here's mine: "When you hate for ideological reasons, someone is profiting--and it isn't you." In today's controversies, many people are eager to conscript you into a culture war in order to gin up political support, increase their power, build television viewership, gain greater social-media following, or boost their ego. This year, declare your independence from the Outrage Industrial Complex in politics, in media, and on campus by offering your views as a source of hope and love.

George Goehl: How we got Trump voters to change their mind

If weaponized values are not effective in persuading others, why do we persist in using them this way? The answer is simple: It feels satisfying, like scratching an itch. But the ultimate effect is more like scratching a poison-ivy exposure: It's devilishly hard to resist and momentarily feels wonderful, but the result gets worse and worse as the itch turns into a festering wound.

We can realize far greater happiness in the long run when we resist that immediate urge. In the Apologeticus, Tertullian makes this point when he speaks of "the joy of the people in our trouble." Such a cheerful display of love and acceptance in the face of persecution seemed "utterly reasonless" to non-Christians, but Tertullian's fellow believers were making a gift of their faith in a way that eventually overcame the hostility.

Similarly, if you decide to share your values as a loving gift and turn your back on hate, you will probably, at first, hear harsh words from some former allies that your new outlook is reasonless. Smile, listen, and answer them with kindness and more listening.
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Kamala Harris and the Black Elite

The presidential candidate's vision appeals more to college graduates than to the majority of Black Americans.

by Reihan Salam




If you want an illustration of the extraordinary racial progress America has made over the past 59 years, look to the life of Vice President Kamala Harris, who could now become the second Black president.

Born in Oakland, California--a city deeply divided by race, where the Black Power movement gained ground by explicitly rejecting the cause of racial integration--just months after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Harris has achieved great distinction in multiracial milieus, where her cultural literacy and deft code-switching have proved enormous assets. In the mid-1960s, Black elected officials almost exclusively represented Black-majority jurisdictions, and a Black presence in elite institutions was exceedingly rare. By the time Harris first won elected office in 2004, in contrast, she had settled in San Francisco, a city with a small and shrinking Black population, where it was essential for her to build a multiracial political coalition.

Harris's political "launching pad," according to the Politico reporter Michael Kruse, was "the tightly knit world of San Francisco high society," which embraced her as one of its own. Harris came of age amid a rapid expansion of economic opportunity for Black Americans, and especially Black women; her ascent reflects the diversification of the American elite and a growing openness to Black political talent among non-Black voters, both developments that are very much worthy of celebration.

One could argue that Harris's emergence as the Democratic presidential nominee, like Barack Obama's before her, is a fulfillment of the civil-rights-era promise of racial integration. Consider, for example, the striking racial diversity of her inner circle, which includes her brother-in-law, Tony West, chief legal officer at Uber; Disney Entertainment Co-chair Dana Walden; and of course her husband, Doug Emhoff, an accomplished entertainment lawyer. Harris's social world is anything but segregated.

Yet there are rival conceptions of racial progress in American life, and the discourse surrounding Harris's political rise has overlooked a potential vulnerability for the Democratic coalition in the long run--the cultural and ideological distance separating the progressive Black elite from the working- and middle-class Black majority.

Read: Identity politics loses its power

Because Blackness has historically been treated as monolithic, informed by a shared experience of persecution and marginalization, scholars and policy makers have long ignored the Black elite and its central role in America's racial landscape. As a multiracial daughter of skilled immigrants who is very much at home among upwardly mobile professionals, Harris is best understood as a pioneering member of a Black elite that has been powerfully shaped by rising educational attainment, affluence, immigration, and intermarriage.

From 2002 to 2022, for example, the share of Black adults over 25 with a postgraduate degree increased from 5.3 to 10.6 percent. Over the same period, the share of Black families earning $200,000 or more, adjusted for inflation, rose from 3.9 to 8.4 percent. Those gains haven't erased inequality; the share of Asian and white adults with a postgraduate degree remains significantly higher than that of Black adults (27.1 percent and 15.7 percent respectively), as does the share of Asian and white families earning $200,000 or more (28.1 percent and 18.2 percent). Nevertheless, these numbers speak to the emergence of a large and flourishing Black upper-middle class.

Rising Black immigration from the Caribbean and Africa, meanwhile, has infused the Black American population with self-selected newcomers who are more likely to be high earners than their native-born counterparts. More than one-fifth of Black Americans are either foreign-born or second-generation, and Black newcomers tend to settle in higher-opportunity neighborhoods and regions than Black natives.

And though Black-white interracial unions remain rare, the number has increased in recent years. As the number of interracial unions has increased, so too has the number of mixed births. Although finding detailed demographic information on all multiracial Black households is difficult, a Pew analysis of data from the 2022 American Community Survey shows that they have a median household income 21.2 percent higher than that of monoracial non-Hispanic Black households.

Needless to say, these various social developments don't perfectly intersect. It is certainly not the case that all high-earning Black adults have postgraduate degrees, are immigrants, or are partnered with non-Black adults. But compared with the Black population generally, the new Black elite, forged in selective colleges and universities, is disproportionately first- and second-generation, intermarried or mixed-race, and suburban.

Read: What Trump's Kamala Harris smear reveals

The distinctiveness of the Black elite could have a number of political implications. One is that as the cultural and socioeconomic distance between the Black elite and the Black majority increases, so too could the power of the Black elite to shape Black political behavior.

No one is surprised when educated and affluent white voters vote differently from working-class white voters. The notion of a Black "diploma divide" is less familiar. Despite considerable ideological diversity among Black voters, the Black electorate has been largely united behind Democratic candidates for decades. For years, the dominant explanation for the persistence of Black political unity has been the idea of "linked fate," or the notion that Black voters see their individual interests as bound up with the status and well-being of Black Americans as a group. More recently, the political scientists Ismail K. White and Chryl N. Laird have attributed Black political unity to the practice of "racialized social constraint," in which some Black individuals work to protect the interests of the group by shaming or otherwise punishing other Black individuals who threaten to defect from the group's partisan norm. This practice of enforcing group partisan norms occurs through predominantly Black social networks, including in online spaces, such as Black Twitter. If White and Laird are right, the question becomes which Black individuals and communities have the authority to establish group political expectations.

In his 1903 essay on "The Talented Tenth," the renowned sociologist and civil-rights activist W. E. B. Du Bois envisioned an elite cadre of exemplary Black women and men--an "aristocracy of talent and character"--that would provide the wider Black population with civic and social leadership. Though a man of the left, Du Bois was a frank elitist, who believed that it was "from the top downward that culture filters," and that in the history of human progress, "the Talented Tenth rises and pulls all that are worth saving up to their vantage ground." He took for granted that there would be a durable link between this educated ethnic vanguard and the Black masses, and that elite norms and behaviors would trickle down over time. The Black elite would set the agenda for Black advancement, and the Black majority would fall in line.

But as the Black elite grows apart from the Black majority--in its ethnocultural self-understanding, level of education and wealth attainment, and commitment to cosmopolitan ideals--expect its political authority to diminish.

Consider the politics of immigration, a major flash point in the 2024 presidential election. During Harris's 2020 presidential campaign, she backed a number of progressive immigration priorities, including decriminalizing illegal border crossings, a position that her campaign recently reversed in a statement to Axios. This is one of several issues where a meaningful gap separates college-educated and non-college-educated Black voters. In 2020, before an intensifying border crisis moved public opinion in a sharply restrictionist direction, the American National Election Studies survey found that although 40 percent of college-educated Black respondents favored increasing immigration levels, the same was true of only 27 percent of non-college-educated Black respondents. When asked if immigrants were likely to take away jobs from Americans, 71 percent of non-college-educated Black respondents said they were at least somewhat likely to do so; among college-educated Black respondents, just 53 percent said the same.

Given that the college-educated Black population is more cosmopolitan, affluent, and likely to have recent immigrant ties, it makes intuitive sense that they would be more favorably disposed toward immigration. But those differences in lived experience might also diminish the ability of elite Black political actors to enforce a pro-immigration partisan norm against Black dissenters.

Then there are the differences between the Black elite and the Black majority when it comes to the role of race in public life.

Over the course of her long career in elected office, Harris has not evinced many fixed ideological commitments. But she has been consistent in her adherence to "progressive racialism," or the belief that the cause of racial justice demands a more vigorous embrace of race-conscious policy making. In the U.S. Senate and the White House, she has championed race-preferential college admissions and hiring programs, environmental-justice initiatives, and cultural-competency training, among other race-conscious policy measures. In this regard, Harris is representative of her class.

Shortly before the Supreme Court ruled against race-preferential college admissions in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard and Students for Fair Admissions v. University of North Carolina, a Pew survey found that although U.S. adults opposed them by a margin of 50 to 33 percent, Black adults favored them by a margin of 47 to 29 percent. However, this overall level of support masked a telling divide among Black respondents. Sixty-four percent of Black college graduates backed race-preferential admissions; support fell to 42 percent for Black respondents with some college or less. This wasn't because a far larger number of non-college-educated Black respondents were opposed to race-preferential admission--it's because a much higher share said they weren't sure.

One explanation is that elite discourse has greatly exaggerated the role of racial preferences in redressing racial inequality. For one, only a small fraction of U.S. undergraduates attend colleges and universities selective enough for racial preferences to matter. In a recent working paper, the economists Francisca A. Antman, Brian Duncan, and Michael F. Lovenheim compared underrepresented minority students in four states which banned racial preferences in public higher education to students in states that left preferences in place. Comparing outcomes before and after the bans and between states, they found that prohibiting preferences had virtually no impact on educational attainment, earnings, or employment for Black or Hispanic men, and may even have improved Black men's labor-market prospects. While banning preferences produced worse outcomes for Hispanic women, in most cases there were also no statistically significant harms to Black women.

Assuming that these findings hold true more broadly, the impact of racial preferences on the life chances of Black Americans appears to have been negligible. Moreover, defending unpopular racial preferences may have made it more difficult to advance other policies that would have done more to foster Black upward mobility. Viewed through this lens, it is not surprising that many middle- and working-class Black voters are indifferent to the fate of race-preferential admissions, or that so many oppose them outright.

Read: 'White Dudes for Harris' was a missed opportunity 

Even if we stipulate that race-preferential admissions did not benefit Black Americans as a whole, they did offer concentrated benefits to the relatively small number of Black individuals who were in a position to take advantage of them. A 2023 YouGov / Economist survey found that only 11 percent of Black respondents felt that affirmative action had a positive impact on their lives, or just over half of the 19 percent who felt that it had had any impact at all. But Black women and men who believe deeply in the benefits of race-preferential admissions have been well represented in high-status jobs, and they've played an outsize role in shaping the domestic-policy agenda of the progressive left. That could be part of why progressive policy makers have made such a sharp turn in favor of race-conscious policies in the post-Obama era, despite their deep unpopularity.

As Black political unity starts to fade, Harris has a choice to make. Building on the policy agenda she developed for her 2020 presidential campaign and the record of the Biden-Harris administration, the vice president can champion the race-conscious policies that have proved so resonant among the progressive Black elite in the hope that doing so will inspire a renewed politics of Black solidarity. The challenge for this Talented Tenth approach is that the Black voters who have been most receptive to Donald Trump are younger and working-class. These are Black Americans who came of age in the 1990s and 2000s, against the backdrop of rising Black cultural and political influence. They are less embedded in the Black Church, an institution that has played a crucial role in inculcating norms of racial solidarity. And they are not embedded in the modern university, where racial identity and preferences have been most salient. In short, they seem skeptical of the profound racial pessimism so common on the progressive left.

Rather than lean into progressive racialism, Harris could seek to appeal to middle- and working-class voters of all groups, including disaffected Black voters, by downplaying race consciousness in favor of populist and patriotic themes, drawing on the lessons of Obama's successful 2008 and 2012 campaigns. Doing so would make life more difficult for those of us on the right who oppose Harris's vision for American political economy and our role in the world--but it would be an encouraging portent of racial progress to come.
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Trump Dishonors Fallen Soldiers Again

Trump's latest visit to Arlington National Cemetery is a reminder of how little he understands about service, sacrifice, and heroism.

by Charles Sykes




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


On Monday, Donald Trump visited the sacred ground of Arlington National Cemetery, where many of America's war dead are buried, and posed for photos. In the strangest of these pictures, the former president is smiling and giving a thumbs-up by the grave of a Marine. It's an image of a man who has no idea how to behave around fallen heroes.

Trump was at Arlington ostensibly to honor the memory of the 13 service members who were killed in a suicide bombing during the chaotic final days of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. The event was supposed to be respectful and private; according to a press-pool note, the families of the troops had asked that there be no media coverage in the area where the service members were buried. But Trump seemed to have other ideas.

According to a report by NPR, Trump's campaign staff got into a verbal and physical altercation with a cemetery official who tried to stop campaign staffers from filming and taking photographs in the area of the cemetery reserved for recently fallen soldiers. The cemetery confirmed that an incident took place on Monday but did not provide any details, instead noting in a statement that federal law prohibits "political campaign or election-related activities within Army National Military Cemeteries." The Trump-campaign spokesperson Steven Cheung said in a statement that "there was no physical altercation as described," and added in a post on X that Trump had been allowed a private photographer on the premises. But in his statement, Cheung also accused the cemetery official who'd tried to block Trump's staff of "clearly suffering from a mental health episode."

It's hard to see Trump's Monday visit as anything but a campaign stop intended to court the military vote. Speaking to a group of National Guard members in Detroit later that day, he blamed President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris for the failures of the Afghanistan withdrawal. By now, Trump's use of the military as a prop for his own ends should surprise no one. Despite his vigorous avoidance of military service, Trump has a long history of denigrating the service of others, even as he poses as a defender of the nation's military. As a candidate for the Republican nomination in 2015, he mocked Senator John McCain's status as a prisoner of war. "He's not a war hero," Trump said at the time. "I like people who weren't captured."

Later, as president, he told his then-chief of staff John Kelly that he didn't want "any wounded guys" in his planned Independence Day parade: "This doesn't look good for me." Recently, he suggested that the civilian Medal of Freedom is "actually much better" than the military's Medal of Honor, "because everyone gets the Congressional Medal of Honor, that's soldiers, they're either in very bad shape because they've been hit so many times by bullets, or they're dead."

But Trump is especially out of place around the nation's fallen troops. As reported by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, Trump went to Arlington Cemetery with Kelly on Memorial Day 2017 and visited the gravesite of Kelly's son Robert, who had been killed in Afghanistan. Standing next to the former Marine general, Trump said: "I don't get it. What was in it for them?" In 2018, Trump canceled a visit to the Aisne-Marne American Cemetery, near Paris; as Jeffrey reported, Trump told staff members that the cemetery was "filled with losers." Trump also "referred to the more than 1,800 Marines who'd lost their lives at Belleau Wood as 'suckers' for getting killed," according to Jeffrey's reporting.

Jeffrey's story is very much a sore spot for a candidate who wants to wrap himself in the flag. Trump has denied the reporting, but it was confirmed to CNN by Kelly: "What can I add that has not already been said? ... A person that thinks those who defend their country in uniform, or are shot down or seriously wounded in combat, or spend years being tortured as POWs, are all 'suckers' because 'there is nothing in it for them.' A person that did not want to be seen in the presence of military amputees because 'it doesn't look good for me.'"

Kelly went on to corroborate other details in Jeffrey's article. "God help us," he concluded.

Monday's wreath-laying at Arlington was, in part, Trump's attempt to clean up the mess he has created, and to establish some credibility as a champion of men- and women-at-arms. But in the end, it merely served to remind Americans how little he understands about service, sacrifice, and heroism.

Related:

	Trump's medal of dishonor
 	Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers."






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	New York City's chaos mayor
 	Seven questions that should be easy for Harris to answer
 	Elaine Godfrey: "What I heard at Swifties for Kamala"




Today's News

	The Supreme Court maintained a temporary block on the Biden administration's latest plan to relieve student debt.
 	Israeli troops raided cities in the occupied West Bank, killing at least 10 people, in an overnight operation that targeted Palestinian militants, according to Israeli officials.
 	Pavel Durov, a co-founder and the CEO of Telegram, was charged in France with several crimes, including complicity in both drug trafficking and the distribution of child-sexual-abuse material.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Corals have endured so much--but to survive climate change, they'll have to adapt dramatically, Marina Koren writes.
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21 Minutes in the Buttigieg Bubble

By Mark Leibovich

"Okay, we have to move fast," one of Pete Buttigieg's aides told me as the discoursing dynamo was finishing another cable interview on the last day of the Democratic National Convention.
 Buttigieg stepped off an MSNBC set and onto the United Center floor. "I'm here to give you some much-needed attention," I told him. By "much-needed," I was of course being sarcastic: Buttigieg has been a rather relentless media presence in recent weeks, especially this past one in Chicago.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Jack Smith isn't backing down.
 	Why did this progressive evangelical church fall apart?




Culture Break


Xavier Collin / Image Press Agency / Reuters



Listen. Sabrina Carpenter's new album, Short n' Sweet (out now), is a salvo against the stereotype that women, blondes, and pop don't have a lot to say, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. "Keepsake," a poem by Roey Leonardi:

"We tried to share a life. / Now it's morning / and I can see where I end"

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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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Flying Cauldron

The 2024 Summer Paralympic Games are under way.

by Alan Taylor




The final Paralympic torchbearers gaze at the "Flying Cauldron" after lighting it in Paris on August 28, 2024. More than 4,400 athletes from more than 180 delegations have gathered in Paris once again, this time to take part in the 2024 Summer Paralympic Games. Competitors will vie for medals in more than 500 events across 22 different sports. Today's opening ceremony was the first to ever be held outside; taking place along the Champs-Elysees, it featured the Parade of Nations, multiple artistic performances, and the lighting of the cauldron.
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What I Heard at Swifties for Kamala

A Zoom call hosted by a Taylor Swift fan group that supports Harris was leaning into its own dorkiness.

by Elaine Godfrey




You might not be shocked to learn that Elizabeth Warren's favorite Taylor Swift song is about cosmic justice.

"I love 'Karma,'" the senator from Massachusetts said last night during a Zoom event for a group called Swifties for Kamala. "And I have a thing or two to say about private equity!" The 34,000 attendees probably would have cheered, but, as is typical for such a massive webinar, only the organizers had control of the microphone and camera. Warren was undaunted by the lack of response. "It is going to be a tough fight ahead," she said, winding up. "There are only 24 hours in a day--or 144 'All Too Well' 10-minute versions." [Pause for no laughter.] "But here's the thing, just like you've done every time before, we will push this boulder up the hill."

Only a die-hard Swiftie would have caught all the references in Warren's words, which included a jab at the investment group backing Swift's nemesis, Scooter Braun, and a lyric from a Swift deep cut said to be about the singer's beef with Kim Kardashian. It seems safe to assume that Warren did not write all of these quips herself. But she would not be the only speaker on the call whose staffers had squeezed an unconscionable number of jokes into last night's remarks.

Read: The Millennial cringe of Taylor Swift

Identity-based calls to action have been all the rage in this season of Democratic politics, with events like White Dudes for Harris and Win With Black Women drawing tens of thousands of attendees. Although America's Swifties are not an ethnic or racial group, they are arguably a religious one. Last night's call was an attempt to harness their unflagging devotion to the pop star and put it to political use.

The whole thing was, somehow, even cringier than I had anticipated--and, as a Swiftie myself, I am familiar with the fandom's extreme dorkiness. The organizers looked startlingly young and inexperienced--introducing lawmakers in shaky voices, clearly nervous to be blindly addressing thousands of viewers. They passed the mic too often, rambled, and misspoke. And the middle-aged politicians were working painfully hard to demonstrate fluency in the dialect of Swiftworld.

Still, the cringe seemed, at least partly, the point. Like the broader Harris campaign, these organizers leaned into the awk. "There's been a lot of talk about how joy isn't a strategy," Irene Kim, a Swifties for Kamala co-founder and its executive director, said on the call, citing a recent New York Times op-ed. "But that definitely hasn't been our experience!"

The project began with a post by a 22-year-old named Emerald Medrano, who runs a popular Swift fan account. "I feel like us U.S. swifties should mass organize and help campaign for Kamala Harris," he wrote on X in July. Soon, Swifties for Kamala was born: a partnership of fans, some of whom run social-media accounts and others who have experience in Democratic politics. A month later, the group has 71,000 followers on X, a Substack newsletter, and a Discord channel.

The organizers seem to assume that Swift, who backed Joe Biden in 2020, will support the Democratic nominee. But Swift has not actually endorsed anyone yet, a fact that went unacknowledged in last night's call. Her support in the race is highly sought after; last week, Donald Trump shared tacky AI deepfakes to claim he had the pop star's backing. During the Democratic National Convention, rumors swirled of a surprise musical performance: Would it be Taylor? (No.)

"We're keeping things political, but also everything has a layer of Swiftiness to it," Annie Wu Henry, the campaign manager at Swifties for Kamala, who has also worked for Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and other progressive lawmakers, said during last night's call. Organizers wore Swift-themed cardigans and displayed glittery #47s on their hands, in reference to what could be Harris's place in the presidential timeline. They encouraged viewers in the Zoom chat to chip in either $13 or $19.89--both important Swiftian numbers--and, like Taylor, they frequently folded their hands into hearts for the camera.

Read: Taylor Swift's post-Reputation approach to politics

The Zoom event was light on policy talk, heavy on allusion. After Warren spoke, Representative Becca Balint of Vermont offered a pep talk: "The MAGA movement will be defeated by our dominoes, cascading in a line!" she said, quoting the song "Mastermind." Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York read off a few jokes. "Karma is a relaxing thought, but for Donald Trump it's not--facts!" she said, to the ever-silent audience. "If you're in line to vote, stay, stay, stay!" When Senator Ed Markey of Massachusetts showed up, he revealed that his favorite Swift song is, oddly, "Snow on the Beach"--because it highlights the risks of global warming. "Climate change is threatening our favorite phenomenon," the senator said, before adding that the waters outside Swift's beach house in Rhode Island are "some of the fastest-warming ... in the world!"

Just like a Taylor Swift marketing campaign, the Zoom call promised surprises and exciting guests. There would be a big announcement at 8 p.m., organizers teased, and a very special person would wrap up the call at about 8:30 p.m. One special speaker was the singer-songwriter Carole King, now in her 80s, who materialized like a yellow-haired fairy godmother. King, who called Swift her "musical and songwriting granddaughter," sang part of the chorus from "Shake It Off," and offered advice to first-time campaign volunteers: "The key to door-knocking is asking a good question and then listening." She urged Swifties to ask voters what they might find in common with Harris. "You're building a bridge to that person," King said--aware, apparently, of how much Swifties appreciate bridges.

At 8 o'clock, the big announcement was made: Merch drop! Swiftie T-shirts and tote bags reading In My Voting Era were for sale--no affiliation, organizers carefully reminded fans, with Swift herself.

Nearly two hours into the call, the surprise final guest--Representative Jasmine Crockett of Texas, a rising Democratic star--still hadn't appeared. The leaders of Swifties for Kamala began signing off. "I'm so blessed, and so happy and fully immersed in Swiftie-ism right now," Medrano said. "We're going to paint the town blue, and it's going to be the coolest thing that's ever happened in this country!"

The letdown didn't kill their enthusiasm--with Swifties, it never does. The group had raised money at a clip that the capitalist icon herself would have been proud of: The night's fundraising haul totaled an auspicious $122,000. If Harris is hoping that joy and--yes--cringe can help her win the White House, she's got the right fandom on her side.
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The Growing Gender Divide, Three Minutes at a Time

Sabrina Carpenter tackles the exasperation of being young, female, straight, and single in 2024.

by Spencer Kornhaber




My friends gave me a bit of grief for the headline of one of my recent articles: "The 'Espresso' Theory of Gender Relations." The title, admittedly, was a bit heady for a story about a catchy song full of beverage-related puns. Was I overintellectualizing pop, which is supposed to be the dumbest music of all?

Nah. Sabrina Carpenter, who sings the smash "Espresso"--and its follow-up hit, "Please Please Please"--deserves to be taken seriously. She's part of a crop of women who have made the past year or so one of the liveliest, and flat-out smartest, mainstream-music eras in recent memory. Her new album, Short n' Sweet, is a salvo against the lunkheaded stereotype that women, blondes, and pop don't have a lot to say. And her lyrical themes capture a lot about what's going on between guys and girls in this country right now.

From a distance, Carpenter seems easy to place. She's a golden-haired coquette dressed in outfits that evoke Marilyn Monroe, Brigitte Bardot, and Betty Boop. She's a sex-positive radio conqueror with a spry, breathy voice, like Britney Spears and Madonna. She's a former Disney Channel actor, succeeding a generation of onetime child stars--Ariana Grande, Selena Gomez--who helped bring therapy-speak to the charts. These are superficial comparisons, which isn't to say they're not important. In pop, surface matters.

But Carpenter's most important influence is her friend Taylor Swift: Beneath a shiny facade lies a multidimensional, self-assured storyteller and wordsmith. Sometimes Carpenter is slapstick funny, as when she breaks into fake Shakespearean verse on "Bed Chem": "Where art thou? Why not uponeth me?" Sometimes she's punch-line clever, as when she tells a pseudo-enlightened dirtbag to "save all your breath for your floor meditation." What's best is that her music is hilarious in the way that only music can be, arising from surprising clashes of sound and sentiment. Think about "Espresso." Previous hot-and-heavy songs of summer have had sappy, strident choruses, such as Katy Perry's "You make me feel like I'm living a teenage dream." Carpenter, however, has us all singing along to a sigh: "I guess so."

That sigh expresses the core emotion of her songwriting: the exasperation of being young, female, straight, and single in 2024. On "Slim Pickins," Carpenter sings about setting her standards low and still being disappointed: "A boy who's nice, that breathes / I swear he's nowhere to be seen." When she does land an acceptable mate, the competition to keep him is fierce--see the gruesome "Taste" video, in which she and a rival chainsaw and flambe each other. "Coincidence" painstakingly captures the sinking feeling of losing a guy to a hot girl on the internet. "Without her even bein' here, she's back in your life," Carpenter sings, before backing vocalists start jeering "Nah nah nah."

Read: The pulse of pop music is changing

These stories really do contain a theory of gender relations. At a time when men and women aren't hooking up as much as they once did, are achieving diverging rates of academic success, and certainly aren't seeing eye to eye ideologically, how better to sing about romance than with sarcasm and detachment? But Carpenter is also annoyed about sexual tensions that are older than Gen Z. On "Dumb & Poetic," she insults a pretentious ex who pleasures himself to the lyrics of Leonard Cohen. That song is the latest example of female singers getting fed up with condescending rockers: Chappell Roan raging on TikTok at "indie-pop boys," Swift in 2012 negging an ex who's into records that are "much cooler than mine," Boygenius also bringing up Cohen's name in somewhat disrespectful fashion on its album last year.

Why all the shade for the Godfather of Gloom? He's a straw man for the post-Swift pop wave--which includes Carpenter, Roan, Olivia Rodrigo, and Billie Eilish--as it makes a forceful, witty reply to the music-snob tradition of portraying male emotion as deep and female emotion as trifling. In the process, these women are creating a new, hybrid subgenre with the help of "indie-pop boys" such as Dan Nigro (the emo guitarist who produces Roan and Rodrigo), Finneas (Eilish's Radiohead-worshipping brother), and Jack Antonoff (Swift's main creative partner, who worked on four Short n' Sweet songs). The point is to express emotions in a way that is more direct, more legible, than classic Pitchfork fare--but also more artful than the groaning male rockers who have thrived on the Hot 100 of late.

The sound of Short n' Sweet taps into another preceding canon as well. The album's producers and co-writers have assembled a soft-rocking collage of musical references to Dolly Parton, Joni Mitchell, Stevie Nicks, Carly Simon, and Lana Del Rey--female songwriting greats who had to fight to be respected. Carpenter even makes a point to encode linguistic precision as feminine: In carefully constructed verses layered with double meanings, she teases bimbo bros who don't "even know the difference between 'there,' 'their,' and 'they are.'"

Now, Carpenter's not near the same level of brilliance as Mitchell or Parton--in part because her music, like a lot of music these days, relies way too much on pastiche. Even so, Short n' Sweet is much more complex than the canned breeziness that "Espresso" advertised; check out the key change on "Please Please Please" and the interplay of Spanish guitar with hip-hop rhythms on "Good Graces." Carpenter is at base a commercially savvy celebrity, working with the record industry to give people what they want right now: intelligence hidden in silliness, and confidence that avoids tired empowerment cliches. On the standout ballad "Lie to Girls," she sings, "I'm stupid / but I'm clever"--a couplet that neatly, and probably knowingly, sums up the appeal of the best pop music.
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Introducing: <em>We Live Here Now</em>

<span>We found out that our new neighbors were supporting January 6 insurrectionists. </span><span>Coming September 18.</span>

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




About a year ago, we met our new neighbors--and ultimately found out that they are key figures in the Justice for January 6 movement. One is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was killed in the Capitol building on January 6. Another is the wife of the first person sentenced after standing trial for crimes related to January 6. We could have kept our distance. But instead we got to know them and ended up deep inside their alternate world, one where January 6 was a day when martyrs were made and people were unfairly imprisoned. We also got to know their grief, their love for one another, their hobbies, their pets. We talked for months, until people could reasonably ask "Are you friends now?" To which we could reasonably answer "No." But we figured that if January 6 is not over for some, we should talk with the people who are still living it.
 
 We Live Here Now is a limited series starting September 18.

Listen to the trailer here:

Listen and subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | iHeart

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin.

Lauren Ober: And I'm Lauren Ober. And about a year ago, we met a new neighbor.

Rosin: She had moved to our Washington, D.C., neighborhood for one reason: to get justice for her daughter.

Ober: Who was shot and killed at the U.S. Capitol on January 6. Our new neighbor wanted someone to pay for her daughter's death.

Micki Witthoeft: Ashli Babbitt was absolutely murdered. Where's the fucking subpoena?


Rosin: And she wasn't the only person who thought that.

Donald Trump: The person that shot Ashli Babbitt boom right through the head, just boom. There was no reason for that.


Ober: When we found out who our neighbor was, we could have decided to give her the cold shoulder. After all, January 6 was an assault on our city.

Rosin: Or we could be neighborly. So that's what we did. First, we met the dog. Then we were offered pie. Pretty soon we were talking militias.

Nicole Reffitt: Get your militias straight. If you're going to come down here, you've got to--
 Ober: Listen, when the gay militia happens, I'm there.


Rosin: Before we knew it, we had fallen into this upside-down world. Where insurrectionists are political prisoners.

Archival: Ladies and Gentlemen, the unfairly treated January 6 hostages.


Rosin: Where rioters are heroes.

Archival : Nathan DeGrave: hero. David Dempsey: hero. Lucas Denney: hero.


Ober: Where another January 6 could be right around the corner.

Rosin: Like, how long are you going to stay in D.C.?
 Brandon Fellows: I plan to stay until like January 7.
 Rosin: That feels vaguely threatening.
 Fellows: I could see why you would say that.


Rosin: And where our neighbor is kind of an icon.

Archival (Witthoeft speech): Look inside yourself and be your own hero. Stand up and speak up, because if not, this country's lost. Thank you for being brave enough to come to this cesspool. God bless you, and God bless America.


Ober: Getting to know our new neighbor has made us realize that January 6 is very much not over. So we should probably get to know the people who are still living it.

Rosin: Would you say that you guys were friends?
 Ober: I guess it depends on what your version of friend is.
 Witthoeft: We're going to get you. In a nonviolent way. Just to be clear.
 Ober: Oh, I didn't think you were coming after me. I didn't think you were coming after me. That wouldn't be very neighborly, Micki, right?


Rosin: We Live Here Now. Coming this fall from The Atlantic.

Ober: Subscribe wherever you get your podcasts.
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The Corals That Survive Climate Change Will Be Unrecognizable

They have endured so much, and to endure this, they'll have to adapt dramatically.

by Marina Koren





 
 Earth belonged to the corals first. And over hundreds of millions of years, they proved themselves remarkably good at adapting to each new version of the planet. As other groups of organisms dropped out of existence, corals endured so many catastrophes that their history reads like a biblical tale of resilience. Through extinctions mass and minor, through volcanic eruptions and asteroid strikes, the corals survived.



And for tiny marine animals, they managed to exert tremendous force on the planet's landscape. Corals have raised whole islands into existence. They are the natural guardians of coastlines; they sustain an estimated quarter of known marine life. If the reefs ringing the Maldives die, an entire nation could erode into the sea. Humans live in these places because corals exist.



The Earth that humans evolved on, in other words, is a coral planet. Today, the animals provide ecosystems that support the livelihoods of about 1 billion people. They are so fundamental to life as we know it that scientists wonder if one way humanity could discover alien life is by detecting the signature of fluorescent corals in the shallow waters of another planet. Corals are also, famously, being devastated by climate change. Even in a future where they survive in some form, their transformation could make our own experience of this planet profoundly different.



The earliest corals emerged about 500 million years ago, roughly alongside plant life on land. But the modern version of coral reefs appeared a short 4 million years ago, around the time our human ancestors began to walk upright (give or take a few million years). When researchers try to rescue suffering corals, carefully cutting pieces away and transporting them to aquariums, they're visiting underwater metropolises that are thousands of years old. Despite all that corals have been through, given how fast conditions on Earth are changing, life has likely never been quite as stressful for them as it is now, according to the coral experts Bertrand Martin-Garin and Lucien Montaggioni in their book, Corals and Reefs.



Earlier this month, scientists reported that Australia's Great Barrier Reef is sitting in water that, in one decade, has become hotter than at any other point in the past 400 years. Caribbean coral colonies are still reeling from the havoc of last year's historic marine heat wave. Around the world, extraordinarily hot ocean temperatures have plunged corals into one of the worst bleaching events in recorded history--they're expelling the algae that live in their tissues and turning a ghostly white. Corals can survive bleaching, if conditions improve. But the longer they remain without that algae, the more likely they are to die.



"These are strange days on planet Earth," Derek Manzello, a coral-reef ecologist and the coordinator of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Coral Reef Watch, once told me. The planet used to give corals hundreds of thousands of years to adjust to a new reality; human activities--the burning of fossil fuels but also overfishing and pollution that have brought on global warming--have introduced a rate of change more dramatic than anything else in the geological record. "If we wanted to kill all reef-building corals on the planet, it would be hard to imagine a collection of activities quite as pointed and effective as what we've arrived at," Stuart Sandin, a marine biologist at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, told me.



Indeed, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which presents science-driven predictions about the global effects of human-caused climate change, has said that if the world limits warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels--the current goal, though one we're on a path to blast past--70 to 90 percent of tropical coral reefs will disappear. And if the world surpasses 2 degrees Celsius, virtually all of them will die off.



That would not necessarily mean that Earth would lose its corals entirely. Even as we draw closer to the worst-case scenarios for corals, Manzello believes that--with concerted human intervention--some of the destruction could be still counteracted or offset, at least in certain pockets of the globe. And as urgent as the IPCC warnings are, Sandin said, such estimates don't take into account coral's full potential for adaptation. "We still can't say with any certainty if we will see coral species go extinct," Manzello said when we spoke recently. Documenting extinctions is more difficult in the marine environment than on land, and like Sandin, Manzello thinks that coral refugia--places where species have historically persisted despite stressful conditions--could persist in even the gloomiest scenarios.



Sandin, for one, predicts a future split into thirds. One-third of coral reefs will certainly be devastated in the coming decades, mostly near urban areas. Another third is "going to scrabble along," he said, echoes of the voluminous reefs that once thrived. And the final third is "going to look pretty darn nice," having managed to handle the worst effects of warming and become nearly unrecognizable, unlike any corals that scientists are familiar with today. Although even corals known for their heat tolerance are succumbing in the Indian Ocean, some species in the Pacific Ocean have improved their capacity to withstand the stress by hosting a different kind of algae. Reefs have started cropping up in subtropical environments, too, where the water is cooler. "We've seen a lot of incredible locations where these reefs are rising from ashes, living in places that they shouldn't," Sandin said. "Those reefs are just fighting like hell." Earth could keep its corals, long into the future.



Scientists, too, are fighting hard, but to save corals as we know them now. "The entire coral-reef-science community went through a huge, drastic shift in focus starting in the 1980s, when we first saw large-scale bleaching events emerge," Manzello said. Before that, scientists studied corals out of pure curiosity about how these creatures came to be; now every aspect of coral research has turned to finding ways to preserve the animals. "If you're a geologist and you want to study reef development 200 million years ago in Papua New Guinea, you're going to have to tie that to, what is this going to tell us about the future of reefs?" Manzello said.



In a sense, the coral crisis is existential for humans, too. Even if coral cities persist in some fashion, what will ours be without those ecosystems? Fishing industries will suffer, and food supply with it. Familiar shorelines will slough off into the sea. Coastal communities will be at the mercy of powerful waves once slowed by reefs. A world with suffering corals leaves humans more exposed to the elements--and those elements are becoming more dangerous each year.



With every passing too-hot month, we turn more reefs into ruins, the remnants of another life form that existed alongside ours. Alive, some corals in shallow waters shimmer: They absorb ultraviolet radiation from the sun, which can prohibit growth in other organisms, and then emit it as visible light, in beautiful colors. That ability is what has made scientists imagine finding corals far beyond the solar system: Several years ago, Lisa Kaltenegger, an astronomer and the director of the Carl Sagan Institute at Cornell, suggested that scientists could search for signs of coral-like life forms on planets orbiting stars much smaller and dimmer than our own, that release ultraviolet flares. Perhaps life on those planets evolved to use that radiation, just as corals have. The glowing populations would have to be far more widespread than they are on Earth to give off a detectable signal; astronomers have already thought of the kind of telescope that could detect this glow, though it's still many years away from creation.



Should alien astronomers ever look our way, they wouldn't detect Earth's fluorescent corals at the water's surface, Kaltenegger told me: There aren't enough of them. Any faraway civilizations are more likely to capture the perpetual illumination of human cities, or the radio waves from our inventions, flowing endlessly into space. But if corals were here long before us, they may also outlast us, despite the torment they're experiencing now. Many, many years from now, "after humans have had their reign, corals will be fine if we give the ocean a break," Sandin said. People may not bear witness, but corals' dramatic resilience could survive us, too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/08/earth-corals-climate-change/679636/?utm_source=feed
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New York City's Chaos Mayor

Eric Adams ran as a law-and-order candidate. But too often he creates his own drama.

by Noah Shachtman




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


Eric Adams sounded certain--his city was in crisis. It was September 6, 2023. The mayor of New York was standing in a public-school gym on the West Side of Manhattan, in his shirtsleeves, mic in one hand. "The city we knew, we're about to lose," he warned. More than 100,000 migrants had made their way to New York over the past year. Caring for them would be an all-but-impossible task. "This issue will destroy New York City. Destroy New York City."

And the mayor was getting a little tired of being pressed on how he was going to handle the situation. "As you ask me a question about migrants," he said to a group of community leaders and local officials, "tell me what role you played."

In the weeks that followed, Adams called for massive cuts to make up for the $12 billion he said New York would need in order to provide shelter, medical care, and classrooms for the migrants. He and his deputies proposed slashing services including police-academy classes, pre-K funding, and public-library hours; they even reduced the number of firefighters per truck.

And then Adams's prediction fizzled. Thanks to better-than-projected tax revenues and cheaper-than-expected costs for migrant care, New York found itself with an extra $3 billion in its budget. The proposed cuts were mostly restored. The "migrant crime wave" that Adams's police commissioner claimed was "washing over our city" never materialized, with some high-profile exceptions. The city incorporated 34,000 migrant children into its public-school system. Providing services for the estimated 65,000 migrants who remain in New York's shelter system is still a titanic challenge. But the idea that they collectively presented an existential threat to a city of 8.3 million--a city that survived the crack epidemic, 9/11, and the worst of COVID--seems, in hindsight, a bit hysterical.

Jerusalem Demsas: Something's fishy about the 'migrant crisis'

It's also on brand for the proudly "not traditional" mayor, who has a tendency to portray just about any challenge as existential. ("There is a demonic energy that has engulfed our planet," he said during a Christian "day of prayer" earlier this year.) Adams, a former police officer, ran for mayor as a law-and-order figure. By many metrics, he has delivered: Violent crime is down citywide; the illegal weed shops that had taken over empty storefronts are beginning to be closed; more than 17,000 guns have been taken off the streets.

Yet most New Yorkers aren't fans of the job he's doing as mayor. His approval ratings are stuck in the mid-20s, the lowest numbers for any New York mayor in three decades. Even unpopular mayors tend to coast to reelection here, but Adams has already drawn at least one primary challenger for next year's election, City Comptroller Brad Lander; several others are reportedly considering getting into the race, including former Governor Andrew Cuomo. The mayors of Los Angeles and Chicago addressed last week's Democratic National Convention, but Adams wasn't offered a speaking slot.

Adams's migrant panic--and similar blowups in the turbulent months that followed--help explain his troubles. Since taking office, in 2022, the mayor has all too frequently been a force for chaos. At times, he takes a combustible situation and throws a rhetorical match on it. In other instances, he cedes authority to the state. Sometimes his way of framing a problem is a jumble. In a single press conference this past March, he warned that "the foundation of the public-safety apparatus is dissolving right in front of our eyes," while urging, "We have to push back on this narrative that we are living in a city that's out of control."

The constant whipsaw effect is undermining the very real progress the city is making in its recovery from the pandemic. And it's giving a sense that whoever is supposed to be driving policy doesn't have a firm grip on the wheel.

Even Adams's biggest media boosters appear to have grown weary. The Murdoch empire--which not long ago championed him as the Democrats' tough-on-crime future--is once again marketing the city as a national symbol of disorder and decay, and now lampoons the mayor as out of touch and unable to govern. It's an ironic turn for Adams, who "got mileage out of being the one Democrat willing to borrow GOP talking points" about the city's unraveling, a local elected official who regularly deals with the Adams administration told me. (Like some other sources quoted in this article, this person requested anonymity to avoid reprisal from city hall.) "When you gin that up--New York's a cesspool, going down the drain--you risk becoming a victim of that narrative."

Meanwhile, the mayor's longtime friends and associates keep getting engulfed in scandal. The latest turn came earlier this month, when The New York Times reported that federal prosecutors had served Adams, city hall, and his campaign committee with subpoenas as part of a corruption probe. (Adams has not been accused of wrongdoing and has said he has "nothing to hide.")

Read: How it all went wrong for Eric Adams

The mayor has defenders, of course. "You may disagree with Adams' politics or his policies, but you can't disagree with the record," the Reverend Al Sharpton wrote in a recent op-ed, adding that he sees parallels between the "coded" criticisms of Adams and those of David Dinkins, New York's first Black mayor. Adams's aides argue that his message on the migrant issue proved prophetic when national Democrats moved to tighten border restrictions. "All the things he's talked about for well over a year, folks are coming along," Fabien Levy, the deputy mayor for communications, told me. And although Adams's rhetoric can clearly be a little aggressive--"He doesn't mince words. He's not shy," Levy said--Adams's team insists that he has helped restore New York's "swagger."

The problem for the mayor is that most New Yorkers don't seem to agree. "If you run for mayor as Batman and you can't tame Gotham City," the elected official said, "what else is there?"

On April 30, Adams dispatched the NYPD to Columbia University for a second time that month, to clear out pro-Palestinian activists who had barricaded themselves inside Hamilton Hall. The mayor and the NYPD's top brass held a press conference the next day to celebrate what they saw as a job well done. In many ways, it encapsulated the most chaotic aspects of the Adams era.

"There is a movement to radicalize young people," Adams said. Seated to his left, his police commissioner held a bike lock similar to one that protesters had used to chain Hamilton Hall's doors closed. Adams and the NYPD treated the locks as Exhibit A of "outside agitators" at Columbia and at pro-Palestinian demonstrations at City College of New York. After the press conference, a reporter noted to one deputy commissioner that the lock was the same type used by commuters across the city, and sold on Columbia's campus.


New York City Mayor Eric Adams holds a press conference at city hall in November 2023. (Mark Peterson / Redux)



If Adams or the NYPD had wanted to make a careful case that national pro-Palestinian organizers had worked with the campus groups, they could have done so easily. If they had wanted to call out examples of individual protesters praising Hamas, certainly some could be found. Instead, they chose to make a maximal argument. "Gas masks, ear plugs, helmets, goggles, tape, hammers, knives, ropes, and a book on TERRORISM. These are not the tools of students protesting, these are the tools of agitators, of people who were working on something nefarious," another deputy NYPD commissioner tweeted. The book in question was a standard introductory textbook on the topic, published by Oxford University Press. Adams was later asked by NPR how he could be so certain that the protests weren't student-led. "I just had a gut reaction based on my years in law enforcement," he said.

Urban leaders in positions like Adams's typically look for ways to de-escalate a tense situation. Adams sounded more like the colonels I used to interview as a reporter in Baghdad and Kandahar during the wars there. He boasted of the NYPD's "massive operation" at Columbia and City College. He crowed about the use of drones, encrypted radios, and precision-deployment tactics. He bragged about police replacing a Palestinian flag with the Stars and Stripes on the City College campus. "It's despicable that schools will allow another country's flag to fly in our country," he said. "So blame me for being proud to be an American." ("V-U. DAY!" the New York Post proclaimed on its front page.)

George Packer: The campus-left occupation that broke higher education

In June, I spoke with Rebecca Weiner, the NYPD's intelligence chief; Adams had said that her team's work informed his thinking on the protests. What triggered the NYPD response, she told me, was a perceived "shift in tactics" among pro-Palestinian groups globally, from protesting to more confrontational actions. She invoked the Weather Underground, the militant splinter group that grew out of the 1960s anti-war movement, and said she saw "some strong parallels." She added that "foreign terrorist organizations" were cheerleading the campus activists, singling out al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, which she said "has spilled a lot of ink on college-campus protests and encourag[ed] the protesters to continue to escalate." (I have not found any public evidence of links between the terror group and the pro-Palestinian protest movement; none of Columbia's demonstrators has been charged with violent crimes.)

The campus protests were just the latest example of how the uneasy bonds between law enforcement and citizens have been fraying under Adams's watch. The mayor's chosen chiefs now regularly go after his political opponents, his media critics, even judges deemed too lenient. Attacks on and civilian complaints about police officers have spiked.

To close observers of Adams, his over-the-top rhetoric about the protests had a familiar ring. The mayor casts his personal rise as a hero's journey, one in which he first overcame dyslexia and a police beating in a Queens precinct house to become a grad student and a cop, then overcame racist bosses and snickering naysayers to become a police captain and mayor. But there's no heroism without drama, and Adams at times is all too ready to supply it. As State Senator Jessica Ramos, a political rival, told me, "He seems to create a crisis so that somehow he'll become the hero, and there will be this crescendo, and he will save the day."

Adams and his aides can, at other times, sound strangely passive, even on signature issues--an odd posture for someone with as much main-character energy as the mayor.

In March, when Governor Kathy Hochul deployed heavily armed National Guard troops to subway stations to combat crime, Adams backed her up. "You're going to be feeling the safety. That uniform means a lot to people," he told reporters, noting that he had just sent an additional 1,000 cops to patrol the trains too. Weeks later--after critics said the troops were making riders more fearful, not less--Adams passed the buck. In an interview on the morning radio show The Breakfast Club, he said, "I didn't put the National Guards in the subway; the governor did."

In the same interview, Adams also took a deferential stance when the hosts questioned a policy he had previously championed: congestion pricing, a plan to charge people driving into Lower and Midtown Manhattan and use the money collected to improve the subway system. "We had no authority on it," he said. "Albany passed the law." The policy was set to go into effect on June 30 before Hochul shocked many New Yorkers by putting an indefinite "pause" on it, citing worries about its economic impact. Her decision upended decades of study and preparation, and put tens of thousands of jobs at risk. But Adams seemed unbothered. "The first female governor in the state of New York is showing what true leadership is about," he said in the days following Hochul's announcement.

Adams even seemed willing to defer to Hochul while a crime spree of sorts played out on the city's streets. Although possessing cannabis has been legal in New York State since 2021, having it in quantities larger than five pounds is a felony punishable by up to four years in jail. Selling it without a license is also illegal. Yet an estimated 2,800 unlicensed smoke shops were operating in the city as recently as April. The state had made opening legal weed stores, let alone supplying them profitably, borderline impossible--Hochul herself called the legalization rollout a "disaster." So the illegal sellers took over the retail spaces left empty by COVID. Their garish storefronts became a defining feature of post-pandemic New York, and a symbol of urban entropy.

Josh Barro: New York's governor is inept

For more than a year, Adams claimed that he couldn't do much in response. "The state has the enforcement power," he said in December. Give him the authority, he promised, and he'd close down every shop in 30 days. Here was a man who once made a viral video pushing parents to look for hidden drugs in their children's toys. Was he really so incurious about who was supplying all these shops that he wasn't willing to do anything about them?

In April, the state gave local cops broad authority to inspect and shut down illegal weed sellers. Adams walked back his pledge of an instant crackdown: "On the 31st day, don't be standing in front of city hall saying, 'Hey, I saw a weed shop.'" He dispatched a team from the NYPD and the sheriff's department to padlock offending stores. Three months later, he called a press conference to celebrate closing 779 shops. "We're trying to move as quickly as possible. We were just given these tools by Albany," Levy, the deputy mayor for communications, told me. The Adams administration could have prepared to close the shops in a hurry once given the authority, and quickly reestablished a sense of order. For now, only a fraction of the job has been done.

Municipal bureaucracies aren't known as models of ruthless efficiency. But even Adams's allies complain that this city hall, with its competing czars and political fiefdoms, can be particularly disorganized. I spoke with half a dozen people in New York politics who respect Adams--operatives, fundraisers, elected officials, community leaders. They had similar assessments. "We don't know who to talk to," one Adams ally told me. "It's the definition of dysfunction." Another source, shortly after a meeting with the mayor, told me that Adams "understands what a mayor's job should be, but there's often no execution afterwards."

A series of lawsuits and investigations has only added to the confusion. Consider Timothy Pearson, a longtime Adams friend with a nebulous portfolio who serves as a senior adviser to the mayor. Early in the administration, the Times revealed that Pearson was collecting paychecks simultaneously from the city and a Queens casino, prompting Pearson to step down from the private-sector job. Then he was reportedly involved in a brawl at a local migrant shelter. (An investigation by the city is ongoing.) Then he was sued--four times--for alleged sexual harassment and retaliation, including by an active NYPD deputy chief. One of the lawsuits accused Pearson of seeking a piece of the city's migrant-care contracts for himself. A lawyer for Pearson has denied any wrongdoing by Pearson, and city hall did not respond to multiple requests for comment on the allegations against him. But Adams has defended him, going so far as to invoke 9/11: "As a person who was in the Trade Center when the buildings collapsed, I think he is due due process," the mayor said in March.


(Top) Asylum seekers outside of the Roosevelt Hotel on Lexington Avenue waiting to be processed and find shelter on August 1, 2023. (Bottom) Police officers hold a yellow rope to keep the press at a distance from mayor Adams on June 11, 2023. (Erica Lansner / Redux; Mark Peterson / Redux)



In addition to the corruption investigation, which is related to allegations that a foreign government illegally funneled money into Adams's 2021 campaign, the mayor himself faces a lawsuit for alleged sexual misconduct. He has denied those allegations, and city hall did not respond to requests for comment about the FBI investigation. Meanwhile, four of Adams's donors have pleaded guilty to crimes.

With so many distractions swirling around the mayor, it's not surprising that the Adams administration has struggled to handle complex policy challenges, chief among them migration. New York's shelter system was already overloaded when buses started arriving from Texas in April 2022, and the federal and state governments offered little assistance. This helps account for the fact that some of the city's initial contracts to care for migrants were wasteful, and some of the emergency shelters were substandard. But it's harder to explain some of the Adams administration's actions later on, such as the decision to continue funding a no-bid contractor after it was found to be charging a 146 percent premium for its services and billing the city for empty hotel rooms, according to an audit by Lander, the city comptroller. (In response to Lander's audit, city hall said "new safeguards" had been put in place.) Or the move to force families to leave a shelter after 60 days, ostensibly as a way to encourage them to find more permanent housing.

In May, before he'd announced his primary bid, Lander told me that the 60-day eviction policy had been implemented in an "erratic way." He said he'd met a woman who was eight months pregnant and about to be evicted from a city shelter; she got a new bed only after a deputy mayor stepped in at the last second, according to Lander. (An Adams spokesperson, Kayla Mamelak, called the 60-day rule "one tool in our very limited toolbox to help migrants to exit shelter because, as we have repeatedly said, New York City is long past its breaking point.")

"To me, that's sort of a metaphor [for] a policy that was cruel on the front end and haphazard on the back," Lander said.

Adams doesn't show signs of being a deliberately cruel man. To the contrary, he's demonstrated genuine care toward those on the margins--sitting down with accused drug dealers, getting rebaptized on Good Friday with inmates at the notorious Rikers Island jail. But haphazard? That's another matter.

Adams's predecessors got through times of crisis by championing signature policies: Bill de Blasio had universal pre-K education; Michael Bloomberg reimagined a greener city. Adams's policy goals tend to be broader--back the blue, reopen the city for business, more building, more fun. "The mayor is not of this mindset that there's one thing that you should be known for," Levy said. "You have to walk and chew gum."

Qian Julie Wang: What really makes people feel safe on the subway

Of course, public safety is job No. 1 for Adams. Levy ticked off a series of city efforts to decrease shootings and auto and retail theft. He noted that violent crime is mostly back down after a pandemic-era bump. Major felonies on the subway are at their lowest level since the Bloomberg administration (though researchers say that lower-level violent offenses are a bigger problem). New York remains one of the safest big cities in the country.

Yet in an April poll by the Manhattan Institute, 62 percent of likely voters in New York said they believed the city was less safe than it had been in 2020--results that track with previous polls. Adams's messaging about public safety--apocalyptic at worst, confusing at best--has surely contributed to the perception that New York is still dangerous.

This spring, Adams unveiled a pilot program for gun-detecting scanners on the subway. He repeated statistics about how safe mass transit was, but added that three issues made the subway feel more treacherous than it actually was: severe mental illness, a small handful of repeat offenders, and random acts of violence. "It plays on the psyche of New Yorkers when someone is pushed to the tracks or someone shoots a gun in the subway system. Those three aspects are sending the message that our city is out of control," Adams said.

Then he seemed to catch himself.

"Our city is not out of control."
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Why Did This Progressive Evangelical Church Fall Apart?

In her new book, Eliza Griswold examines the forces that led to one congregation's collapse.

by Dorothy Fortenberry




It's hard to hear the word of the Lord on Facebook Live. Of all the challenges my family faced in 2020--and there were many--online church was one of the worst. Corralling my children (then 4 and 9) to focus on my small laptop instead of their Legos could be more difficult than Zoom school or Zoom work or keeping enough hand sanitizer in the house. The parish priests did their best to guide us virtually, but it felt like a hollow simulacrum of a service, missing all the parts that had, however briefly, held my kids' attention: no babies to wave at, no friends to hug, no tacos.

As Eliza Griswold reports in her new book, Circle of Hope, amid the mounting crises of the coronavirus pandemic, churches around the country struggled to maintain a sense of normalcy. If so much of church is about being united, how can it function when people are apart? I was struck by something Julie Hoke, a pastor in Philadelphia, says at one point in the book. After leading a disappointing, disjointed Easter service in 2021, during which participants met outside and masked, muffling the sound of their voices, she laments: "We can't hear each other singing."

She meant it literally, but it's also a metaphor for broader difficulties her church encountered. Pastor Julie's group was one of four linked evangelical congregations, collectively known as Circle of Hope, based in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Griswold, who embedded with the Church from 2019 to 2023, shows how, under the stress of COVID and the national racial reckoning that followed the murder of George Floyd, members of this community became unable to hear one another. Or maybe they had never been as good at listening as they thought.

The forces that pulled Circle of Hope apart extend far beyond one church or pandemic. We live in a strange moment when religion remains a powerful force in American public life even as churchgoing declines precipitously. Although 68 percent of Americans self-identify as Christians, only 45 percent are members of a church, compared with 70 percent at the turn of the 21st century. Laws such as the one Louisiana passed earlier this year requiring the Ten Commandments to be displayed in schools could be seen as signs of mainstream Christianity's strength, but they could also be an admission of its weakness, a last-ditch attempt to get the government to do the work once accomplished by Sunday school.

Griswold shows the unique value of church membership: how it can unite people across differences to pursue a common moral and spiritual goal. In an era when meals, clothes, romantic partners, and political ideas can be micro-targeted to us by algorithms, there's a lot to be said for the friction of a messy, in-person community. But maintaining such a community is never easy--especially now. Churches can be a refuge from modern life, but they can't be completely siloed from it. The differences between Circle of Hope's members were often political or interpersonal, rather than theological, and exacerbated by social media and the limits of Zoom. Everyone believed in virtue, but they lacked a common vision of how to achieve it and, in some cases, even a common vocabulary for having the conversation.

Circle, as its members called it, was by no means a typical American church. But, as we see through Griswold's reporting, its fracturing becomes a painful case study in the ways the events of the past four years have exposed the failings of our institutions, without pointing a way forward.



Circle was founded in Philadelphia in the 1990s by Rod and Gwen White, a married couple. The Whites were Californians who had been part of the evangelical "Jesus freak" movement of the '70s: Young hippies, inspired in part by the evangelist Billy Graham, found Christ and sought to live by his teachings. By 2019, when Griswold embedded with them, Circle was an urban congregation that seemed to fly in the face of stereotype. Anti-war and pro-immigrant, so committed to nonviolence that they literally melted AK-47s into garden tools, the congregants offered Griswold a hands-on, "punk rock" model of evangelical Christianity. As she writes in an introductory note, "This bright and funny band of Jesus followers served as a microcosm of the radical evangelical movement, which, in its real-life application, promised not only to reclaim the moral heart of evangelicalism but also to serve as Christianity's last, best shot at remaining relevant."

Read: Where did evangelicals go wrong?

Griswold, whose father was a bishop in the Episcopal Church, was curious about how Circle might provide a model for other evangelical congregations, many of which had been subsumed by Trumpism. She hoped to attend services and pastors' meetings, but her plans were blown up by the pandemic. So when church became virtual, Griswold adapted--going to outdoor services, sitting around firepits, and attending more than 1,000 hours of Zoom gatherings.

By early 2020, the Whites had handed Circle over to the next generation: Ben White (son of Rod and Gwen), Rachel Sensenig, Jonny Rashid, and Julie Hoke, all pastoring different communities in Philadelphia and New Jersey with different needs. When COVID hit, the pastors decided to co-lead virtual services, preaching together to a combined congregation of all four churches.

Circle was established as part of the Anabaptist denomination Brethren in Christ, whose adherents have a history of social engagement but whose politics don't map neatly onto conventional, contemporary divides. The Brethren in Christ, for instance, oppose all wars but also reject gay marriage. Under the Whites' leadership, LGBTQ congregants were not shunned, but neither were they able to wed within the Church. Circle also had a stated commitment to anti-racism, but maintained an overwhelmingly white congregation even in majority-Black neighborhoods. Griswold talks with members who left before 2020 because they felt out of place as gay or Black--but she also finds plenty of other members who felt they could overlook these contradictions. Until they couldn't.

The resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement in the summer of 2020 spurred the Church, for the first time, to seriously examine its record on racial issues: its lack of diversity, the fact that four Black pastors who had been hired over the past few decades had all quit (though Griswold notes that the White family still socialized with some of them), and the insensitivity that members of color reported experiencing. Circle's leaders decided to explore these problems as a community, with the help of Nelson Hewitt, a DEI consultant and former pastor whom they hired to direct them. The zeal for this experiment quickly soured as Hewitt encountered obstacle after obstacle: Pastors ignored his guidelines for Zoom conversations; some members were defensive or obstructive. After three months of tense sessions, marred by misunderstandings and mistrust, Hewitt quit. Things went downhill from there.

If the Circle of Hope had been more diverse to begin with, perhaps it might have had an existing community of Black members and leaders to guide the conversation. Instead, Ben, Rachel, and Julie--who are all white--and Jonny, who is Egyptian American, were left to navigate new waters together, without a clear map or shared vision. (They did elevate one Black Circle member, Bethany Stewart, to take on Hewitt's role, but ignored many of her suggestions.) Ben, skeptical of politics, believed that there should be some separation between "the life of faith and the faith of social justice." Rachel, who seemed uncomfortable at the tensions these conversations raised, often went silent. Julie embraced the new mission eagerly, but her methods led one Black congregant to feel that she was "'whitesplaining' to him, as a Black man, what racism was." Jonny, meanwhile, didn't always seem to register the gravity of the confrontations. After a discussion that began with a reminder to "believe and to defer to the voices and the feelings of BIPOC members" ended with some members in tears, Jonny left Bethany with the impression, she said, that he'd had "fun."

The spectacle of people alienating their Black colleagues through jargon and condescension in the name of anti-racism is not limited to this Church, or churches in general. Across the country in the months following Floyd's murder, many institutions experienced the same fervent longing to improve, along with the same tragic inability to do so in meaningful ways. But the book's careful, unsparing catalog of Circle's failures is particularly painful to read, because a church isn't a school or a company or an arts nonprofit. As Andrew Yang, a musician and an attorney who was a Circle member, put it to Griswold in 2023, church is "supposed to be something different." The members of Circle seem to have done a better job of following Jesus's directive to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, tend to the sick, and visit the imprisoned than many others, and yet they could barely get through a Zoom session without erupting into recriminations.

Circle of Hope closed in January of this year. Like many churches, it saw declining membership during the pandemic. But money problems also contributed to the organization's downfall. As part of their quest to live more consistently with their progressive values, the pastors decided to leave the Brethren in Christ over the issue of marriage equality and fully affirm LGBTQ members. This choice led to a complicated financial and real-estate settlement that left the Church with far less property and cash. Low on people, funds, and places to worship, the Church dissolved.

Read: The true cost of the churchgoing bust

One might reasonably ask, "So what?" In 21st-century America, if people want to practice their Christian faith, there are many ways to do so without needing to meet at a particular place or time with other people to worship. But the end of a church might have a real social cost, according to the political scientist Ryan Burge, who is one of the nation's preeminent chroniclers of the decline in American churchgoing. Burge's studies of religious Americans have led him to one conclusion: "When it comes to religion, guess who are the least tolerant? Those who believe the Bible is literally true. Guess who are the most tolerant? Those who attend religious services at least once a week." His data show that although religious belief can encourage narrow-mindedness, the sheer act of sitting next to others in pews, week after week, rain or shine, makes people more inclined to cut their fellow citizens a little slack.

Yet Circle of Hope demonstrates that simply going to church won't make us all get along. Deep divisions and injustices can sometimes be papered over through charismatic leadership, but not forever. Maybe if they weren't held over Zoom, Circle's anti-racism chats wouldn't have been so obtuse. Maybe without social media amplifying jargon and prompting misunderstandings, pastors could have been more effective shepherds. But we can't be sure.

I do know that I can't celebrate Circle's collapse. Because in addition to highlighting the challenges and frustrations of trying to live a religious life, Circle of Hope demonstrates what church can provide. In one harrowing scene that Griswold observed, Pastor Rachel drives one of her congregants to the emergency room, where he hopes to seek treatment for his drug addiction.  She tends to his spirit, praying with him, while also making sure that he gets the medical attention he needs. It would be absurd to say that only churchgoers can be kind, but being placed in a web of mutual obligation creates the conditions under which kindness is easier to perform, or perhaps simply harder to avoid.

Now that my church is back to meeting in person, it's easier for me to sign my kids up for service projects, to donate money for needed groceries, to check in on how someone's chemotherapy went. This is what church, at its best, can do. This is what Circle, at its best, did.

As Andrew, the former Circle member, says, "We made music together and we supported each other's lives and businesses and family lives ... The dream of committing to that kind of mutual life in mutual love because we love Jesus together, I don't think I can let that go until I'm the only one left."

When Griswold leaves Andrew, he's trying to keep some form of Pastor Jonny's community alive, with a rotating cast of members serving as its leaders. The group is diminishing, though, and it's not clear how long it will last. Perhaps today, Andrew and that small group are still meeting. Perhaps he has found another evangelical church with similar values. Or maybe, like so many others, he has quit church altogether and now has more time on Sunday for the farmer's market. As for Circle of Hope, its members are no longer singing in masks, muffled and imperfect; they have gone silent.
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Seven Questions That Should Be Easy for Harris to Answer

She hasn't had an in-depth interview with a journalist since she became the presumptive Democratic nominee for president.

by Conor Friedersdorf




A presidential nominee normally accounts for their past actions in public life and clarifies their plans for the future. This year, Kamala Harris ran in no primaries, and since becoming the presumptive Democratic nominee, has not had a formal press conference where she would be expected to answer questions from reporters. She has not sat down for an in-depth interview on television or with a major paper such as The New York Times and The Washington Post. (CNN recently announced that Harris and her running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, will be interviewed by one of the network's anchors this week.) This avoidance may be a strategy to keep the "good vibes" of her campaign going, but it does a disservice to voters and bodes poorly for how transparent and forthcoming Harris would be if she wins the presidency.

Before Harris was vice president or a U.S. senator, she spent roughly a quarter century in the criminal-justice system--she was California's attorney general, San Francisco's district attorney, and a deputy district attorney in Alameda County, a job she took shortly after graduating from law school. Her work as a prosecutor constitutes the bulk of her career. She wrote a 2009 book, Smart on Crime: A Career Prosecutor's Plan to Make Us Safer, laying out her policy views. And she has talked a lot about criminal-justice issues in her years as a national politician.

Yet even her positions on important criminal-justice issues remain unclear, because of inconsistencies in her actions and statements and failures to address tough questions posed by critics of her record.

Read: The prosecutor vs. the felon

I sent the Harris campaign questions that voters deserve to have answered: about her record as a "top cop," about apparent changes in her rhetoric and positions, and about what policies she would pursue if elected. At the time of publication, her campaign hasn't provided any answers, but should that change, this story will be updated. Here are some of the questions I asked, edited for clarity and concision:

	Daniel Larsen, an unsympathetic defendant, was convicted of felony possession of a knife in 1999 after police testified that they saw him throw the weapon under a car in a Los Angeles parking lot. He got 28 years in prison. But as it turned out, a witness--James McNutt, a retired Army sergeant first class and former police chief--had been in the parking lot that night with his wife; both gave sworn statements that they saw a different man, William Hewitt, throw the knife under the car. Hewitt swore that's what happened too. So did Hewitt's girlfriend. Yet at trial, Larsen's attorney failed to identify or call any of those witnesses; he also failed to request that the knife be examined for fingerprints or to argue that it belonged to someone else. He was later disbarred for failing other clients.
 
 In 2009, just before you became attorney general of California, Judge Suzanne H. Segal ruled that Larsen's case was one of those "extraordinary cases where the petitioner asserts his innocence and establishes that the court cannot have confidence in the contrary finding of guilt." She declared that "no reasonable juror would have found Petitioner guilty beyond a reasonable doubt" and that he "clearly received ineffective assistance of counsel." The state was ordered to retry the case or release Larsen.
 
 But while you were attorney general, your office filed an appeal attempting to block Larsen's release, because he hadn't filed his claim for relief in a timely manner. In other words, your office sought to keep a man in prison on procedural grounds, despite strong evidence of his innocence. As a result, Larsen spent two more years in prison, until the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that he had cleared the threshold for producing proof of innocence. Even then, your office continued to litigate the matter, arguing before a three-judge panel that "one reasonable juror could still vote to convict." When that failed, forcing the prisoner's release, your office worked to prevent Larsen from receiving funds earmarked for people who are wrongly convicted of crimes.
 
 Why did your office work so hard to keep a man in prison after it was clear that he didn't commit the crime that put him there?
 
 	In 2010, when you were San Francisco's district attorney, a scandal rocked the crime lab run by the San Francisco Police Department. A technician who analyzed drugs was deemed "increasingly UNDEPENDABLE for testimony" by an assistant DA, a co-worker observed that the area where she tested drugs was in "disarray," an audit found missing evidence, and the technician's sister reported that she had a vial of cocaine at her house. She ultimately acknowledged taking evidence home for personal use. Her behavior raised the prospect of unreliable analysis and testimony in hundreds of cases. But neither you nor your office notified defense attorneys in potentially affected cases.
 
 The San Francisco Chronicle reported on a judicial rebuke you received, writing that the judge "concluded that prosecutors had failed to fulfill their constitutional duty to tell defense attorneys" about problems in the crime lab, violating the rights of defendants. At the time, you defended your behavior and criticized the judge as biased. Later, while you were running for president in 2020, The Washington Post asked about the matter, and reported that you "took responsibility for the failings," including your failure to develop a written policy so that your office "would notify defendants about problems with witnesses and evidence." You told the Post, "No excuses. The buck stops with me."
 
 In the future, if a federal prosecutor is found to violate a defendant's rights, what consequences should he or she face?
 
 	In Smart on Crime, you championed putting more police officers on the street, arguing that it would mean faster responses to assaults and robberies and fewer quality-of-life crimes. "Virtually all law-abiding citizens feel safer when they see police officers walking a beat," you wrote. "This is as true in economically poor neighborhoods as wealthy ones." But in a June 2020 radio interview, you said, "It is old thinking, it is outdated, and is actually wrong and backward to think that more police officers will create more safety." That same month, appearing on The View, you said: "In many cities in America, over one-third of their city budget goes to police ... What are we doing? What about the money going to social services? What about the money going to helping people with job training? What about helping with the mental-health issues that communities are being plagued with?"
 
 Did something cause you to change your position in the years after you published your book? If so, what? Do you still believe that cities should pay to put more police officers on the street?
 
 	When you were attorney general of California, the ACLU faulted you for failing to protect the privacy of the state's residents. "On your watch as California's top cop, law enforcement agencies up and down the state have been secretly using social media surveillance software that has been marketed to monitor protests and activists of color," they wrote. "Highly invasive facial recognition that may have a disproportionate impact on Californians of color is also being quietly used in several of our largest cities and counties. As the Attorney General, your leadership is urgently needed to address the lack of transparency, accountability, and oversight of law enforcement surveillance technology in order to fulfill your duty to safeguard the privacy, free speech, and civil rights of Californians."
 
 What, if anything, did you do in response to that letter? And how does that response reflect your position on how transparent the government should be about the surveillance technologies that it uses?
 
 	As attorney general of California, you were criticized for taking a hands-off approach to credible abuse allegations against local prosecutors and police. "Harris sent an unmistakable signal," the investigative reporter R. Scott Moxley wrote in a scathing 2019 OC Weekly article. "Under her watch, police-agency employees in California were free to commit perjury--even in death-penalty cases, as they did in Orange County."
 
 After multiple Oakland police officers were accused of having sex with an underage girl, "civil rights lawyers and California residents had been pleading for then-Attorney General Kamala Harris to open an independent investigation into the situation, since it spanned several police departments and involved allegations of coverups," Elizabeth Nolan Brown wrote in Reason magazine. "But she never responded to the petitions and pleas asking her to look into systemic sexual exploitation by state agents in Oakland."
 
 David Campos, a former San Francisco supervisor and police commissioner and a vice chair of the California Democratic Party, told The New York Times, "We never thought we had an ally in the district attorney ... When she had the opportunity to do something about police accountability, she was either not visible, or when she was, she was on the wrong side."
 
 How would you answer critics who say that you did too little to police the police, and if elected president, what approach would you take to federal oversight of law enforcement?
 
 	David Daleiden is an anti-abortion activist. In 2015, he pretended to be a representative of a fetal-tissue-procurement company and met with Planned Parenthood, and later released surreptitiously taken videos to show those staffers discussing the sale of fetal tissue. Planned Parenthood says the videos were misleadingly edited. On July 31, 2015, the National Abortion Federation filed a lawsuit claiming that Daleiden violated privacy laws when taking the videos. As AG, you opened a criminal investigation. Daleiden was indicted by your successor. In a lawsuit, Daleiden says that he was targeted for prosecution because Planned Parenthood is an ideological ally that has given you campaign contributions.
 
 Undercover videos are sometimes used by journalists and activists on the right and the left. The people taking the videos argue that doing so is in the public interest and that they are exposing misconduct. Do you favor or oppose laws that make it unlawful for journalists and activists to surreptitiously capture video and release it to the public? How do you propose ensuring that such laws are enforced in an evenhanded manner?
 
 	As San Francisco's district attorney, you prosecuted parents for their children's habitual failure to attend school. Do you think district attorneys nationwide should pursue similar policies or that the risks of overly harsh enforcement are too high?


Read: Why Kamala Harris's politics are so hard to pin down

Candidates aren't informed about every issue. Sometimes, a reasonable answer is "I have to think about that and get back to you." But Harris is well versed in all of these issues, having pondered them for years. Voters deserve to know where she stands on them today.
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Keepsake

A poem for Wednesday

by Roey Leonardi




You make the coffee,
 salted and milk-bright,
 and we drink in the window
 
 where last night
 I told you of June
 while eating red currants.
 
 June, who peeled peaches
 never lifting her knife
 and called the trees by name.
 
 Who told me I was pretty
 when she could hardly speak.
 Over whom the nurse wept
 
 and said, I'm sorry,
 I loved her. I tried
 to make you know her.
 
 We tried to share a life.
 Now it's morning
 and I can see where I end
 
 and you begin
 like a shoreline
 or a grave.
 
 Remember the currants,
 fragile as glass.
 Their wet, bitter rush.
 
 How lucky we were
 to taste them, even once.
 Even in hunger, how full.
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Jack Smith Isn't Backing Down

After a Supreme Court ruling challenged his case, the special counsel filed a fresh indictment of Donald Trump.

by David A. Graham




When the Supreme Court ruled last month that presidents are immune from prosecution for anything done as an official act, many observers reacted with immediate horror. They warned that the ruling would allow future presidents to act as despots, doing whatever they like without fear of accountability. And in the immediate term, they predicted doom for the federal case against former President Donald Trump for attempting to subvert the 2020 election.

The effect of the ruling on future presidents will not be clear for some time. But Special Counsel Jack Smith, who is prosecuting Trump for the Justice Department, isn't acting too rattled by the Supreme Court's decision.

Smith obtained a superseding indictment today in the case against Trump, whom he had previously charged with four felonies. The new document is a little more concise and changes some language, but it keeps the same four felony charges and most of the same evidence. After taking a few weeks to review the Supreme Court ruling, Smith has apparently concluded that it doesn't change much about his case at all.

In addition to some slight rephrasing here and there, Smith makes two notable changes. First, he takes out all references to Trump's attempt to involve the Justice Department in his subversion. Trump, who has spent much of his current presidential campaign warning about the "weaponization" of the federal government, attempted just that as he sought to stay in office. The then-president asked the department to issue a letter saying the election was corrupt and then "leave the rest to me and the R[epublican] Congressmen," according to meeting notes taken by a DOJ official. One of Trump's confederates was Jeffrey Clark, a Justice Department official whom Trump tried to install as acting attorney general to further the scheme, before fierce resistance from DOJ and White House lawyers stayed his hand.

But the Supreme Court ruled that "because the President cannot be prosecuted for conduct within his exclusive constitutional authority, Trump is absolutely immune from prosecution for the alleged conduct involving his discussions with Justice Department officials." The superseding indictment thus takes out references to Trump's conversations with these officials. It removes Clark from a list of co-conspirators. And it deletes a section of the initial indictment that explained how Trump tried to enlist the department to help solicit slates of false electors from states.

Smith also takes pains in other places to stipulate that Trump was not acting in any official capacity that might grant him immunity. For example, as it relates to false electors, Smith writes that "the Defendant had no official responsibilities related to the convening of legitimate electors or their signing and mailing of their certificates of vote." As for the January 6, 2021, certification of the vote, "The Defendant had no official responsibilities related to the certification proceeding, but he did have a personal interest as a candidate in being named the winner of the election." Smith asserts that White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows, who was involved in a call to pressure Georgia officials to "find" Trump votes, was acting in a private or political capacity, rather than as a White House official.

Smith's filing is just a prosecutor's argument. Judge Tanya Chutkan will now have to review the indictment and the Supreme Court ruling and determine whether she agrees with Smith's claims about what the justices did and did not intend; any decision she makes will likely be subject to appeal.

Even if Chutkan sides with Smith, and his prosecution proceeds basically unchanged, that does not excuse the Supreme Court's ruling. Trump's attempt to weaponize the Justice Department is one of the more dangerous things he did as president. Many of the other election-subversion ploys were two-bit maneuvers with little prospect of success, and they were promptly and rightly rejected by courts. But the DOJ actions were an attempt to marshal the mighty power of the federal government in order to keep Trump in office.

Smith has been busy after a quiet period: Yesterday, he filed an appeal of Judge Aileen Cannon's dismissal of his classified-documents case in Florida. Between the two cases, he'll have much to do for the foreseeable future--unless Trump wins, in which case the new president will likely end the cases. Sometimes, the things the president can do legally are the most disturbing.
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The Last-Minute Curveball for a Big FTC Ban

A judge blocked the FTC's effort to ban noncompetes. But the federal agency wasn't the only one with its eye on these agreements.

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.


Updated at 10:35 a.m. ET on August 29, 2024.


In the early days of 2023, the Federal Trade Commission made a big announcement: It was proposing a new rule banning noncompete agreements for almost all American workers. The proposed ban was set to take effect next week, but a federal judge in Texas ruled to block it last week. An FTC spokesperson told me in an email that the agency was "seriously considering" appealing the Texas judge's ruling. Even if the agency doesn't salvage its own ban, though, a surprisingly diverse group of lawmakers seem poised to try to take these agreements down.

The idea of a noncompete agreement first emerged in the 1400s, Evan Starr, a professor at the University of Maryland's business school, told me, when a master craftsman tried to prevent his well-trained apprentice from practicing his trade elsewhere. Today, companies that use noncompetes argue that they are valuable as a way to keep employees from poaching their client lists, to make sure that their investments in training employees don't wind up benefiting other businesses, and to protect trade secrets. About a third of American companies now include noncompete terms in every employee contract, Starr noted, and an estimated 20 percent of the American workforce is subject to noncompete agreements.

Some are top business executives whose bosses don't want to see them jump ship to a competitor. But others are lower-wage employees in a variety of roles for which the case for a noncompete isn't always as compelling: dancers, camp counselors, house cleaners, many of whom are trying to move to higher-paying jobs or start their own business. In an infamous example, Jimmy John's employees once faced temporary restrictions from working at nearby sandwich-making businesses (the company dropped noncompetes in 2016 after settling a lawsuit on the matter). Noncompetes are not always technically enforceable, but they can still be very expensive to fight in court, and lead some employees to avoid seeking jobs with better wages or conditions for fear of violating a contract.

A wealth of research has established that being free from noncompetes leads to higher wages and better mobility for workers (the FTC estimates that a typical worker would make $524 more a year if noncompetes were banned). But framing noncompetes solely as a labor issue misses the point, Orly Lobel, a professor at the University of San Diego School of Law, told me: "Beyond the protection of workers, it's about harm to the economy and the market." Employers benefit, she argued, from a less rigid economy, where new entrants have a chance to compete. The explosion of entrepreneurship in Silicon Valley--located in a state in which noncompetes are largely banned--played a big role in getting government officials to look more seriously at banning noncompetes, Lobel said. By the time President Barack Obama took office, he was calling on states to ban the agreements for some workers, arguing that it would boost wages and foster competition. The Biden administration kept pushing on the issue, and Vice President Kamala Harris has called the FTC's attempted ban "a huge win."

The FTC "may not have been the right vehicle" for banning noncompetes, Starr said, because its authority to do so was not clear--the Texas judge argued as much when she blocked it. Several business groups have sued the FTC over the ban, and the agency may face pushback in higher courts if it appeals the Texas decision. As William Kovacic, a law professor at George Washington University and a former FTC commissioner told me in an email, the FTC is currently seeking "expansive interpretation of its authority" at the same time that federal courts, including the Supreme Court, are demanding that agencies show they have the backing of Congress before using broad regulatory power.

But the FTC's move wasn't the only recent effort to quash the noncompete. Last year, employees at another federal agency, the National Labor Relations Board, received a memo from its general counsel determining that such agreements violate the National Labor Relations Act (the law that protects employees' right to collective bargaining) in most circumstances. A bipartisan group of lawmakers introduced a bill last February that would narrow the use of noncompetes; Senator Marco Rubio has also advocated for a version of a noncompete ban for low-wage workers. The FTC proposal has helped inspire states to rethink their own restrictions on noncompetes, too, experts told me.

As both a labor and a free-market issue, noncompetes bring unlikely groups of allies together. Senator Elizabeth Warren and Representative Matt Gaetz, for example, both came out as strong supporters of the FTC ban. This range of support suggests that the battle against noncompetes is far from over.

Related:

	The plan to incapacitate the federal government
 	The biggest way that elections have consequences




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's evangelical supporters just lost their best excuse.
 	Is a new Palestinian movement being born?
 	Joshua Leifer: My demoralizing but not surprising cancellation




Today's News

	Donald Trump added Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and former Democratic Representative Tulsi Gabbard as honorary co-chairs of his transition team, which would be in charge of choosing the policies and personnel of a second Trump administration.
 	Special Counsel Jack Smith filed a superseding indictment in the January 6 case against Trump, changing some of the allegations because of the Supreme Court's recent decision on presidential immunity.
 	A federal judge last night temporarily paused the Biden administration's new program that could provide a quicker pathway to citizenship for some undocumented immigrants who are married to U.S. citizens.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Ruby Opalka's "Spit," a new short story in The Atlantic, captures the intensity of young love, Walt Hunter writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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When Victimhood Takes a Bad-Faith Turn

By Lily Meyer

When the coronavirus pandemic started, the media scholar Lilie Chouliaraki, who teaches at the London School of Economics, knew she'd have to be more careful than many of her neighbors. A transplant recipient and lymphoma patient, she was at very high risk of serious illness. In her new book, Wronged: The Weaponization of Victimhood, she writes that rather than feeling victimized by this situation, she was grateful to have the option of sheltering in place. Still, as the pandemic wore on and opponents of masking and social distancing in Britain--as well as in the United States and many other nations--began to claim that they were victims of government overreach and oppression, Chouliaraki grew both confused and compelled by the role that victimhood language was playing in real decisions about the degree to which society should reopen.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	AI doomers had their big moment.
 	Good on Paper: The rights of American slaves
 	Inspectors general are doing essential--and unpopular--work.




Culture Break


Photograph by Will Matsuda



Study. Universities claim to provide an intellectual foundation for their students--but many schools are falling short, Niall Ferguson and Jacob Howland write. These are the types of books that the freshman class should read.

Read. "Poem With the Last Line as the First," by Didi Jackson:

"How many times has your red-hot / prayer slipped from your hands?"

Play our daily crossword.



This article originally misidentified the university where Orly Lobel is a professor.

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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My Demoralizing but Not Surprising Cancellation

About an hour before my first book event, I heard from my publicist that the bookstore had "concerns" about my conversation partner, Rabbi Andy Bachman, because he was a "Zionist."

by Joshua Leifer




Last Tuesday, I was supposed to have launched my first book, Tablets Shattered: The End of an American Jewish Century and the Future of Jewish Life, with an event at a bookstore in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Dumbo--a conversation between me and the well-known Reform rabbi Andy Bachman.

The event didn't happen. About an hour before the intended start, I heard from my publicist that the bookstore had "concerns" about Rabbi Bachman because he was a "Zionist." I received another call while in a car on the way to the store: The manager was now refusing to host the conversation with the rabbi. When I arrived, I asked her why she would not permit the event to go forward as planned. Her response: "We don't want a Zionist onstage."

I was taken aback. Rabbi Bachman is an outspoken social-justice advocate and a supporter of the establishment of a Palestinian state (and my former teacher). My book is a history of American Jewish life in the second half of the 20th century, and deals critically with Israel's treatment of Palestinians. Because of my analysis of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, as well as my reporting about and public opposition to Israel's military occupation of the West Bank and siege of Gaza, I had feared that synagogues would be reluctant (and surely some still are) to host events. I did not anticipate that the trouble would come from a bookstore in Brooklyn.

Adam Kirsch: The false narrative of settler colonialism

Then again, perhaps I should not have been surprised at all. Since October 7, the public discourse on Israel and Palestine has curdled. Some right-wing supporters of Israel have become cheerleaders for violence. In certain spaces that call themselves progressive, intolerance has become endemic and conspiratorial thinking is on the rise. The result across the board: Nuance has evaporated, and humanity is in short supply.

My would-be book launch also exemplified the bind that many progressive American Jews face. We are caught between parts of an activist left demanding that we disavow our communities, even our families, as an entrance ticket, and a mainstream Jewish institutional world that has long marginalized critics of Israeli policy. Indeed, Jews who are committed to the flourishing of Jewish life in Israel and the Diaspora, and who are also outraged by Israel's brutal war in Gaza, feel like we have little room to maneuver.

On the one hand, we can no more renounce our families, friends, and communities than we can ourselves, and the demand that we do so is wrong. It is straightforwardly anti-Semitic to ask, as the bookstore manager did with her blanket ban on Zionists, that Jews support Israel's dismantling as a criterion for participation in intellectual life. This is a condition that most Jews, who when surveyed describe strong attachment to Israel, could not meet. And it is a kind of litmus test that should not be asked (and generally is not) of any other group of people.

On the other hand, we cannot ignore Israel's devastation of the Gaza Strip, and should be fearful of shifting attention away from the human catastrophe unfolding in the territory. Friends on the left have warned me that making too much of last week's deplatforming has already had this effect. I worry about bolstering tribalist thinking, which is precisely the mentality that for decades has blinded so many in mainstream Jewish institutions to the grinding, daily injustices of the occupation of the West Bank and siege of Gaza--and, more recently, inured them to the horrific fact that this war has killed tens of thousands of Palestinians, most of them civilians.

But silence about the pitfalls of the left carries its own risks--including risks to the left itself. My experience last week was so demoralizing in part because such episodes make moving the mainstream Jewish community much harder. Every time a left-wing activist insists that the only way to truly participate in the fight for peace and justice is to support the dissolution of Israel, it reinforces the zero-sum (and morally repulsive) idea that opposing the status quo requires Israel's destruction. Rhetorical extremism and dogmatism make it easier for right-wing Israel supporters to dismiss what should be legitimate demands--for instance, conditions on U.S. military aid--as beyond the pale.

The new left-wing norm that insists on one-state maximalism is not only a moral mistake. It is also a strategic one. If there is one thing that the past year of cease-fire activism has illustrated, it is that changing U.S. policy on Israel requires a broad coalition. That big tent must have room for those who believe in Jewish self-determination and are committed to Israel's existence, even as they work to end its domination over Palestinians.

Many on the right, not just the far left, scoff at the possibility of such a coalition. For the past several days, my inbox has been filled with hateful crowing that the cancellation of my book launch is the bitter fruit that I and other left-wing Jews deserve. What did I expect? Hadn't I written more than 100 articles documenting Israeli human-rights abuses and the occupation's quotidian cruelty? Didn't I advocate for policies, including boycotts, that would pressure Israel to change its policies? So how could I now complain that similar tactics were being used against me? The ejection of Zionists and Israelis from polite society was on my hands.

To these critics I must insist on a difference between boycotts of entire groups of people based on their identity or the ideas they are assumed to hold, and boycotts of goods produced in unlawfully occupied territories. The former are antithetical to democratic public life--as the owner of the bookstore argued in his statement apologizing for the cancellation. The latter, by contrast, are a staple of nonviolent resistance, crucial tools for achieving genuine democracy.

Arash Azizi: Is a new Palestinian movement being born?

No doubt, I regret certain sentences and even articles I've written about Israel in the past, which today I would phrase differently. The October 7 attacks painfully resensitized me to the reality of Israeli Jewish vulnerability, which exists despite the massive power imbalance between Israel and the Palestinians. I was too often willing to overlook this fact. Opening one's eyes to the dehumanization of Palestinians does not require closing one's eyes to the dehumanization of Israelis, and vice versa. If Rabbi Bachman and I had been able to have our conversation last week, we could have discussed what might be the one immutable truth about Israel and Palestine these days: Neither Israelis nor Palestinians are going anywhere, and both peoples have the right to equality, dignity, and self-determination. No movement that ignores this reality has any hope of success.
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The Electric Feeling of Summer Romance

Ruby Opalka's "Spit," a new short story in <em>The Atlantic</em>, captures the intensity of young love.

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. 

"Frankie met Lucia in that summer ..." If there's a better beginning for that greatest of all genres--the summer romance--I don't know what it would be. Add in an ice-cream shack, a beach, a thunderstorm, and some distracted parents--all of the irresistible ingredients are here in Ruby Opalka's "Spit," a short story published in The Atlantic this week.

Frankie, our teenage protagonist, lands a summer job scooping ice cream on the southwest English coast. That's where she meets Lucia--and begins to understand herself better as well. I remember the rhythm of those sweet, repetitive, sleep-deprived days of summer: I spent my vacations working the front desk at the Golden lnn on the Jersey Shore. But I can't say that I quite had Frankie's exquisite receptivity to the world around her:

She loved the constant movement of the water and the sticky air, and she loved to see the layers of earthly time squashed up against one another in the Purbeck Monocline. A folding, suffocating, gorgeous grave.


Still, I think I know what Frankie means when, with all the intensity that long summer nights can inspire, "she looked at the shape of Lucia next to her and felt that she knew something real."






"Spit"

By Ruby Opalka

Frankie met Lucia in that summer of tombstoners and storms, when the tomato plants got blight and the bean plants fruited early. She lived in a small cluster of houses just north of Lulworth, where the news consisted only of tomato plants getting blight and bean plants fruiting early. She was sitting in the dirt tunnel beneath the beans, which by now had shriveled in the sun like exhumed fingers, when she called up Beach Ices and it all began.


I saw the ad, she said on the phone, getting ready to say she had no experience but a wealth of enthusiasm.


Well, it's a case of needing a body in the room, a woman on the other end said.


Okay, Frankie said.


Okay, the woman repeated. So you can do it?


Read the full article.





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


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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Inspectors General Are Doing Essential--And Unpopular--Work

In my years of government service, I saw again and again how they make agencies more accountable, efficient, and honest.

by Glenn Fine




One afternoon in January 2019, I was summoned to a meeting with the deputy secretary of defense. His massive office was in the outer ring of the Pentagon. Nearby were the offices of the secretary of defense and other top generals and admirals.

The windows looked out over the Pentagon parade grounds and the Potomac River. The Washington Monument appeared in the distance. Seated around the conference table that afternoon were the deputy secretary of defense, the Defense Department's deputy general counsel, an Army general, and other high-ranking officials.

At the time, I was the acting inspector general (IG) of the Department of Defense. In this role, I had attended many meetings with top Pentagon officials, just as I had with Justice Department officials when I served for more than a decade as the Justice Department's inspector general. But this meeting was different. Several days earlier, on January 2, the president of the United States had said in a televised Cabinet meeting at the White House that releasing our IG reports to the public was "insane." That was a first.

Glenn Fine: The most important public servants you've never heard of

"Some IG goes over there, who are mostly appointed by President Obama--but we'll have ours too--and he goes over there and they do a report on every single thing that's happening, and they release it to the public," President Donald Trump said to Acting Secretary of Defense Patrick Shanahan, referring to reports about the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. "What kind of stuff is this? We're fighting wars, and they're doing reports and releasing it to the public? Now, the public means the enemy. The enemy reads those reports; they study every line of it." The president further declared, "Let them do a report, but they should be private reports and be locked up." He said that releasing the reports "out to the enemy is insane. And I don't want it to happen anymore, Mr. Secretary. You understand that."


This essay has been adapted from Glenn Fine's book, Watchdogs: Inspectors General and the Battle for Honest and Accountable Government.



Shanahan had become the acting secretary only a few days earlier, after Secretary of Defense James Mattis resigned over differences with the president. Shanahan did not respond to President Trump's remarks, and the meeting moved on to other topics.

During my time as the Justice IG and the acting Defense IG, I often would make officials in both political parties uncomfortable and upset with reports on government waste, fraud, and abuse. I had been fortunate, however, that neither the White House nor the multiple attorneys general or secretaries of defense with whom I worked had ever tried to interfere with our independent oversight.

Yet I realized that President Trump had the power to retaliate against me and our office. He could try to cut our budget, continue his public criticism, or replace me--a concern that would eventually be realized.

Inspectors General are placed in federal agencies across the government to make those agencies more honest, more efficient, and more accountable, and to detect and deter waste, fraud, and abuse in agency programs. According to the post-Watergate federal law that created the inspector-general system, IGs are independent officials who report problems to their agency head and Congress, and usually release their reports to the public.

In the larger agencies, IGs are appointed by the president and subject to Senate confirmation. The role is designed to be that of a nonpartisan watchdog, not tied to any political party. This is why presidents normally do not remove IGs, either when presidents first take office or during their tenure. This is one of the strengths of our system of IG oversight.

I had served as the inspector general in the Justice and Defense Departments in every presidential administration since President Bill Clinton's. I was the Justice Department IG from 2000 to 2011, during the Clinton, Bush, and Obama administrations. In the tumultuous period following the September 11 attacks, my office regularly published reports about problems in the Justice Department and the FBI (which is part of the department), including mistreatment of detainees following the September 11 attacks and politicized hirings and firings in the department.

After 11 years as the Justice IG, followed by a shorter stint at a law firm, I had returned to government, and since 2016 had been serving as the acting Defense Department inspector general, first in the Obama administration and then in Trump's. Our Defense IG reports regularly identified waste and fraud in the military's massive budget and operations, including in the Afghan and Iraq Wars.

Like other inspectors general, I was often criticized when I tried to hold powerful government officials and agencies accountable. But it was unusual for the criticism to come directly from the president, and on national television. President Trump's comments prompted that January 2019 meeting in the deputy secretary's Pentagon office.

David A. Graham: Trump is attacking the final safeguard against executive abuses

I explained in the meeting in the deputy secretary's office that, as the Defense Department's acting IG, I also was designated the lead IG for "overseas contingency operations"--wars around the world. As required by the Inspector General Act, we had to issue quarterly public reports on the status of those wars and other contingency operations. Reports from my office and that of another IG, who was required to report on the use of reconstruction funds in Afghanistan, frequently criticized the progress of the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, and the significant waste and fraud related to the billions of dollars expended in those countries.

I also explained that we had been issuing our lead-IG quarterly reports for several years and that the IG Act specifically required that these reports be made public. I noted that we gathered most of the information for the reports from government agencies and that we vetted all information in the public reports with the agencies themselves, including the Defense Department, to ensure that nothing was classified or too sensitive for public release.

I then said that unless and until the Inspector General Act was changed, I was going to follow the law and continue issuing these reports publicly. No one challenged my comments. The participants were puzzled by President Trump's statements and uncertain how to respond. After discussion about which reports--mine, those of the special IG for Afghanistan reconstruction, or both--had raised the president's ire, the meeting ended.

Over the next year, as required by the Inspector General Act, we still released public reports about the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. In several of our reports, we continued to question the optimistic assessments from government officials about the progress of these wars.

Then in March 2020 the pandemic hit, shutting down much of the economy. Congress quickly enacted the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, which provided more than $2 trillion in emergency relief funding. The legislation also created a committee of federal IGs, called the Pandemic Response Accountability Committee, to coordinate oversight of these expenditures and to investigate and report on misuse and fraud related to the funds. The CARES Act required that one IG with experience managing the oversight of large organizations be appointed as the committee chair. President Trump had criticized the oversight required by the CARES Act, announcing, "I'll be the oversight."

Michael Horowitz, the head of the coordinating organization for federal inspectors general, was responsible for selecting the chair of this committee. He asked me to accept the position, in addition to serving as the acting Defense Department inspector general. I was reluctant. Managing the Defense IG's office was difficult enough without the added responsibility of building and coordinating a committee of IGs overseeing trillions of dollars in funding. Horowitz persisted, and in the end, I agreed to take the position.

My appointment was announced on March 30, 2020. Within a week, that appointment, as well as my four-and-a-half-year tenure as the acting Defense IG, came to a sudden end. President Trump nominated someone else to become the permanent Defense IG, and he appointed the IG from the Environmental Protection Agency to replace me immediately as the acting Defense IG (while that person simultaneously retained his EPA role).

This IG, Sean O'Donnell, had only recently been nominated by Trump and confirmed by the Senate for the EPA position. My removal as the acting Defense IG also meant that I could no longer chair the pandemic accountability committee.

The president did not violate any law by replacing me; a president has the legal authority to change inspectors general. But it is unusual for a president to replace an acting IG while a nomination for the permanent role is pending. It also is uncommon for anyone to lead two IG offices at the same time, for good reason. Leading one IG office is hard enough; for a single IG to effectively manage two is nearly impossible--particularly when one is as big as the Defense IG's office, which is the largest of the 74 federal IG offices. The Defense IG's office has more than 1,700 employees in 50 offices worldwide. It oversees the entire Defense Department, an organization with more than 3 million people and an annual budget exceeding $700 billion.

No one from the White House or the Defense Department contacted me to officially notify me that I was being replaced or to tell me why. I learned about it on April 6, 2020, when I was leading a conference call of IGs organizing the work of the pandemic accountability committee. Horowitz asked me to stay on the line at the end of the call. After everyone else hung up, he informed me that he had just heard that I had been replaced as the acting Defense IG, which meant that I was no longer on the committee. When I asked Horowitz if he knew why I was being replaced, he said he had not been given a reason.

After the call, I asked the Defense IG general counsel to confirm the news and to obtain formal documentation. He contacted the Defense Department general counsel, who forwarded the formal designation of my replacement, signed by President Trump in his inimitable signature. It was official.

My removal made headlines across the country. Some members of Congress and news articles maintained that President Trump had replaced me because I had developed a reputation for conducting independent and aggressive oversight, and he did not want that for the oversight of pandemic-relief funding. Paul Rosenzweig, a political appointee in the George W. Bush administration, called the removal "an affront to independence and oversight."

I was not the only IG targeted around this time. President Trump fired, tried to replace, or denounced five IGs (including me) in a short period of time. They included Michael Atkinson, the Intelligence Community IG who had forwarded the Ukraine whistleblower complaint to Congress, and Steve Linick, the State Department IG. A Washington Post article called the IG firings "Trump's slow-motion Friday night massacre of inspectors general."

It was hard for me to leave my position. I loved the job, and I believed that our office was having a positive impact on the Defense Department. I was never told why I was replaced. Was it because President Trump did not want aggressive oversight of the pandemic-relief funds? Was it because I had continued to issue public reports raising questions about the progress of the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, contrary to the president's public instructions? Was it because my office was conducting sensitive investigations that affected the White House?

I still don't know for certain. What I do know is that IGs are not the most popular people in government--in any administration. When they do their job right, they are bound to make powerful government officials, up to and including the president, unhappy.

However, inspectors general are crucial in the battle to keep government officials honest and accountable and to improve government operations. They provide independent oversight of government operations from within their agencies. They help hold government officials and agencies accountable for misconduct. They investigate contractors who defraud government programs. They return billions of dollars to the Treasury Department in financial recoveries every year. They make government programs more efficient and effective. They provide transparency on government operations, issuing reports that inform taxpayers how their dollars are being spent. They regularly testify before Congress about agency programs.

As "Federalist No. 51"  stated: "If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In framing a government which is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place, oblige it to control itself." President Harry Truman made a similar argument in 1947 as part of his famous Truman Doctrine: "No government is perfect. One of the chief virtues of a democracy, however, is that its defects are always visible and under democratic processes can be pointed out and corrected."

To be sure, IGs are not the only watchdogs pursuing government honesty and accountability. An independent judiciary, congressional oversight, the Government Accountability Office, a free press, public-interest groups, and regular elections provide vital controls on government. However, oversight by IGs is one of the key checks and balances on our government.

During my years as an inspector general, I also saw that the overwhelming majority of public servants in the government manage their challenging assignments responsibly and conscientiously, typically at low pay and with significant sacrifice. Some of them--including those in the Defense, State, and Justice Departments; the U.S. Agency for International Development; the Central Intelligence Agency; and other agencies--are deployed overseas in dangerous environments to pursue our country's interests and keep us safe.

I also learned, through many visits from foreign officials seeking to understand the U.S. system, that our watchdogs are stronger and granted more legal authority than their counterparts in other countries, even democratic ones. A few countries have auditors general or inspectors general, but with more limited oversight. Most of them do not have the same independence, funding, and statutory authority throughout their government. In contrast, the U.S. system places an IG in every federal agency and gives them the resources, access, and authority to investigate, audit, evaluate, and report on any aspect of their agencies' operations.

Inspectors general are one of our democracy's strengths, and we should support, protect, and extend their oversight of government.



This essay has been adapted from Glenn Fine's book, Watchdogs: Inspectors General and the Battle for Honest and Accountable Government.
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When Victimhood Takes a Bad-Faith Turn

<em>Wronged</em> explores how the practice of claiming harm has become the rhetorical province of the powerful.

by Lily Meyer




When the coronavirus pandemic started, the media scholar Lilie Chouliaraki, who teaches at the London School of Economics, knew she'd have to be more careful than many of her neighbors. A transplant recipient and lymphoma patient, she was at very high risk of serious illness. In her new book, Wronged: The Weaponization of Victimhood, she writes that rather than feeling victimized by this situation, she was grateful to have the option of sheltering in place. Still, as the pandemic wore on and opponents of masking and social distancing in Britain--as well as in the United States and many other nations--began to claim that they were victims of government overreach and oppression, Chouliaraki grew both confused and compelled by the role that victimhood language was playing in real decisions about the degree to which society should reopen.

COVID isn't the only recent context in which victimhood has gotten rhetorically vexing. At the height of #MeToo, in 2017 and 2018, the U.S. seemed to engage in a linguistic battle over who got to call themselves victims: those who said they had suffered assault or harassment, or those who stood accused of committing those offenses. In Wronged, Chouliaraki links this debate to pandemic-era arguments about public health versus personal freedom in order to make the case that victimhood has transformed into a cultural trophy of sorts, a way for a person not just to gain sympathy but also to accumulate power against those who have wronged them. Of course, people call themselves victims for all sorts of very personal reasons--for example, to start coming to grips with a traumatic experience. But Chouliaraki is more interested in the ways victimhood can play out publicly--in particular, when powerful actors co-opt its rhetoric for their own aims.

Central to Chouliaraki's exploration is the distinction she draws between victimhood and vulnerability. She argues that victimhood is not a condition but a claim--that you're a victim not when something bad happens to you, but when you say, "I am wronged!" Anyone, of course, can make this declaration, no matter the scale (or even reality) of the wrong they've suffered. For this reason, per Chouliaraki, victimhood should be a less important barometer for public decision making than vulnerability, which is a condition. Some forms of it are physical or natural, and cannot be changed through human intervention. As a transplant patient, Chouliaraki is forever more vulnerable to illness than she used to be. Other sorts of vulnerability are more mutable. A borrower with poor credit is vulnerable to payday lenders, but regulatory change could make that untrue (or could make payday loans affordable). Such an intervention, crucially, would protect not just present borrowers but future ones. Focusing on vulnerability rather than victimhood, she suggests, is a better way to prevent harm.

But Chouliaraki's biggest objection to our increasing emphasis on victimhood is that it creates a strange inversion wherein "claims to victimhood are claims to power." In her first chapter, which explores the growing correlation of victimhood with justice and even privilege, she does an excellent job establishing the real-world importance of her ideas. Her argument suggests that, although identifying yourself as a victim doesn't guarantee redress, it's often a necessary precondition. If you want help, in short, you have to convince someone with authority that you've been harmed--which is, on the individual level, the basis of most legal systems, and yet a principle that manifests more messily in public life. According to Chouliaraki, it's far too easy for the privileged to exploit victimhood rhetoric. If attaining the social benefits of victimhood requires that authority figures believe you, she writes, then those benefits will often accrue more readily to those close to power.

She illustrates this phenomenon using Christine Blasey Ford's testimony during now-Justice Brett Kavanaugh's Senate confirmation hearings--an analysis that feels at once natural and revelatory. Ford told Congress that Kavanaugh had sexually assaulted her when they were in high school; Kavanaugh, who denied that the events she described took place, reacted by presenting himself as a fallible but fundamentally good man, not a perpetrator of harm but the victim of a smear campaign designed to keep him off the Supreme Court. Interestingly, Chouliaraki points out, some who supported Ford did so by praising her vulnerability as "actually a superpower," which arguably erased the image of her as a person in pain. The tearful Kavanaugh, by contrast, "casting himself as a sufferer," shortly thereafter ascended to the Supreme Court.

Read: Christine Blasey Ford testifies again

In Wronged, this story is both a warning against "victimhood culture" and an illustration of how claiming victimhood can collapse "systemic vulnerability and personal grievance ... into one vocabulary." Chouliaraki wishes to undo that collapse. Another is to help readers "recognize the suffering of the vulnerable for precisely what it is: a matter not of victimhood but of injustice." Chouliaraki argues that contemporary victimhood rhetoric, with its emphasis on personal tales of pain, sets us up to do precisely the reverse--to be overly individualistic, even to cynically "compete for dominance," as she argues Kavanaugh did with Ford. A result of this phenomenon is that the neediest, the most vulnerable, are put at an ever-greater disadvantage. Another, Chouliaraki argues, is that victimhood has too often become the rhetorical province of the powerful, sometimes even of the aggressor. We've gotten ourselves turned around.

Chouliaraki's ideas shed a surprising amount of light on the writer Jill Ciment's tense, slippery memoir Consent, in which Ciment asks herself whether she was a victim in her marriage to the painter Arnold Mesches, who was 30 years her senior. She was his student at the start of their relationship, in the early 1970s. She was also 17. ("Arnold was having an affair," she writes acidly. "I was going steady.") After his death in 2016, and what she calls the "sea change of the MeToo era," Ciment found herself revisiting the origins of their relationship. She is unequivocal about the joy, tenderness, care, and creative partnership in their marriage--and yet she can't suppress the question: "Me too?"

What Ciment is really asking, in Chouliaraki's terms, is whether to claim victimhood. She plainly feels she ought to, though why she feels this way--solidarity with #MeToo? Duty to her younger self?--is murky; she just as plainly would rather not. Ciment is an immensely assured writer from sentence to sentence, which, to some degree, obscures her seeming confusion as she looks back on her relationship with Arnold. She ultimately "acknowledge[s] the predatory act of an older man kissing a teenager," but does so while both honoring her past self, the girl "yearning for the kiss," and validating the consensual, loving partnership that developed afterward. She remains uncertain, however, about what the acknowledgment of predation means--for her sense of the relationship, and of self. Consent is animated by this unsettled tension. Applying some of Chouliaraki's ideas to it helps.

Chouliaraki points out throughout Wronged that people have been harmed without wanting to seek redress, or even to have the wider world acknowledge their victimhood. Consent is a slippery variation on this truth. Ciment wants to say publicly that she was vulnerable and should have been treated differently, both by Arnold and by the prevailing culture at the time, which too often seemed comfortable with relationships between teenage girls and adult men--"Wasn't groupie culture just statutory rape?" she asks at one point. Still, she never quite says that she suffered. She seems to be trying to draw a distinction between damage and pain--which is, perhaps, related to Chouliaraki's distinction between vulnerability and victimhood. Consent seems to argue that it's only through luck, and Arnold's essential goodness, that Ciment fundamentally doesn't feel hurt, even if she thinks Arnold trespassed on (and cut short) her adolescence.

Read: The literary-abuser type is everywhere

Her faith in Arnold leads her to get stuck on the question of individual power. At the start of their relationship, he had far more than she did, though at the time--and in her 1996 memoir, Half a Life, which starts with her childhood and ends, as she puts it in the newer book, "at the age of consent"--she tried hard to pretend that wasn't the case. But by the time he was in his late 80s and she was, to some degree, his caretaker as well as his wife, she indisputably had more power; she was the one, after all, whose "senses worked double time shepherding his body and mine through space [without pointing] out the cracked sidewalk" that both were too proud to admit he no longer noticed.

Consent's second half, which deals with Arnold's last years, is much weaker than its beginning. Its narrative gets choppier, more anecdotal. Ciment quotes Half a Life throughout Consent, but at its close, she starts citing her novels as well, a move that can seem as if she's reaching for material. She also lifts a paragraph--the one with the line about steering him over cracked sidewalks--nearly wholesale from her most recent novel, The Body in Question. She seems much less motivated to investigate the last stage of their relationship, during which she was physically and socially more powerful than Arnold--which, perhaps, explains her unwillingness to see herself as a victim. If she calls herself such, she is gathering power to herself in the present, asserting that Arnold wronged her when she was young and she therefore deserves redress now. Ciment doesn't want redress. She watched her husband age, shrink, sicken. She has no interest in asking for anything from that version of Arnold. Indeed, she hardly seems able to bear writing about him. Her grief does not include a desire to exact punishment.

Attempts to change the balance of power often suggest that we must take a weight from one side of the scale and place it on the other. Sometimes this is true: If, for instance, a school board is made up entirely of people who want to ban books featuring trans coming-of-age stories, then trans students lose the ability to see themselves reflected in what they learn at school. But in a more diffuse social context such as #MeToo, zero-sum rhetoric is sometimes less accurate, and less productive. Chouliaraki and Ciment certainly both resist it. Arnold was clearly more vulnerable in his old age than Ciment, and yet she doesn't portray that time in their marriage as a reversal of its beginning, as a stage in which she had the power. Blurry though her evocation of those later years can be, the portrait that emerges is one of not just a caring, intimate relationship, but also an intellectual partnership that felt equal long after Arnold's aging put Ciment in a position of some degree of dominance. It would seem that, though power rebalanced between them over the years, they also empowered each other creatively, an effect that sustained their relationship as well as their work.

Chouliaraki, operating on a much broader scale, suggests in Wronged that this is precisely what would occur if we could collectively abandon what she sees as the individualistic, competitive rhetoric of victimhood. She asks readers to rethink the language of I am wronged and turn instead to questions that are more basic, yet harder to solve: Who is in pain? What tangible protection can we give them? How can we keep others like them safe?  She seems to appeal less to the truly influential, whom she may see as a lost cause, than to her many potential readers who occupy a social middle ground: vulnerable in some ways, yet close enough to power that victimhood culture might benefit them. If those of us who are in that place reassess the appeal of victimhood, Wronged suggests, we can decrease others' ability to use it in bad faith, or to conflate having to do something they dislike (wearing a mask, let's say) with genuine pain.

More broadly, Chouliaraki turns our collective attention from the past--this happened to me--to the future: I don't want this to happen to anyone else. We see glimmers of this attitude in Consent, which, in its last chapters, repeatedly describes Ciment's discomfort when faced with other couples who look like her and Arnold. We also see Ciment's dissatisfaction with focusing on the past. She appears to get little relief from concluding that, yes, her marriage started with a violation. She still loved Arnold, she still built a life with him, she still lost him, and she still lives in a society that allows men to prey on younger women, if not with as much impunity as in the '70s. What is she--what are we--meant to do about that?
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AI Doomers Had Their Big Moment

Did they waste it?

by Ross Andersen




Helen Toner remembers when every person who worked in AI safety could fit onto a school bus. The year was 2016. Toner hadn't yet joined OpenAI's board and hadn't yet played a crucial role in the (short-lived) firing of its CEO, Sam Altman. She was working at Open Philanthropy, a nonprofit associated with the effective-altruism movement, when she first connected with the small community of intellectuals who care about AI risk. "It was, like, 50 people," she told me recently by phone. They were more of a sci-fi-adjacent subculture than a proper discipline.



But things were changing. The deep-learning revolution was drawing new converts to the cause. AIs had recently started seeing more clearly and doing advanced language translation. They were developing fine-grained notions about what videos you, personally, might want to watch. Killer robots weren't crunching human skulls underfoot, but the technology was advancing quickly, and the number of professors, think tankers, and practitioners at big AI labs concerned about its dangers was growing. "Now it's hundreds or even thousands of people," Toner said. "Some of them seem smart and great. Some of them seem crazy."



After ChatGPT's release in November 2022, that whole spectrum of AI-risk experts--from measured philosopher types to those convinced of imminent Armageddon--achieved a new cultural prominence. People were unnerved to find themselves talking fluidly with a bot. Many were curious about the new technology's promise, but some were also frightened by its implications. Researchers who worried about AI risk had been treated as pariahs in elite circles. Suddenly, they were able to get their case across to the masses, Toner said. They were invited onto serious news shows and popular podcasts. The apocalyptic pronouncements that they made in these venues were given due consideration.



But only for a time. After a year or so, ChatGPT ceased to be a sparkly new wonder. Like many marvels of the internet age, it quickly became part of our everyday digital furniture. Public interest faded. In Congress, bipartisan momentum for AI regulation stalled. Some risk experts--Toner in particular--had achieved real power inside tech companies, but when they clashed with their overlords, they lost influence. Now that the AI-safety community's moment in the sun has come to a close, I wanted to check in on them--especially the true believers. Are they licking their wounds? Do they wish they'd done things differently?



The ChatGPT moment was particularly heady for Eliezer Yudkowsky, the 44-year-old co-founder of the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, an organization that seeks to identify potential existential risks from AI. Yudkowsky is something of a fundamentalist about AI risk; his entire worldview orbits around the idea that humanity is hurtling toward a confrontation with a superintelligent AI that we won't survive. Last year, Yudkowsky was named to Time's list of the world's most influential people in AI. He'd given a popular TED Talk on the subject; he'd gone on the Lex Fridman Podcast; he'd even had a late-night meetup with Altman. In an essay for Time, he proposed an indefinite international moratorium on developing advanced AI models like those that power ChatGPT. If a country refused to sign and tried to build computing infrastructure for training, Yudkowsky's favored remedy was air strikes. Anticipating objections, he stressed that people should be more concerned about violations of the moratorium than about a mere "shooting conflict between nations."



The public was generally sympathetic, if not to the air strikes, then to broader messages about AI's downsides--and understandably so. Writers and artists were worried that the novels and paintings they'd labored over had been strip-mined and used to train their replacements. People found it easy to imagine slightly more accurate chatbots competing seriously for their job. Robot uprisings had been a pop-culture fixture for decades, not only in pulp science fiction but also at the multiplex. "For me, one of the lessons of the ChatGPT moment is that the public is really primed to think of AI as a bad and dangerous thing," Toner told me. Politicians started to hear from their constituents. Altman and other industry executives were hauled before Congress. Senators from both sides of the aisle asked whether AIs might pose an existential risk to humanity. The Biden administration drafted an executive order on AI, possibly its "longest ever."

Read: The White House is preparing for an AI-dominated future

AI-risk experts were suddenly in the right rooms. They had input on legislation. They'd even secured positions of power within each of the big-three AI labs. OpenAI, Google DeepMind, and Anthropic all had founders who emphasized a safety-conscious approach. OpenAI was famously formed to benefit "all of humanity." Toner was invited to join its board in 2021 as a gesture of the company's commitment to that principle. During the early months of last year, the company's executives insisted that it was still a priority. Over coffee in Singapore that June, Altman himself told me that OpenAI would allocate a whopping 20 percent of the company's computing power--the industry's coin of the realm--to a team dedicated to keeping AIs aligned with human goals. It was to be led by OpenAI's risk-obsessed chief scientist, Ilya Sutskever, who also sat on the company's board.

That might have been the high-water mark for members of the AI-risk crowd. They were dealt a grievous blow soon thereafter. During OpenAI's boardroom fiasco last November, it quickly became clear that whatever nominal titles these people held, they wouldn't be calling the shots when push came to shove. Toner had by then grown concerned that it was becoming difficult to oversee Altman, because, according to her, he had repeatedly lied to the board. (Altman has said that he does not agree with Toner's recollection of events.) She and Sutskever were among those who voted to fire him. For a brief period, Altman's ouster seemed to vindicate the company's governance structure, which was explicitly designed to prevent executives from sweeping aside safety considerations--to enrich themselves or participate in the pure exhilaration of being at the technological frontier. Yudkowsky, who had been skeptical that such a structure would ever work, admitted  in a post on X that he'd been wrong. But the moneyed interests that funded the company--Microsoft in particular--rallied behind Altman, and he was reinstated. Yudkowsky withdrew his mea culpa. Sutskever and Toner subsequently resigned from OpenAI's board, and the company's superalignment team was disbanded a few months later. Young AI-safety researchers were demoralized.

From the September 2023 issue: Does Sam Altman know what he's creating?

Yudkowsky told me that he is in despair about the way these past few years have unfolded. He said that when a big public-relations opportunity had suddenly materialized, he and his colleagues weren't set up to handle it. Toner told me something similar. "There was almost a dog-that-caught-the-car effect," she said. "This community had been trying so long to get people to take these ideas seriously, and suddenly people took them seriously, and it was like, 'Okay, now what?'"



Yudkowsky did not expect an AI that works as well as ChatGPT this soon, and it concerns him that its creators don't know exactly what's happening underneath its hood. If AIs become much more intelligent than us, their inner workings will become even more mysterious. The big labs have all formed safety teams of some kind. It's perhaps no surprise that some tech grandees have expressed disdain for these teams, but Yudkowsky doesn't like them much either. "If there's any trace of real understanding [on those teams], it is really well hidden," he told me. The way he sees it, it is ludicrous for humanity to keep building ever more powerful AIs without a clear technical understanding of how to keep them from escaping our control. It's "an unpleasant game board to play from," he said.

Read: Inside the chaos at OpenAI

ChatGPT and bots of its ilk have improved only incrementally so far. Without seeing more big, flashy breakthroughs, the general public has been less willing to entertain speculative scenarios about AI's future dangers. "A lot of people sort of said, 'Oh, good, I can stop paying attention again,'" Toner told me. She wishes more people would think about longer trajectories rather than near-term dangers posed by today's models. It's not that GPT-4 can make a bioweapon, she said. It's that AI is getting better and better at medical research, and at some point, it is surely going to get good at figuring out how to make bioweapons too.



Toby Ord, a philosopher at Oxford University who has worked on AI risk for more than a decade, believes that it's an illusion that progress has stalled out. "We don't have much evidence of that yet," Ord told me. "It's difficult to appropriately calibrate your intuitive responses when something moves forward in these big lurches." The leading AI labs sometimes take years to train new models, and they keep them out of sight for a while after they're trained, to polish them up for consumer use. As a result, there is a bit of a staircase effect: Massive changes are followed by a flatline. "You can find yourself incorrectly oscillating between the sensation that everything is changing and nothing is changing," Ord said.



In the meantime, the AI-risk community has learned a few things. They have learned that solemn statements of purpose drafted during a start-up's founding aren't worth much. They have learned that promises to cooperate with regulators can't be trusted either. The big AI labs initially advertised themselves as being quite friendly to policy makers, Toner told me. They were surprisingly prominent in conversations, in both the media and on Capitol Hill, about AI potentially killing everyone, she said. Some of this solicitousness might have been self-interested--to distract from more immediate regulatory concerns, for instance--but Toner believes that it was in good faith. When those conversations led to actual regulatory proposals, things changed. A lot of the companies no longer wanted to riff about how powerful and dangerous this tech would be, Toner said: "They sort of realized, Hang on, people might believe us.'"



The AI-risk community has also learned that novel corporate-governance structures cannot constrain executives who are hell-bent on acceleration. That was the big lesson of OpenAI's boardroom fiasco. "The governance model at OpenAI was supposed to prevent financial pressures from overrunning things," Ord said. "It didn't work. The people who were meant to hold the CEO to account were unable to do so." The money won.



No matter what the initial intentions of their founders, tech companies tend to eventually resist external safeguards. Even Anthropic--the safety-conscious AI lab founded by a splinter cell of OpenAI researchers who believed that Altman was prioritizing speed over caution--has recently shown signs of bristling at regulation. In June, the company joined an "innovation economy" trade group that is opposing a new AI-safety bill in California, although Anthropic also recently said that the bill's benefits would outweigh its costs. Yudkowsky told me that he's always considered Anthropic a force for harm, based on "personal knowledge of the founders." They want to be in the room where it happens, he said. They want a front-row seat to the creation of a greater-than-human intelligence. They aren't slowing things down; they've become a product company. A few months ago, they released a model that some have argued is better than ChatGPT.



Yudkowsky told me that he wishes AI researchers would all shut down their frontier projects forever. But if AI research is going to continue, he would slightly prefer for it to take place in a national-security context--in a Manhattan Project setting, perhaps in a handful of rich, powerful countries. There would still be arms-race dynamics, of course, and considerably less public transparency. But if some new AI proved existentially dangerous, the big players--the United States and China in particular--might find it easier to form an agreement not to pursue it, compared with a teeming marketplace of 20 to 30 companies spread across several global markets. Yudkowsky emphasized that he wasn't absolutely sure this was true. This kind of thing is hard to know in advance. The precise trajectory of this technology is still so unclear.



For Yudkowsky, only its conclusion is certain. Just before we hung up, he compared his mode of prognostication to that of Leo Szilard, the physicist who in 1933 first beheld a fission chain reaction, not as an experiment in a laboratory but as an idea in his mind's eye. Szilard chose not to publish a paper about it, despite the great acclaim that would have flowed to him. He understood at once how a fission reaction could be used in a terrible weapon. "He saw that Hitler, specifically, was going to be a problem," Yudkowsky said. "He foresaw mutually assured destruction." He did not, however, foresee that the first atomic bomb would be dropped on Japan in August 1945, nor did he predict the precise conditions of its creation in the New Mexico desert. No one can know in advance all the contingencies of a technology's evolution, Yudkowsky said. No one can say whether there will be another ChatGPT moment, or when it might occur. No one can guess what particular technological development will come next, or how people will react to it. The end point, however, he could predict: If we keep on our current path of building smarter and smarter AIs, everyone is going to die.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/08/helen-toner-interview-doomers/679624/?utm_source=feed
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        Kamala Harris and the Black Elite
        Reihan Salam

        If you want an illustration of the extraordinary racial progress America has made over the past 59 years, look to the life of Vice President Kamala Harris, who could now become the second Black president.Born in Oakland, California--a city deeply divided by race, where the Black Power movement gained ground by explicitly rejecting the cause of racial integration--just months after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Harris has achieved great distinction in multiracial milieus, where her cu...

      

      
        The National Interest Is What the President Says It Is
        Phillips Payson O'Brien

        Leaders around the world justify their foreign-policy decisions in the name of the "national interest." Joe Biden and his aides, for example, have used the phrase to defend the administration's approach to cybersecurity, refugee admissions, the Afghan War, and growing tensions with China. National interest is a serious notion, pregnant with ideas about collective aspirations. It evokes geopolitical goals--such as territorial expansion, military hegemony, and regional harmony--that transcend individ...

      

      
        Introducing "Dear James," a New Advice Column
        James Parker

        Are you something of a mystery to yourself?Do you suffer from existential panic, spiritual fatigue, libidinal tangles, and compulsive idiocy? Are your moods beyond your control? Is every straw, for you, the last straw? Do you suspect, from time to time, that the world around you might be an enormous hallucination? Do you forget people's names and then worry about it terribly? Do you weep at bad movies but find yourself unaccountably numb in the face of genuine sadness? Is stress wrecking your com...

      

      
        What a 100-Year-Old Trial Reveals About America
        John Kaag

        Thirty years ago, when I was an eighth grader at a small public school in central Pennsylvania, my biology teacher informed us that we would be studying evolution, which she described as "an alternative theory to the story of divine creation." She was usually imperturbable, but I remember noticing that, just for a moment, her voice had a certain tone; her face, a certain expression--an uncanny mix of anxiety, fear, and rage.Roughly a century ago, the trial of John T. Scopes marked a flash point in...

      

      
        How to Influence People--And Make Friends
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Tertullian, a second-century North African theologian, is often called the "father of Latin Christianity." A prolific author, he was the writer credited with first using the Latin term trinity for the belief in the oneness of God, Jesus, and the holy spirit. He also chronicled the everyday lives of ordinary Christians in the Roman empire, critically commenting on how their powerful pagan overlord...

      

      
        Marijuana Is Too Strong Now
        Malcolm Ferguson

        Updated at 11:08 a.m. ET on August 29, 2024A strange thing has happened on the path to marijuana legalization. Users across all ages and experience levels are noticing that a drug they once turned to for fun and relaxation now triggers existential dread and paranoia. "The density of the nugs is crazy, they're so sticky," a friend from college texted me recently. "I solo'd a joint from the dispensary recently and was tweaking just walking around." (Translation for the non-pot-savvy: This strain of...

      

      
        Laughing at Trump
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsDemocrats are lately employing a strategy against Donald Trump that he has been using effectively against his opponents for years: mockery. It started with the vice-presidential candidate Tim Walz calling Trump "weird" and then bloomed into a bouquet of insults at the Democratic convention: unserious, self-involved, entitled, obsessed with crowd sizes, "fell asleep at his own trial." Where did this strategy come from? Wil...

      

      
        Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024: Highly Commended
        Alan Taylor

        The organizers of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year contest have once more shared a preview of some of the Highly Commended images in this year's competition. The full list of winners, and the Grand Title and Young Grand Title Awards, will be announced in October. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum in London. Captions are provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.To receive an email notification ev...

      

      
        What I Heard at Swifties for Kamala
        Elaine Godfrey

        You might not be shocked to learn that Elizabeth Warren's favorite Taylor Swift song is about cosmic justice."I love 'Karma,'" the senator from Massachusetts said last night during a Zoom event for a group called Swifties for Kamala. "And I have a thing or two to say about private equity!" The 34,000 attendees probably would have cheered, but, as is typical for such a massive webinar, only the organizers had control of the microphone and camera. Warren was undaunted by the lack of response. "It i...

      

      
        Trump Dishonors Fallen Soldiers Again
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.On Monday, Donald Trump visited the sacred ground of Arlington National Cemetery, where many of America's war dead are buried, and posed for photos. In the strangest of these pictures, the former president is smiling and giving a thumbs-up by the grave of a Marine. It's an image of a man who has no idea...

      

      
        The Growing Gender Divide, Three Minutes at a Time
        Spencer Kornhaber

        My friends gave me a bit of grief for the headline of one of my recent articles: "The 'Espresso' Theory of Gender Relations." The title, admittedly, was a bit heady for a story about a catchy song full of beverage-related puns. Was I overintellectualizing pop, which is supposed to be the dumbest music of all?Nah. Sabrina Carpenter, who sings the smash "Espresso"--and its follow-up hit, "Please Please Please"--deserves to be taken seriously. She's part of a crop of women who have made the past year ...

      

      
        Young Men Have Invented a New Way to Defeat Themselves
        Ian Bogost

        It was time to buckle up and face the void. I was going to "rawdog" this flight, a new trend in extreme air travel. Rawdoggers, according to the dubious lore of social-media virality, overcome the longest of long-haul flights (New York to Hong Kong, say, or London to Sydney) by means of nihilism. They claim to spend the entire journey, perhaps as many as 18 hours, doing nothing other than staring at the flight map on the seat-back screen--no movies, no books, and, for the rawdoggiest, not even any...

      

      
        Seven Questions That Should Be Easy for Harris to Answer
        Conor Friedersdorf

        A presidential nominee normally accounts for their past actions in public life and clarifies their plans for the future. This year, Kamala Harris ran in no primaries, and since becoming the presumptive Democratic nominee, has not had a formal press conference where she would be expected to answer questions from reporters. She has not sat down for an in-depth interview on television or with a major paper such as The New York Times and The Washington Post. (CNN recently announced that Harris and he...

      

      
        New York City's Chaos Mayor
        Noah Shachtman

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Eric Adams sounded certain--his city was in crisis. It was September 6, 2023. The mayor of New York was standing in a public-school gym on the West Side of Manhattan, in his shirtsleeves, mic in one hand. "The city we knew, we're about to lose," he warned. More than 100,000 migrants had made their way to New York over the past year. Caring for them would be an all-but-impossible task. "This issue will destroy ...

      

      
        Why Did This Progressive Evangelical Church Fall Apart?
        Dorothy Fortenberry

        It's hard to hear the word of the Lord on Facebook Live. Of all the challenges my family faced in 2020--and there were many--online church was one of the worst. Corralling my children (then 4 and 9) to focus on my small laptop instead of their Legos could be more difficult than Zoom school or Zoom work or keeping enough hand sanitizer in the house. The parish priests did their best to guide us virtually, but it felt like a hollow simulacrum of a service, missing all the parts that had, however brie...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Flying Cauldron
        Alan Taylor

        Kacper Pempel / ReutersThe final Paralympic torchbearers gaze at the "Flying Cauldron" after lighting it in Paris on August 28, 2024. More than 4,400 athletes from more than 180 delegations have gathered in Paris once again, this time to take part in the 2024 Summer Paralympic Games. Competitors will vie for medals in more than 500 events across 22 different sports. Today's opening ceremony was the first to ever be held outside; taking place along the Champs-Elysees, it featured the Parade of Nat...

      

      
        The Corals That Survive Climate Change Will Be Unrecognizable
        Marina Koren

        

Earth belonged to the corals first. And over hundreds of millions of years, they proved themselves remarkably good at adapting to each new version of the planet. As other groups of organisms dropped out of existence, corals endured so many catastrophes that their history reads like a biblical tale of resilience. Through extinctions mass and minor, through volcanic eruptions and asteroid strikes, the corals survived.  And for tiny marine animals, they managed to exert tremendous force on the pla...

      

      
        Trump's Evangelical Supporters Just Lost Their Best Excuse
        Peter Wehner

        The most common argument made by former President Donald Trump's evangelical supporters in defense of their support is that although Trump may not be a moral exemplar, what matters most in electing a president is his policies. And for them, abortion is primus inter pares.Trump is a great pro-life champion, they say, perhaps the greatest in history, and that is what most distinguishes him from the abortion extremism of Kamala Harris. On that basis alone, they insist, Trump, regardless of his fault...

      

      
        The App That Monetized Doing Nothing
        Annie Lowrey

        Photographs by Sarah EllyThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Acathedral-like mountain towers above me; a lake laps at my feet; sunshine distilled through pine needles warms my skin. Close your eyes, a voice intones. Let your shoulders fall naturally and keep your chest open. Take a few full, deep breaths to settle into this moment, inhaling deeply and slowly releasing your breath, allowing any tension you may be holding to soften. Fifteen minut...

      

      
        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 dust...

      

      
        Introducing: <em>We Live Here Now</em>
        Hanna Rosin

        About a year ago, we met our new neighbors--and ultimately found out that they are key figures in the Justice for January 6 movement. One is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was killed in the Capitol building on January 6. Another is the wife of the first person sentenced after standing trial for crimes related to January 6. We could have kept our distance. But instead we got to know them and ended up deep inside their alternate world, one where January 6 was a day when martyrs we...

      

      
        Keepsake
        Roey Leonardi

        You make the coffee,
salted and milk-bright,
and we drink in the window

where last night
I told you of June
while eating red currants.

June, who peeled peaches
never lifting her knife
and called the trees by name.

Who told me I was pretty
when she could hardly speak.
Over whom the nurse wept

and said, I'm sorry,
I loved her. I tried
to make you know her.

We tried to share a life.
Now it's morning
and I can see where I end

and you begin
like a shoreline
or a grave.

Remember the currants,
fr...

      

      
        Jack Smith Isn't Backing Down
        David A. Graham

        When the Supreme Court ruled last month that presidents are immune from prosecution for anything done as an official act, many observers reacted with immediate horror. They warned that the ruling would allow future presidents to act as despots, doing whatever they like without fear of accountability. And in the immediate term, they predicted doom for the federal case against former President Donald Trump for attempting to subvert the 2020 election.The effect of the ruling on future presidents wil...
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Kamala Harris and the Black Elite

The presidential candidate's vision appeals more to college graduates than to the majority of Black Americans.

by Reihan Salam




If you want an illustration of the extraordinary racial progress America has made over the past 59 years, look to the life of Vice President Kamala Harris, who could now become the second Black president.

Born in Oakland, California--a city deeply divided by race, where the Black Power movement gained ground by explicitly rejecting the cause of racial integration--just months after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Harris has achieved great distinction in multiracial milieus, where her cultural literacy and deft code-switching have proved enormous assets. In the mid-1960s, Black elected officials almost exclusively represented Black-majority jurisdictions, and a Black presence in elite institutions was exceedingly rare. By the time Harris first won elected office in 2004, in contrast, she had settled in San Francisco, a city with a small and shrinking Black population, where it was essential for her to build a multiracial political coalition.

Harris's political "launching pad," according to the Politico reporter Michael Kruse, was "the tightly knit world of San Francisco high society," which embraced her as one of its own. Harris came of age amid a rapid expansion of economic opportunity for Black Americans, and especially Black women; her ascent reflects the diversification of the American elite and a growing openness to Black political talent among non-Black voters, both developments that are very much worthy of celebration.

One could argue that Harris's emergence as the Democratic presidential nominee, like Barack Obama's before her, is a fulfillment of the civil-rights-era promise of racial integration. Consider, for example, the striking racial diversity of her inner circle, which includes her brother-in-law, Tony West, chief legal officer at Uber; Disney Entertainment Co-chair Dana Walden; and of course her husband, Doug Emhoff, an accomplished entertainment lawyer. Harris's social world is anything but segregated.

Yet there are rival conceptions of racial progress in American life, and the discourse surrounding Harris's political rise has overlooked a potential vulnerability for the Democratic coalition in the long run--the cultural and ideological distance separating the progressive Black elite from the working- and middle-class Black majority.

Read: Identity politics loses its power

Because Blackness has historically been treated as monolithic, informed by a shared experience of persecution and marginalization, scholars and policy makers have long ignored the Black elite and its central role in America's racial landscape. As a multiracial daughter of skilled immigrants who is very much at home among upwardly mobile professionals, Harris is best understood as a pioneering member of a Black elite that has been powerfully shaped by rising educational attainment, affluence, immigration, and intermarriage.

From 2002 to 2022, for example, the share of Black adults over 25 with a postgraduate degree increased from 5.3 to 10.6 percent. Over the same period, the share of Black families earning $200,000 or more, adjusted for inflation, rose from 3.9 to 8.4 percent. Those gains haven't erased inequality; the share of Asian and white adults with a postgraduate degree remains significantly higher than that of Black adults (27.1 percent and 15.7 percent respectively), as does the share of Asian and white families earning $200,000 or more (28.1 percent and 18.2 percent). Nevertheless, these numbers speak to the emergence of a large and flourishing Black upper-middle class.

Rising Black immigration from the Caribbean and Africa, meanwhile, has infused the Black American population with self-selected newcomers who are more likely to be high earners than their native-born counterparts. More than one-fifth of Black Americans are either foreign-born or second-generation, and Black newcomers tend to settle in higher-opportunity neighborhoods and regions than Black natives.

And though Black-white interracial unions remain rare, the number has increased in recent years. As the number of interracial unions has increased, so too has the number of mixed births. Although finding detailed demographic information on all multiracial Black households is difficult, a Pew analysis of data from the 2022 American Community Survey shows that they have a median household income 21.2 percent higher than that of monoracial non-Hispanic Black households.

Needless to say, these various social developments don't perfectly intersect. It is certainly not the case that all high-earning Black adults have postgraduate degrees, are immigrants, or are partnered with non-Black adults. But compared with the Black population generally, the new Black elite, forged in selective colleges and universities, is disproportionately first- and second-generation, intermarried or mixed-race, and suburban.

Read: What Trump's Kamala Harris smear reveals

The distinctiveness of the Black elite could have a number of political implications. One is that as the cultural and socioeconomic distance between the Black elite and the Black majority increases, so too could the power of the Black elite to shape Black political behavior.

No one is surprised when educated and affluent white voters vote differently from working-class white voters. The notion of a Black "diploma divide" is less familiar. Despite considerable ideological diversity among Black voters, the Black electorate has been largely united behind Democratic candidates for decades. For years, the dominant explanation for the persistence of Black political unity has been the idea of "linked fate," or the notion that Black voters see their individual interests as bound up with the status and well-being of Black Americans as a group. More recently, the political scientists Ismail K. White and Chryl N. Laird have attributed Black political unity to the practice of "racialized social constraint," in which some Black individuals work to protect the interests of the group by shaming or otherwise punishing other Black individuals who threaten to defect from the group's partisan norm. This practice of enforcing group partisan norms occurs through predominantly Black social networks, including in online spaces, such as Black Twitter. If White and Laird are right, the question becomes which Black individuals and communities have the authority to establish group political expectations.

In his 1903 essay on "The Talented Tenth," the renowned sociologist and civil-rights activist W. E. B. Du Bois envisioned an elite cadre of exemplary Black women and men--an "aristocracy of talent and character"--that would provide the wider Black population with civic and social leadership. Though a man of the left, Du Bois was a frank elitist, who believed that it was "from the top downward that culture filters," and that in the history of human progress, "the Talented Tenth rises and pulls all that are worth saving up to their vantage ground." He took for granted that there would be a durable link between this educated ethnic vanguard and the Black masses, and that elite norms and behaviors would trickle down over time. The Black elite would set the agenda for Black advancement, and the Black majority would fall in line.

But as the Black elite grows apart from the Black majority--in its ethnocultural self-understanding, level of education and wealth attainment, and commitment to cosmopolitan ideals--expect its political authority to diminish.

Consider the politics of immigration, a major flash point in the 2024 presidential election. During Harris's 2020 presidential campaign, she backed a number of progressive immigration priorities, including decriminalizing illegal border crossings, a position that her campaign recently reversed in a statement to Axios. This is one of several issues where a meaningful gap separates college-educated and non-college-educated Black voters. In 2020, before an intensifying border crisis moved public opinion in a sharply restrictionist direction, the American National Election Studies survey found that although 40 percent of college-educated Black respondents favored increasing immigration levels, the same was true of only 27 percent of non-college-educated Black respondents. When asked if immigrants were likely to take away jobs from Americans, 71 percent of non-college-educated Black respondents said they were at least somewhat likely to do so; among college-educated Black respondents, just 53 percent said the same.

Given that the college-educated Black population is more cosmopolitan, affluent, and likely to have recent immigrant ties, it makes intuitive sense that they would be more favorably disposed toward immigration. But those differences in lived experience might also diminish the ability of elite Black political actors to enforce a pro-immigration partisan norm against Black dissenters.

Then there are the differences between the Black elite and the Black majority when it comes to the role of race in public life.

Over the course of her long career in elected office, Harris has not evinced many fixed ideological commitments. But she has been consistent in her adherence to "progressive racialism," or the belief that the cause of racial justice demands a more vigorous embrace of race-conscious policy making. In the U.S. Senate and the White House, she has championed race-preferential college admissions and hiring programs, environmental-justice initiatives, and cultural-competency training, among other race-conscious policy measures. In this regard, Harris is representative of her class.

Shortly before the Supreme Court ruled against race-preferential college admissions in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard and Students for Fair Admissions v. University of North Carolina, a Pew survey found that although U.S. adults opposed them by a margin of 50 to 33 percent, Black adults favored them by a margin of 47 to 29 percent. However, this overall level of support masked a telling divide among Black respondents. Sixty-four percent of Black college graduates backed race-preferential admissions; support fell to 42 percent for Black respondents with some college or less. This wasn't because a far larger number of non-college-educated Black respondents were opposed to race-preferential admission--it's because a much higher share said they weren't sure.

One explanation is that elite discourse has greatly exaggerated the role of racial preferences in redressing racial inequality. For one, only a small fraction of U.S. undergraduates attend colleges and universities selective enough for racial preferences to matter. In a recent working paper, the economists Francisca A. Antman, Brian Duncan, and Michael F. Lovenheim compared underrepresented minority students in four states which banned racial preferences in public higher education to students in states that left preferences in place. Comparing outcomes before and after the bans and between states, they found that prohibiting preferences had virtually no impact on educational attainment, earnings, or employment for Black or Hispanic men, and may even have improved Black men's labor-market prospects. While banning preferences produced worse outcomes for Hispanic women, in most cases there were also no statistically significant harms to Black women.

Assuming that these findings hold true more broadly, the impact of racial preferences on the life chances of Black Americans appears to have been negligible. Moreover, defending unpopular racial preferences may have made it more difficult to advance other policies that would have done more to foster Black upward mobility. Viewed through this lens, it is not surprising that many middle- and working-class Black voters are indifferent to the fate of race-preferential admissions, or that so many oppose them outright.

Read: 'White Dudes for Harris' was a missed opportunity 

Even if we stipulate that race-preferential admissions did not benefit Black Americans as a whole, they did offer concentrated benefits to the relatively small number of Black individuals who were in a position to take advantage of them. A 2023 YouGov / Economist survey found that only 11 percent of Black respondents felt that affirmative action had a positive impact on their lives, or just over half of the 19 percent who felt that it had had any impact at all. But Black women and men who believe deeply in the benefits of race-preferential admissions have been well represented in high-status jobs, and they've played an outsize role in shaping the domestic-policy agenda of the progressive left. That could be part of why progressive policy makers have made such a sharp turn in favor of race-conscious policies in the post-Obama era, despite their deep unpopularity.

As Black political unity starts to fade, Harris has a choice to make. Building on the policy agenda she developed for her 2020 presidential campaign and the record of the Biden-Harris administration, the vice president can champion the race-conscious policies that have proved so resonant among the progressive Black elite in the hope that doing so will inspire a renewed politics of Black solidarity. The challenge for this Talented Tenth approach is that the Black voters who have been most receptive to Donald Trump are younger and working-class. These are Black Americans who came of age in the 1990s and 2000s, against the backdrop of rising Black cultural and political influence. They are less embedded in the Black Church, an institution that has played a crucial role in inculcating norms of racial solidarity. And they are not embedded in the modern university, where racial identity and preferences have been most salient. In short, they seem skeptical of the profound racial pessimism so common on the progressive left.

Rather than lean into progressive racialism, Harris could seek to appeal to middle- and working-class voters of all groups, including disaffected Black voters, by downplaying race consciousness in favor of populist and patriotic themes, drawing on the lessons of Obama's successful 2008 and 2012 campaigns. Doing so would make life more difficult for those of us on the right who oppose Harris's vision for American political economy and our role in the world--but it would be an encouraging portent of racial progress to come.
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The National Interest Is What the President Says It Is

Even in a democracy, geopolitical strategy is determined mainly by the personal preferences of its leader. American voters should take note.

by Phillips Payson O'Brien




Leaders around the world justify their foreign-policy decisions in the name of the "national interest." Joe Biden and his aides, for example, have used the phrase to defend the administration's approach to cybersecurity, refugee admissions, the Afghan War, and growing tensions with China. National interest is a serious notion, pregnant with ideas about collective aspirations. It evokes geopolitical goals--such as territorial expansion, military hegemony, and regional harmony--that transcend individual politicians and are pursued over the course of decades or centuries.

This view of national interest is stirring. It is also divorced from reality in most cases. As American voters prepare to elect a new president, they should take note: Although broad perceptions about what is good for a nation do play a role in shaping its foreign policy, its geopolitical strategy--even in a democracy--is determined mainly by the personal preferences of its leader.

In my latest book, The Strategists: Churchill, Stalin, Roosevelt, Mussolini, and Hitler--How War Made Them, and How They Made War, I examine the control that five national leaders exerted over their country during World War II. One theory of international relations holds that plans developed by established government institutions limit a leader's prerogatives and are principally responsible for a country's approach to foreign affairs even in wartime. Yet Hitler and Stalin crushed opposition within their governments, forging ahead with their own strategies. Bureaucratic checks meant to limit power were rendered ineffective in the democratic powers as well: Franklin D. Roosevelt and Winston Churchill outmaneuvered political rivals and military officials who disagreed with their views. Individual leaders' choices, not policy proposals carefully debated in government departments, were the main factor affecting the fate of hundreds of millions of people and the outcome of the war.

Years before the 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor, as the potential for simultaneous conflicts across the Atlantic and the Pacific was becoming clearer and clearer, the State Department, White House staff, and the military devised a policy that presumed Germany to be the greater threat, and committed to prioritizing its defeat over Japan's should the U.S. end up at war with both at the same time. Although Roosevelt understood the logic of this approach--and paid lip service to it after Pearl Harbor--he chose not to direct the U.S. toward a Germany-first policy. Instead, under his watch, about half of U.S. military equipment was used to fight the Japanese--an approach that, he believed, would have the benefit of placating voters who wanted the U.S. to make a substantial effort against the country that had attacked Pearl Harbor.

To a striking degree, the way the United States conducted World War II was a consequence of Roosevelt's own experience as the assistant secretary of the Navy during World War I--a period that made him appreciate the benefits of overwhelming the enemy with machinery, as well as the risks of ground warfare. When he traveled to France in 1918 to tour the front lines, the battlefield disgusted him. The conditions for soldiers were too crowded, and he wrote in his diary that "the smell of dead horses" offended his "sensitive naval" nose. Instead, he fixated on logistics and material: the deployment of large naval guns, transported on land via train carriages, to batter German lines; a push for rapid advances in aircraft and bomb technology. He promoted a plan to thwart German U-boat attacks by creating a minefield across the entire North Sea rather than putting Allied ships at risk. (The scheme was not complete when the war ended.) Roosevelt's work during this period also showed him the value of working closely with trusted international partners such as Britain and France. Strong alliances, he came to learn, were how modern wars were won.

Read: We still need to Trump-proof America

Unlike many Americans, Roosevelt did not become an isolationist after World War I. He understood that aggressive authoritarian regimes had to be stopped and believed that the U.S. could protect many of its own interests via machinery and alliances. He was so wedded to these two ideas that, during World War II, he provided Britain and the Soviet Union with massive amounts of aid without expecting any repayment. So much better, Roosevelt believed, to strengthen U.S. allies and let them do much of the land fighting. This approach led to one of his greatest successes as a war leader. Even though the United States deployed substantially more forces to the Pacific theater than its European allies did, it saw fewer military casualties as a percentage of its population than did each of the other major powers of the war; it suffered 400,000 military deaths, compared with approximately 10 million for the Soviet Union, more than 4 million for Germany, and almost 2 million for Japan.

Roosevelt had less success implementing his goals after the Axis powers' defeat. He envisioned a postwar world run by what he called the "four policemen"--the U.S., the Soviet Union, Britain, and China--all operating through the United Nations. Yet his approach was fundamentally egocentric; Roosevelt surely had plans for how he would use the new international body to promote peace and protect American interests, but those plans died with him in April 1945, along with any tacit agreements he might have reached with Stalin and Churchill. Roosevelt's successor, Harry Truman, had little idea what Roosevelt's policies really were.



A president's instincts still define much of the United States' activities abroad. Biden understood the benefits of assisting Ukraine when Russia began preparations to invade. But the president's fear of nuclear escalation with Russia, along with his misguided confidence in Washington's ability to micromanage the course of the war, has hampered Ukraine's ability to maximize the benefits of Western weaponry.

Kamala Harris's time as a senator and as vice president hasn't revealed much about whether and how the Democratic nominee's view of America's national interests might differ from Biden's. But she has at least shown a basic willingness to work with formal U.S. allies in NATO and Asia and to support democratic states such as Ukraine that want to be U.S. allies. She's unlikely to slip into a dangerous and delusional isolation, thinking the U.S. can somehow live in the world without friends.

Her opponent, meanwhile, has defined America's national interest in terms of his personal whims. Donald Trump seems mostly disdainful of long-standing democratic allies, saying he would be more than happy to leave Europe to "go to hell" and recently criticizing Taiwan as an economic threat to the United States.

Read: The alarming scope of the president's emergency powers

Trump is an unabashed admirer of dictators, regularly praising North Korea's Kim Jong Un and China's Xi Jinping. Trump's greatest affection is for Russia's Vladimir Putin, and accordingly, the former president has sought to block U.S. assistance to Ukraine. If Trump regains the White House, he could weaken America's global position in a way that no president has done before, sacrificing close relationships to curry favor with regimes that are eager to undermine the United States. He and his family might personally make money, via their real-estate holdings and other businesses, from countries that want to influence American policy. Trump is the ultimate example of why there is no such thing as national interest independent of the sentiments of national leaders.

If Trump decides that America's interests lie in giving in to dictators rather than defending democracy, the bureaucracy won't constrain him. Ultimately, voters get the policy of the candidate whom they put into power.
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Introducing "Dear James," a New Advice Column

For all your existential worries

by James Parker




Are you something of a mystery to yourself?

Do you suffer from existential panic, spiritual fatigue, libidinal tangles, and compulsive idiocy? Are your moods beyond your control? Is every straw, for you, the last straw? Do you suspect, from time to time, that the world around you might be an enormous hallucination? Do you forget people's names and then worry about it terribly? Do you weep at bad movies but find yourself unaccountably numb in the face of genuine sadness? Is stress wrecking your complexion, your joints, your digestive system? Do you experience a surge of pristine chaotic energy at precisely the moment that you should be falling asleep? Are you doing much too much of this, and not nearly enough of that?

In other words: Are you a human being?

If so, "Dear James" might be for you. Beginning September 17, I will be addressing readers' problems in a weekly advice column. I want to hear about what's ailing, torturing, or nagging you. Please submit your lifelong or in-the-moment problems to dearjames@theatlantic.com.

By submitting a letter, you've agreed to let The Atlantic use it--in part or in full--in our magazine and on our website. We may edit for length and clarity. All submissions will be published anonymously.
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What a 100-Year-Old Trial Reveals About America

A new book on the Scopes case traces a long-simmering culture war--and the fear that often drives both sides.

by John Kaag




Thirty years ago, when I was an eighth grader at a small public school in central Pennsylvania, my biology teacher informed us that we would be studying evolution, which she described as "an alternative theory to the story of divine creation." She was usually imperturbable, but I remember noticing that, just for a moment, her voice had a certain tone; her face, a certain expression--an uncanny mix of anxiety, fear, and rage.

Roughly a century ago, the trial of John T. Scopes marked a flash point in an American culture war--between religious faith and science--that has been waged, in one form or another, to this day. In her new book, Keeping the Faith: God, Democracy, and the Trial That Riveted a Nation, Brenda Wineapple offers a definitive account of the 1925 trial, in which a small-town teacher was brought to court for teaching evolution and accused of undermining Christian creationism. But more important, Wineapple's book provides a vivid account of how fear has always acted on our national consciousness--and a way of coming to terms with our own fractured political present.

The Scopes "monkey trial," as the journalist H. L. Mencken, who covered the proceedings, called it, was never really about Scopes himself--the mild-mannered, 24-year-old biology instructor charged with violating Tennessee's Butler Act, which prohibited the teaching of evolution in state-funded schools. Instead, it was about the competing ambitions of the two figures who would engage in a fervent battle over Scopes's fate: Clarence Darrow, who took the defense, and William Jennings Bryan, the three-time Democratic nominee for president, who assumed the prosecution for the state.

Read: When conservative parents revolt

At the time of the trial, Darrow, a newly elected member of the National Committee of the ACLU, was committed to protecting academic freedom in primary and secondary schools, including the right to teach Darwinian evolution. His ambition, however, was much greater: to combat ignorance in all its forms, even if that meant disputing the Bible. Bryan, conversely, had made a career of placing Christian conservatism at the center of American politics. He thought academic freedom was dangerously overrated, especially in perilous times. As Wineapple writes, Bryan believed that "Darwin's theory ... allowed the strong to exploit the weak, and in the name of perfecting humans created humans without God but who think of themselves as gods."

In Wineapple's incisive treatment, the trial reveals how opponents in a cultural conflict can be similarly vulnerable and shortsighted. Throughout the book, she echoes another reporter who covered the proceedings, who wrote in one dispatch that, "at bottom, down in their hearts," people on both sides of the debate were "equally at a loss." The whole country did go a bit mad over the monkey trial: Some supposedly enlightened intellectuals--we might call them liberals today--attacked all things spiritual and religious (Darrow, for one, simply laughed at the "amen"s uttered in the courtroom). Many Christians galvanized around the value of unquestioned faith and rejected critical discourse. The KKK, who saw in Bryan a champion, murmured "America Forever" in their growing ranks. All the while, onlookers continued to purchase monkey souvenirs on the streets of Dayton, Tennessee, where the trial was held.

Many people around the world looked on with equal parts awe, embarrassment, and disgust. It was a moment when a relatively young country showed itself to be without tact or sense.

What those outside the United States might have viewed with bewilderment makes perfect sense to a historian like Wineapple. Modern notions of democracy and religious liberty were written into the founding of the United States, and yet a portion of its population has always looked to God and the Bible in moments of crisis. Even as the colonies struggled to survive in the 1740s, a religious "awakening" saw settlers turning to scripture and looking to evangelism to provide purpose in an uncertain world. The aftermath of World War I--defined by stark economic conditions, global mourning, and the wholesale destruction of Europe--roused a certain strain of Christian America, including people like Bryan, who believed that restoring religious ideas of tradition, unity, and purity would protect the country from turmoil.

The United States was never as traditional, unified, or pure as Bryan claimed, but that scarcely mattered to him or his followers. What did matter was his fear that conservatives were losing what they took to be their God-given place in the world. According to Wineapple, "Underlying this anxiety about the origins of humankind was of course another anxiety: that the vaunted superiority of the so-called Nordics may be a fiction." Evolution implied that life originated, in the words of a commentator, "in the jungle" in Africa, not a divine paradise. Bryan's defense of creationism doubled as an endorsement of a subset of white America. The Chicago Defender wrote that evolution "conflicts with the South's idea of her own importance. Anything which tends to break down her doctrine of white superiority she fights.'"

But the prosecution also had an existential fear that Darrow's defense, mocking and acerbic, neglected. Divine Creation, for Christians like Bryan, held within it the promise that human life amounted to something worthwhile. To Bryan, Scopes's choice to teach Darwin was a self-conscious affront to the moral order--and any meaningful future for humanity. Bryan's anxiety, as Wineapple describes it, reflected "the fear of the new, the different, the fear that if you admit knowledge or information, the world you know would be unrecognizable, alien, and terrifying."

Wineapple's account of the trial is a reminder of how political polarization is often an outgrowth of fear. And when the fate of a nation seems to be at stake, there can be little room for common ground. Bryan appealed to the Christian faith of his southern audience, arguing that only through adherence to dogma would America be preserved. In the words of Mencken, "To call a man a doubter in these parts is equal to accusing him of cannibalism." Darrow, meanwhile, was afraid of being locked into a political and legal system that would inhibit progress in all its forms. And in the tumult, something very important was lost. Wineapple writes, "For all their differences and animosity, William Jennings Bryan and Clarence Darrow were more alike in some ways than either of them would admit. The journalist William Allen White ... characterized them as equally ardent, emotional, and committed to the ideal of a better world." Their visions of this world, however, were starkly different.

Read: The politics of fear itself

It's no spoiler, nor does it ruin the tension of Wineapple's outstanding book, to reveal that the jury found Scopes guilty of violating the Butler Act, which would stand for another 42 years. Scopes was fined the minimum amount, $100. Bryan, Christian fundamentalists, and the anti-evolutionists claimed victory. And two weeks after the trial ended, the KKK marched on Washington, D.C., in throngs.

But according to Wineapple, Darrow had the last word: "The way of the world is all very, very weird ... You may be sure that the powers of reaction and despotism never sleep ... and in these days when conservatism is in the saddle, we have to be very watchful." In 2024, most high-school teachers in the United States teach evolution--even if some might do so with the reluctance I witnessed in the eighth grade. Darrow needn't have been so fearful that the circumstances surrounding the Scopes trial might permanently forestall social and political change. And yet, he was right to warn Americans that progress is never assured.
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How to Influence People--And Make Friends

The key to persuasion is not beating people over the head with your better ideas--it's listening sincerely to what they have to say.

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.

Tertullian, a second-century North African theologian, is often called the "father of Latin Christianity." A prolific author, he was the writer credited with first using the Latin term trinity for the belief in the oneness of God, Jesus, and the holy spirit. He also chronicled the everyday lives of ordinary Christians in the Roman empire, critically commenting on how their powerful pagan overlords regarded them:

It is mainly the deeds of a love so noble that lead many [Romans] to put a brand upon us [Christians]. See, they say, how they love one another, for [they] themselves are animated by mutual hatred; and how they are ready even to die for one another, for they themselves will sooner put [others] to death.


Tertullian's fellow Christians didn't just love one another, of course. They followed the teachings of Jesus, who had enjoined them to love their enemies as well.

This love was seen as stupid and weak by many Romans at the time, but it eventually won out: The once-fledgling faith gradually drew converts from all over the empire and in the end became the official religion of Rome. If those early Christians had been violent and hate-filled, the faith would probably have come and gone like any number of cults over the centuries.

No matter what your religious views, if you want to persuade others to consider a better way through the strong disagreements of these tumultuous times, you can take a valuable lesson from these early Christians. Amid a contentious election, unrest on campuses and in cities, and a world full of conflict, you may find that if left to your instincts, lashing out is all too easy.

If you succumb to rage, you are likely to end up wielding your most sincerely held values as a weapon. Doing so will influence no one who doesn't already agree with you. Worse, it will provoke equal-but-opposite angry dogmatism. If, however, you fight such reflexive inclinations and learn instead to offer your values as a gift, others might actually change their mind and follow your lead.

From the May 1892 issue: Private life in Ancient Rome

Humans have a need to share their beliefs and values with other people. When you feel strongly about something, positively or negatively, it's hard not to talk about it; opinions feel as though they were made for sharing. This has a solid logic: Sharing emotions and opinions can lead to imitation, which can in turn create coalitions and reinforce relationships. When you share a feeling about something and someone agrees in both their behavior and expression, social psychologists have found, you may become more emotionally attuned to one another and have more positive social interactions.

The emotions and opinions we share with others to build a relationship are as likely to be negative or critical as not. Think of a conversation you had with a work colleague when you complained about your idiot boss--how your colleague sympathetically adopted your attitude of bitter disdain and how that exchange reinforced the bond between you. Researchers have shown that gossip is a common way to promote trust among members of an in-group, even if it involves reckless calumnies about others.

Positive emotions, though, may be better at eliciting mimicry than negative emotions. In one 2007 experiment, people were shown videos of people laughing, yawning, frowning, or maintaining a neutral expression. They found that viewers were 83 percent more likely to emulate laughter than frowning (and they were even more likely to mimic yawns). Similarly, in 2015, psychologists writing in the journal Emotion found that people tend to imitate the behavioral mannerisms of people who intentionally helped them.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why it's nice to know you

Besides creating a bond, another reason you might want to induce someone to model themselves on your feelings is to get them to modify their views. To achieve that result, you can usually choose whether to frame your views positively or negatively. So you might tell someone either that you're voting for a particular presidential candidate because you believe this person will make the country stronger and fairer and you want that better future, or that the other candidate will ruin democracy forever and anyone who disagrees is a fool.

The angle you choose is important, and that choice will depend on your goal and your interlocutor's disposition. If the intended audience--say, your carefully curated silo of social-media followers--already agrees with you, then your negativity can raise the intensity of their views. In particular, as the psychologist Ronald W. Rogers demonstrated in the 1970s with his influential "protection motivation theory," people can be very effectively influenced when an appeal focuses on the noxiousness of a threat, the probability that it will occur, and the potential efficacy of a response. For example, you might try to fire people up by saying, "If we don't all work for Candidate X, this will probably be the last democratic election in U.S. history," or, "If we don't turn out to vote for Candidate Y, immigrants will bring crime to our town and take our jobs."

Of course, this kind of negative framing won't work for someone who isn't already inclined to think the way you do. If I don't think the opposing candidate actually is a threat to democracy, I will simply judge your statement to be hyperbolic and biased--and you won't get me to mimic you at all.

To an even greater degree, if I disagree with you and your views contain hatred and anger toward opponents, what you say will harden my values against yours. This is the so-called boomerang effect, demonstrated in the 1960s by two psychologists who showed that when people are insulted over the opinions they hold, they are much more likely to dig into their position against that of the insulter.

Arthur C. Brooks: A gentler, better way to change minds

The boomerang effect can be hard to observe when we're dealing with a complex social interaction involving such abstractions as opinions and feelings. To give a more concrete instance: Imagine I came to your house with a beautiful bunch of flowers to share with you, but when you opened the door, I hit you with the bouquet. Obviously, the gesture would hardly make me a persuasive person or recommend my views to you; all you'd want is to get me off your porch. This is essentially what happens when you use your values as a weapon, not as a gift.

If you suspect you've been inflicting your views and feelings on others as though you were walloping them with what you wanted to share, that imaginary scenario may be worth reflecting on. On a larger scale, this kind of behavior may be why every debate in America today seems to go straight to DEFCON 1, a level of alarm and vigilance on the brink of outright war. So, if you want to be more persuasive, consider a few new ways to understand and manage your own feelings, and share them more positively--in other words, turn them back into a gift, rather than wielding them as a weapon.

1. Focus on what we agree on.
 Agreement in beliefs can be quite hard to come by when all that you and those around you have been focusing on is your disagreements. But this can be done. Consider the words of President Barack Obama. After his hard-fought reelection victory in 2012, a campaign that was at times bitter and vituperative, he could have reinforced the ideological differences he had with Republicans and said that their views were inferior, dangerous, and rejected by all right-thinking people. But that would have simply boomeranged the losing side in that election even more into greater bitterness.

Instead, Obama focused on unity, on "the bonds that hold together the most diverse nation on Earth ... love and charity and duty and patriotism. That's what makes America great." Even more impressive, perhaps, in their magnanimity were the words of concession from Mitt Romney, the defeated candidate. After congratulating Obama on his victory, Romney exhorted the country to unite behind the president. "We look to Democrats and Republicans in government at all levels to put the people before the politics," he said. "I believe in the people of America."

2. Stop talking.
 The easiest way to turn your values from a weapon to a gift is to close your mouth and listen when someone disagrees with you. This was the fundamental conclusion from two scholars in 2016 writing in the journal Science. The scholars were seeking to understand how people might change their views on sensitive topics, such as minority rights. What they found was that it did not involve forceful arguments, righteous anger, or overwhelming data. In fact, people were most likely to shift their sympathies when they were prompted toward "perspective taking": Canvassers asked respondents to talk about a time when they felt judged negatively for being different, and then, after listening to the respondents' answers carefully, the canvassers encouraged them to apply that experience to how they might think about other people considered different. True listening is a gift--and people find it very persuasive.

3. Refuse to be used.
 I have my own version of the old saying "If you're playing poker and don't know who the sucker is, it's you." Here's mine: "When you hate for ideological reasons, someone is profiting--and it isn't you." In today's controversies, many people are eager to conscript you into a culture war in order to gin up political support, increase their power, build television viewership, gain greater social-media following, or boost their ego. This year, declare your independence from the Outrage Industrial Complex in politics, in media, and on campus by offering your views as a source of hope and love.

George Goehl: How we got Trump voters to change their mind

If weaponized values are not effective in persuading others, why do we persist in using them this way? The answer is simple: It feels satisfying, like scratching an itch. But the ultimate effect is more like scratching a poison-ivy exposure: It's devilishly hard to resist and momentarily feels wonderful, but the result gets worse and worse as the itch turns into a festering wound.

We can realize far greater happiness in the long run when we resist that immediate urge. In the Apologeticus, Tertullian makes this point when he speaks of "the joy of the people in our trouble." Such a cheerful display of love and acceptance in the face of persecution seemed "utterly reasonless" to non-Christians, but Tertullian's fellow believers were making a gift of their faith in a way that eventually overcame the hostility.

Similarly, if you decide to share your values as a loving gift and turn your back on hate, you will probably, at first, hear harsh words from some former allies that your new outlook is reasonless. Smile, listen, and answer them with kindness and more listening.
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Marijuana Is Too Strong Now

As weed has become easier to obtain, it has become harder to smoke.

by Malcolm Ferguson




Updated at 11:08 a.m. ET on August 29, 2024

A strange thing has happened on the path to marijuana legalization. Users across all ages and experience levels are noticing that a drug they once turned to for fun and relaxation now triggers existential dread and paranoia. "The density of the nugs is crazy, they're so sticky," a friend from college texted me recently. "I solo'd a joint from the dispensary recently and was tweaking just walking around." (Translation for the non-pot-savvy: This strain of marijuana is not for amateurs.)

In 2022, the federal government reported that, in samples seized by the Drug Enforcement Administration, average levels of tetrahydrocannabinol, or THC--the psychoactive compound in weed that makes you feel high--had more than tripled compared with 25 years earlier, from 5 to 16 percent. That may understate how strong weed has gotten. Walk into any dispensary in the country, legal or not, and you'll be hard-pressed to find a single product advertising such a low THC level. Most strains claim to be at least 20 to 30 percent THC by weight; concentrated weed products designed for vaping can be labeled as up to 90 percent.

For the average weed smoker who wants to take a few hits without getting absolutely blitzed, this is frustrating. For some, it can be dangerous. In the past few years, reports have swelled of people, especially teens, experiencing short- and long-term "marijuana-induced psychosis," with consequences including hospitalizations for chronic vomiting and auditory hallucinations of talking birds. Multiple studies have drawn a link between heavy use of high-potency marijuana, in particular, and the development of psychological disorders, including schizophrenia, although a causal connection hasn't been proved.

Read: Marijuana's health effects are about to get a whole lot clearer

"It's entirely possible that this new kind of cannabis--very strong, used in these very intensive patterns--could do permanent brain damage to teenagers because that's when the brain is developing a lot," Keith Humphreys, a Stanford psychiatry professor and a former drug-policy adviser to the Obama administration, told me. Humphreys stressed that the share of people who have isolated psychotic episodes on weed will be "much larger" than the number of people who end up permanently altered. But even a temporary bout of psychosis is pretty bad.

One of the basic premises of the legalization movement is that marijuana, if not harmless, is pretty close to it--arguably much less dangerous than alcohol. But much of the weed being sold today is not the same stuff that people were getting locked up for selling in the 1990s and 2000s. You don't have to be a War on Drugs apologist to be worried about the consequences of unleashing so much super-high-potency weed into the world.

The high that most adult weed smokers remember from their teenage years is most likely one produced by "mids," as in, middle-tier weed. In the pre-legalization era, unless you had a connection with access to top-shelf strains such as Purple Haze and Sour Diesel, you probably had to settle for mids (or, one step down, "reggie," as in regular weed) most of the time. Today, mids are hard to come by.

The simplest explanation for this is that the casual smokers who pine for the mids and reggies of their youth aren't the industry's top customers. Serious stoners are. According to research by Jonathan P. Caulkins, a public-policy professor at Carnegie Mellon, people who report smoking more than 25 times a month make up about a third of marijuana users but account for about two-thirds of all marijuana consumption. Such regular users tend to develop a high tolerance, and their tastes drive the industry's cultivation decisions.

The industry is not shy about this fact. In May, I attended the National Cannabis Investment Summit in Washington D.C., where investors used the terms high-quality and potent almost interchangeably. They told me that high THC percentages do well with heavy users--the dedicated wake-and-bakers and the joint-before-bed crowd. "Thirty percent THC is the new 20 percent," Ryan Cohen, a Michigan-based cultivator, told me. "Our target buyer is the guy who just worked 40 hours a week and wants to get high as fuck on a budget."

Smaller producers might conceivably carve out a niche catering to those of us who prefer a milder high. But because of the way the legal weed market has developed, they're struggling just to exist. As states have been left alone to determine what their legal weed markets will look like, limited licensing has emerged as the favored apparatus. That approach has led to legal weed markets becoming dominated by large, well-financed "multistate operators," in industry jargon.

Across the country, MSOs are buying up licenses, acquiring smaller brands, and lobbying politicians to stick prohibitions on home-growing into their legalization bills. The result is an illusion of endless choice and a difficult climate for the little guy. Minnesota's 15 medical dispensaries are owned by two MSOs. All 23 of Virginia's are owned by three different MSOs. Some states have tried to lower barriers to entry, but the big chains still tend to overpower the market. (Notable exceptions are California and Colorado, which have a longer history with legal marijuana licensing, and where the markets are less dominated by mega-chains.) Despite the profusion of stores in some states and the apparent variety of strains on the shelf, most people who walk into a dispensary will choose from a limited number of suppliers that maximize for THC percentage.

If the incentives of the market point to ever-higher concentrations of THC, one path to milder varieties would be government regulation. But legal weed exists largely in a regulatory vacuum.

Six years ago, my colleague Annie Lowrey observed that "the lack of federal involvement in legalization has meant that marijuana products are not being safety-tested like pharmaceuticals; measured and dosed like food products; subjected to agricultural-safety and pesticide standards like crops; and held to labeling standards like alcohol." Very little has changed since she wrote that. Some states have limited THC percentages per serving for edibles, but only Vermont and Connecticut have potency caps on so-called flower, meaning the old-fashioned kind of weed that you smoke in leaf form. And then there's the Wild West of legal hemp-derived THC products, which functionally have no potency limits at all.

Read: Congress accidentally legalized weed six years ago

Marijuana is still illegal under the federal Controlled Substances Act. States have been allowed to do their own thing, but the lack of federal legalization has meant a lack of federal regulation. In May, the Department of Justice officially proposed rescheduling marijuana from Schedule 1 under the CSA, where heroin is, to Schedule 3, where ketamine and anabolic steroids are. That change, if it happens, will dramatically expand medical-marijuana research and access, but it won't affect the recreational market at all.

To establish an approach to marijuana legalization that protects consumers and gives them real choice and information about what they're using, Congress would need to fully deschedule weed, not just reschedule it. Descheduling marijuana would circumvent the legal baggage of Schedule 3, allowing the federal government to ease into a nationally standardized set of health and safety regulations for recreational use, not just medical.

Such a change would ideally allow the federal government, particularly the Food and Drug Administration, the power to regulate marijuana in the same way they regulate other uncontrolled substances such as alcohol and tobacco--by overseeing packaging, advertising, and distribution. Sellers could be required to create clear, standardized nutrition-fact-style labels that indicate true THC percentage, recommended dosages, and professional suggestions for what to do in the case of a bad high. A full descheduling would also shorten the research knowledge gap, because private marijuana companies could run FDA-approved tests on their products and develop modern regulatory strategies that align with public-health standards.

The history of drug enforcement in America was long one of discriminatory, draconian enforcement. But the shift toward legal weed has tacked too far in the opposite direction. If marijuana is to be sold legally, consumers should know what they're buying and have confidence that someone is making sure it's safe. If we can agree as a society that getting high on weed shouldn't be illegal, we can also agree that smoking weed shouldn't involve dissociating at a house party or running into the middle of a snowstorm because you think imaginary bad guys are after you. The sad irony of legalization is that as weed has become easier to obtain, it has become harder to smoke.
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Laughing at Trump

Democrats are testing a new strategy.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Democrats are lately employing a strategy against Donald Trump that he has been using effectively against his opponents for years: mockery. It started with the vice-presidential candidate Tim Walz calling Trump "weird" and then bloomed into a bouquet of insults at the Democratic convention: unserious, self-involved, entitled, obsessed with crowd sizes, "fell asleep at his own trial." Where did this strategy come from? Will it remain effective? And can it backfire?

In this episode, we talk with the Atlantic staff writer David Graham, who was at the Democratic convention and also covers Trump. And we talk with a surprising muse for the politics of mockery: Conservative lawyer and activist George Conway has been using targeted mockery against Trump for years, with unusual success. He reflects on what it means for Democrats to adopt this strategy.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Barack Obama: There's the childish nicknames, the crazy conspiracy theories, this weird obsession with crowd sizes.
 [Crowd laughter]


Hanna Rosin: The sight last week at the Democratic National Convention of Barack Obama, the dignified statesman and 44th president of the United States, up on stage, looking down at his two hands as he made a joke about Trump's, ahem, size.

Obama: It just goes on and on and on.
 [Applause]


Rosin: That was a revelation to me. In 2016, as Donald Trump was doling out belittling nicknames and insults, Michelle Obama famously told her fellow Democrats, When they go low, we go high.

And then in the last month, it's like a whisper campaign went out among Democrats: Climb on down. Just say it. Say on a national stage that thing that you've been saying to your friends, Michelle.

Michelle Obama: Who's gonna tell him that the job he's currently seeking might just be one of those Black jobs?


Rosin: In fact, if you want to, you can even rhyme it, Bill.

Bill Clinton: He mostly talks about himself, so the next time you hear him, don't count the lies. Count the I's.


Rosin: It's not that politicians haven't insulted each other for centuries. They do, and they have. Some insults stick; some don't. It's part of the game. But with the exception of Trump, I've never seen a political strategy of insults dominate an entire party and take off so thoroughly and quickly and gleefully. It's like ever since Democratic vice-presidential candidate Tim Walz said the word weird--Trump is weird. J. D. Vance is weird. Their policies are weird--a door opened up, and Democrats rushed right through it.

Now, in other countries that deal with authoritarian leaders, mockery is a known strategy, a way of deflating a leader's too-big ego. It can be really effective, also possibly dangerous. And of course, it can backfire.

Here in the U.S., though, it's something we haven't fully explored yet. So today is a two-part show. First, we'll talk to Atlantic staff writer David Graham, who was at the convention and covers Trump and so is the perfect person to help us dissect the politics of mockery, where they came from, how they might roll out in the next few months, and how they can go wrong.

And then, it turns out there's a surprising muse for the new dump-on-Trump approach. He's a conservative who's written for The Atlantic: George Conway. He used to be married to Trump campaign manager Kellyanne Conway. And during his years of observing his ex-wife's boss, he gathered an arsenal of insights about how to make fun of Trump in a way that gets under his skin.

And he tried them out before anyone else was doing it.

George Conway: The best way to hit the soft underbelly of his psychological disorders is to mock him. He cannot take mockery. It is the thing that makes him craziest, and the mockery diminishes him. It makes him look weak. And that's, you know, the reason why his followers follow him--they think he is a strong man. And he is not.


Rosin: These days, Conway is looking prescient. But before we hear from him, I want to understand how Democrats are using this new strategy and what it might do for their chances in November.

With me to explain is staff writer David Graham. Hey, David.

David Graham: Hello!

Rosin: Hi. So in 2016, as you know, Michelle Obama famously declared, "When they go low, we go high." We all know that lately we're in a "we go low" moment. And I have found it just fascinating to watch, just anthropologically, how this line coalesced and became so effective, in what seems to be, instantaneously.

I'm curious, as a political reporter, what you've seen.

Graham: I think, maybe, just going high kind of ran out of usefulness. I don't think it worked for a while. It didn't work in 2016 for Democrats. You know, they lost that election. But in 2020, you had Joe Biden going out with this kind of soul-of-America, Jon Meacham-written speeches thing, which I think was a variation on that--you know, very high-minded and lofty rhetoric and "we're going to save the soul of the nation" stuff.

And that worked. And then at some point, people got sick of it. It sort of lost its novelty. And, suddenly, you see Democrats ready to throw some punches, and that seems to be working for them now.

Rosin: Was it a spontaneous occurrence that just happened when the word weird came out of Tim Walz's mouth? Or do you get a sense it was more of an orchestrated campaign?

Graham: I think there's a little bit of both. I mean, Walz clearly hit on something with weird. And it was interesting, even--you could see him sort of developing it over a series of TV hits and recognizing that it was working and then being like, Oh, I'm going to do that. Push that button more.

But I think even outside of that, kind of from the moment that Biden stepped down, you saw the nascent Harris campaign taking a little bit more aggressive approach and being less like, We're going to stand back. We're going to tell you about how important the stakes are, with a very deep voice, and more like, Yeah, let's bring it. Let's go. Let's mix this up.

And so I think those things are all kind of connected and have coalesced to form a sort of go-low strategy, I guess.

I mean, what blew me away--and this sort of gets to the shift, I think--is the back-to-back speeches by the Obamas at the DNC, because they have been so much the avatars of this. You know, it was Michelle Obama who used that phrase in the first place.

You know, they're very dignified. They try to sort of stay above the fray. And so Michelle comes in and gives one of the hotter political speeches I think I've ever witnessed live and throws some punches in that one, talks about not expecting things to be given to us, sort of stuff.

And then Barack Obama comes up after that and makes--I'm not even sure how I can refer to this--makes an unsubtle joke about Trump's manhood.

Rosin: Yes. That was good. That was good. Good job there. "Manhood." I like it. Very 19th century. Yeah.

Graham: And of all the people to say that--Barack Obama. You know, he's a funny guy but, man, I almost couldn't believe it. So that's the one that sticks with me.

Rosin: You know what was astonishing to me about that moment? I did believe that, probably, when Michelle and Barack talk to each other, they talk like this, in the same way sort of people talk like this. It's not that you've never heard Trump referenced or described in these ways.

It's just out loud in an official proceeding. It was the saying out loud of things that, you know, people normally just say to their friends. That's the breach that I was curious about. Like, how did everyone decide this is politically acceptable to say in public?

Graham: Right. Right. Totally. Well, I think also there's--Democrats, either intentionally or unintentionally, coupled the idea that democracy is important and there have to be guardrails and there have to be rules to the idea that also you can't say mean things.

And I think what we're seeing from them now is you can actually decouple those things. You can talk about democracy being important. You can talk about guardrails. But it doesn't mean you can't also ridicule Trump.

Rosin: Yes. And, in fact, I noticed that it was an order of operations--that the mockery would come first, and then, But to be sure, we should take him seriously.

Graham: Yeah. A Spoonful of Mockery Makes the Medicine Go Down, or whatever.

Rosin: Yeah, something like that. Now, I have been reading, I mean, at least back to 2020, maybe 2015--there are often an op-ed or two, often from people who are either from other countries or have experience reporting in other countries that say, Mock the dictator. Like, Dictators are deflatable. In general, one thing I have learned from living slash reporting overseas is that dictators have big egos, and you just have to puncture them.

And then they quote George Orwell, who'll say, "Every joke is a tiny revolution." And it does seem to be a strategy that's been out there and that nobody's plucked or used before.

Graham: Yeah, I think part of that is it doesn't come naturally to the people who the Democrats have had atop their tickets.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Graham: It's just not a Hillary Clinton thing, and it's not really a Joe Biden thing, either. And I think Harris just feels more naturally at home doing that.

Rosin: Do you have a theory about why weird worked? It's such a casual, nothing word.

Graham: I mean, I think it's a couple things. One, J. D. Vance says some things that are pretty weird. I mean, I think it just resonates because it feels accurate, and it resonates because it was coming from Tim Walz, who feels so much like your high-school geography teacher. And so it feels like something he--it doesn't feel calculated coming from him.

It feels really genuine and like he's the right messenger for that. Maybe that's it. I mean, I don't know. It's so simple. It seems like it ought to be--it's hard for me to believe that just a single word this simple has permeated so quickly. And I'm sure we'll get over it quickly. But, like, even this much?

Rosin: But the way it permeated is fascinating because, in my mind, the word weird--I do think of it like a series of literal dominoes. So you could have called J. D. Vance scary. Instead, they settled on weird, and weird is actually a way to reclaim the silent majority. Like, it is a flip.

Graham: Mm-hmm.

Rosin: It's like: You're the weird ones. Like, We're the regular ones. We're the majority. And then the campaign kind of builds on top of that little word and reclaims freedom and then builds on top of that and reclaims patriotism. So this kind of dumb, nothing word becomes the cornerstone of an entire strategy of role reversals, you know?

Graham: Yeah, and it's also tied to them--you know, Harris sort of trying to run as an insurgent against an incumbent, even though she is the vice president, and he's not in office. All of these things tie together, totally.

Rosin: Right. There's just a flip. Okay, now I want to talk a little bit about the dangers of this strategy. You and I both work at The Atlantic magazine. I would argue that The Atlantic magazine has been very invested in taking Trump's threat to the future of our democracy very seriously. And so there is a way in which minimizing the threatening aspects of it makes it seem silly or like the person isn't really powerful, and it seems like there's some danger in that.

Graham: Yes, I think that totally is right. But I do think there's a danger of minimization. And, like you were saying, you saw them sort of trying to do this, like, make the jokes and then kind of, But seriously, folks. This guy's going to tear down democracy. And it's tough to make those things go together. I also have questions about whether it really will be effective over an extended period of time. And I think about Republicans in the 2016 primary trying to ridicule Trump and use that against him, and mostly they all flopped.

Rosin: What do you mean? Can you give me an example?

Graham: Oh, yeah. So Marco Rubio made another sort of suggestive, phallic remark talking about why Trump was so defensive about having small hands and got a response from Trump, but it didn't really work for Rubio. He ended up looking sort of like a middle-school kid trying to make a rude joke, and obviously he did not win the nomination.

Rosin: I think it's the many against the one. I've thought about that too, because obviously this is not the first time anyone's, you know, used their hands and made the Obama joke. But it has to be everybody.

It's like that moment in the high-school movie when, at first, it's one kid against the other kid, and the bully always wins. But then, suddenly, the entire school comes up with the line, and then the entire school all of a sudden represents joy and goodness, and they're the ones singing on top of the desks, and the former bully is hiding under the desk. Like, it can't be one-on-one. And that's what's the sort of amazement of this moment, is how it coalesced and took form all at once.

Graham: Well, I think Trump has lost something, too. He seems to have lost some of his speed. So you know, I think Axios had a story a week or two ago about his failure to come up with a nickname for Harris and listed all of the things that he's tried, and just none of them are taking. And it's hard for me to remember the last time he came up with a really good nickname, or at least a really catchy nickname.

And so I think, maybe, Democrats sense some weakness and sense that he can be attacked in a way that he just can't defend as well as he once could. I also wonder if maybe he's just--we're used to him. He's not as novel, and that takes some of the power out of him.

Rosin: Yeah, some of it is novelty. I mean, that's cheesily poetic, like an O. Henry story that the metaphor is his inability to come up--like, the last one was "communist Kamala." Like, his inability to come up with a nickname that sticks, that's the moment when he crumbles. So interesting.

Okay. Back, though, to regular strategy. So here's another danger, just strategically, if you're running Kamala's campaign. If you're making fun of Trump, there's an implied audience to your message. Like, you are signaling, I am speaking to people who make fun of Trump. That doesn't seem to be the people that she needs to be speaking to right now. Those people are already with her.

Graham: I don't know. I mean, I think that if it works--the kind of ridiculing strategy works because it actually reaches other people. I mean, the high-minded approach, I think, has reached all the people it can. If you think that democracy is under threat from Trump, you're probably already supporting Harris.

So that's kind of a base play at this point, in a weird way. But, you know, if you're not sure--maybe you're one of these voters who voted for Trump once or twice but maybe not with a lot of enthusiasm, and then you were kind of appalled by January 6, but you also haven't loved the Biden-Harris administration.

If you make this guy seem small and weak and ridiculous, I think it can appeal to some of those people, in the same way that the schoolyard bully, by being undercut, suddenly loses his power over everyone. Like, once someone recognizes that he can be punctured, there's no one who can be bullied, because they've seen that he just doesn't have the mojo anymore.

Rosin: So you're a political reporter who's been covering Trump for a very long time. What do you imagine he's saying and doing now? We've had dribs and drabs from the campaign, but I wonder, where do you think he's at now?

Because we've been talking about the strategy aimed at him. But I'm curious--and I know this is speculation--how is it landing on him?

Graham: Right. You know, he tends to rage whenever he's down. He gets really upset. And I think even in his public pronouncements, we can see a little bit of this. Like, threatening to pull out of the debate is a gesture of frustration with the way things are going, frustration with the coverage. And, you know, those things come and go, but I think the fact that those rumors are circulating is a sign of the kind of backbiting inside Trump headquarters that we remember well from previous campaigns but hadn't seen until now.

Rosin: This private raging and campaign chaos, it's not just a side effect of this kind of messaging. It's a strategy unto itself. And it's one that my next guest has spent years thinking about. George Conway's efforts to publicly mock Trump often get the result he's after.

But he's also well aware of the risks.

Conway: There's a double-edged sword. Like, you want people to take the danger seriously, but at the same time, you want to make clear that he's a fool.


Rosin: All that, after the break.

[Music]

Rosin: George Conway is a well known conservative lawyer. During the Trump administration, he was considered for jobs in the Justice Department, and his then-wife, Kellyanne Conway, was, of course, Trump's very visible advisor.

But at some point, Conway started to sour on Trump while his wife was still working for the president. And then one week, in March 2019, Conway tweeted a few things about Trump's mental stability, including a picture of the official definition of narcissistic personality disorder. Trump, who you could argue had other things to do, tweeted back that Conway was a stone-cold loser, the husband from hell.

Conway: Which is like, Dude, why are you doing that? It's like, You should be ignoring me, right? Anybody in the White House would have told him, and I believe he was told, Ignore Conway.


Rosin: But he didn't. And Conway took Trump's inability to ignore him as proof that he was right because one of the hallmarks of narcissism is extreme sensitivity to criticism, an inability to ignore it.

Conway: Even if it's not constructive to respond to the criticism, even if it means that he's amplifying the criticism, and even if it means he is not talking about what he needs to be talking about, either as president or as a candidate--


Rosin: That year, Conway wrote a story for The Atlantic that said Trump's narcissism made him unfit for the presidency. And he decided he would do something to help make sure he wasn't reelected. Conway had an idea--a really specific, out-there idea, which came to him one day when he was listening to some strategists talk minutiae about which campaign ads to run in which markets.

Conway: It occurred to me that all you needed to do to drive the guy nuts was to run ads on the cable provider to the White House.

And one day I was in my office at 52nd and 6th in New York, and my friend Molly Jong-Fast said, Hey, I'm having lunch with Rick Wilson.

And I said, Oh, can I join you? Because I wanted to meet Rick. I knew he was an ad guy. I knew he was an amazing troll of Trump, and he wrote a book about Trump. And so we had lunch. It was, like, three in the afternoon at Quality Meats on 6th Avenue. And I told him my idea.

And he looks like his eyes lit up, because he understood immediately. And we started talking about the kinds of things you could run as audience--you know, we didn't call it audience-of-one ads, but basically that's what we were talking about.

You don't have to run these ads all over the place. You don't have to run them in swing states. You could run ads that just drive him nuts by just, basically, running it in the White House.

Rosin: So he tried it out. It was surprisingly easy.

Conway: And what happened when we formed the Lincoln Project later is we took that idea, and we started running ads in Mar-a-Lago. It cost, like, $5,000 for just one spot on--it was Tucker [Carlson] I think it was, or [Sean] Hannity--just to run it in a very, very narrow place.

Rosin: That's amazing. And what were the ads?

Conway: The one ad that I remember he responded to was called "Mourning in America," M-O-U-R-N-I-N-G.

Advertisement: There's mourning in America. Today, more than 60,000 Americans have died from a deadly virus Donald Trump ignored.


Conway: The ad was a contrast to the "Morning in America" ads, the positive messages that Reagan did in 1984, except it was "Mourning in America." And it was like, How terrible. Everybody's out of work because of COVID, and Trump's an idiot.

And Trump went out after watching that. I think he must have been watching it in the White House. It was on Fox News. And, like, the next day, he's at Andrews air base about to get on Air Force One, and he starts yapping about the Lincoln Project to the media, that they're calling us a bunch of losers.

And then, you know, the next day, Lincoln Project has $4 million in contributions, or some figure like that. And it was like, that was the proof of concept.

Rosin: Conway has kept it up over the years. More recently, he started the Anti-Psychopath PAC, which runs these quick-cut, trolly kind of ads specifically about Trump's mental instability. There are a lot of mentions of Trump praising Hannibal Lecter, for example.

They, too, are targeted at an audience of one, and the aim is to elicit a very specific cascade of reactions.

Conway: Trump is somebody who could be manipulated. But you cannot control him, at the end of the day. And that's why it's just so important for people to keep hitting him with truthful descriptions of his behavior that conflict with his personal self-image, the image he wants to create.

And it deeply wounds him. I mean, it deeply wounds him, to the point where he responds to it in a manner that, instead of talking about economics in his speech that he's supposed to be talking about economics, he's talking about who's weird and who's not weird, which is weird.

Rosin: All right. So you've been doing this for a while. You've, like, road tested the strategy that the Democrats are now using. Were you surprised, starting from the weird moment and then going through the Democratic convention, how suddenly mocking the president was politically acceptable on a stage by very dignified people?

Conway: Yes and no. I mean, I think they finally get it, the Democrats.

The way you win this election, I thought, is Trump has to become the issue. And once Biden stepped aside, Trump became the issue because he was the old guy in the race. And the Democrats had a fresh face, and all of a sudden people were looking more at Trump.

You know, I'd like to think I had something to do with encouraging all of this, but I think they figured it out, and one way or the other. But it's something. I mean, I've been banging the drums on this for years, and it's sort of gratifying to see it finally happen.

I mean, in 2020, I was tweeting that the Democrats should hire a team of psychological professionals to advise them how to get under Trump's skin. They didn't do it then. They don't have to do it now. You don't really need shrinks to do this. You just need to, basically, you know, make fun of the guy.

And he gives you thousands of things to make fun of, from Hannibal Lecter to sharks to electrocution to injecting bleach. You know, the guy is endlessly--I mean, he's absurd. And pointing that out, you have to do it in a way that reminds people, though: He's dangerous.

Rosin: Yeah, that's the subtext.

Conway: Right.

Rosin: So the text is kind of a joke, mocking, trolling. The subtext is: He's dangerous. Got it.

Conway: Right. But it reminds me of this--there's this Star Trek episode where the Enterprise is kind of held hostage by some incorporeal being, if that's the right word, that was basically causing, through its telepathy or whatever, the crew of the Enterprise to engage in conflict with one another, literally fighting each other in hallways in the various decks of the starship.

Star Trek episode: The rest of our lives, a thousand lifetimes, senseless violence, fighting, while an alien has total control over us.

Conway: And Kirk and Spock, or one of them, realizes that the way to defeat this evil being was to start laughing at it.

Star Trek episode: Cessation of violence appears to have weakened it, Captain. I suggest that good spirits might make an effective weapon.


Conway: And they started laughing at it, and all of a sudden, the being shriveled away back into space. And that's kind of like the way Trump works.

Rosin: Yeah. That's really good.

Star Trek episode: Out! Ha ha ha ha! Ha ha ha ha!


Rosin: Well, thank you so much for walking us through that. That was really interesting. I feel like you're a prototype for what we're now seeing on a big stage. So it's just interesting to hear about your experience.

Conway: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak and fact-checked by Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening. Live long and prosper.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/08/how-to-mock-trump-and-win/679645/?utm_source=feed
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        Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024: Highly Commended

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	12:31 PM ET

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The organizers of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year contest have once more shared a preview of some of the Highly Commended images in this year's competition. The full list of winners, and the Grand Title and Young Grand Title Awards, will be announced in October. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum in London. Captions are provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two lions bare their teeth at each other on a plain beneath a cloudy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stormy Scene. William Fortescue used a backdrop of storm clouds lit by the setting sun to show mating lions. It was the rainy season when William visited the Serengeti National Park. He watched the lions mate several times before the female broke it off. It wasn't until William viewed an enlarged image that he noticed the saliva trails and the explosion of insects from the male's mane.
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                [image: Several animals stand along a path through overgrown trees and bushes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the Spotlight. Shreyovi Mehta was walking in the forest with her parents when she spotted this scene in Keoladeo National Park in Rajasthan, India. She ran back to her dad, who was carrying the cameras, then got down on the ground to take her photograph from a low angle. Renowned for its birdlife, Keoladeo attracts large numbers of water birds in winter. Peafowl are year-round residents that roost in large trees. They rest in the shade during the day and are more active in open areas at dawn and dusk.
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                [image: A close view of a medium-sized wild cat with thick fur]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moonlight Hunter. Xingchao Zhu came face-to-face with a Pallas's cat as the moon set in Hulun Buir, Inner Mongolia, China. Xingchao tracked a group of Pallas's cats on the freezing plateau of Inner Mongolia for several days during the Chinese New Year in February 2023. Shortly before dawn, Xingchao managed to make eye contact with this cat, just as it had caught a small bird.
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                [image: A bird holds at least four small rocks in its beak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Precious Rocks. Samual Stone watched as a jackdaw brought stones to its nest. Samual had been keeping an eye on the hole in the trunk of a half-fallen willow tree in London's Bushy Park--he'd seen a pair of jackdaws visiting with their beaks full of hair taken from the coats of local deer. Jackdaws are highly intelligent and adaptable. They build new nests each year, from all sorts of materials: twigs, branches, feathers, wool, moss, mud, and animal dung. This pair kept adding rocks to theirs.
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                [image: A close view of a dead deer lying on a forest floor, where everything is covered in a thick coating of frost]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Last Resting Place. Randy Robbins was struck by the unusual beauty of the frosted form of this deer on the forest floor. On an early winter's morning, Randy was checking the trail cameras near his home near Susanville, California, when he found the body of this deer. He photographed this poignant moment using his smartphone before the ice could melt.
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                [image: Two young owls perch on a tree branch together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Leaving the Nest. Sasha Jumanca found two tawny owlets curiously watching people walking by. Sasha had been watching these tawny owlets for several days in a park near his home in Maximiliansanlagen, Munich, Germany. He had seen tawny owls in the neighborhood before but was surprised to discover these so close to the heart of the city. Owlets leave the nest before they can fly, in a phase known as "branching." They will jump, flutter, and climb around branches of nearby trees for several weeks while begging for food from their parents, before they eventually fledge and fly away.
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                [image: The heads of two seals poke out of gaps among many small chunks of floating ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Going with the Floe. Tamara Stubbs spotted these crabeater seals taking a nap among the sea ice. In a standout moment on her nine-week expedition in the Weddell Sea, Tamara noticed that seals had fallen asleep alongside the ship, with the tips of their nostrils at the water's surface. These two had bobbed up so they could take a deeper breath.
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                [image: A jaguar bites into the head of a caiman along a riverbank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Deadly Bite. Ian Ford documented the moment a jaguar delivered a fatal bite to a caiman in the Pantanal in Mato Grosso, Brazil. A call over the radio alerted Ian that a jaguar had been spotted prowling the banks of a Sao Lourenco River tributary. Kneeling in the boat, he was perfectly placed when the cat delivered the skull-crushing bite to the unsuspecting yacare caiman.
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                [image: A spider with hairy legs guards an egg sac on mossy branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ziggy Spider. Lam Soon Tak spotted a vibrantly-colored David Bowie spider carrying an egg sac. Lam was exploring the highlands of Malaysia when he came across this spider perched on broken branches beside a river. The bright white disc of eggs in the spider's jaws and its orange body stood out against the lush green moss.
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                [image: A shark thrashes while being pulled from the water on a line, beside a ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hooked. Tommy Trenchard documented the bycatch of a requiem shark, its body arched in a final act of resistance. Tommy was traveling on the Greenpeace ship Arctic Sunrise. The ship's research expedition aimed to document the bycatch or accidental capture of sharks by fishing boats targeting tuna and swordfish, and to highlight the lack of effective regulation of industrial-scale fishing in international waters.
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                [image: A low-angle view of many clustered mussels along a rocky shoreline]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Strength in Numbers. Theo Bosboom showed how mussels bind together to avoid being washed away from the shoreline along Praia da Ursa in Sintra, Portugal. Theo likes to take images of species that aren't usually considered beautiful or important, to highlight their unappreciated significance. He took this image from above with a probe lens--a long, thin, macro wide-angle lens.
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                [image: A small white stoat with a black-tipped tail leaps and twists in the air above snow-covered ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Twist and Jump. Jose Manuel Grandio braved below-zero temperatures to witness a stoat jumping high into the air above the snow. Winter is Jose's favorite season for photography. When he spotted this stoat mid-jump on the last day of his trip, he saw this performance as an "expression of exuberance" as the small mammal hurled itself about in a fresh fall of snow.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/08/wildlife-photographer-year-2024-highly-commended/679646/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What I Heard at Swifties for Kamala

A Zoom call hosted by a Taylor Swift fan group that supports Harris was leaning into its own dorkiness.

by Elaine Godfrey




You might not be shocked to learn that Elizabeth Warren's favorite Taylor Swift song is about cosmic justice.

"I love 'Karma,'" the senator from Massachusetts said last night during a Zoom event for a group called Swifties for Kamala. "And I have a thing or two to say about private equity!" The 34,000 attendees probably would have cheered, but, as is typical for such a massive webinar, only the organizers had control of the microphone and camera. Warren was undaunted by the lack of response. "It is going to be a tough fight ahead," she said, winding up. "There are only 24 hours in a day--or 144 'All Too Well' 10-minute versions." [Pause for no laughter.] "But here's the thing, just like you've done every time before, we will push this boulder up the hill."

Only a die-hard Swiftie would have caught all the references in Warren's words, which included a jab at the investment group backing Swift's nemesis, Scooter Braun, and a lyric from a Swift deep cut said to be about the singer's beef with Kim Kardashian. It seems safe to assume that Warren did not write all of these quips herself. But she would not be the only speaker on the call whose staffers had squeezed an unconscionable number of jokes into last night's remarks.

Read: The Millennial cringe of Taylor Swift

Identity-based calls to action have been all the rage in this season of Democratic politics, with events like White Dudes for Harris and Win With Black Women drawing tens of thousands of attendees. Although America's Swifties are not an ethnic or racial group, they are arguably a religious one. Last night's call was an attempt to harness their unflagging devotion to the pop star and put it to political use.

The whole thing was, somehow, even cringier than I had anticipated--and, as a Swiftie myself, I am familiar with the fandom's extreme dorkiness. The organizers looked startlingly young and inexperienced--introducing lawmakers in shaky voices, clearly nervous to be blindly addressing thousands of viewers. They passed the mic too often, rambled, and misspoke. And the middle-aged politicians were working painfully hard to demonstrate fluency in the dialect of Swiftworld.

Still, the cringe seemed, at least partly, the point. Like the broader Harris campaign, these organizers leaned into the awk. "There's been a lot of talk about how joy isn't a strategy," Irene Kim, a Swifties for Kamala co-founder and its executive director, said on the call, citing a recent New York Times op-ed. "But that definitely hasn't been our experience!"

The project began with a post by a 22-year-old named Emerald Medrano, who runs a popular Swift fan account. "I feel like us U.S. swifties should mass organize and help campaign for Kamala Harris," he wrote on X in July. Soon, Swifties for Kamala was born: a partnership of fans, some of whom run social-media accounts and others who have experience in Democratic politics. A month later, the group has 71,000 followers on X, a Substack newsletter, and a Discord channel.

The organizers seem to assume that Swift, who backed Joe Biden in 2020, will support the Democratic nominee. But Swift has not actually endorsed anyone yet, a fact that went unacknowledged in last night's call. Her support in the race is highly sought after; last week, Donald Trump shared tacky AI deepfakes to claim he had the pop star's backing. During the Democratic National Convention, rumors swirled of a surprise musical performance: Would it be Taylor? (No.)

"We're keeping things political, but also everything has a layer of Swiftiness to it," Annie Wu Henry, the campaign manager at Swifties for Kamala, who has also worked for Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and other progressive lawmakers, said during last night's call. Organizers wore Swift-themed cardigans and displayed glittery #47s on their hands, in reference to what could be Harris's place in the presidential timeline. They encouraged viewers in the Zoom chat to chip in either $13 or $19.89--both important Swiftian numbers--and, like Taylor, they frequently folded their hands into hearts for the camera.

Read: Taylor Swift's post-Reputation approach to politics

The Zoom event was light on policy talk, heavy on allusion. After Warren spoke, Representative Becca Balint of Vermont offered a pep talk: "The MAGA movement will be defeated by our dominoes, cascading in a line!" she said, quoting the song "Mastermind." Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York read off a few jokes. "Karma is a relaxing thought, but for Donald Trump it's not--facts!" she said, to the ever-silent audience. "If you're in line to vote, stay, stay, stay!" When Senator Ed Markey of Massachusetts showed up, he revealed that his favorite Swift song is, oddly, "Snow on the Beach"--because it highlights the risks of global warming. "Climate change is threatening our favorite phenomenon," the senator said, before adding that the waters outside Swift's beach house in Rhode Island are "some of the fastest-warming ... in the world!"

Just like a Taylor Swift marketing campaign, the Zoom call promised surprises and exciting guests. There would be a big announcement at 8 p.m., organizers teased, and a very special person would wrap up the call at about 8:30 p.m. One special speaker was the singer-songwriter Carole King, now in her 80s, who materialized like a yellow-haired fairy godmother. King, who called Swift her "musical and songwriting granddaughter," sang part of the chorus from "Shake It Off," and offered advice to first-time campaign volunteers: "The key to door-knocking is asking a good question and then listening." She urged Swifties to ask voters what they might find in common with Harris. "You're building a bridge to that person," King said--aware, apparently, of how much Swifties appreciate bridges.

At 8 o'clock, the big announcement was made: Merch drop! Swiftie T-shirts and tote bags reading In My Voting Era were for sale--no affiliation, organizers carefully reminded fans, with Swift herself.

Nearly two hours into the call, the surprise final guest--Representative Jasmine Crockett of Texas, a rising Democratic star--still hadn't appeared. The leaders of Swifties for Kamala began signing off. "I'm so blessed, and so happy and fully immersed in Swiftie-ism right now," Medrano said. "We're going to paint the town blue, and it's going to be the coolest thing that's ever happened in this country!"

The letdown didn't kill their enthusiasm--with Swifties, it never does. The group had raised money at a clip that the capitalist icon herself would have been proud of: The night's fundraising haul totaled an auspicious $122,000. If Harris is hoping that joy and--yes--cringe can help her win the White House, she's got the right fandom on her side.
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Trump Dishonors Fallen Soldiers Again

Trump's latest visit to Arlington National Cemetery is a reminder of how little he understands about service, sacrifice, and heroism.

by Charles Sykes




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


On Monday, Donald Trump visited the sacred ground of Arlington National Cemetery, where many of America's war dead are buried, and posed for photos. In the strangest of these pictures, the former president is smiling and giving a thumbs-up by the grave of a Marine. It's an image of a man who has no idea how to behave around fallen heroes.

Trump was at Arlington ostensibly to honor the memory of the 13 service members who were killed in a suicide bombing during the chaotic final days of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. The event was supposed to be respectful and private; according to a press-pool note, the families of the troops had asked that there be no media coverage in the area where the service members were buried. But Trump seemed to have other ideas.

According to a report by NPR, Trump's campaign staff got into a verbal and physical altercation with a cemetery official who tried to stop campaign staffers from filming and taking photographs in the area of the cemetery reserved for recently fallen soldiers. The cemetery confirmed that an incident took place on Monday but did not provide any details, instead noting in a statement that federal law prohibits "political campaign or election-related activities within Army National Military Cemeteries." The Trump-campaign spokesperson Steven Cheung said in a statement that "there was no physical altercation as described," and added in a post on X that Trump had been allowed a private photographer on the premises. But in his statement, Cheung also accused the cemetery official who'd tried to block Trump's staff of "clearly suffering from a mental health episode."

It's hard to see Trump's Monday visit as anything but a campaign stop intended to court the military vote. Speaking to a group of National Guard members in Detroit later that day, he blamed President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris for the failures of the Afghanistan withdrawal. By now, Trump's use of the military as a prop for his own ends should surprise no one. Despite his vigorous avoidance of military service, Trump has a long history of denigrating the service of others, even as he poses as a defender of the nation's military. As a candidate for the Republican nomination in 2015, he mocked Senator John McCain's status as a prisoner of war. "He's not a war hero," Trump said at the time. "I like people who weren't captured."

Later, as president, he told his then-chief of staff John Kelly that he didn't want "any wounded guys" in his planned Independence Day parade: "This doesn't look good for me." Recently, he suggested that the civilian Medal of Freedom is "actually much better" than the military's Medal of Honor, "because everyone gets the Congressional Medal of Honor, that's soldiers, they're either in very bad shape because they've been hit so many times by bullets, or they're dead."

But Trump is especially out of place around the nation's fallen troops. As reported by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, Trump went to Arlington Cemetery with Kelly on Memorial Day 2017 and visited the gravesite of Kelly's son Robert, who had been killed in Afghanistan. Standing next to the former Marine general, Trump said: "I don't get it. What was in it for them?" In 2018, Trump canceled a visit to the Aisne-Marne American Cemetery, near Paris; as Jeffrey reported, Trump told staff members that the cemetery was "filled with losers." Trump also "referred to the more than 1,800 Marines who'd lost their lives at Belleau Wood as 'suckers' for getting killed," according to Jeffrey's reporting.

Jeffrey's story is very much a sore spot for a candidate who wants to wrap himself in the flag. Trump has denied the reporting, but it was confirmed to CNN by Kelly: "What can I add that has not already been said? ... A person that thinks those who defend their country in uniform, or are shot down or seriously wounded in combat, or spend years being tortured as POWs, are all 'suckers' because 'there is nothing in it for them.' A person that did not want to be seen in the presence of military amputees because 'it doesn't look good for me.'"

Kelly went on to corroborate other details in Jeffrey's article. "God help us," he concluded.

Monday's wreath-laying at Arlington was, in part, Trump's attempt to clean up the mess he has created, and to establish some credibility as a champion of men- and women-at-arms. But in the end, it merely served to remind Americans how little he understands about service, sacrifice, and heroism.

Related:

	Trump's medal of dishonor
 	Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers."






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	New York City's chaos mayor
 	Seven questions that should be easy for Harris to answer
 	Elaine Godfrey: "What I heard at Swifties for Kamala"




Today's News

	The Supreme Court maintained a temporary block on the Biden administration's latest plan to relieve student debt.
 	Israeli troops raided cities in the occupied West Bank, killing at least 10 people, in an overnight operation that targeted Palestinian militants, according to Israeli officials.
 	Pavel Durov, a co-founder and the CEO of Telegram, was charged in France with several crimes, including complicity in both drug trafficking and the distribution of child-sexual-abuse material.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Corals have endured so much--but to survive climate change, they'll have to adapt dramatically, Marina Koren writes.
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21 Minutes in the Buttigieg Bubble

By Mark Leibovich

"Okay, we have to move fast," one of Pete Buttigieg's aides told me as the discoursing dynamo was finishing another cable interview on the last day of the Democratic National Convention.
 Buttigieg stepped off an MSNBC set and onto the United Center floor. "I'm here to give you some much-needed attention," I told him. By "much-needed," I was of course being sarcastic: Buttigieg has been a rather relentless media presence in recent weeks, especially this past one in Chicago.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Jack Smith isn't backing down.
 	Why did this progressive evangelical church fall apart?




Culture Break


Xavier Collin / Image Press Agency / Reuters



Listen. Sabrina Carpenter's new album, Short n' Sweet (out now), is a salvo against the stereotype that women, blondes, and pop don't have a lot to say, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. "Keepsake," a poem by Roey Leonardi:

"We tried to share a life. / Now it's morning / and I can see where I end"

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Growing Gender Divide, Three Minutes at a Time

Sabrina Carpenter tackles the exasperation of being young, female, straight, and single in 2024.

by Spencer Kornhaber




My friends gave me a bit of grief for the headline of one of my recent articles: "The 'Espresso' Theory of Gender Relations." The title, admittedly, was a bit heady for a story about a catchy song full of beverage-related puns. Was I overintellectualizing pop, which is supposed to be the dumbest music of all?

Nah. Sabrina Carpenter, who sings the smash "Espresso"--and its follow-up hit, "Please Please Please"--deserves to be taken seriously. She's part of a crop of women who have made the past year or so one of the liveliest, and flat-out smartest, mainstream-music eras in recent memory. Her new album, Short n' Sweet, is a salvo against the lunkheaded stereotype that women, blondes, and pop don't have a lot to say. And her lyrical themes capture a lot about what's going on between guys and girls in this country right now.

From a distance, Carpenter seems easy to place. She's a golden-haired coquette dressed in outfits that evoke Marilyn Monroe, Brigitte Bardot, and Betty Boop. She's a sex-positive radio conqueror with a spry, breathy voice, like Britney Spears and Madonna. She's a former Disney Channel actor, succeeding a generation of onetime child stars--Ariana Grande, Selena Gomez--who helped bring therapy-speak to the charts. These are superficial comparisons, which isn't to say they're not important. In pop, surface matters.

But Carpenter's most important influence is her friend Taylor Swift: Beneath a shiny facade lies a multidimensional, self-assured storyteller and wordsmith. Sometimes Carpenter is slapstick funny, as when she breaks into fake Shakespearean verse on "Bed Chem": "Where art thou? Why not uponeth me?" Sometimes she's punch-line clever, as when she tells a pseudo-enlightened dirtbag to "save all your breath for your floor meditation." What's best is that her music is hilarious in the way that only music can be, arising from surprising clashes of sound and sentiment. Think about "Espresso." Previous hot-and-heavy songs of summer have had sappy, strident choruses, such as Katy Perry's "You make me feel like I'm living a teenage dream." Carpenter, however, has us all singing along to a sigh: "I guess so."

That sigh expresses the core emotion of her songwriting: the exasperation of being young, female, straight, and single in 2024. On "Slim Pickins," Carpenter sings about setting her standards low and still being disappointed: "A boy who's nice, that breathes / I swear he's nowhere to be seen." When she does land an acceptable mate, the competition to keep him is fierce--see the gruesome "Taste" video, in which she and a rival chainsaw and flambe each other. "Coincidence" painstakingly captures the sinking feeling of losing a guy to a hot girl on the internet. "Without her even bein' here, she's back in your life," Carpenter sings, before backing vocalists start jeering "Nah nah nah."

Read: The pulse of pop music is changing

These stories really do contain a theory of gender relations. At a time when men and women aren't hooking up as much as they once did, are achieving diverging rates of academic success, and certainly aren't seeing eye to eye ideologically, how better to sing about romance than with sarcasm and detachment? But Carpenter is also annoyed about sexual tensions that are older than Gen Z. On "Dumb & Poetic," she insults a pretentious ex who pleasures himself to the lyrics of Leonard Cohen. That song is the latest example of female singers getting fed up with condescending rockers: Chappell Roan raging on TikTok at "indie-pop boys," Swift in 2012 negging an ex who's into records that are "much cooler than mine," Boygenius also bringing up Cohen's name in somewhat disrespectful fashion on its album last year.

Why all the shade for the Godfather of Gloom? He's a straw man for the post-Swift pop wave--which includes Carpenter, Roan, Olivia Rodrigo, and Billie Eilish--as it makes a forceful, witty reply to the music-snob tradition of portraying male emotion as deep and female emotion as trifling. In the process, these women are creating a new, hybrid subgenre with the help of "indie-pop boys" such as Dan Nigro (the emo guitarist who produces Roan and Rodrigo), Finneas (Eilish's Radiohead-worshipping brother), and Jack Antonoff (Swift's main creative partner, who worked on four Short n' Sweet songs). The point is to express emotions in a way that is more direct, more legible, than classic Pitchfork fare--but also more artful than the groaning male rockers who have thrived on the Hot 100 of late.

The sound of Short n' Sweet taps into another preceding canon as well. The album's producers and co-writers have assembled a soft-rocking collage of musical references to Dolly Parton, Joni Mitchell, Stevie Nicks, Carly Simon, and Lana Del Rey--female songwriting greats who had to fight to be respected. Carpenter even makes a point to encode linguistic precision as feminine: In carefully constructed verses layered with double meanings, she teases bimbo bros who don't "even know the difference between 'there,' 'their,' and 'they are.'"

Now, Carpenter's not near the same level of brilliance as Mitchell or Parton--in part because her music, like a lot of music these days, relies way too much on pastiche. Even so, Short n' Sweet is much more complex than the canned breeziness that "Espresso" advertised; check out the key change on "Please Please Please" and the interplay of Spanish guitar with hip-hop rhythms on "Good Graces." Carpenter is at base a commercially savvy celebrity, working with the record industry to give people what they want right now: intelligence hidden in silliness, and confidence that avoids tired empowerment cliches. On the standout ballad "Lie to Girls," she sings, "I'm stupid / but I'm clever"--a couplet that neatly, and probably knowingly, sums up the appeal of the best pop music.
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Young Men Have Invented a New Way to Defeat Themselves

<em>Rawdogging</em> is a search for purity that cannot be achieved.

by Ian Bogost




It was time to buckle up and face the void. I was going to "rawdog" this flight, a new trend in extreme air travel. Rawdoggers, according to the dubious lore of social-media virality, overcome the longest of long-haul flights (New York to Hong Kong, say, or London to Sydney) by means of nihilism. They claim to spend the entire journey, perhaps as many as 18 hours, doing nothing other than staring at the flight map on the seat-back screen--no movies, no books, and, for the rawdoggiest, not even any meals.



My flight was an embarrassingly modest 78 minutes long, but I didn't last even 15. A purebred rawdogger might call me weak--unable to endure even the length of one Perfect Strangers before leaning on the artificial crutch of Spotify downloads, Fast & Furious films streamed via in-flight entertainment, young-adult fiction inhaled from an e-book reader, the lure of laptop work, or the foaming head of a Diet Coke poured from the rolling cart. Such is the sorry state of contemporary culture, they might lament, that these temptations of the flesh cannot be relinquished even temporarily.



Rawdoggers seem to believe they have invented a new form of meditation, and who am I to say they have not? Whereas the Buddhist might accept the captive circumstances of a long flight as an invitation to let go of worldly snares, the rawdogger seeks to overcome them through refusal and its public performance. He rejects the movie. He rejects the frail crinkle of the plastic airline-refreshment cup. He rejects the tender sorrow that cruising altitude somehow always amplifies. Having ascended thanks to the ingenuity of humankind, the rawdogger now rises above the very idea of ascent. And then he publishes a TikTok as proof, which perhaps millions of people view.

Read: Flying is weird right now

Thanks to its success as a meme, rawdogging has now been applied to deeds well beyond air travel: One can rawdog subway rides, cinema screenings, office work, mental illness (no meds!), meals (no sauce!), sports (no betting!). Most of these are jokes, and that's sort of the point: Rawdogging is an aspiration, not an act. It is a fantasy of returning to a supposedly pure prior circumstance (which likely never really existed anyway), undertaken for symbolic exchange on social media, not as lived experience, let alone enlightenment.



The practice evolved from the broader rise of asceticism, especially among (young, very online) men. To be alive on Earth these days is to suffer the barrage of constant lures--sex, substance, gambling, sloth--so widely available and easily accessed that one must fight constantly to avoid their seduction. That state of affairs has diluted asceticism from the actual, if difficult, rejection of indulgence into a fetish for that abstinence. Rawdogging a flight is surely a fictional act--few would really, actually spend a transcontinental plane ride blinkered like a draft horse to the flight map. But talking about the idea--there's a subreddit for that, surely.



When rawdogging first appeared as a popular cultural concept, some rawdogging critics connected it to contemporary sexual slang--raw (as in unprotected) sex, or "No-Nut November," an abstention from sexual gratification for people who need to touch grass. But that's wrong; rawdogging is about purity in a more general sense. It is about living raw in some ideal, natural state unsullied by cultural decline. And that has always been impossible.



Human culture has always struggled to accept this fact, and "rawness" finds itself at the center of that struggle. The structuralist anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss proposed a "culinary triangle" that described three phases of food--raw, cooked, and rotten. Raw food is unadulterated by either human or natural processes. Cooked food subjects raw food to human preparation; rotten food subjects it to natural decay. Rotten is also relative; a ripe, smelly cheese in one culture might seem rotten in another. Roasting or grilling performs less processing on foods than sauteing or souffleing them. Enough cultural manipulation--engineered, prepackaged foods, say--can make food seem rotten, stripped of both nutritive and social value. This circumstance made rawness, once seen as primitive, flip into a new ideal for the civilized. That's why some see raw sugar as better than refined or artificial ones. Raw materials such as wood or leather seem closer to nature and therefore more pure. Cocaine or heroin are raw when they are uncut, the narcotic delivered at full strength.



Rawdogging takes this sense of rawness and attaches it to an actor, the dog--a bloke, a dude, an hombre--who would enact rawness by becoming its agent. But just as today's raw foods are highly processed culturally--packaged, sold, and ideologized as green or organic, for example--there is nothing pure about a rawdogged flight. What is natural, after all, about being hurtled through the troposphere in a pressurized metal tube burning petroleum distillates refined from dinosaur debris? And if rawdogging just involves abolishing frills, the airline industry stripped flying of most of its previous luxuries long ago--even, in some cases, the very seat-back screens that might display a flight map at which a rawdogger might rawdog.

Read: All airlines are now the same

We cannot reverse time on social progress, even when that progress feels regressive. Regression can also be a kind of progress. The cinema was degraded by smartphones, but smartphones also built tiny theaters into everyone's pocket and purse. The impersonal, modernist thrill of watching strangers on the crowded subway has been eroded, but those strange leers have also been replaced by actual fellowship on group text chats. Nothing in life is ever just better or worse, purer or more sullied. Nothing in life is ever just one thing or the other.



But to pursue a state of purity--even a fictional one; even a made-up, obviously impure one--still feels righteous. To act on an attempt to become closer to nature, or some imagined state of unadulteratedness, also makes one feel as if one is getting the best of it. As a metaphor for one-upmanship, it is fitting that air travel became the top dog of rawdogs. Purification rises up, and the rawdogging flier is closer to heaven already. Can't he get just a little higher? Instead of dancing the skies on laughter-silvered wings, better to stare them down.



Alas, every time one feels that one has overcome something, another, seemingly purer way to conquer it materializes. After abandoning my own, modest attempt at rawdogging my flight by pulling out my laptop, I found an even purer version: Rawdog Simulator, a rawdog flight-sim video game. After buying a virtual ticket from New York to Singapore, I piloted my rawdog avatar down the jet bridge and took my virtual seat for the 18-hour, 40-minute flight to nowhere. The software uses a laptop camera for eye tracking, to ensure that players gape into the virtual flight path, or else it's game over.



Staring down the pretend map on the seat of the pretend plane from the real seat of my real plane, a familiar, sickening taste rose up my throat: ironic detachment, the unadulterated flavor of purity's momentary success. The joke's on you, meatspace rawdoggers, actually flying to Singapore like twits. I was rawdogging rawdogging itself.
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Seven Questions That Should Be Easy for Harris to Answer

She hasn't had an in-depth interview with a journalist since she became the presumptive Democratic nominee for president.

by Conor Friedersdorf




A presidential nominee normally accounts for their past actions in public life and clarifies their plans for the future. This year, Kamala Harris ran in no primaries, and since becoming the presumptive Democratic nominee, has not had a formal press conference where she would be expected to answer questions from reporters. She has not sat down for an in-depth interview on television or with a major paper such as The New York Times and The Washington Post. (CNN recently announced that Harris and her running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, will be interviewed by one of the network's anchors this week.) This avoidance may be a strategy to keep the "good vibes" of her campaign going, but it does a disservice to voters and bodes poorly for how transparent and forthcoming Harris would be if she wins the presidency.

Before Harris was vice president or a U.S. senator, she spent roughly a quarter century in the criminal-justice system--she was California's attorney general, San Francisco's district attorney, and a deputy district attorney in Alameda County, a job she took shortly after graduating from law school. Her work as a prosecutor constitutes the bulk of her career. She wrote a 2009 book, Smart on Crime: A Career Prosecutor's Plan to Make Us Safer, laying out her policy views. And she has talked a lot about criminal-justice issues in her years as a national politician.

Yet even her positions on important criminal-justice issues remain unclear, because of inconsistencies in her actions and statements and failures to address tough questions posed by critics of her record.

Read: The prosecutor vs. the felon

I sent the Harris campaign questions that voters deserve to have answered: about her record as a "top cop," about apparent changes in her rhetoric and positions, and about what policies she would pursue if elected. At the time of publication, her campaign hasn't provided any answers, but should that change, this story will be updated. Here are some of the questions I asked, edited for clarity and concision:

	Daniel Larsen, an unsympathetic defendant, was convicted of felony possession of a knife in 1999 after police testified that they saw him throw the weapon under a car in a Los Angeles parking lot. He got 28 years in prison. But as it turned out, a witness--James McNutt, a retired Army sergeant first class and former police chief--had been in the parking lot that night with his wife; both gave sworn statements that they saw a different man, William Hewitt, throw the knife under the car. Hewitt swore that's what happened too. So did Hewitt's girlfriend. Yet at trial, Larsen's attorney failed to identify or call any of those witnesses; he also failed to request that the knife be examined for fingerprints or to argue that it belonged to someone else. He was later disbarred for failing other clients.
 
 In 2009, just before you became attorney general of California, Judge Suzanne H. Segal ruled that Larsen's case was one of those "extraordinary cases where the petitioner asserts his innocence and establishes that the court cannot have confidence in the contrary finding of guilt." She declared that "no reasonable juror would have found Petitioner guilty beyond a reasonable doubt" and that he "clearly received ineffective assistance of counsel." The state was ordered to retry the case or release Larsen.
 
 But while you were attorney general, your office filed an appeal attempting to block Larsen's release, because he hadn't filed his claim for relief in a timely manner. In other words, your office sought to keep a man in prison on procedural grounds, despite strong evidence of his innocence. As a result, Larsen spent two more years in prison, until the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that he had cleared the threshold for producing proof of innocence. Even then, your office continued to litigate the matter, arguing before a three-judge panel that "one reasonable juror could still vote to convict." When that failed, forcing the prisoner's release, your office worked to prevent Larsen from receiving funds earmarked for people who are wrongly convicted of crimes.
 
 Why did your office work so hard to keep a man in prison after it was clear that he didn't commit the crime that put him there?
 
 	In 2010, when you were San Francisco's district attorney, a scandal rocked the crime lab run by the San Francisco Police Department. A technician who analyzed drugs was deemed "increasingly UNDEPENDABLE for testimony" by an assistant DA, a co-worker observed that the area where she tested drugs was in "disarray," an audit found missing evidence, and the technician's sister reported that she had a vial of cocaine at her house. She ultimately acknowledged taking evidence home for personal use. Her behavior raised the prospect of unreliable analysis and testimony in hundreds of cases. But neither you nor your office notified defense attorneys in potentially affected cases.
 
 The San Francisco Chronicle reported on a judicial rebuke you received, writing that the judge "concluded that prosecutors had failed to fulfill their constitutional duty to tell defense attorneys" about problems in the crime lab, violating the rights of defendants. At the time, you defended your behavior and criticized the judge as biased. Later, while you were running for president in 2020, The Washington Post asked about the matter, and reported that you "took responsibility for the failings," including your failure to develop a written policy so that your office "would notify defendants about problems with witnesses and evidence." You told the Post, "No excuses. The buck stops with me."
 
 In the future, if a federal prosecutor is found to violate a defendant's rights, what consequences should he or she face?
 
 	In Smart on Crime, you championed putting more police officers on the street, arguing that it would mean faster responses to assaults and robberies and fewer quality-of-life crimes. "Virtually all law-abiding citizens feel safer when they see police officers walking a beat," you wrote. "This is as true in economically poor neighborhoods as wealthy ones." But in a June 2020 radio interview, you said, "It is old thinking, it is outdated, and is actually wrong and backward to think that more police officers will create more safety." That same month, appearing on The View, you said: "In many cities in America, over one-third of their city budget goes to police ... What are we doing? What about the money going to social services? What about the money going to helping people with job training? What about helping with the mental-health issues that communities are being plagued with?"
 
 Did something cause you to change your position in the years after you published your book? If so, what? Do you still believe that cities should pay to put more police officers on the street?
 
 	When you were attorney general of California, the ACLU faulted you for failing to protect the privacy of the state's residents. "On your watch as California's top cop, law enforcement agencies up and down the state have been secretly using social media surveillance software that has been marketed to monitor protests and activists of color," they wrote. "Highly invasive facial recognition that may have a disproportionate impact on Californians of color is also being quietly used in several of our largest cities and counties. As the Attorney General, your leadership is urgently needed to address the lack of transparency, accountability, and oversight of law enforcement surveillance technology in order to fulfill your duty to safeguard the privacy, free speech, and civil rights of Californians."
 
 What, if anything, did you do in response to that letter? And how does that response reflect your position on how transparent the government should be about the surveillance technologies that it uses?
 
 	As attorney general of California, you were criticized for taking a hands-off approach to credible abuse allegations against local prosecutors and police. "Harris sent an unmistakable signal," the investigative reporter R. Scott Moxley wrote in a scathing 2019 OC Weekly article. "Under her watch, police-agency employees in California were free to commit perjury--even in death-penalty cases, as they did in Orange County."
 
 After multiple Oakland police officers were accused of having sex with an underage girl, "civil rights lawyers and California residents had been pleading for then-Attorney General Kamala Harris to open an independent investigation into the situation, since it spanned several police departments and involved allegations of coverups," Elizabeth Nolan Brown wrote in Reason magazine. "But she never responded to the petitions and pleas asking her to look into systemic sexual exploitation by state agents in Oakland."
 
 David Campos, a former San Francisco supervisor and police commissioner and a vice chair of the California Democratic Party, told The New York Times, "We never thought we had an ally in the district attorney ... When she had the opportunity to do something about police accountability, she was either not visible, or when she was, she was on the wrong side."
 
 How would you answer critics who say that you did too little to police the police, and if elected president, what approach would you take to federal oversight of law enforcement?
 
 	David Daleiden is an anti-abortion activist. In 2015, he pretended to be a representative of a fetal-tissue-procurement company and met with Planned Parenthood, and later released surreptitiously taken videos to show those staffers discussing the sale of fetal tissue. Planned Parenthood says the videos were misleadingly edited. On July 31, 2015, the National Abortion Federation filed a lawsuit claiming that Daleiden violated privacy laws when taking the videos. As AG, you opened a criminal investigation. Daleiden was indicted by your successor. In a lawsuit, Daleiden says that he was targeted for prosecution because Planned Parenthood is an ideological ally that has given you campaign contributions.
 
 Undercover videos are sometimes used by journalists and activists on the right and the left. The people taking the videos argue that doing so is in the public interest and that they are exposing misconduct. Do you favor or oppose laws that make it unlawful for journalists and activists to surreptitiously capture video and release it to the public? How do you propose ensuring that such laws are enforced in an evenhanded manner?
 
 	As San Francisco's district attorney, you prosecuted parents for their children's habitual failure to attend school. Do you think district attorneys nationwide should pursue similar policies or that the risks of overly harsh enforcement are too high?


Read: Why Kamala Harris's politics are so hard to pin down

Candidates aren't informed about every issue. Sometimes, a reasonable answer is "I have to think about that and get back to you." But Harris is well versed in all of these issues, having pondered them for years. Voters deserve to know where she stands on them today.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/kamala-harris-questions-criminal-justice/679628/?utm_source=feed
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New York City's Chaos Mayor

Eric Adams ran as a law-and-order candidate. But too often he creates his own drama.

by Noah Shachtman




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


Eric Adams sounded certain--his city was in crisis. It was September 6, 2023. The mayor of New York was standing in a public-school gym on the West Side of Manhattan, in his shirtsleeves, mic in one hand. "The city we knew, we're about to lose," he warned. More than 100,000 migrants had made their way to New York over the past year. Caring for them would be an all-but-impossible task. "This issue will destroy New York City. Destroy New York City."

And the mayor was getting a little tired of being pressed on how he was going to handle the situation. "As you ask me a question about migrants," he said to a group of community leaders and local officials, "tell me what role you played."

In the weeks that followed, Adams called for massive cuts to make up for the $12 billion he said New York would need in order to provide shelter, medical care, and classrooms for the migrants. He and his deputies proposed slashing services including police-academy classes, pre-K funding, and public-library hours; they even reduced the number of firefighters per truck.

And then Adams's prediction fizzled. Thanks to better-than-projected tax revenues and cheaper-than-expected costs for migrant care, New York found itself with an extra $3 billion in its budget. The proposed cuts were mostly restored. The "migrant crime wave" that Adams's police commissioner claimed was "washing over our city" never materialized, with some high-profile exceptions. The city incorporated 34,000 migrant children into its public-school system. Providing services for the estimated 65,000 migrants who remain in New York's shelter system is still a titanic challenge. But the idea that they collectively presented an existential threat to a city of 8.3 million--a city that survived the crack epidemic, 9/11, and the worst of COVID--seems, in hindsight, a bit hysterical.

Jerusalem Demsas: Something's fishy about the 'migrant crisis'

It's also on brand for the proudly "not traditional" mayor, who has a tendency to portray just about any challenge as existential. ("There is a demonic energy that has engulfed our planet," he said during a Christian "day of prayer" earlier this year.) Adams, a former police officer, ran for mayor as a law-and-order figure. By many metrics, he has delivered: Violent crime is down citywide; the illegal weed shops that had taken over empty storefronts are beginning to be closed; more than 17,000 guns have been taken off the streets.

Yet most New Yorkers aren't fans of the job he's doing as mayor. His approval ratings are stuck in the mid-20s, the lowest numbers for any New York mayor in three decades. Even unpopular mayors tend to coast to reelection here, but Adams has already drawn at least one primary challenger for next year's election, City Comptroller Brad Lander; several others are reportedly considering getting into the race, including former Governor Andrew Cuomo. The mayors of Los Angeles and Chicago addressed last week's Democratic National Convention, but Adams wasn't offered a speaking slot.

Adams's migrant panic--and similar blowups in the turbulent months that followed--help explain his troubles. Since taking office, in 2022, the mayor has all too frequently been a force for chaos. At times, he takes a combustible situation and throws a rhetorical match on it. In other instances, he cedes authority to the state. Sometimes his way of framing a problem is a jumble. In a single press conference this past March, he warned that "the foundation of the public-safety apparatus is dissolving right in front of our eyes," while urging, "We have to push back on this narrative that we are living in a city that's out of control."

The constant whipsaw effect is undermining the very real progress the city is making in its recovery from the pandemic. And it's giving a sense that whoever is supposed to be driving policy doesn't have a firm grip on the wheel.

Even Adams's biggest media boosters appear to have grown weary. The Murdoch empire--which not long ago championed him as the Democrats' tough-on-crime future--is once again marketing the city as a national symbol of disorder and decay, and now lampoons the mayor as out of touch and unable to govern. It's an ironic turn for Adams, who "got mileage out of being the one Democrat willing to borrow GOP talking points" about the city's unraveling, a local elected official who regularly deals with the Adams administration told me. (Like some other sources quoted in this article, this person requested anonymity to avoid reprisal from city hall.) "When you gin that up--New York's a cesspool, going down the drain--you risk becoming a victim of that narrative."

Meanwhile, the mayor's longtime friends and associates keep getting engulfed in scandal. The latest turn came earlier this month, when The New York Times reported that federal prosecutors had served Adams, city hall, and his campaign committee with subpoenas as part of a corruption probe. (Adams has not been accused of wrongdoing and has said he has "nothing to hide.")

Read: How it all went wrong for Eric Adams

The mayor has defenders, of course. "You may disagree with Adams' politics or his policies, but you can't disagree with the record," the Reverend Al Sharpton wrote in a recent op-ed, adding that he sees parallels between the "coded" criticisms of Adams and those of David Dinkins, New York's first Black mayor. Adams's aides argue that his message on the migrant issue proved prophetic when national Democrats moved to tighten border restrictions. "All the things he's talked about for well over a year, folks are coming along," Fabien Levy, the deputy mayor for communications, told me. And although Adams's rhetoric can clearly be a little aggressive--"He doesn't mince words. He's not shy," Levy said--Adams's team insists that he has helped restore New York's "swagger."

The problem for the mayor is that most New Yorkers don't seem to agree. "If you run for mayor as Batman and you can't tame Gotham City," the elected official said, "what else is there?"

On April 30, Adams dispatched the NYPD to Columbia University for a second time that month, to clear out pro-Palestinian activists who had barricaded themselves inside Hamilton Hall. The mayor and the NYPD's top brass held a press conference the next day to celebrate what they saw as a job well done. In many ways, it encapsulated the most chaotic aspects of the Adams era.

"There is a movement to radicalize young people," Adams said. Seated to his left, his police commissioner held a bike lock similar to one that protesters had used to chain Hamilton Hall's doors closed. Adams and the NYPD treated the locks as Exhibit A of "outside agitators" at Columbia and at pro-Palestinian demonstrations at City College of New York. After the press conference, a reporter noted to one deputy commissioner that the lock was the same type used by commuters across the city, and sold on Columbia's campus.


New York City Mayor Eric Adams holds a press conference at city hall in November 2023. (Mark Peterson / Redux)



If Adams or the NYPD had wanted to make a careful case that national pro-Palestinian organizers had worked with the campus groups, they could have done so easily. If they had wanted to call out examples of individual protesters praising Hamas, certainly some could be found. Instead, they chose to make a maximal argument. "Gas masks, ear plugs, helmets, goggles, tape, hammers, knives, ropes, and a book on TERRORISM. These are not the tools of students protesting, these are the tools of agitators, of people who were working on something nefarious," another deputy NYPD commissioner tweeted. The book in question was a standard introductory textbook on the topic, published by Oxford University Press. Adams was later asked by NPR how he could be so certain that the protests weren't student-led. "I just had a gut reaction based on my years in law enforcement," he said.

Urban leaders in positions like Adams's typically look for ways to de-escalate a tense situation. Adams sounded more like the colonels I used to interview as a reporter in Baghdad and Kandahar during the wars there. He boasted of the NYPD's "massive operation" at Columbia and City College. He crowed about the use of drones, encrypted radios, and precision-deployment tactics. He bragged about police replacing a Palestinian flag with the Stars and Stripes on the City College campus. "It's despicable that schools will allow another country's flag to fly in our country," he said. "So blame me for being proud to be an American." ("V-U. DAY!" the New York Post proclaimed on its front page.)

George Packer: The campus-left occupation that broke higher education

In June, I spoke with Rebecca Weiner, the NYPD's intelligence chief; Adams had said that her team's work informed his thinking on the protests. What triggered the NYPD response, she told me, was a perceived "shift in tactics" among pro-Palestinian groups globally, from protesting to more confrontational actions. She invoked the Weather Underground, the militant splinter group that grew out of the 1960s anti-war movement, and said she saw "some strong parallels." She added that "foreign terrorist organizations" were cheerleading the campus activists, singling out al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, which she said "has spilled a lot of ink on college-campus protests and encourag[ed] the protesters to continue to escalate." (I have not found any public evidence of links between the terror group and the pro-Palestinian protest movement; none of Columbia's demonstrators has been charged with violent crimes.)

The campus protests were just the latest example of how the uneasy bonds between law enforcement and citizens have been fraying under Adams's watch. The mayor's chosen chiefs now regularly go after his political opponents, his media critics, even judges deemed too lenient. Attacks on and civilian complaints about police officers have spiked.

To close observers of Adams, his over-the-top rhetoric about the protests had a familiar ring. The mayor casts his personal rise as a hero's journey, one in which he first overcame dyslexia and a police beating in a Queens precinct house to become a grad student and a cop, then overcame racist bosses and snickering naysayers to become a police captain and mayor. But there's no heroism without drama, and Adams at times is all too ready to supply it. As State Senator Jessica Ramos, a political rival, told me, "He seems to create a crisis so that somehow he'll become the hero, and there will be this crescendo, and he will save the day."

Adams and his aides can, at other times, sound strangely passive, even on signature issues--an odd posture for someone with as much main-character energy as the mayor.

In March, when Governor Kathy Hochul deployed heavily armed National Guard troops to subway stations to combat crime, Adams backed her up. "You're going to be feeling the safety. That uniform means a lot to people," he told reporters, noting that he had just sent an additional 1,000 cops to patrol the trains too. Weeks later--after critics said the troops were making riders more fearful, not less--Adams passed the buck. In an interview on the morning radio show The Breakfast Club, he said, "I didn't put the National Guards in the subway; the governor did."

In the same interview, Adams also took a deferential stance when the hosts questioned a policy he had previously championed: congestion pricing, a plan to charge people driving into Lower and Midtown Manhattan and use the money collected to improve the subway system. "We had no authority on it," he said. "Albany passed the law." The policy was set to go into effect on June 30 before Hochul shocked many New Yorkers by putting an indefinite "pause" on it, citing worries about its economic impact. Her decision upended decades of study and preparation, and put tens of thousands of jobs at risk. But Adams seemed unbothered. "The first female governor in the state of New York is showing what true leadership is about," he said in the days following Hochul's announcement.

Adams even seemed willing to defer to Hochul while a crime spree of sorts played out on the city's streets. Although possessing cannabis has been legal in New York State since 2021, having it in quantities larger than five pounds is a felony punishable by up to four years in jail. Selling it without a license is also illegal. Yet an estimated 2,800 unlicensed smoke shops were operating in the city as recently as April. The state had made opening legal weed stores, let alone supplying them profitably, borderline impossible--Hochul herself called the legalization rollout a "disaster." So the illegal sellers took over the retail spaces left empty by COVID. Their garish storefronts became a defining feature of post-pandemic New York, and a symbol of urban entropy.

Josh Barro: New York's governor is inept

For more than a year, Adams claimed that he couldn't do much in response. "The state has the enforcement power," he said in December. Give him the authority, he promised, and he'd close down every shop in 30 days. Here was a man who once made a viral video pushing parents to look for hidden drugs in their children's toys. Was he really so incurious about who was supplying all these shops that he wasn't willing to do anything about them?

In April, the state gave local cops broad authority to inspect and shut down illegal weed sellers. Adams walked back his pledge of an instant crackdown: "On the 31st day, don't be standing in front of city hall saying, 'Hey, I saw a weed shop.'" He dispatched a team from the NYPD and the sheriff's department to padlock offending stores. Three months later, he called a press conference to celebrate closing 779 shops. "We're trying to move as quickly as possible. We were just given these tools by Albany," Levy, the deputy mayor for communications, told me. The Adams administration could have prepared to close the shops in a hurry once given the authority, and quickly reestablished a sense of order. For now, only a fraction of the job has been done.

Municipal bureaucracies aren't known as models of ruthless efficiency. But even Adams's allies complain that this city hall, with its competing czars and political fiefdoms, can be particularly disorganized. I spoke with half a dozen people in New York politics who respect Adams--operatives, fundraisers, elected officials, community leaders. They had similar assessments. "We don't know who to talk to," one Adams ally told me. "It's the definition of dysfunction." Another source, shortly after a meeting with the mayor, told me that Adams "understands what a mayor's job should be, but there's often no execution afterwards."

A series of lawsuits and investigations has only added to the confusion. Consider Timothy Pearson, a longtime Adams friend with a nebulous portfolio who serves as a senior adviser to the mayor. Early in the administration, the Times revealed that Pearson was collecting paychecks simultaneously from the city and a Queens casino, prompting Pearson to step down from the private-sector job. Then he was reportedly involved in a brawl at a local migrant shelter. (An investigation by the city is ongoing.) Then he was sued--four times--for alleged sexual harassment and retaliation, including by an active NYPD deputy chief. One of the lawsuits accused Pearson of seeking a piece of the city's migrant-care contracts for himself. A lawyer for Pearson has denied any wrongdoing by Pearson, and city hall did not respond to multiple requests for comment on the allegations against him. But Adams has defended him, going so far as to invoke 9/11: "As a person who was in the Trade Center when the buildings collapsed, I think he is due due process," the mayor said in March.


(Top) Asylum seekers outside of the Roosevelt Hotel on Lexington Avenue waiting to be processed and find shelter on August 1, 2023. (Bottom) Police officers hold a yellow rope to keep the press at a distance from mayor Adams on June 11, 2023. (Erica Lansner / Redux; Mark Peterson / Redux)



In addition to the corruption investigation, which is related to allegations that a foreign government illegally funneled money into Adams's 2021 campaign, the mayor himself faces a lawsuit for alleged sexual misconduct. He has denied those allegations, and city hall did not respond to requests for comment about the FBI investigation. Meanwhile, four of Adams's donors have pleaded guilty to crimes.

With so many distractions swirling around the mayor, it's not surprising that the Adams administration has struggled to handle complex policy challenges, chief among them migration. New York's shelter system was already overloaded when buses started arriving from Texas in April 2022, and the federal and state governments offered little assistance. This helps account for the fact that some of the city's initial contracts to care for migrants were wasteful, and some of the emergency shelters were substandard. But it's harder to explain some of the Adams administration's actions later on, such as the decision to continue funding a no-bid contractor after it was found to be charging a 146 percent premium for its services and billing the city for empty hotel rooms, according to an audit by Lander, the city comptroller. (In response to Lander's audit, city hall said "new safeguards" had been put in place.) Or the move to force families to leave a shelter after 60 days, ostensibly as a way to encourage them to find more permanent housing.

In May, before he'd announced his primary bid, Lander told me that the 60-day eviction policy had been implemented in an "erratic way." He said he'd met a woman who was eight months pregnant and about to be evicted from a city shelter; she got a new bed only after a deputy mayor stepped in at the last second, according to Lander. (An Adams spokesperson, Kayla Mamelak, called the 60-day rule "one tool in our very limited toolbox to help migrants to exit shelter because, as we have repeatedly said, New York City is long past its breaking point.")

"To me, that's sort of a metaphor [for] a policy that was cruel on the front end and haphazard on the back," Lander said.

Adams doesn't show signs of being a deliberately cruel man. To the contrary, he's demonstrated genuine care toward those on the margins--sitting down with accused drug dealers, getting rebaptized on Good Friday with inmates at the notorious Rikers Island jail. But haphazard? That's another matter.

Adams's predecessors got through times of crisis by championing signature policies: Bill de Blasio had universal pre-K education; Michael Bloomberg reimagined a greener city. Adams's policy goals tend to be broader--back the blue, reopen the city for business, more building, more fun. "The mayor is not of this mindset that there's one thing that you should be known for," Levy said. "You have to walk and chew gum."

Qian Julie Wang: What really makes people feel safe on the subway

Of course, public safety is job No. 1 for Adams. Levy ticked off a series of city efforts to decrease shootings and auto and retail theft. He noted that violent crime is mostly back down after a pandemic-era bump. Major felonies on the subway are at their lowest level since the Bloomberg administration (though researchers say that lower-level violent offenses are a bigger problem). New York remains one of the safest big cities in the country.

Yet in an April poll by the Manhattan Institute, 62 percent of likely voters in New York said they believed the city was less safe than it had been in 2020--results that track with previous polls. Adams's messaging about public safety--apocalyptic at worst, confusing at best--has surely contributed to the perception that New York is still dangerous.

This spring, Adams unveiled a pilot program for gun-detecting scanners on the subway. He repeated statistics about how safe mass transit was, but added that three issues made the subway feel more treacherous than it actually was: severe mental illness, a small handful of repeat offenders, and random acts of violence. "It plays on the psyche of New Yorkers when someone is pushed to the tracks or someone shoots a gun in the subway system. Those three aspects are sending the message that our city is out of control," Adams said.

Then he seemed to catch himself.

"Our city is not out of control."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/eric-adams-nyc-mayor-drama/679630/?utm_source=feed
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Why Did This Progressive Evangelical Church Fall Apart?

In her new book, Eliza Griswold examines the forces that led to one congregation's collapse.

by Dorothy Fortenberry




It's hard to hear the word of the Lord on Facebook Live. Of all the challenges my family faced in 2020--and there were many--online church was one of the worst. Corralling my children (then 4 and 9) to focus on my small laptop instead of their Legos could be more difficult than Zoom school or Zoom work or keeping enough hand sanitizer in the house. The parish priests did their best to guide us virtually, but it felt like a hollow simulacrum of a service, missing all the parts that had, however briefly, held my kids' attention: no babies to wave at, no friends to hug, no tacos.

As Eliza Griswold reports in her new book, Circle of Hope, amid the mounting crises of the coronavirus pandemic, churches around the country struggled to maintain a sense of normalcy. If so much of church is about being united, how can it function when people are apart? I was struck by something Julie Hoke, a pastor in Philadelphia, says at one point in the book. After leading a disappointing, disjointed Easter service in 2021, during which participants met outside and masked, muffling the sound of their voices, she laments: "We can't hear each other singing."

She meant it literally, but it's also a metaphor for broader difficulties her church encountered. Pastor Julie's group was one of four linked evangelical congregations, collectively known as Circle of Hope, based in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Griswold, who embedded with the Church from 2019 to 2023, shows how, under the stress of COVID and the national racial reckoning that followed the murder of George Floyd, members of this community became unable to hear one another. Or maybe they had never been as good at listening as they thought.

The forces that pulled Circle of Hope apart extend far beyond one church or pandemic. We live in a strange moment when religion remains a powerful force in American public life even as churchgoing declines precipitously. Although 68 percent of Americans self-identify as Christians, only 45 percent are members of a church, compared with 70 percent at the turn of the 21st century. Laws such as the one Louisiana passed earlier this year requiring the Ten Commandments to be displayed in schools could be seen as signs of mainstream Christianity's strength, but they could also be an admission of its weakness, a last-ditch attempt to get the government to do the work once accomplished by Sunday school.

Griswold shows the unique value of church membership: how it can unite people across differences to pursue a common moral and spiritual goal. In an era when meals, clothes, romantic partners, and political ideas can be micro-targeted to us by algorithms, there's a lot to be said for the friction of a messy, in-person community. But maintaining such a community is never easy--especially now. Churches can be a refuge from modern life, but they can't be completely siloed from it. The differences between Circle of Hope's members were often political or interpersonal, rather than theological, and exacerbated by social media and the limits of Zoom. Everyone believed in virtue, but they lacked a common vision of how to achieve it and, in some cases, even a common vocabulary for having the conversation.

Circle, as its members called it, was by no means a typical American church. But, as we see through Griswold's reporting, its fracturing becomes a painful case study in the ways the events of the past four years have exposed the failings of our institutions, without pointing a way forward.



Circle was founded in Philadelphia in the 1990s by Rod and Gwen White, a married couple. The Whites were Californians who had been part of the evangelical "Jesus freak" movement of the '70s: Young hippies, inspired in part by the evangelist Billy Graham, found Christ and sought to live by his teachings. By 2019, when Griswold embedded with them, Circle was an urban congregation that seemed to fly in the face of stereotype. Anti-war and pro-immigrant, so committed to nonviolence that they literally melted AK-47s into garden tools, the congregants offered Griswold a hands-on, "punk rock" model of evangelical Christianity. As she writes in an introductory note, "This bright and funny band of Jesus followers served as a microcosm of the radical evangelical movement, which, in its real-life application, promised not only to reclaim the moral heart of evangelicalism but also to serve as Christianity's last, best shot at remaining relevant."

Read: Where did evangelicals go wrong?

Griswold, whose father was a bishop in the Episcopal Church, was curious about how Circle might provide a model for other evangelical congregations, many of which had been subsumed by Trumpism. She hoped to attend services and pastors' meetings, but her plans were blown up by the pandemic. So when church became virtual, Griswold adapted--going to outdoor services, sitting around firepits, and attending more than 1,000 hours of Zoom gatherings.

By early 2020, the Whites had handed Circle over to the next generation: Ben White (son of Rod and Gwen), Rachel Sensenig, Jonny Rashid, and Julie Hoke, all pastoring different communities in Philadelphia and New Jersey with different needs. When COVID hit, the pastors decided to co-lead virtual services, preaching together to a combined congregation of all four churches.

Circle was established as part of the Anabaptist denomination Brethren in Christ, whose adherents have a history of social engagement but whose politics don't map neatly onto conventional, contemporary divides. The Brethren in Christ, for instance, oppose all wars but also reject gay marriage. Under the Whites' leadership, LGBTQ congregants were not shunned, but neither were they able to wed within the Church. Circle also had a stated commitment to anti-racism, but maintained an overwhelmingly white congregation even in majority-Black neighborhoods. Griswold talks with members who left before 2020 because they felt out of place as gay or Black--but she also finds plenty of other members who felt they could overlook these contradictions. Until they couldn't.

The resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement in the summer of 2020 spurred the Church, for the first time, to seriously examine its record on racial issues: its lack of diversity, the fact that four Black pastors who had been hired over the past few decades had all quit (though Griswold notes that the White family still socialized with some of them), and the insensitivity that members of color reported experiencing. Circle's leaders decided to explore these problems as a community, with the help of Nelson Hewitt, a DEI consultant and former pastor whom they hired to direct them. The zeal for this experiment quickly soured as Hewitt encountered obstacle after obstacle: Pastors ignored his guidelines for Zoom conversations; some members were defensive or obstructive. After three months of tense sessions, marred by misunderstandings and mistrust, Hewitt quit. Things went downhill from there.

If the Circle of Hope had been more diverse to begin with, perhaps it might have had an existing community of Black members and leaders to guide the conversation. Instead, Ben, Rachel, and Julie--who are all white--and Jonny, who is Egyptian American, were left to navigate new waters together, without a clear map or shared vision. (They did elevate one Black Circle member, Bethany Stewart, to take on Hewitt's role, but ignored many of her suggestions.) Ben, skeptical of politics, believed that there should be some separation between "the life of faith and the faith of social justice." Rachel, who seemed uncomfortable at the tensions these conversations raised, often went silent. Julie embraced the new mission eagerly, but her methods led one Black congregant to feel that she was "'whitesplaining' to him, as a Black man, what racism was." Jonny, meanwhile, didn't always seem to register the gravity of the confrontations. After a discussion that began with a reminder to "believe and to defer to the voices and the feelings of BIPOC members" ended with some members in tears, Jonny left Bethany with the impression, she said, that he'd had "fun."

The spectacle of people alienating their Black colleagues through jargon and condescension in the name of anti-racism is not limited to this Church, or churches in general. Across the country in the months following Floyd's murder, many institutions experienced the same fervent longing to improve, along with the same tragic inability to do so in meaningful ways. But the book's careful, unsparing catalog of Circle's failures is particularly painful to read, because a church isn't a school or a company or an arts nonprofit. As Andrew Yang, a musician and an attorney who was a Circle member, put it to Griswold in 2023, church is "supposed to be something different." The members of Circle seem to have done a better job of following Jesus's directive to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, tend to the sick, and visit the imprisoned than many others, and yet they could barely get through a Zoom session without erupting into recriminations.

Circle of Hope closed in January of this year. Like many churches, it saw declining membership during the pandemic. But money problems also contributed to the organization's downfall. As part of their quest to live more consistently with their progressive values, the pastors decided to leave the Brethren in Christ over the issue of marriage equality and fully affirm LGBTQ members. This choice led to a complicated financial and real-estate settlement that left the Church with far less property and cash. Low on people, funds, and places to worship, the Church dissolved.

Read: The true cost of the churchgoing bust

One might reasonably ask, "So what?" In 21st-century America, if people want to practice their Christian faith, there are many ways to do so without needing to meet at a particular place or time with other people to worship. But the end of a church might have a real social cost, according to the political scientist Ryan Burge, who is one of the nation's preeminent chroniclers of the decline in American churchgoing. Burge's studies of religious Americans have led him to one conclusion: "When it comes to religion, guess who are the least tolerant? Those who believe the Bible is literally true. Guess who are the most tolerant? Those who attend religious services at least once a week." His data show that although religious belief can encourage narrow-mindedness, the sheer act of sitting next to others in pews, week after week, rain or shine, makes people more inclined to cut their fellow citizens a little slack.

Yet Circle of Hope demonstrates that simply going to church won't make us all get along. Deep divisions and injustices can sometimes be papered over through charismatic leadership, but not forever. Maybe if they weren't held over Zoom, Circle's anti-racism chats wouldn't have been so obtuse. Maybe without social media amplifying jargon and prompting misunderstandings, pastors could have been more effective shepherds. But we can't be sure.

I do know that I can't celebrate Circle's collapse. Because in addition to highlighting the challenges and frustrations of trying to live a religious life, Circle of Hope demonstrates what church can provide. In one harrowing scene that Griswold observed, Pastor Rachel drives one of her congregants to the emergency room, where he hopes to seek treatment for his drug addiction.  She tends to his spirit, praying with him, while also making sure that he gets the medical attention he needs. It would be absurd to say that only churchgoers can be kind, but being placed in a web of mutual obligation creates the conditions under which kindness is easier to perform, or perhaps simply harder to avoid.

Now that my church is back to meeting in person, it's easier for me to sign my kids up for service projects, to donate money for needed groceries, to check in on how someone's chemotherapy went. This is what church, at its best, can do. This is what Circle, at its best, did.

As Andrew, the former Circle member, says, "We made music together and we supported each other's lives and businesses and family lives ... The dream of committing to that kind of mutual life in mutual love because we love Jesus together, I don't think I can let that go until I'm the only one left."

When Griswold leaves Andrew, he's trying to keep some form of Pastor Jonny's community alive, with a rotating cast of members serving as its leaders. The group is diminishing, though, and it's not clear how long it will last. Perhaps today, Andrew and that small group are still meeting. Perhaps he has found another evangelical church with similar values. Or maybe, like so many others, he has quit church altogether and now has more time on Sunday for the farmer's market. As for Circle of Hope, its members are no longer singing in masks, muffled and imperfect; they have gone silent.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Flying Cauldron

The 2024 Summer Paralympic Games are under way.

by Alan Taylor




The final Paralympic torchbearers gaze at the "Flying Cauldron" after lighting it in Paris on August 28, 2024. More than 4,400 athletes from more than 180 delegations have gathered in Paris once again, this time to take part in the 2024 Summer Paralympic Games. Competitors will vie for medals in more than 500 events across 22 different sports. Today's opening ceremony was the first to ever be held outside; taking place along the Champs-Elysees, it featured the Parade of Nations, multiple artistic performances, and the lighting of the cauldron.
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The Corals That Survive Climate Change Will Be Unrecognizable

They have endured so much, and to endure this, they'll have to adapt dramatically.

by Marina Koren





 
 Earth belonged to the corals first. And over hundreds of millions of years, they proved themselves remarkably good at adapting to each new version of the planet. As other groups of organisms dropped out of existence, corals endured so many catastrophes that their history reads like a biblical tale of resilience. Through extinctions mass and minor, through volcanic eruptions and asteroid strikes, the corals survived.



And for tiny marine animals, they managed to exert tremendous force on the planet's landscape. Corals have raised whole islands into existence. They are the natural guardians of coastlines; they sustain an estimated quarter of known marine life. If the reefs ringing the Maldives die, an entire nation could erode into the sea. Humans live in these places because corals exist.



The Earth that humans evolved on, in other words, is a coral planet. Today, the animals provide ecosystems that support the livelihoods of about 1 billion people. They are so fundamental to life as we know it that scientists wonder if one way humanity could discover alien life is by detecting the signature of fluorescent corals in the shallow waters of another planet. Corals are also, famously, being devastated by climate change. Even in a future where they survive in some form, their transformation could make our own experience of this planet profoundly different.



The earliest corals emerged about 500 million years ago, roughly alongside plant life on land. But the modern version of coral reefs appeared a short 4 million years ago, around the time our human ancestors began to walk upright (give or take a few million years). When researchers try to rescue suffering corals, carefully cutting pieces away and transporting them to aquariums, they're visiting underwater metropolises that are thousands of years old. Despite all that corals have been through, given how fast conditions on Earth are changing, life has likely never been quite as stressful for them as it is now, according to the coral experts Bertrand Martin-Garin and Lucien Montaggioni in their book, Corals and Reefs.



Earlier this month, scientists reported that Australia's Great Barrier Reef is sitting in water that, in one decade, has become hotter than at any other point in the past 400 years. Caribbean coral colonies are still reeling from the havoc of last year's historic marine heat wave. Around the world, extraordinarily hot ocean temperatures have plunged corals into one of the worst bleaching events in recorded history--they're expelling the algae that live in their tissues and turning a ghostly white. Corals can survive bleaching, if conditions improve. But the longer they remain without that algae, the more likely they are to die.



"These are strange days on planet Earth," Derek Manzello, a coral-reef ecologist and the coordinator of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Coral Reef Watch, once told me. The planet used to give corals hundreds of thousands of years to adjust to a new reality; human activities--the burning of fossil fuels but also overfishing and pollution that have brought on global warming--have introduced a rate of change more dramatic than anything else in the geological record. "If we wanted to kill all reef-building corals on the planet, it would be hard to imagine a collection of activities quite as pointed and effective as what we've arrived at," Stuart Sandin, a marine biologist at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, told me.



Indeed, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which presents science-driven predictions about the global effects of human-caused climate change, has said that if the world limits warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels--the current goal, though one we're on a path to blast past--70 to 90 percent of tropical coral reefs will disappear. And if the world surpasses 2 degrees Celsius, virtually all of them will die off.



That would not necessarily mean that Earth would lose its corals entirely. Even as we draw closer to the worst-case scenarios for corals, Manzello believes that--with concerted human intervention--some of the destruction could be still counteracted or offset, at least in certain pockets of the globe. And as urgent as the IPCC warnings are, Sandin said, such estimates don't take into account coral's full potential for adaptation. "We still can't say with any certainty if we will see coral species go extinct," Manzello said when we spoke recently. Documenting extinctions is more difficult in the marine environment than on land, and like Sandin, Manzello thinks that coral refugia--places where species have historically persisted despite stressful conditions--could persist in even the gloomiest scenarios.



Sandin, for one, predicts a future split into thirds. One-third of coral reefs will certainly be devastated in the coming decades, mostly near urban areas. Another third is "going to scrabble along," he said, echoes of the voluminous reefs that once thrived. And the final third is "going to look pretty darn nice," having managed to handle the worst effects of warming and become nearly unrecognizable, unlike any corals that scientists are familiar with today. Although even corals known for their heat tolerance are succumbing in the Indian Ocean, some species in the Pacific Ocean have improved their capacity to withstand the stress by hosting a different kind of algae. Reefs have started cropping up in subtropical environments, too, where the water is cooler. "We've seen a lot of incredible locations where these reefs are rising from ashes, living in places that they shouldn't," Sandin said. "Those reefs are just fighting like hell." Earth could keep its corals, long into the future.



Scientists, too, are fighting hard, but to save corals as we know them now. "The entire coral-reef-science community went through a huge, drastic shift in focus starting in the 1980s, when we first saw large-scale bleaching events emerge," Manzello said. Before that, scientists studied corals out of pure curiosity about how these creatures came to be; now every aspect of coral research has turned to finding ways to preserve the animals. "If you're a geologist and you want to study reef development 200 million years ago in Papua New Guinea, you're going to have to tie that to, what is this going to tell us about the future of reefs?" Manzello said.



In a sense, the coral crisis is existential for humans, too. Even if coral cities persist in some fashion, what will ours be without those ecosystems? Fishing industries will suffer, and food supply with it. Familiar shorelines will slough off into the sea. Coastal communities will be at the mercy of powerful waves once slowed by reefs. A world with suffering corals leaves humans more exposed to the elements--and those elements are becoming more dangerous each year.



With every passing too-hot month, we turn more reefs into ruins, the remnants of another life form that existed alongside ours. Alive, some corals in shallow waters shimmer: They absorb ultraviolet radiation from the sun, which can prohibit growth in other organisms, and then emit it as visible light, in beautiful colors. That ability is what has made scientists imagine finding corals far beyond the solar system: Several years ago, Lisa Kaltenegger, an astronomer and the director of the Carl Sagan Institute at Cornell, suggested that scientists could search for signs of coral-like life forms on planets orbiting stars much smaller and dimmer than our own, that release ultraviolet flares. Perhaps life on those planets evolved to use that radiation, just as corals have. The glowing populations would have to be far more widespread than they are on Earth to give off a detectable signal; astronomers have already thought of the kind of telescope that could detect this glow, though it's still many years away from creation.



Should alien astronomers ever look our way, they wouldn't detect Earth's fluorescent corals at the water's surface, Kaltenegger told me: There aren't enough of them. Any faraway civilizations are more likely to capture the perpetual illumination of human cities, or the radio waves from our inventions, flowing endlessly into space. But if corals were here long before us, they may also outlast us, despite the torment they're experiencing now. Many, many years from now, "after humans have had their reign, corals will be fine if we give the ocean a break," Sandin said. People may not bear witness, but corals' dramatic resilience could survive us, too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/08/earth-corals-climate-change/679636/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Evangelical Supporters Just Lost Their Best Excuse

The pro-life justification for supporting the former president has now collapsed.

by Peter Wehner




The most common argument made by former President Donald Trump's evangelical supporters in defense of their support is that although Trump may not be a moral exemplar, what matters most in electing a president is his policies. And for them, abortion is primus inter pares.

Trump is a great pro-life champion, they say, perhaps the greatest in history, and that is what most distinguishes him from the abortion extremism of Kamala Harris. On that basis alone, they insist, Trump, regardless of his faults and failures, deserves their votes.

I understand that line of argument, though I strongly disagree with it. The rationale was always weaker than Trump's supporters were willing to admit, because Trump's moral depravity was always far worse and more dangerous than they were willing to acknowledge. And his achievements fell far short of their hopes and claims to end abortion.

But the pro-life justification for supporting Trump has just collapsed. Trump, who described himself as "strongly pro-choice" in the 1990s--including support for so-called partial-birth abortion--has returned to his socially liberal ways. "My Administration will be great for women and their reproductive rights," he recently declared on Truth Social. Kamala Harris couldn't have stated it any more emphatically.

It's true that Trump's appointees to the Supreme Court played an essential role in overturning Roe v. Wade. But ending Roe is not the same thing as reducing the number of abortions in America. In fact, the number of abortions has increased since the 2022 Dobbs decision, which overturned Roe. As Philip Klein wrote in National Review, "overturning Roe was only the necessary first step of a much longer battle to protect the lives of the unborn. And on that battle, it increasingly looks like Trump is joining the other side."

Helen Lewis: Abortion takes center stage

From a pro-life perspective, though, it's actually worse than that. Trump has done what no Democrat--not Bill or Hillary Clinton, not Mario Cuomo or John Kerry, not Joe Biden or Barack Obama, not any Democrat--could have done. He has, at the national level, made the Republican Party de facto pro-choice. Having stripped the pro-life plank from the GOP platform, having said that Governor Ron DeSantis's ban on abortion after six weeks is "too harsh" and a "terrible mistake," and having promised to veto a national abortion ban, Trump has now gone one step further, essentially advocating for greater access to abortion.

But that's not all. The public is more pro-choice today than it was at the start of Trump's presidential term, with pro-choice support near record levels. Approval for abortion is strongest among younger people, who will be voting for many decades to come. (Seventy-six percent of 18-to-29-year-olds say abortion should be legal in all or most cases.) Since the Dobbs decision, ballot measures restricting abortions have lost everywhere, including deep-red states such as Kansas and Kentucky. In addition--and this fact doesn't get nearly enough attention--the number of abortions increased 8 percent during Trump's presidency, after three decades of steady decline.

So voting for Donald Trump didn't mean you were voting for fewer abortions. Abortions declined by nearly 30 percent during Barack Obama's two terms, and by the end of his term, the abortion rate and ratio were below what they were in 1973, when Roe v. Wade was decided. But they went up again on Trump's watch. Public opposition to abortion is collapsing. Pro-life initiatives are being beaten even in very conservative states. The GOP has jettisoned its pro-life plank after having it in place for nearly a half century. And Trump himself is now saying he'd be great for "reproductive rights," a position that pro-lifers have long insisted is a moral abomination.

This is not a surprise. Betrayal is a core character trait of Trump's. He's betrayed his wives, his mistresses, his friends, his business associates, people who have worked for him, and his country. There is no person and no cause he will not double-cross. The pro-life movement is only the latest thing to which he has been unfaithful, and it won't be the last.

The question to ask yourself is: Who in the pro-life movement--Al Mohler, Mike Huckabee, Franklin Graham, Eric Metaxas, Marjorie Dannenfelser, Ralph Reed, Tony Perkins, Robert Jeffress, and countless others--will speak out, publicly and forcefully and relentlessly, against Trump's about-face? Will they tell the full truth, which is that abortions increased during the Trump presidency, that the pro-life movement is weaker than at almost any time in its history, and that, when it comes to making the Republican Party the home of the pro-life cause, Trump is doing unprecedented damage?

Will they now say of Trump what they say of liberal Democrats, that he supports the murder of innocent unborn children?

Now ask yourself this: How could an evangelical who claims to be passionately pro-life vote for a presidential candidate who now promises that his administration will "be great for women and their reproductive rights"? Especially when that person has cheated on his wives and on his taxes, paid hush money to porn stars, and been found liable of sexual assault?

And how can those who profess to be followers of Jesus cast a ballot for this candidate, once the excuse of casting a pro-life vote is gone? For a convicted felon and a pathological liar, a man who has peddled racist conspiracy theories, cozied up to the world's worst dictators, blackmailed an American ally, invited a hostile foreign power to interfere in American elections, defamed POWs and the war dead, mocked people with handicaps, and encouraged political violence? How can they continue to stand in solidarity with a person who has threatened prosecutors, judges, and the families of judges; who attempted to overthrow an election; who assembled a violent mob and directed it to march on the Capitol; and who encouraged the mob to hang his vice president?

Ben Marsh, a pastor at First Alliance Church in Winston-Salem, put it this way on X:

People who did not grow up in evangelical-political spaces have no idea how disorienting it is to be told for 30 years
 A. You could not vote for a morally bad person
 B. You had to vote for a pro-life candidate
 Only to now be told you have to vote for a pro-choice felon.


This is not a hard call. Trump deserves the disapprobation of evangelical Christians, not their vote. But he will get their vote, in overwhelming numbers, even if he has sold out the very cause they once professed greatest devotion to. Character counts? That's so passe. Being pro-choice is a moral travesty? Only, it seems, if you're a Democrat. Moral relativism is a threat to our nation? Not if you're part of MAGA world; in that case, taking a blowtorch to moral norms and truth is a blast. Love your enemies? Not if they're progressive.

Jill Filipovic: Kamala Harris's biggest advantage

Donald Trump has done incalculable damage to our political and civic culture. But he has also performed, even if inadvertently, a public service. He is a political and moral CAT scan, showing the ethical core of many of his supporters. It has been quite the revelation.

The evangelical movement comprises tens of millions of Americans; many of them are people of integrity and faithfulness. My own life has been profoundly enriched by its adherents. But we cannot deny what is true: Much of the evangelical world has validated many of the worst indictments of the secular world. There are so many scandals, so much cynicism and hypocrisy, so much to grieve. Much of what evangelicals and fundamentalists have claimed to stand for, certainly in the realm of politics and culture, turns out to have been an affectation, an illusion. They want power and revenge. Donald Trump Jr., in channeling the attitudes of many Trump supporters, said at a Turning Point USA gathering in 2021 that the teachings of Jesus have "gotten us nothing."

In his book The Subversion of Christianity, the French sociologist and lay theologian Jacques Ellul argued that what we call Christianity is "the opposite of what we are shown by the revelation of God in Jesus Christ." In many cases, and throughout history, according to Ellul, the Church, with its emphasis on moralism and its teachings in the political sphere, has perverted the Gospel. Ultimately, Ellul is hopeful because, as he puts it, "Christianity never carries the day decisively against Christ." That is the hope many of us hold on to, but it's hardly ideal. A movement that claims Jesus as its own should be more than a whitewashed tomb.
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The App That Monetized Doing Nothing

Inside the meteoric, chilled-out, totally paradoxical rise of Calm

by Annie Lowrey




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


A

cathedral-like mountain towers above me; a lake laps at my feet; sunshine distilled through pine needles warms my skin. Close your eyes, a voice intones. Let your shoulders fall naturally and keep your chest open. Take a few full, deep breaths to settle into this moment, inhaling deeply and slowly releasing your breath, allowing any tension you may be holding to soften. 

Fifteen minutes later, the voice asks me to bring my attention back to the room. I open my eyes to see not a mountain and a lake, but a photo of them on my cracked iPhone screen, now riddled with notifications from email, Slack, several major news publications, iMessage, Signal, WhatsApp, and Twitter. Then I turn to a somewhat larger screen to work for eight hours, followed by some relaxing time in the evening with a yet bigger screen, paired with the iPhone, the global pandemic, environmental catastrophe, and the inescapable shrieks of my toddler--rather than snowmelt and birdsong--as background noise.

My short-lived meditative oasis came courtesy of Calm, the most popular mindfulness app and one of the most popular apps in existence, full stop. More than 100 million people now have Calm on their smartphone, after downloads surged by a third in the coronavirus pandemic's early days last spring.

"What an extraordinary 12 months this has been," one of Calm's founders, Michael Acton Smith, told me, a somewhat awed tone to his voice, as his co-founder, Alex Tew, nodded. We met via Zoom in February, with me in San Francisco, Tew in the Cotswolds, and Acton Smith on the western Irish coast. "When the pandemic hit, interest went completely through the roof," Acton Smith said. "We've had our work cut out for us," Tew added.

Calm promises to give the anxious, the depressed, and the isolated--as well as those looking to be a bit more present with their family, or a bit less distracted at work, or a bit more consistent in their personal habits--access to a huge variety of zen content for $15 a month, $70 a year, or $400 for a lifetime. For that, its investors have valued the company at $2 billion--roughly as much as 23andMe, Allbirds, and Oatly--making it one of just 700 private start-ups to hit the 10-digit mark. Now flush with venture capital, Calm is in the midst of becoming a full-fledged wellness empire: It is producing books, films, and streaming series, as well as $10 puzzles, $80 meditation cushions, and $272 weighted blankets. It is expanding its corporate partnerships, offering meditations on American Airlines flights and in UK Uber rides, in Novotel hotel rooms and at XpresSpas, and for employees of GE, 3M, and a number of other companies. It even has ambitions to move into hospitality, offering real-world oases to match its smartphone ones.

It is a very modern success story, and a somewhat paradoxical one: Calm is a young San Francisco company selling a centuries-old spiritual practice, a smartphone app that purports to undo the anxieties of the smartphone age, and a venture-funded start-up that has managed to monetize sitting and doing nothing. Getting people to chill the fuck out, amid the thousands of crises wracking our modern world, is apparently worth billions.

Acton Smith and Tew seem to wear these contradictions lightly. For them, Calm is a service. It is a tool, a way to shepherd people who might be intimidated by meditation into the practice. It is also a brand, one that may soon have a toehold in every corner of our anxious modern lives. But really, how much can an app do?

There is no one or right way to meditate, but the general idea is to use external silence and stillness to cultivate internal silence and stillness, even if just for a few minutes. A common practice is focusing on the breath, observing cogitation as it happens but not attempting to follow or encourage or complete or entertain your own ideas. As Buddhists put it, this gives you "mindfulness of the mind," the ability to separate yourself from your ideas and emotions.

It is a lot harder than it sounds. Your brain just thinks all the time--taunting you with memories of dumb comments past, worrying you with dreams of the horrid future, whipping you into shape with notions of workouts to be done, motivating you with the thought of your upcoming employee review, distracting you with lust for the hot guy on the elevator. But meditation shows you that these automatic thoughts and feelings are things you have, not things you are. They are not mandates, and you need not react, though you might want to.

Meditation changes people, in brain and body and soul. A raft of studies has shown that it lowers blood pressure and cortisol levels, while improving mood and reducing the incidence of anxiety and depression. It makes people more focused, more self-aware, more resilient, and happier too. It is perhaps the only way to get something for nothing in this life.

The practice is an undated but ancient one; records describing meditation date to India in the 1500s B.C. For hundreds of years, it was a spiritual exercise, employed primarily by Buddhists and Hindus. Its rise in the West started in the 1700s, as Indian, Chinese, and Japanese texts were translated into English and other European languages and circulated. It became better known in the late 1800s, as figures such as Swami Vivekananda, a Hindu monk, and Anagarika Dharmapala, a Buddhist missionary, started taking grand tours abroad. And then something like mass popularity happened during the postwar New Age movement, as yoga and Ayurveda became American practices too.

Western capitalism came, saw, and co-opted, and recently two social movements have supercharged interest in meditation: the Millennial wellness fad, and the life-hacking fad. In the aughts, personal care became a kind of wan bulwark against the ravages of modern wage-drudgery, smoothie bowls and mushroom teas and Korean skin-care routines serving as balms for a generation unsure whether they would ever be able to buy a house or work fewer than 50 hours a week. "The meditation app is part of a mindfulness trend, which is part of a wellness trend," says Ophelia Yeung, a senior research fellow at the Global Wellness Institute, who has estimated that "wellness" writ large is a $120-billion-a-year business.




At the same time, intense personal betterment became an obsession of geeks and nerds, particularly in the Bay Area and cities such as New York and Austin. Any number of practices for quieting the mind, dissolving the ego, and disciplining the flesh--from psychedelics to ice bathing to fasting to journaling to giving away nearly all of your stuff--have been transformed into tools for thinking more clearly and working harder and squeezing more out of every tick of the clock.

Tew and Acton Smith did not set out to deliver opiates to these masses, per se; they were just buds interested in building businesses. Each made a name for himself early in life. Acton Smith co-founded a popular online retailer called Firebox when he was just 24, along with a friend from university. It sold Gen X-y, early-internet folderol; the first product sold was a shot-glass chess set. For his part, Tew built a site called the Million Dollar Homepage to help finance his business-management degree while a student at Nottingham University. (He had put off going to school for a few years to beatbox, and ended up dropping out of Nottingham.) The premise was simple: Anyone could buy a block of pixels, at a cost of a buck a pixel, linking out to wherever they wanted or adding clip art to their share of the website. It went viral in 2005, filling up with garish ads, grainy pictures of Che Guevara and Where's Waldo, and random words: absinthe and hairloss and pork? and Jesus. At one point, it was one of the 200 most-visited websites on Earth.

The two were introduced at a party on a houseboat on the Thames in the mid-2000s. "I remember reading about the Million Dollar Homepage and thinking, Wow, this chap is either incredibly obnoxious or a genius," Acton Smith told me. "When I met him at the party, I was like, Whoa."

They ended up becoming roommates in London's Soho, playing video games and riffing on business ideas. More than a few came to fruition. In the mid-aughts, Tew started a social network called Popjam and an advertising company called Pixelotto. Acton Smith launched Moshi Monsters, an online game for kids that grew into a commercially successful franchise, with toys, games, a magazine, bath soap, and trading cards. At one point, Moshi Monster toys were tucked into McDonald's Happy Meals.

Both were trawling for the next big thing, and they found it in no small part due to the domain name calm.com coming up for auction. "We saw it and thought, Wow, what a domain!" Acton Smith said. "Should we try and buy it? We can build the world's most incredible brand."

At that point, Tew was already a dedicated meditator, something he credits with helping him manage the pressure cooker of founding a company. Acton Smith was later to the practice. "I didn't really understand it," he said. "It just felt a bit weird and strange, and I thought it had religious connotations. But the light-bulb moment for me was when I started reading research papers and books on the subject, due to Alex's persistence. And suddenly I was like, 'Wow, this is actually neuroscience. This is a way of rewiring the human brain. It's one of the most valuable skills for Western society.'"

The two bought the domain name for less than the $1 million its owner wanted for it, though they declined to say just how much. Tew built a few proto-versions of what would become Calm. One was called Log In, Chill Out ("a terrible name," he said); another was called Do Nothing for Two Minutes (visitors would, well, do nothing for two minutes). Tew moved to California in 2011 to take advantage of its large pool of investors and engineering talent, with Acton Smith following a few years later. The two launched Calm as a website in 2012 and the app in early 2013.

It succeeded by making meditation easy, friendly, accessible, and only vaguely spiritual. Calm avoids using Buddhist terminology, such as metta ("loving kindness") and vipassana ("insight"). It focuses on simple, no-explanation-needed content, and has made a voice-over celebrity out of Tamara Levitt, a Canadian mindfulness teacher who narrates many of its most popular meditations. "It was presenting these ancient techniques in a really contemporary way," Acton Smith said, noting that in some ways the company has updated the pan-flute meditation CDs he used to see at a hippie bookshop as a kid growing up in Buckinghamshire.

It first developed a cult following among Silicon Valley types, appealing to the region's tune-in, turn-on, code-harder culture. Then it caught on with Millennials interested in self-betterment and healthy living. All it took was a global catastrophe for it to catch on with, well, everyone else.

When the pandemic hit San Francisco, Calm sent its staff home. Since then, it has gone fully remote; at some point, the office might reopen, but staff members will be welcome to live wherever they want. Both Tew and Acton Smith have taken the opportunity to head back to Europe.

Running the company remotely has posed certain challenges. But Calm has just kept expanding, on a chilled-out march to wellness supremacy. It now offers not only guided meditations, but a suite of songs and stories to help people drift off to sleep. Its most popular single piece of content is "Dream With Me," a story read by Harry Styles, the former One Direction singer and a Calm investor. "Hello," his dusky voice coos over soothing piano music. "I'm Harry Styles. And tonight I'm going to help you drift off to sleep with some soothing words and calming music. A sleep story. Just for you." When it was released in July, overwhelming traffic crashed the app.

Calm is producing longer, more ambitious content too. Well, ambitious is perhaps not the best word. In 2017, it put out Baa Baa Land, an eight-hour film of sheep grazing in a field, marketed as "the dullest movie ever" and an "ultimate insomnia cure." In 2019, it debuted A World of Calm, a series on HBO Max with a not-dissimilar animating principle and much better production values: It features gentle, beautiful scenes with voice-overs by Oscar Isaac, Nicole Kidman, Mahershala Ali, Idris Elba, and Keanu Reeves, among others. "We want to make the world happier and healthier," Acton Smith said. "We believe what Nike did 50 years ago with physical fitness, we can do with mental fitness."

The empire might soon include far grander options, such as an island retreat. "We were inspired by Richard Branson buying Necker Island all those years ago," Acton Smith said. (He has been there, describing the island--which, when not hosting Branson's personal guests, rents for $105,000 a night--as an "amazing, magical" place.) A second inspiration is a more accessible one: Disney World. But Calm Island would be an immersive, synesthetic experience designed to evoke nostalgia and imagination--not your typical amusement park, with its sweat and crush and puke and scream. It would be an "ultimate form of that realization" of calm in the world, a place to "go and completely switch off, eat healthy, do yoga, listen to inspiring talks, listen to relaxing music and the waves," he added.

For now, though, Calm is calling on people to switch off by switching on, listening to the waves on their phone and imagining the feeling of sand between their toes. Toward the end of our discussion, I asked the pair what they made of that image: people practicing mindfulness on these little mindfulness-killers. "Screens are a major contributor to the stress in Western society. And then we come along saying, 'Use your phone to destress!'" Acton Smith said. "We understand that tension, but the reality is that the technology and our phones are not the problem. They are tools, and it's how we use them that matters." Mindfulness, he said, strengthens "that awareness muscle in your brain, so you're able to be more conscious of when and how and why to use your phone, because they are amazing."

Tew was more reluctant to see it as a tension at all. The platform, he said, "is neutral," and not particularly gamified or addictive. There's not a ton of interaction--you pick your meditation, turn it on, and that's it. He put it in very Silicon Valley lingo: "The core value proposition is audio-based ... It's no different having a teacher sitting in the room with you, but that teacher can be in millions of homes at the same time."

There is some evidence for that argument: Meditation apps really do undercut the stresses of modern life. Researchers believe that they have led to large increases in the number of people meditating; data collected by the CDC show that the share of Americans who meditated tripled in just five years. Studies also show that app-based meditation seems to have many of the same effects as in-person meditation. In a randomized control trial held among students at Arizona State University, Calm spurred significant reductions in stress and sleep disturbances and improvements in mindfulness and compassion. (There are limits to these things. The app had no effect on students' tendency to binge-drink or eat vegetables.)

That said, meditation is not a panacea, nor are meditation apps. Many users quit logging in shortly after downloading them, Emily Lindsay, a psychologist at the University of Pittsburgh, told me. Researchers are not sure how much a person would have to meditate, or for how long, to reap the practice's benefits. There's also concern that doing it via smartphone might provide a shallow experience, compared with working with an experienced teacher. "A lot of these apps are just guiding you through a meditation and that's it," Lindsay said. "There is not a lot of scaffolding explaining why you're doing it, how it might be helpful, and how to take those skills and transfer [them] into daily life when you're experiencing some stressor."

More broadly, Yeung, the wellness-industry expert, notes that wellness, health, and spiritual practices might help a person work through incidences or periods of stress. But they often fail to--and indeed have no way to--address the underlying source of that stress. "The danger is of pushing responsibility onto individuals for what they are suffering," Yeung told me. "There's research showing that people in the prison population or refugee population, they benefit from these practices. It helps them be more resilient. But it's not fixing the circumstance. If you have an abusive work culture, or racism, or war, or an unjust society, meditation is not going to make that go away, and it is not your problem to solve on an individual level."

Still, it is ours to endure. I myself am a longtime, if on-and-off, meditator. This year, trapped in my apartment, never really socializing but never really alone, terrified of the coronavirus and watching in horror as friends and colleagues and sources got sick, I found myself turning to Calm more often. I hated every minute I spent meditating, as I often do. Who wants to fight with their own thoughts at the end of a hard day? But it did make me feel better. I still hate my smartphone and computer, but for more than a year, they were my only portals out of my apartment's walls--and, I guess, out of myself.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2021/06/do-meditation-apps-work/619046/?utm_source=feed
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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 faroff 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 man, 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 & 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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Introducing: <em>We Live Here Now</em>

<span>We found out that our new neighbors were supporting January 6 insurrectionists. </span><span>Coming September 18.</span>

by Lauren Ober, Hanna Rosin




About a year ago, we met our new neighbors--and ultimately found out that they are key figures in the Justice for January 6 movement. One is Micki Witthoeft, the mother of Ashli Babbitt, who was killed in the Capitol building on January 6. Another is the wife of the first person sentenced after standing trial for crimes related to January 6. We could have kept our distance. But instead we got to know them and ended up deep inside their alternate world, one where January 6 was a day when martyrs were made and people were unfairly imprisoned. We also got to know their grief, their love for one another, their hobbies, their pets. We talked for months, until people could reasonably ask "Are you friends now?" To which we could reasonably answer "No." But we figured that if January 6 is not over for some, we should talk with the people who are still living it.
 
 We Live Here Now is a limited series starting September 18.

Listen to the trailer here:

Listen and subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | iHeart

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin.

Lauren Ober: And I'm Lauren Ober. And about a year ago, we met a new neighbor.

Rosin: She had moved to our Washington, D.C., neighborhood for one reason: to get justice for her daughter.

Ober: Who was shot and killed at the U.S. Capitol on January 6. Our new neighbor wanted someone to pay for her daughter's death.

Micki Witthoeft: Ashli Babbitt was absolutely murdered. Where's the fucking subpoena?


Rosin: And she wasn't the only person who thought that.

Donald Trump: The person that shot Ashli Babbitt boom right through the head, just boom. There was no reason for that.


Ober: When we found out who our neighbor was, we could have decided to give her the cold shoulder. After all, January 6 was an assault on our city.

Rosin: Or we could be neighborly. So that's what we did. First, we met the dog. Then we were offered pie. Pretty soon we were talking militias.

Nicole Reffitt: Get your militias straight. If you're going to come down here, you've got to--
 Ober: Listen, when the gay militia happens, I'm there.


Rosin: Before we knew it, we had fallen into this upside-down world. Where insurrectionists are political prisoners.

Archival: Ladies and Gentlemen, the unfairly treated January 6 hostages.


Rosin: Where rioters are heroes.

Archival : Nathan DeGrave: hero. David Dempsey: hero. Lucas Denney: hero.


Ober: Where another January 6 could be right around the corner.

Rosin: Like, how long are you going to stay in D.C.?
 Brandon Fellows: I plan to stay until like January 7.
 Rosin: That feels vaguely threatening.
 Fellows: I could see why you would say that.


Rosin: And where our neighbor is kind of an icon.

Archival (Witthoeft speech): Look inside yourself and be your own hero. Stand up and speak up, because if not, this country's lost. Thank you for being brave enough to come to this cesspool. God bless you, and God bless America.


Ober: Getting to know our new neighbor has made us realize that January 6 is very much not over. So we should probably get to know the people who are still living it.

Rosin: Would you say that you guys were friends?
 Ober: I guess it depends on what your version of friend is.
 Witthoeft: We're going to get you. In a nonviolent way. Just to be clear.
 Ober: Oh, I didn't think you were coming after me. I didn't think you were coming after me. That wouldn't be very neighborly, Micki, right?


Rosin: We Live Here Now. Coming this fall from The Atlantic.

Ober: Subscribe wherever you get your podcasts.
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Keepsake

A poem for Wednesday

by Roey Leonardi




You make the coffee,
 salted and milk-bright,
 and we drink in the window
 
 where last night
 I told you of June
 while eating red currants.
 
 June, who peeled peaches
 never lifting her knife
 and called the trees by name.
 
 Who told me I was pretty
 when she could hardly speak.
 Over whom the nurse wept
 
 and said, I'm sorry,
 I loved her. I tried
 to make you know her.
 
 We tried to share a life.
 Now it's morning
 and I can see where I end
 
 and you begin
 like a shoreline
 or a grave.
 
 Remember the currants,
 fragile as glass.
 Their wet, bitter rush.
 
 How lucky we were
 to taste them, even once.
 Even in hunger, how full.
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Jack Smith Isn't Backing Down

After a Supreme Court ruling challenged his case, the special counsel filed a fresh indictment of Donald Trump.

by David A. Graham




When the Supreme Court ruled last month that presidents are immune from prosecution for anything done as an official act, many observers reacted with immediate horror. They warned that the ruling would allow future presidents to act as despots, doing whatever they like without fear of accountability. And in the immediate term, they predicted doom for the federal case against former President Donald Trump for attempting to subvert the 2020 election.

The effect of the ruling on future presidents will not be clear for some time. But Special Counsel Jack Smith, who is prosecuting Trump for the Justice Department, isn't acting too rattled by the Supreme Court's decision.

Smith obtained a superseding indictment today in the case against Trump, whom he had previously charged with four felonies. The new document is a little more concise and changes some language, but it keeps the same four felony charges and most of the same evidence. After taking a few weeks to review the Supreme Court ruling, Smith has apparently concluded that it doesn't change much about his case at all.

In addition to some slight rephrasing here and there, Smith makes two notable changes. First, he takes out all references to Trump's attempt to involve the Justice Department in his subversion. Trump, who has spent much of his current presidential campaign warning about the "weaponization" of the federal government, attempted just that as he sought to stay in office. The then-president asked the department to issue a letter saying the election was corrupt and then "leave the rest to me and the R[epublican] Congressmen," according to meeting notes taken by a DOJ official. One of Trump's confederates was Jeffrey Clark, a Justice Department official whom Trump tried to install as acting attorney general to further the scheme, before fierce resistance from DOJ and White House lawyers stayed his hand.

But the Supreme Court ruled that "because the President cannot be prosecuted for conduct within his exclusive constitutional authority, Trump is absolutely immune from prosecution for the alleged conduct involving his discussions with Justice Department officials." The superseding indictment thus takes out references to Trump's conversations with these officials. It removes Clark from a list of co-conspirators. And it deletes a section of the initial indictment that explained how Trump tried to enlist the department to help solicit slates of false electors from states.

Smith also takes pains in other places to stipulate that Trump was not acting in any official capacity that might grant him immunity. For example, as it relates to false electors, Smith writes that "the Defendant had no official responsibilities related to the convening of legitimate electors or their signing and mailing of their certificates of vote." As for the January 6, 2021, certification of the vote, "The Defendant had no official responsibilities related to the certification proceeding, but he did have a personal interest as a candidate in being named the winner of the election." Smith asserts that White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows, who was involved in a call to pressure Georgia officials to "find" Trump votes, was acting in a private or political capacity, rather than as a White House official.

Smith's filing is just a prosecutor's argument. Judge Tanya Chutkan will now have to review the indictment and the Supreme Court ruling and determine whether she agrees with Smith's claims about what the justices did and did not intend; any decision she makes will likely be subject to appeal.

Even if Chutkan sides with Smith, and his prosecution proceeds basically unchanged, that does not excuse the Supreme Court's ruling. Trump's attempt to weaponize the Justice Department is one of the more dangerous things he did as president. Many of the other election-subversion ploys were two-bit maneuvers with little prospect of success, and they were promptly and rightly rejected by courts. But the DOJ actions were an attempt to marshal the mighty power of the federal government in order to keep Trump in office.

Smith has been busy after a quiet period: Yesterday, he filed an appeal of Judge Aileen Cannon's dismissal of his classified-documents case in Florida. Between the two cases, he'll have much to do for the foreseeable future--unless Trump wins, in which case the new president will likely end the cases. Sometimes, the things the president can do legally are the most disturbing.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/jack-smith-isnt-backing-down/679635/?utm_source=feed
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        Kamala Harris and the Black Elite
        Reihan Salam

        If you want an illustration of the extraordinary racial progress America has made over the past 59 years, look to the life of Vice President Kamala Harris, who could now become the second Black president.Born in Oakland, California--a city deeply divided by race, where the Black Power movement gained ground by explicitly rejecting the cause of racial integration--just months after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Harris has achieved great distinction in multiracial milieus, where her cu...

      

      
        What I Heard at Swifties for Kamala
        Elaine Godfrey

        You might not be shocked to learn that Elizabeth Warren's favorite Taylor Swift song is about cosmic justice."I love 'Karma,'" the senator from Massachusetts said last night during a Zoom event for a group called Swifties for Kamala. "And I have a thing or two to say about private equity!" The 34,000 attendees probably would have cheered, but, as is typical for such a massive webinar, only the organizers had control of the microphone and camera. Warren was undaunted by the lack of response. "It i...

      

      
        New York City's Chaos Mayor
        Noah Shachtman

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Eric Adams sounded certain--his city was in crisis. It was September 6, 2023. The mayor of New York was standing in a public-school gym on the West Side of Manhattan, in his shirtsleeves, mic in one hand. "The city we knew, we're about to lose," he warned. More than 100,000 migrants had made their way to New York over the past year. Caring for them would be an all-but-impossible task. "This issue will destroy ...

      

      
        Seven Questions That Should Be Easy for Harris to Answer
        Conor Friedersdorf

        A presidential nominee normally accounts for their past actions in public life and clarifies their plans for the future. This year, Kamala Harris ran in no primaries, and since becoming the presumptive Democratic nominee, has not had a formal press conference where she would be expected to answer questions from reporters. She has not sat down for an in-depth interview on television or with a major paper such as The New York Times and The Washington Post. (CNN recently announced that Harris and he...

      

      
        Jack Smith Isn't Backing Down
        David A. Graham

        When the Supreme Court ruled last month that presidents are immune from prosecution for anything done as an official act, many observers reacted with immediate horror. They warned that the ruling would allow future presidents to act as despots, doing whatever they like without fear of accountability. And in the immediate term, they predicted doom for the federal case against former President Donald Trump for attempting to subvert the 2020 election.The effect of the ruling on future presidents wil...

      

      
        Inspectors General Are Doing Essential--And Unpopular--Work
        Glenn Fine

        One afternoon in January 2019, I was summoned to a meeting with the deputy secretary of defense. His massive office was in the outer ring of the Pentagon. Nearby were the offices of the secretary of defense and other top generals and admirals.The windows looked out over the Pentagon parade grounds and the Potomac River. The Washington Monument appeared in the distance. Seated around the conference table that afternoon were the deputy secretary of defense, the Defense Department's deputy general c...

      

      
        Kamala Harris Is Rerunning Hillary Clinton's 2016 Campaign
        Yair Rosenberg

        The Democratic National Convention is over, and the verdict is in: It was a remarkable heist. "They stole traditional Republican themes (faith, patriotism) and claimed them as their own," the conservative Wall Street Journal columnist Peggy Noonan wrote. "Democrats Show That Republicans Aren't the Only Ones Who Can Wrap Themselves in the Flag," read a New York Times headline. "Speaker after speaker," CNN reported, "struck themes that have long been hallmarks of Republican rhetoric: tributes to se...

      

      
        What Trump Got Right About National Security
        H. R. McMaster

        There are many who despise Donald Trump and see him as a narcissist unfit for the highest office in the land. And there are many who revere Trump as an antihero, fighting to save the country from establishment politicians and bureaucrats derelict in their duty to the American people. My job as Donald Trump's national security adviser, a position I held through March of 2018, demanded not a sweeping attitude but a focus on my role. The central task was to run a process designed to help the elected...

      

      
        The Man Who Will Do Anything for Trump
        Elaina Plott Calabro

        Illustrations by Diego MalloThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Kash Patel was dangerous. On this both Trump appointees and career officials could agree.A 40-year-old lawyer with little government experience, he joined the administration in 2019 and rose rapidly. Each new title set off new alarms.When Patel was installed as chief of staff to the acting secretary of defense just after the 2020 election, Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chi...

      

      
        21 Minutes in the Buttigieg Bubble
        Mark Leibovich

        "Okay, we have to move fast," one of Pete Buttigieg's aides told me as the discoursing dynamo was finishing another cable interview on the last day of the Democratic National Convention.Buttigieg stepped off an MSNBC set and onto the United Center floor. "I'm here to give you some much-needed attention," I told him. By "much-needed," I was of course being sarcastic: Buttigieg has been a rather relentless media presence in recent weeks, especially this past one in Chicago.Buttigieg did not respond...

      

      
        Why RFK Jr. Endorsed Trump
        John Hendrickson

        In the spring of 2023, not long after Robert F. Kennedy Jr. launched his chaotic presidential campaign, I asked him a straightforward question. What do you see as more harmful to America: another term of Joe Biden, or Donald Trump returning to power? "I can't answer that," Kennedy replied.This morning, Kennedy finally stopped being cagey. He announced that he was suspending his campaign and throwing his support to Trump. During a rambling, nearly hour-long speech at the Renaissance Hotel in downt...

      

      
        RFK Jr. Was My Drug Dealer
        Kurt Andersen

        The leading third-party candidate for president--an environmental lawyer and activist, a son and nephew of legendary liberal Democratic politicians--just quit the race and announced that he is joining the campaign of the most anti-environment president and presidential nominee in recent history, the leader of a Republican Party he has turned into a right-wing, anti-democratic, protofascist personality cult.  I could go on and on and on, cataloging the contradictions and abandonment of principle, al...

      

      
        Bidenomics Without Biden
        Roge Karma

        Kamala Harris entered the presidential race with a dilemma: The economy is the most important issue for swing voters, but most Americans view the Biden-Harris administration's economic record as a failure. To complicate things further, the economy is strong by most objective measures, and many of the administration's individual policies tend to poll quite well.  While he was still the presumptive nominee, President Joe Biden addressed this disconnect by trying to convince Americans that things we...

      

      
        What Kamala Harris Doesn't Get About Food Costs
        Scott Lincicome

        Last week in North Carolina, Kamala Harris called for a new federal law to ban "price gouging on food." Such a law might be popular, but it would have, at best, no impact on grocery prices and might even make the problem worse. That's especially unfortunate because it distracts from all the federal policy changes that actually could reduce food prices.The evidence that price gouging was responsible for the post-pandemic spike in food prices is somewhere between thin and nonexistent. A recent repo...

      

      
        It's Sorkin Again in America
        Franklin Foer

        As Cory Booker gaveled out the third night of the Democratic National Convention, he told the delegates that he wanted to pose for a selfie from the podium. But before he went ahead with the photo, he had to ritually close the proceedings. "All those in favor say 'Aye,''' he bellowed. Then more playfully, he channeled Semisonic. "Folks, it's closing time. I don't care where you go, but you can't stay here." Convention is a word generally associated with dutiful tedium, so why the rampant joy at t...

      

      
        Trump and the Cocaine Owl
        Helen Lewis

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Sometimes, I like to imagine what would happen if historical figures from American politics were transposed to the current day. How, do you think, would Dwight Eisenhower react to a man telling him that cocaine "will turn you into a damn owl, homie, you know what I'm saying? You'll be out on your own porch. You'll be your own streetlamp."Well, I can tell you how Donald Trump reacted: with intense curiosity. H...

      

      
        Tim Walz's Understudy Could Get a History-Making Promotion
        Russell Berman

        Peggy Flanagan is used to filling in for Tim Walz. As the lieutenant governor of Minnesota, serving as an understudy is most of the gig.On Wednesday afternoon, that meant delivering the speech that Walz was originally supposed to give in Chicago on the third day of the Democratic National Convention--before President Joe Biden abandoned his reelection campaign and set in motion events that upended the lives, and possibly the political futures, of both Walz and Flanagan.Until his selection as Kamal...

      

      
        The DNC Had Good Energy. Now What?
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.For three nights, a joy approaching euphoria has coursed through the Democratic National Convention. I think the word I've heard most this week--more than Harris, Trump, or Democrats--is vibes. People say how good the vibes are, ask how the vibes seem, ruminate on how the vibes have shifted since Kamala Harris became the de facto nominee one month ago. And though the repetition might be cringe, it's true: Everyone is feelin...

      

      
        Kamala Harris Defines Herself--But Not Too Much
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The election is a "fight for America's future," Kamala Harris said in her speech to the Democratic National Convention tonight. She painted a picture of what a second Trump presidency might look like: chaotic and dangerous. Donald Trump would take the country back, whereas she would take the country forward. "I will be a president who leads and listens; who is realistic, practical, and has common sense, and always fights ...

      

      
        The Surreal Experience of Being a Republican at the DNC
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Geoff Duncan served as the Republican lieutenant governor of Georgia, and with his conservative suits, power ties, and neatly coiffed hair, he looks the part. But last night at the Democratic National Convention, he delivered an impassioned plea for Kamala Harris's presidential campaign."Let's get the hard part out of the way: I am a Republican. But tonight I stand here as an American--an American that cares more about the...

      

      
        Who's Normal Now?
        Gal Beckerman

        Minnesota Governor Tim Walz used the potency of a single word to help propel himself onto last night's Democratic-convention stage as Kamala Harris's pick for vice-presidential nominee. Only a few weeks ago, in late July, he branded the Republican ticket as "weird," and they have been reeling since. But weirdness is a negative quality, the opposite of which, of course, is normalcy, and that is exactly what the DNC tried to project on its third night.The introduction of weird took one of the centr...

      

      
        Young Democrats Have a New Favorite Clinton
        Russell Berman

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

      

      
        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

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.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 r...
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Kamala Harris and the Black Elite

The presidential candidate's vision appeals more to college graduates than to the majority of Black Americans.

by Reihan Salam




If you want an illustration of the extraordinary racial progress America has made over the past 59 years, look to the life of Vice President Kamala Harris, who could now become the second Black president.

Born in Oakland, California--a city deeply divided by race, where the Black Power movement gained ground by explicitly rejecting the cause of racial integration--just months after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Harris has achieved great distinction in multiracial milieus, where her cultural literacy and deft code-switching have proved enormous assets. In the mid-1960s, Black elected officials almost exclusively represented Black-majority jurisdictions, and a Black presence in elite institutions was exceedingly rare. By the time Harris first won elected office in 2004, in contrast, she had settled in San Francisco, a city with a small and shrinking Black population, where it was essential for her to build a multiracial political coalition.

Harris's political "launching pad," according to the Politico reporter Michael Kruse, was "the tightly knit world of San Francisco high society," which embraced her as one of its own. Harris came of age amid a rapid expansion of economic opportunity for Black Americans, and especially Black women; her ascent reflects the diversification of the American elite and a growing openness to Black political talent among non-Black voters, both developments that are very much worthy of celebration.

One could argue that Harris's emergence as the Democratic presidential nominee, like Barack Obama's before her, is a fulfillment of the civil-rights-era promise of racial integration. Consider, for example, the striking racial diversity of her inner circle, which includes her brother-in-law, Tony West, chief legal officer at Uber; Disney Entertainment Co-chair Dana Walden; and of course her husband, Doug Emhoff, an accomplished entertainment lawyer. Harris's social world is anything but segregated.

Yet there are rival conceptions of racial progress in American life, and the discourse surrounding Harris's political rise has overlooked a potential vulnerability for the Democratic coalition in the long run--the cultural and ideological distance separating the progressive Black elite from the working- and middle-class Black majority.

Read: Identity politics loses its power

Because Blackness has historically been treated as monolithic, informed by a shared experience of persecution and marginalization, scholars and policy makers have long ignored the Black elite and its central role in America's racial landscape. As a multiracial daughter of skilled immigrants who is very much at home among upwardly mobile professionals, Harris is best understood as a pioneering member of a Black elite that has been powerfully shaped by rising educational attainment, affluence, immigration, and intermarriage.

From 2002 to 2022, for example, the share of Black adults over 25 with a postgraduate degree increased from 5.3 to 10.6 percent. Over the same period, the share of Black families earning $200,000 or more, adjusted for inflation, rose from 3.9 to 8.4 percent. Those gains haven't erased inequality; the share of Asian and white adults with a postgraduate degree remains significantly higher than that of Black adults (27.1 percent and 15.7 percent respectively), as does the share of Asian and white families earning $200,000 or more (28.1 percent and 18.2 percent). Nevertheless, these numbers speak to the emergence of a large and flourishing Black upper-middle class.

Rising Black immigration from the Caribbean and Africa, meanwhile, has infused the Black American population with self-selected newcomers who are more likely to be high earners than their native-born counterparts. More than one-fifth of Black Americans are either foreign-born or second-generation, and Black newcomers tend to settle in higher-opportunity neighborhoods and regions than Black natives.

And though Black-white interracial unions remain rare, the number has increased in recent years. As the number of interracial unions has increased, so too has the number of mixed births. Although finding detailed demographic information on all multiracial Black households is difficult, a Pew analysis of data from the 2022 American Community Survey shows that they have a median household income 21.2 percent higher than that of monoracial non-Hispanic Black households.

Needless to say, these various social developments don't perfectly intersect. It is certainly not the case that all high-earning Black adults have postgraduate degrees, are immigrants, or are partnered with non-Black adults. But compared with the Black population generally, the new Black elite, forged in selective colleges and universities, is disproportionately first- and second-generation, intermarried or mixed-race, and suburban.

Read: What Trump's Kamala Harris smear reveals

The distinctiveness of the Black elite could have a number of political implications. One is that as the cultural and socioeconomic distance between the Black elite and the Black majority increases, so too could the power of the Black elite to shape Black political behavior.

No one is surprised when educated and affluent white voters vote differently from working-class white voters. The notion of a Black "diploma divide" is less familiar. Despite considerable ideological diversity among Black voters, the Black electorate has been largely united behind Democratic candidates for decades. For years, the dominant explanation for the persistence of Black political unity has been the idea of "linked fate," or the notion that Black voters see their individual interests as bound up with the status and well-being of Black Americans as a group. More recently, the political scientists Ismail K. White and Chryl N. Laird have attributed Black political unity to the practice of "racialized social constraint," in which some Black individuals work to protect the interests of the group by shaming or otherwise punishing other Black individuals who threaten to defect from the group's partisan norm. This practice of enforcing group partisan norms occurs through predominantly Black social networks, including in online spaces, such as Black Twitter. If White and Laird are right, the question becomes which Black individuals and communities have the authority to establish group political expectations.

In his 1903 essay on "The Talented Tenth," the renowned sociologist and civil-rights activist W. E. B. Du Bois envisioned an elite cadre of exemplary Black women and men--an "aristocracy of talent and character"--that would provide the wider Black population with civic and social leadership. Though a man of the left, Du Bois was a frank elitist, who believed that it was "from the top downward that culture filters," and that in the history of human progress, "the Talented Tenth rises and pulls all that are worth saving up to their vantage ground." He took for granted that there would be a durable link between this educated ethnic vanguard and the Black masses, and that elite norms and behaviors would trickle down over time. The Black elite would set the agenda for Black advancement, and the Black majority would fall in line.

But as the Black elite grows apart from the Black majority--in its ethnocultural self-understanding, level of education and wealth attainment, and commitment to cosmopolitan ideals--expect its political authority to diminish.

Consider the politics of immigration, a major flash point in the 2024 presidential election. During Harris's 2020 presidential campaign, she backed a number of progressive immigration priorities, including decriminalizing illegal border crossings, a position that her campaign recently reversed in a statement to Axios. This is one of several issues where a meaningful gap separates college-educated and non-college-educated Black voters. In 2020, before an intensifying border crisis moved public opinion in a sharply restrictionist direction, the American National Election Studies survey found that although 40 percent of college-educated Black respondents favored increasing immigration levels, the same was true of only 27 percent of non-college-educated Black respondents. When asked if immigrants were likely to take away jobs from Americans, 71 percent of non-college-educated Black respondents said they were at least somewhat likely to do so; among college-educated Black respondents, just 53 percent said the same.

Given that the college-educated Black population is more cosmopolitan, affluent, and likely to have recent immigrant ties, it makes intuitive sense that they would be more favorably disposed toward immigration. But those differences in lived experience might also diminish the ability of elite Black political actors to enforce a pro-immigration partisan norm against Black dissenters.

Then there are the differences between the Black elite and the Black majority when it comes to the role of race in public life.

Over the course of her long career in elected office, Harris has not evinced many fixed ideological commitments. But she has been consistent in her adherence to "progressive racialism," or the belief that the cause of racial justice demands a more vigorous embrace of race-conscious policy making. In the U.S. Senate and the White House, she has championed race-preferential college admissions and hiring programs, environmental-justice initiatives, and cultural-competency training, among other race-conscious policy measures. In this regard, Harris is representative of her class.

Shortly before the Supreme Court ruled against race-preferential college admissions in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard and Students for Fair Admissions v. University of North Carolina, a Pew survey found that although U.S. adults opposed them by a margin of 50 to 33 percent, Black adults favored them by a margin of 47 to 29 percent. However, this overall level of support masked a telling divide among Black respondents. Sixty-four percent of Black college graduates backed race-preferential admissions; support fell to 42 percent for Black respondents with some college or less. This wasn't because a far larger number of non-college-educated Black respondents were opposed to race-preferential admission--it's because a much higher share said they weren't sure.

One explanation is that elite discourse has greatly exaggerated the role of racial preferences in redressing racial inequality. For one, only a small fraction of U.S. undergraduates attend colleges and universities selective enough for racial preferences to matter. In a recent working paper, the economists Francisca A. Antman, Brian Duncan, and Michael F. Lovenheim compared underrepresented minority students in four states which banned racial preferences in public higher education to students in states that left preferences in place. Comparing outcomes before and after the bans and between states, they found that prohibiting preferences had virtually no impact on educational attainment, earnings, or employment for Black or Hispanic men, and may even have improved Black men's labor-market prospects. While banning preferences produced worse outcomes for Hispanic women, in most cases there were also no statistically significant harms to Black women.

Assuming that these findings hold true more broadly, the impact of racial preferences on the life chances of Black Americans appears to have been negligible. Moreover, defending unpopular racial preferences may have made it more difficult to advance other policies that would have done more to foster Black upward mobility. Viewed through this lens, it is not surprising that many middle- and working-class Black voters are indifferent to the fate of race-preferential admissions, or that so many oppose them outright.

Read: 'White Dudes for Harris' was a missed opportunity 

Even if we stipulate that race-preferential admissions did not benefit Black Americans as a whole, they did offer concentrated benefits to the relatively small number of Black individuals who were in a position to take advantage of them. A 2023 YouGov / Economist survey found that only 11 percent of Black respondents felt that affirmative action had a positive impact on their lives, or just over half of the 19 percent who felt that it had had any impact at all. But Black women and men who believe deeply in the benefits of race-preferential admissions have been well represented in high-status jobs, and they've played an outsize role in shaping the domestic-policy agenda of the progressive left. That could be part of why progressive policy makers have made such a sharp turn in favor of race-conscious policies in the post-Obama era, despite their deep unpopularity.

As Black political unity starts to fade, Harris has a choice to make. Building on the policy agenda she developed for her 2020 presidential campaign and the record of the Biden-Harris administration, the vice president can champion the race-conscious policies that have proved so resonant among the progressive Black elite in the hope that doing so will inspire a renewed politics of Black solidarity. The challenge for this Talented Tenth approach is that the Black voters who have been most receptive to Donald Trump are younger and working-class. These are Black Americans who came of age in the 1990s and 2000s, against the backdrop of rising Black cultural and political influence. They are less embedded in the Black Church, an institution that has played a crucial role in inculcating norms of racial solidarity. And they are not embedded in the modern university, where racial identity and preferences have been most salient. In short, they seem skeptical of the profound racial pessimism so common on the progressive left.

Rather than lean into progressive racialism, Harris could seek to appeal to middle- and working-class voters of all groups, including disaffected Black voters, by downplaying race consciousness in favor of populist and patriotic themes, drawing on the lessons of Obama's successful 2008 and 2012 campaigns. Doing so would make life more difficult for those of us on the right who oppose Harris's vision for American political economy and our role in the world--but it would be an encouraging portent of racial progress to come.
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What I Heard at Swifties for Kamala

A Zoom call hosted by a Taylor Swift fan group that supports Harris was leaning into its own dorkiness.

by Elaine Godfrey




You might not be shocked to learn that Elizabeth Warren's favorite Taylor Swift song is about cosmic justice.

"I love 'Karma,'" the senator from Massachusetts said last night during a Zoom event for a group called Swifties for Kamala. "And I have a thing or two to say about private equity!" The 34,000 attendees probably would have cheered, but, as is typical for such a massive webinar, only the organizers had control of the microphone and camera. Warren was undaunted by the lack of response. "It is going to be a tough fight ahead," she said, winding up. "There are only 24 hours in a day--or 144 'All Too Well' 10-minute versions." [Pause for no laughter.] "But here's the thing, just like you've done every time before, we will push this boulder up the hill."

Only a die-hard Swiftie would have caught all the references in Warren's words, which included a jab at the investment group backing Swift's nemesis, Scooter Braun, and a lyric from a Swift deep cut said to be about the singer's beef with Kim Kardashian. It seems safe to assume that Warren did not write all of these quips herself. But she would not be the only speaker on the call whose staffers had squeezed an unconscionable number of jokes into last night's remarks.

Read: The Millennial cringe of Taylor Swift

Identity-based calls to action have been all the rage in this season of Democratic politics, with events like White Dudes for Harris and Win With Black Women drawing tens of thousands of attendees. Although America's Swifties are not an ethnic or racial group, they are arguably a religious one. Last night's call was an attempt to harness their unflagging devotion to the pop star and put it to political use.

The whole thing was, somehow, even cringier than I had anticipated--and, as a Swiftie myself, I am familiar with the fandom's extreme dorkiness. The organizers looked startlingly young and inexperienced--introducing lawmakers in shaky voices, clearly nervous to be blindly addressing thousands of viewers. They passed the mic too often, rambled, and misspoke. And the middle-aged politicians were working painfully hard to demonstrate fluency in the dialect of Swiftworld.

Still, the cringe seemed, at least partly, the point. Like the broader Harris campaign, these organizers leaned into the awk. "There's been a lot of talk about how joy isn't a strategy," Irene Kim, a Swifties for Kamala co-founder and its executive director, said on the call, citing a recent New York Times op-ed. "But that definitely hasn't been our experience!"

The project began with a post by a 22-year-old named Emerald Medrano, who runs a popular Swift fan account. "I feel like us U.S. swifties should mass organize and help campaign for Kamala Harris," he wrote on X in July. Soon, Swifties for Kamala was born: a partnership of fans, some of whom run social-media accounts and others who have experience in Democratic politics. A month later, the group has 71,000 followers on X, a Substack newsletter, and a Discord channel.

The organizers seem to assume that Swift, who backed Joe Biden in 2020, will support the Democratic nominee. But Swift has not actually endorsed anyone yet, a fact that went unacknowledged in last night's call. Her support in the race is highly sought after; last week, Donald Trump shared tacky AI deepfakes to claim he had the pop star's backing. During the Democratic National Convention, rumors swirled of a surprise musical performance: Would it be Taylor? (No.)

"We're keeping things political, but also everything has a layer of Swiftiness to it," Annie Wu Henry, the campaign manager at Swifties for Kamala, who has also worked for Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and other progressive lawmakers, said during last night's call. Organizers wore Swift-themed cardigans and displayed glittery #47s on their hands, in reference to what could be Harris's place in the presidential timeline. They encouraged viewers in the Zoom chat to chip in either $13 or $19.89--both important Swiftian numbers--and, like Taylor, they frequently folded their hands into hearts for the camera.

Read: Taylor Swift's post-Reputation approach to politics

The Zoom event was light on policy talk, heavy on allusion. After Warren spoke, Representative Becca Balint of Vermont offered a pep talk: "The MAGA movement will be defeated by our dominoes, cascading in a line!" she said, quoting the song "Mastermind." Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York read off a few jokes. "Karma is a relaxing thought, but for Donald Trump it's not--facts!" she said, to the ever-silent audience. "If you're in line to vote, stay, stay, stay!" When Senator Ed Markey of Massachusetts showed up, he revealed that his favorite Swift song is, oddly, "Snow on the Beach"--because it highlights the risks of global warming. "Climate change is threatening our favorite phenomenon," the senator said, before adding that the waters outside Swift's beach house in Rhode Island are "some of the fastest-warming ... in the world!"

Just like a Taylor Swift marketing campaign, the Zoom call promised surprises and exciting guests. There would be a big announcement at 8 p.m., organizers teased, and a very special person would wrap up the call at about 8:30 p.m. One special speaker was the singer-songwriter Carole King, now in her 80s, who materialized like a yellow-haired fairy godmother. King, who called Swift her "musical and songwriting granddaughter," sang part of the chorus from "Shake It Off," and offered advice to first-time campaign volunteers: "The key to door-knocking is asking a good question and then listening." She urged Swifties to ask voters what they might find in common with Harris. "You're building a bridge to that person," King said--aware, apparently, of how much Swifties appreciate bridges.

At 8 o'clock, the big announcement was made: Merch drop! Swiftie T-shirts and tote bags reading In My Voting Era were for sale--no affiliation, organizers carefully reminded fans, with Swift herself.

Nearly two hours into the call, the surprise final guest--Representative Jasmine Crockett of Texas, a rising Democratic star--still hadn't appeared. The leaders of Swifties for Kamala began signing off. "I'm so blessed, and so happy and fully immersed in Swiftie-ism right now," Medrano said. "We're going to paint the town blue, and it's going to be the coolest thing that's ever happened in this country!"

The letdown didn't kill their enthusiasm--with Swifties, it never does. The group had raised money at a clip that the capitalist icon herself would have been proud of: The night's fundraising haul totaled an auspicious $122,000. If Harris is hoping that joy and--yes--cringe can help her win the White House, she's got the right fandom on her side.
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New York City's Chaos Mayor

Eric Adams ran as a law-and-order candidate. But too often he creates his own drama.

by Noah Shachtman




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


Eric Adams sounded certain--his city was in crisis. It was September 6, 2023. The mayor of New York was standing in a public-school gym on the West Side of Manhattan, in his shirtsleeves, mic in one hand. "The city we knew, we're about to lose," he warned. More than 100,000 migrants had made their way to New York over the past year. Caring for them would be an all-but-impossible task. "This issue will destroy New York City. Destroy New York City."

And the mayor was getting a little tired of being pressed on how he was going to handle the situation. "As you ask me a question about migrants," he said to a group of community leaders and local officials, "tell me what role you played."

In the weeks that followed, Adams called for massive cuts to make up for the $12 billion he said New York would need in order to provide shelter, medical care, and classrooms for the migrants. He and his deputies proposed slashing services including police-academy classes, pre-K funding, and public-library hours; they even reduced the number of firefighters per truck.

And then Adams's prediction fizzled. Thanks to better-than-projected tax revenues and cheaper-than-expected costs for migrant care, New York found itself with an extra $3 billion in its budget. The proposed cuts were mostly restored. The "migrant crime wave" that Adams's police commissioner claimed was "washing over our city" never materialized, with some high-profile exceptions. The city incorporated 34,000 migrant children into its public-school system. Providing services for the estimated 65,000 migrants who remain in New York's shelter system is still a titanic challenge. But the idea that they collectively presented an existential threat to a city of 8.3 million--a city that survived the crack epidemic, 9/11, and the worst of COVID--seems, in hindsight, a bit hysterical.

Jerusalem Demsas: Something's fishy about the 'migrant crisis'

It's also on brand for the proudly "not traditional" mayor, who has a tendency to portray just about any challenge as existential. ("There is a demonic energy that has engulfed our planet," he said during a Christian "day of prayer" earlier this year.) Adams, a former police officer, ran for mayor as a law-and-order figure. By many metrics, he has delivered: Violent crime is down citywide; the illegal weed shops that had taken over empty storefronts are beginning to be closed; more than 17,000 guns have been taken off the streets.

Yet most New Yorkers aren't fans of the job he's doing as mayor. His approval ratings are stuck in the mid-20s, the lowest numbers for any New York mayor in three decades. Even unpopular mayors tend to coast to reelection here, but Adams has already drawn at least one primary challenger for next year's election, City Comptroller Brad Lander; several others are reportedly considering getting into the race, including former Governor Andrew Cuomo. The mayors of Los Angeles and Chicago addressed last week's Democratic National Convention, but Adams wasn't offered a speaking slot.

Adams's migrant panic--and similar blowups in the turbulent months that followed--help explain his troubles. Since taking office, in 2022, the mayor has all too frequently been a force for chaos. At times, he takes a combustible situation and throws a rhetorical match on it. In other instances, he cedes authority to the state. Sometimes his way of framing a problem is a jumble. In a single press conference this past March, he warned that "the foundation of the public-safety apparatus is dissolving right in front of our eyes," while urging, "We have to push back on this narrative that we are living in a city that's out of control."

The constant whipsaw effect is undermining the very real progress the city is making in its recovery from the pandemic. And it's giving a sense that whoever is supposed to be driving policy doesn't have a firm grip on the wheel.

Even Adams's biggest media boosters appear to have grown weary. The Murdoch empire--which not long ago championed him as the Democrats' tough-on-crime future--is once again marketing the city as a national symbol of disorder and decay, and now lampoons the mayor as out of touch and unable to govern. It's an ironic turn for Adams, who "got mileage out of being the one Democrat willing to borrow GOP talking points" about the city's unraveling, a local elected official who regularly deals with the Adams administration told me. (Like some other sources quoted in this article, this person requested anonymity to avoid reprisal from city hall.) "When you gin that up--New York's a cesspool, going down the drain--you risk becoming a victim of that narrative."

Meanwhile, the mayor's longtime friends and associates keep getting engulfed in scandal. The latest turn came earlier this month, when The New York Times reported that federal prosecutors had served Adams, city hall, and his campaign committee with subpoenas as part of a corruption probe. (Adams has not been accused of wrongdoing and has said he has "nothing to hide.")

Read: How it all went wrong for Eric Adams

The mayor has defenders, of course. "You may disagree with Adams' politics or his policies, but you can't disagree with the record," the Reverend Al Sharpton wrote in a recent op-ed, adding that he sees parallels between the "coded" criticisms of Adams and those of David Dinkins, New York's first Black mayor. Adams's aides argue that his message on the migrant issue proved prophetic when national Democrats moved to tighten border restrictions. "All the things he's talked about for well over a year, folks are coming along," Fabien Levy, the deputy mayor for communications, told me. And although Adams's rhetoric can clearly be a little aggressive--"He doesn't mince words. He's not shy," Levy said--Adams's team insists that he has helped restore New York's "swagger."

The problem for the mayor is that most New Yorkers don't seem to agree. "If you run for mayor as Batman and you can't tame Gotham City," the elected official said, "what else is there?"

On April 30, Adams dispatched the NYPD to Columbia University for a second time that month, to clear out pro-Palestinian activists who had barricaded themselves inside Hamilton Hall. The mayor and the NYPD's top brass held a press conference the next day to celebrate what they saw as a job well done. In many ways, it encapsulated the most chaotic aspects of the Adams era.

"There is a movement to radicalize young people," Adams said. Seated to his left, his police commissioner held a bike lock similar to one that protesters had used to chain Hamilton Hall's doors closed. Adams and the NYPD treated the locks as Exhibit A of "outside agitators" at Columbia and at pro-Palestinian demonstrations at City College of New York. After the press conference, a reporter noted to one deputy commissioner that the lock was the same type used by commuters across the city, and sold on Columbia's campus.


New York City Mayor Eric Adams holds a press conference at city hall in November 2023. (Mark Peterson / Redux)



If Adams or the NYPD had wanted to make a careful case that national pro-Palestinian organizers had worked with the campus groups, they could have done so easily. If they had wanted to call out examples of individual protesters praising Hamas, certainly some could be found. Instead, they chose to make a maximal argument. "Gas masks, ear plugs, helmets, goggles, tape, hammers, knives, ropes, and a book on TERRORISM. These are not the tools of students protesting, these are the tools of agitators, of people who were working on something nefarious," another deputy NYPD commissioner tweeted. The book in question was a standard introductory textbook on the topic, published by Oxford University Press. Adams was later asked by NPR how he could be so certain that the protests weren't student-led. "I just had a gut reaction based on my years in law enforcement," he said.

Urban leaders in positions like Adams's typically look for ways to de-escalate a tense situation. Adams sounded more like the colonels I used to interview as a reporter in Baghdad and Kandahar during the wars there. He boasted of the NYPD's "massive operation" at Columbia and City College. He crowed about the use of drones, encrypted radios, and precision-deployment tactics. He bragged about police replacing a Palestinian flag with the Stars and Stripes on the City College campus. "It's despicable that schools will allow another country's flag to fly in our country," he said. "So blame me for being proud to be an American." ("V-U. DAY!" the New York Post proclaimed on its front page.)

George Packer: The campus-left occupation that broke higher education

In June, I spoke with Rebecca Weiner, the NYPD's intelligence chief; Adams had said that her team's work informed his thinking on the protests. What triggered the NYPD response, she told me, was a perceived "shift in tactics" among pro-Palestinian groups globally, from protesting to more confrontational actions. She invoked the Weather Underground, the militant splinter group that grew out of the 1960s anti-war movement, and said she saw "some strong parallels." She added that "foreign terrorist organizations" were cheerleading the campus activists, singling out al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, which she said "has spilled a lot of ink on college-campus protests and encourag[ed] the protesters to continue to escalate." (I have not found any public evidence of links between the terror group and the pro-Palestinian protest movement; none of Columbia's demonstrators has been charged with violent crimes.)

The campus protests were just the latest example of how the uneasy bonds between law enforcement and citizens have been fraying under Adams's watch. The mayor's chosen chiefs now regularly go after his political opponents, his media critics, even judges deemed too lenient. Attacks on and civilian complaints about police officers have spiked.

To close observers of Adams, his over-the-top rhetoric about the protests had a familiar ring. The mayor casts his personal rise as a hero's journey, one in which he first overcame dyslexia and a police beating in a Queens precinct house to become a grad student and a cop, then overcame racist bosses and snickering naysayers to become a police captain and mayor. But there's no heroism without drama, and Adams at times is all too ready to supply it. As State Senator Jessica Ramos, a political rival, told me, "He seems to create a crisis so that somehow he'll become the hero, and there will be this crescendo, and he will save the day."

Adams and his aides can, at other times, sound strangely passive, even on signature issues--an odd posture for someone with as much main-character energy as the mayor.

In March, when Governor Kathy Hochul deployed heavily armed National Guard troops to subway stations to combat crime, Adams backed her up. "You're going to be feeling the safety. That uniform means a lot to people," he told reporters, noting that he had just sent an additional 1,000 cops to patrol the trains too. Weeks later--after critics said the troops were making riders more fearful, not less--Adams passed the buck. In an interview on the morning radio show The Breakfast Club, he said, "I didn't put the National Guards in the subway; the governor did."

In the same interview, Adams also took a deferential stance when the hosts questioned a policy he had previously championed: congestion pricing, a plan to charge people driving into Lower and Midtown Manhattan and use the money collected to improve the subway system. "We had no authority on it," he said. "Albany passed the law." The policy was set to go into effect on June 30 before Hochul shocked many New Yorkers by putting an indefinite "pause" on it, citing worries about its economic impact. Her decision upended decades of study and preparation, and put tens of thousands of jobs at risk. But Adams seemed unbothered. "The first female governor in the state of New York is showing what true leadership is about," he said in the days following Hochul's announcement.

Adams even seemed willing to defer to Hochul while a crime spree of sorts played out on the city's streets. Although possessing cannabis has been legal in New York State since 2021, having it in quantities larger than five pounds is a felony punishable by up to four years in jail. Selling it without a license is also illegal. Yet an estimated 2,800 unlicensed smoke shops were operating in the city as recently as April. The state had made opening legal weed stores, let alone supplying them profitably, borderline impossible--Hochul herself called the legalization rollout a "disaster." So the illegal sellers took over the retail spaces left empty by COVID. Their garish storefronts became a defining feature of post-pandemic New York, and a symbol of urban entropy.

Josh Barro: New York's governor is inept

For more than a year, Adams claimed that he couldn't do much in response. "The state has the enforcement power," he said in December. Give him the authority, he promised, and he'd close down every shop in 30 days. Here was a man who once made a viral video pushing parents to look for hidden drugs in their children's toys. Was he really so incurious about who was supplying all these shops that he wasn't willing to do anything about them?

In April, the state gave local cops broad authority to inspect and shut down illegal weed sellers. Adams walked back his pledge of an instant crackdown: "On the 31st day, don't be standing in front of city hall saying, 'Hey, I saw a weed shop.'" He dispatched a team from the NYPD and the sheriff's department to padlock offending stores. Three months later, he called a press conference to celebrate closing 779 shops. "We're trying to move as quickly as possible. We were just given these tools by Albany," Levy, the deputy mayor for communications, told me. The Adams administration could have prepared to close the shops in a hurry once given the authority, and quickly reestablished a sense of order. For now, only a fraction of the job has been done.

Municipal bureaucracies aren't known as models of ruthless efficiency. But even Adams's allies complain that this city hall, with its competing czars and political fiefdoms, can be particularly disorganized. I spoke with half a dozen people in New York politics who respect Adams--operatives, fundraisers, elected officials, community leaders. They had similar assessments. "We don't know who to talk to," one Adams ally told me. "It's the definition of dysfunction." Another source, shortly after a meeting with the mayor, told me that Adams "understands what a mayor's job should be, but there's often no execution afterwards."

A series of lawsuits and investigations has only added to the confusion. Consider Timothy Pearson, a longtime Adams friend with a nebulous portfolio who serves as a senior adviser to the mayor. Early in the administration, the Times revealed that Pearson was collecting paychecks simultaneously from the city and a Queens casino, prompting Pearson to step down from the private-sector job. Then he was reportedly involved in a brawl at a local migrant shelter. (An investigation by the city is ongoing.) Then he was sued--four times--for alleged sexual harassment and retaliation, including by an active NYPD deputy chief. One of the lawsuits accused Pearson of seeking a piece of the city's migrant-care contracts for himself. A lawyer for Pearson has denied any wrongdoing by Pearson, and city hall did not respond to multiple requests for comment on the allegations against him. But Adams has defended him, going so far as to invoke 9/11: "As a person who was in the Trade Center when the buildings collapsed, I think he is due due process," the mayor said in March.


(Top) Asylum seekers outside of the Roosevelt Hotel on Lexington Avenue waiting to be processed and find shelter on August 1, 2023. (Bottom) Police officers hold a yellow rope to keep the press at a distance from mayor Adams on June 11, 2023. (Erica Lansner / Redux; Mark Peterson / Redux)



In addition to the corruption investigation, which is related to allegations that a foreign government illegally funneled money into Adams's 2021 campaign, the mayor himself faces a lawsuit for alleged sexual misconduct. He has denied those allegations, and city hall did not respond to requests for comment about the FBI investigation. Meanwhile, four of Adams's donors have pleaded guilty to crimes.

With so many distractions swirling around the mayor, it's not surprising that the Adams administration has struggled to handle complex policy challenges, chief among them migration. New York's shelter system was already overloaded when buses started arriving from Texas in April 2022, and the federal and state governments offered little assistance. This helps account for the fact that some of the city's initial contracts to care for migrants were wasteful, and some of the emergency shelters were substandard. But it's harder to explain some of the Adams administration's actions later on, such as the decision to continue funding a no-bid contractor after it was found to be charging a 146 percent premium for its services and billing the city for empty hotel rooms, according to an audit by Lander, the city comptroller. (In response to Lander's audit, city hall said "new safeguards" had been put in place.) Or the move to force families to leave a shelter after 60 days, ostensibly as a way to encourage them to find more permanent housing.

In May, before he'd announced his primary bid, Lander told me that the 60-day eviction policy had been implemented in an "erratic way." He said he'd met a woman who was eight months pregnant and about to be evicted from a city shelter; she got a new bed only after a deputy mayor stepped in at the last second, according to Lander. (An Adams spokesperson, Kayla Mamelak, called the 60-day rule "one tool in our very limited toolbox to help migrants to exit shelter because, as we have repeatedly said, New York City is long past its breaking point.")

"To me, that's sort of a metaphor [for] a policy that was cruel on the front end and haphazard on the back," Lander said.

Adams doesn't show signs of being a deliberately cruel man. To the contrary, he's demonstrated genuine care toward those on the margins--sitting down with accused drug dealers, getting rebaptized on Good Friday with inmates at the notorious Rikers Island jail. But haphazard? That's another matter.

Adams's predecessors got through times of crisis by championing signature policies: Bill de Blasio had universal pre-K education; Michael Bloomberg reimagined a greener city. Adams's policy goals tend to be broader--back the blue, reopen the city for business, more building, more fun. "The mayor is not of this mindset that there's one thing that you should be known for," Levy said. "You have to walk and chew gum."

Qian Julie Wang: What really makes people feel safe on the subway

Of course, public safety is job No. 1 for Adams. Levy ticked off a series of city efforts to decrease shootings and auto and retail theft. He noted that violent crime is mostly back down after a pandemic-era bump. Major felonies on the subway are at their lowest level since the Bloomberg administration (though researchers say that lower-level violent offenses are a bigger problem). New York remains one of the safest big cities in the country.

Yet in an April poll by the Manhattan Institute, 62 percent of likely voters in New York said they believed the city was less safe than it had been in 2020--results that track with previous polls. Adams's messaging about public safety--apocalyptic at worst, confusing at best--has surely contributed to the perception that New York is still dangerous.

This spring, Adams unveiled a pilot program for gun-detecting scanners on the subway. He repeated statistics about how safe mass transit was, but added that three issues made the subway feel more treacherous than it actually was: severe mental illness, a small handful of repeat offenders, and random acts of violence. "It plays on the psyche of New Yorkers when someone is pushed to the tracks or someone shoots a gun in the subway system. Those three aspects are sending the message that our city is out of control," Adams said.

Then he seemed to catch himself.

"Our city is not out of control."
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Seven Questions That Should Be Easy for Harris to Answer

She hasn't had an in-depth interview with a journalist since she became the presumptive Democratic nominee for president.

by Conor Friedersdorf




A presidential nominee normally accounts for their past actions in public life and clarifies their plans for the future. This year, Kamala Harris ran in no primaries, and since becoming the presumptive Democratic nominee, has not had a formal press conference where she would be expected to answer questions from reporters. She has not sat down for an in-depth interview on television or with a major paper such as The New York Times and The Washington Post. (CNN recently announced that Harris and her running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, will be interviewed by one of the network's anchors this week.) This avoidance may be a strategy to keep the "good vibes" of her campaign going, but it does a disservice to voters and bodes poorly for how transparent and forthcoming Harris would be if she wins the presidency.

Before Harris was vice president or a U.S. senator, she spent roughly a quarter century in the criminal-justice system--she was California's attorney general, San Francisco's district attorney, and a deputy district attorney in Alameda County, a job she took shortly after graduating from law school. Her work as a prosecutor constitutes the bulk of her career. She wrote a 2009 book, Smart on Crime: A Career Prosecutor's Plan to Make Us Safer, laying out her policy views. And she has talked a lot about criminal-justice issues in her years as a national politician.

Yet even her positions on important criminal-justice issues remain unclear, because of inconsistencies in her actions and statements and failures to address tough questions posed by critics of her record.

Read: The prosecutor vs. the felon

I sent the Harris campaign questions that voters deserve to have answered: about her record as a "top cop," about apparent changes in her rhetoric and positions, and about what policies she would pursue if elected. At the time of publication, her campaign hasn't provided any answers, but should that change, this story will be updated. Here are some of the questions I asked, edited for clarity and concision:

	Daniel Larsen, an unsympathetic defendant, was convicted of felony possession of a knife in 1999 after police testified that they saw him throw the weapon under a car in a Los Angeles parking lot. He got 28 years in prison. But as it turned out, a witness--James McNutt, a retired Army sergeant first class and former police chief--had been in the parking lot that night with his wife; both gave sworn statements that they saw a different man, William Hewitt, throw the knife under the car. Hewitt swore that's what happened too. So did Hewitt's girlfriend. Yet at trial, Larsen's attorney failed to identify or call any of those witnesses; he also failed to request that the knife be examined for fingerprints or to argue that it belonged to someone else. He was later disbarred for failing other clients.
 
 In 2009, just before you became attorney general of California, Judge Suzanne H. Segal ruled that Larsen's case was one of those "extraordinary cases where the petitioner asserts his innocence and establishes that the court cannot have confidence in the contrary finding of guilt." She declared that "no reasonable juror would have found Petitioner guilty beyond a reasonable doubt" and that he "clearly received ineffective assistance of counsel." The state was ordered to retry the case or release Larsen.
 
 But while you were attorney general, your office filed an appeal attempting to block Larsen's release, because he hadn't filed his claim for relief in a timely manner. In other words, your office sought to keep a man in prison on procedural grounds, despite strong evidence of his innocence. As a result, Larsen spent two more years in prison, until the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that he had cleared the threshold for producing proof of innocence. Even then, your office continued to litigate the matter, arguing before a three-judge panel that "one reasonable juror could still vote to convict." When that failed, forcing the prisoner's release, your office worked to prevent Larsen from receiving funds earmarked for people who are wrongly convicted of crimes.
 
 Why did your office work so hard to keep a man in prison after it was clear that he didn't commit the crime that put him there?
 
 	In 2010, when you were San Francisco's district attorney, a scandal rocked the crime lab run by the San Francisco Police Department. A technician who analyzed drugs was deemed "increasingly UNDEPENDABLE for testimony" by an assistant DA, a co-worker observed that the area where she tested drugs was in "disarray," an audit found missing evidence, and the technician's sister reported that she had a vial of cocaine at her house. She ultimately acknowledged taking evidence home for personal use. Her behavior raised the prospect of unreliable analysis and testimony in hundreds of cases. But neither you nor your office notified defense attorneys in potentially affected cases.
 
 The San Francisco Chronicle reported on a judicial rebuke you received, writing that the judge "concluded that prosecutors had failed to fulfill their constitutional duty to tell defense attorneys" about problems in the crime lab, violating the rights of defendants. At the time, you defended your behavior and criticized the judge as biased. Later, while you were running for president in 2020, The Washington Post asked about the matter, and reported that you "took responsibility for the failings," including your failure to develop a written policy so that your office "would notify defendants about problems with witnesses and evidence." You told the Post, "No excuses. The buck stops with me."
 
 In the future, if a federal prosecutor is found to violate a defendant's rights, what consequences should he or she face?
 
 	In Smart on Crime, you championed putting more police officers on the street, arguing that it would mean faster responses to assaults and robberies and fewer quality-of-life crimes. "Virtually all law-abiding citizens feel safer when they see police officers walking a beat," you wrote. "This is as true in economically poor neighborhoods as wealthy ones." But in a June 2020 radio interview, you said, "It is old thinking, it is outdated, and is actually wrong and backward to think that more police officers will create more safety." That same month, appearing on The View, you said: "In many cities in America, over one-third of their city budget goes to police ... What are we doing? What about the money going to social services? What about the money going to helping people with job training? What about helping with the mental-health issues that communities are being plagued with?"
 
 Did something cause you to change your position in the years after you published your book? If so, what? Do you still believe that cities should pay to put more police officers on the street?
 
 	When you were attorney general of California, the ACLU faulted you for failing to protect the privacy of the state's residents. "On your watch as California's top cop, law enforcement agencies up and down the state have been secretly using social media surveillance software that has been marketed to monitor protests and activists of color," they wrote. "Highly invasive facial recognition that may have a disproportionate impact on Californians of color is also being quietly used in several of our largest cities and counties. As the Attorney General, your leadership is urgently needed to address the lack of transparency, accountability, and oversight of law enforcement surveillance technology in order to fulfill your duty to safeguard the privacy, free speech, and civil rights of Californians."
 
 What, if anything, did you do in response to that letter? And how does that response reflect your position on how transparent the government should be about the surveillance technologies that it uses?
 
 	As attorney general of California, you were criticized for taking a hands-off approach to credible abuse allegations against local prosecutors and police. "Harris sent an unmistakable signal," the investigative reporter R. Scott Moxley wrote in a scathing 2019 OC Weekly article. "Under her watch, police-agency employees in California were free to commit perjury--even in death-penalty cases, as they did in Orange County."
 
 After multiple Oakland police officers were accused of having sex with an underage girl, "civil rights lawyers and California residents had been pleading for then-Attorney General Kamala Harris to open an independent investigation into the situation, since it spanned several police departments and involved allegations of coverups," Elizabeth Nolan Brown wrote in Reason magazine. "But she never responded to the petitions and pleas asking her to look into systemic sexual exploitation by state agents in Oakland."
 
 David Campos, a former San Francisco supervisor and police commissioner and a vice chair of the California Democratic Party, told The New York Times, "We never thought we had an ally in the district attorney ... When she had the opportunity to do something about police accountability, she was either not visible, or when she was, she was on the wrong side."
 
 How would you answer critics who say that you did too little to police the police, and if elected president, what approach would you take to federal oversight of law enforcement?
 
 	David Daleiden is an anti-abortion activist. In 2015, he pretended to be a representative of a fetal-tissue-procurement company and met with Planned Parenthood, and later released surreptitiously taken videos to show those staffers discussing the sale of fetal tissue. Planned Parenthood says the videos were misleadingly edited. On July 31, 2015, the National Abortion Federation filed a lawsuit claiming that Daleiden violated privacy laws when taking the videos. As AG, you opened a criminal investigation. Daleiden was indicted by your successor. In a lawsuit, Daleiden says that he was targeted for prosecution because Planned Parenthood is an ideological ally that has given you campaign contributions.
 
 Undercover videos are sometimes used by journalists and activists on the right and the left. The people taking the videos argue that doing so is in the public interest and that they are exposing misconduct. Do you favor or oppose laws that make it unlawful for journalists and activists to surreptitiously capture video and release it to the public? How do you propose ensuring that such laws are enforced in an evenhanded manner?
 
 	As San Francisco's district attorney, you prosecuted parents for their children's habitual failure to attend school. Do you think district attorneys nationwide should pursue similar policies or that the risks of overly harsh enforcement are too high?


Read: Why Kamala Harris's politics are so hard to pin down

Candidates aren't informed about every issue. Sometimes, a reasonable answer is "I have to think about that and get back to you." But Harris is well versed in all of these issues, having pondered them for years. Voters deserve to know where she stands on them today.
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Jack Smith Isn't Backing Down

After a Supreme Court ruling challenged his case, the special counsel filed a fresh indictment of Donald Trump.

by David A. Graham




When the Supreme Court ruled last month that presidents are immune from prosecution for anything done as an official act, many observers reacted with immediate horror. They warned that the ruling would allow future presidents to act as despots, doing whatever they like without fear of accountability. And in the immediate term, they predicted doom for the federal case against former President Donald Trump for attempting to subvert the 2020 election.

The effect of the ruling on future presidents will not be clear for some time. But Special Counsel Jack Smith, who is prosecuting Trump for the Justice Department, isn't acting too rattled by the Supreme Court's decision.

Smith obtained a superseding indictment today in the case against Trump, whom he had previously charged with four felonies. The new document is a little more concise and changes some language, but it keeps the same four felony charges and most of the same evidence. After taking a few weeks to review the Supreme Court ruling, Smith has apparently concluded that it doesn't change much about his case at all.

In addition to some slight rephrasing here and there, Smith makes two notable changes. First, he takes out all references to Trump's attempt to involve the Justice Department in his subversion. Trump, who has spent much of his current presidential campaign warning about the "weaponization" of the federal government, attempted just that as he sought to stay in office. The then-president asked the department to issue a letter saying the election was corrupt and then "leave the rest to me and the R[epublican] Congressmen," according to meeting notes taken by a DOJ official. One of Trump's confederates was Jeffrey Clark, a Justice Department official whom Trump tried to install as acting attorney general to further the scheme, before fierce resistance from DOJ and White House lawyers stayed his hand.

But the Supreme Court ruled that "because the President cannot be prosecuted for conduct within his exclusive constitutional authority, Trump is absolutely immune from prosecution for the alleged conduct involving his discussions with Justice Department officials." The superseding indictment thus takes out references to Trump's conversations with these officials. It removes Clark from a list of co-conspirators. And it deletes a section of the initial indictment that explained how Trump tried to enlist the department to help solicit slates of false electors from states.

Smith also takes pains in other places to stipulate that Trump was not acting in any official capacity that might grant him immunity. For example, as it relates to false electors, Smith writes that "the Defendant had no official responsibilities related to the convening of legitimate electors or their signing and mailing of their certificates of vote." As for the January 6, 2021, certification of the vote, "The Defendant had no official responsibilities related to the certification proceeding, but he did have a personal interest as a candidate in being named the winner of the election." Smith asserts that White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows, who was involved in a call to pressure Georgia officials to "find" Trump votes, was acting in a private or political capacity, rather than as a White House official.

Smith's filing is just a prosecutor's argument. Judge Tanya Chutkan will now have to review the indictment and the Supreme Court ruling and determine whether she agrees with Smith's claims about what the justices did and did not intend; any decision she makes will likely be subject to appeal.

Even if Chutkan sides with Smith, and his prosecution proceeds basically unchanged, that does not excuse the Supreme Court's ruling. Trump's attempt to weaponize the Justice Department is one of the more dangerous things he did as president. Many of the other election-subversion ploys were two-bit maneuvers with little prospect of success, and they were promptly and rightly rejected by courts. But the DOJ actions were an attempt to marshal the mighty power of the federal government in order to keep Trump in office.

Smith has been busy after a quiet period: Yesterday, he filed an appeal of Judge Aileen Cannon's dismissal of his classified-documents case in Florida. Between the two cases, he'll have much to do for the foreseeable future--unless Trump wins, in which case the new president will likely end the cases. Sometimes, the things the president can do legally are the most disturbing.
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Inspectors General Are Doing Essential--And Unpopular--Work

In my years of government service, I saw again and again how they make agencies more accountable, efficient, and honest.

by Glenn Fine




One afternoon in January 2019, I was summoned to a meeting with the deputy secretary of defense. His massive office was in the outer ring of the Pentagon. Nearby were the offices of the secretary of defense and other top generals and admirals.

The windows looked out over the Pentagon parade grounds and the Potomac River. The Washington Monument appeared in the distance. Seated around the conference table that afternoon were the deputy secretary of defense, the Defense Department's deputy general counsel, an Army general, and other high-ranking officials.

At the time, I was the acting inspector general (IG) of the Department of Defense. In this role, I had attended many meetings with top Pentagon officials, just as I had with Justice Department officials when I served for more than a decade as the Justice Department's inspector general. But this meeting was different. Several days earlier, on January 2, the president of the United States had said in a televised Cabinet meeting at the White House that releasing our IG reports to the public was "insane." That was a first.

Glenn Fine: The most important public servants you've never heard of

"Some IG goes over there, who are mostly appointed by President Obama--but we'll have ours too--and he goes over there and they do a report on every single thing that's happening, and they release it to the public," President Donald Trump said to Acting Secretary of Defense Patrick Shanahan, referring to reports about the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. "What kind of stuff is this? We're fighting wars, and they're doing reports and releasing it to the public? Now, the public means the enemy. The enemy reads those reports; they study every line of it." The president further declared, "Let them do a report, but they should be private reports and be locked up." He said that releasing the reports "out to the enemy is insane. And I don't want it to happen anymore, Mr. Secretary. You understand that."


This essay has been adapted from Glenn Fine's book, Watchdogs: Inspectors General and the Battle for Honest and Accountable Government.



Shanahan had become the acting secretary only a few days earlier, after Secretary of Defense James Mattis resigned over differences with the president. Shanahan did not respond to President Trump's remarks, and the meeting moved on to other topics.

During my time as the Justice IG and the acting Defense IG, I often would make officials in both political parties uncomfortable and upset with reports on government waste, fraud, and abuse. I had been fortunate, however, that neither the White House nor the multiple attorneys general or secretaries of defense with whom I worked had ever tried to interfere with our independent oversight.

Yet I realized that President Trump had the power to retaliate against me and our office. He could try to cut our budget, continue his public criticism, or replace me--a concern that would eventually be realized.

Inspectors General are placed in federal agencies across the government to make those agencies more honest, more efficient, and more accountable, and to detect and deter waste, fraud, and abuse in agency programs. According to the post-Watergate federal law that created the inspector-general system, IGs are independent officials who report problems to their agency head and Congress, and usually release their reports to the public.

In the larger agencies, IGs are appointed by the president and subject to Senate confirmation. The role is designed to be that of a nonpartisan watchdog, not tied to any political party. This is why presidents normally do not remove IGs, either when presidents first take office or during their tenure. This is one of the strengths of our system of IG oversight.

I had served as the inspector general in the Justice and Defense Departments in every presidential administration since President Bill Clinton's. I was the Justice Department IG from 2000 to 2011, during the Clinton, Bush, and Obama administrations. In the tumultuous period following the September 11 attacks, my office regularly published reports about problems in the Justice Department and the FBI (which is part of the department), including mistreatment of detainees following the September 11 attacks and politicized hirings and firings in the department.

After 11 years as the Justice IG, followed by a shorter stint at a law firm, I had returned to government, and since 2016 had been serving as the acting Defense Department inspector general, first in the Obama administration and then in Trump's. Our Defense IG reports regularly identified waste and fraud in the military's massive budget and operations, including in the Afghan and Iraq Wars.

Like other inspectors general, I was often criticized when I tried to hold powerful government officials and agencies accountable. But it was unusual for the criticism to come directly from the president, and on national television. President Trump's comments prompted that January 2019 meeting in the deputy secretary's Pentagon office.

David A. Graham: Trump is attacking the final safeguard against executive abuses

I explained in the meeting in the deputy secretary's office that, as the Defense Department's acting IG, I also was designated the lead IG for "overseas contingency operations"--wars around the world. As required by the Inspector General Act, we had to issue quarterly public reports on the status of those wars and other contingency operations. Reports from my office and that of another IG, who was required to report on the use of reconstruction funds in Afghanistan, frequently criticized the progress of the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, and the significant waste and fraud related to the billions of dollars expended in those countries.

I also explained that we had been issuing our lead-IG quarterly reports for several years and that the IG Act specifically required that these reports be made public. I noted that we gathered most of the information for the reports from government agencies and that we vetted all information in the public reports with the agencies themselves, including the Defense Department, to ensure that nothing was classified or too sensitive for public release.

I then said that unless and until the Inspector General Act was changed, I was going to follow the law and continue issuing these reports publicly. No one challenged my comments. The participants were puzzled by President Trump's statements and uncertain how to respond. After discussion about which reports--mine, those of the special IG for Afghanistan reconstruction, or both--had raised the president's ire, the meeting ended.

Over the next year, as required by the Inspector General Act, we still released public reports about the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. In several of our reports, we continued to question the optimistic assessments from government officials about the progress of these wars.

Then in March 2020 the pandemic hit, shutting down much of the economy. Congress quickly enacted the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act, which provided more than $2 trillion in emergency relief funding. The legislation also created a committee of federal IGs, called the Pandemic Response Accountability Committee, to coordinate oversight of these expenditures and to investigate and report on misuse and fraud related to the funds. The CARES Act required that one IG with experience managing the oversight of large organizations be appointed as the committee chair. President Trump had criticized the oversight required by the CARES Act, announcing, "I'll be the oversight."

Michael Horowitz, the head of the coordinating organization for federal inspectors general, was responsible for selecting the chair of this committee. He asked me to accept the position, in addition to serving as the acting Defense Department inspector general. I was reluctant. Managing the Defense IG's office was difficult enough without the added responsibility of building and coordinating a committee of IGs overseeing trillions of dollars in funding. Horowitz persisted, and in the end, I agreed to take the position.

My appointment was announced on March 30, 2020. Within a week, that appointment, as well as my four-and-a-half-year tenure as the acting Defense IG, came to a sudden end. President Trump nominated someone else to become the permanent Defense IG, and he appointed the IG from the Environmental Protection Agency to replace me immediately as the acting Defense IG (while that person simultaneously retained his EPA role).

This IG, Sean O'Donnell, had only recently been nominated by Trump and confirmed by the Senate for the EPA position. My removal as the acting Defense IG also meant that I could no longer chair the pandemic accountability committee.

The president did not violate any law by replacing me; a president has the legal authority to change inspectors general. But it is unusual for a president to replace an acting IG while a nomination for the permanent role is pending. It also is uncommon for anyone to lead two IG offices at the same time, for good reason. Leading one IG office is hard enough; for a single IG to effectively manage two is nearly impossible--particularly when one is as big as the Defense IG's office, which is the largest of the 74 federal IG offices. The Defense IG's office has more than 1,700 employees in 50 offices worldwide. It oversees the entire Defense Department, an organization with more than 3 million people and an annual budget exceeding $700 billion.

No one from the White House or the Defense Department contacted me to officially notify me that I was being replaced or to tell me why. I learned about it on April 6, 2020, when I was leading a conference call of IGs organizing the work of the pandemic accountability committee. Horowitz asked me to stay on the line at the end of the call. After everyone else hung up, he informed me that he had just heard that I had been replaced as the acting Defense IG, which meant that I was no longer on the committee. When I asked Horowitz if he knew why I was being replaced, he said he had not been given a reason.

After the call, I asked the Defense IG general counsel to confirm the news and to obtain formal documentation. He contacted the Defense Department general counsel, who forwarded the formal designation of my replacement, signed by President Trump in his inimitable signature. It was official.

My removal made headlines across the country. Some members of Congress and news articles maintained that President Trump had replaced me because I had developed a reputation for conducting independent and aggressive oversight, and he did not want that for the oversight of pandemic-relief funding. Paul Rosenzweig, a political appointee in the George W. Bush administration, called the removal "an affront to independence and oversight."

I was not the only IG targeted around this time. President Trump fired, tried to replace, or denounced five IGs (including me) in a short period of time. They included Michael Atkinson, the Intelligence Community IG who had forwarded the Ukraine whistleblower complaint to Congress, and Steve Linick, the State Department IG. A Washington Post article called the IG firings "Trump's slow-motion Friday night massacre of inspectors general."

It was hard for me to leave my position. I loved the job, and I believed that our office was having a positive impact on the Defense Department. I was never told why I was replaced. Was it because President Trump did not want aggressive oversight of the pandemic-relief funds? Was it because I had continued to issue public reports raising questions about the progress of the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, contrary to the president's public instructions? Was it because my office was conducting sensitive investigations that affected the White House?

I still don't know for certain. What I do know is that IGs are not the most popular people in government--in any administration. When they do their job right, they are bound to make powerful government officials, up to and including the president, unhappy.

However, inspectors general are crucial in the battle to keep government officials honest and accountable and to improve government operations. They provide independent oversight of government operations from within their agencies. They help hold government officials and agencies accountable for misconduct. They investigate contractors who defraud government programs. They return billions of dollars to the Treasury Department in financial recoveries every year. They make government programs more efficient and effective. They provide transparency on government operations, issuing reports that inform taxpayers how their dollars are being spent. They regularly testify before Congress about agency programs.

As "Federalist No. 51"  stated: "If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In framing a government which is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place, oblige it to control itself." President Harry Truman made a similar argument in 1947 as part of his famous Truman Doctrine: "No government is perfect. One of the chief virtues of a democracy, however, is that its defects are always visible and under democratic processes can be pointed out and corrected."

To be sure, IGs are not the only watchdogs pursuing government honesty and accountability. An independent judiciary, congressional oversight, the Government Accountability Office, a free press, public-interest groups, and regular elections provide vital controls on government. However, oversight by IGs is one of the key checks and balances on our government.

During my years as an inspector general, I also saw that the overwhelming majority of public servants in the government manage their challenging assignments responsibly and conscientiously, typically at low pay and with significant sacrifice. Some of them--including those in the Defense, State, and Justice Departments; the U.S. Agency for International Development; the Central Intelligence Agency; and other agencies--are deployed overseas in dangerous environments to pursue our country's interests and keep us safe.

I also learned, through many visits from foreign officials seeking to understand the U.S. system, that our watchdogs are stronger and granted more legal authority than their counterparts in other countries, even democratic ones. A few countries have auditors general or inspectors general, but with more limited oversight. Most of them do not have the same independence, funding, and statutory authority throughout their government. In contrast, the U.S. system places an IG in every federal agency and gives them the resources, access, and authority to investigate, audit, evaluate, and report on any aspect of their agencies' operations.

Inspectors general are one of our democracy's strengths, and we should support, protect, and extend their oversight of government.



This essay has been adapted from Glenn Fine's book, Watchdogs: Inspectors General and the Battle for Honest and Accountable Government.
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Kamala Harris Is Rerunning Hillary Clinton's 2016 Campaign

But without the fumbles

by Yair Rosenberg




The Democratic National Convention is over, and the verdict is in: It was a remarkable heist. "They stole traditional Republican themes (faith, patriotism) and claimed them as their own," the conservative Wall Street Journal columnist Peggy Noonan wrote. "Democrats Show That Republicans Aren't the Only Ones Who Can Wrap Themselves in the Flag," read a New York Times headline. "Speaker after speaker," CNN reported, "struck themes that have long been hallmarks of Republican rhetoric: tributes to service, sacrifice, American leadership and, above all, a repeated reaffirmation of American exceptionalism." Or, as The Washington Post put it, "Democrats claim patriotism, God and American exceptionalism at convention."

Oh, wait--my mistake. Those last two quotes are from coverage of the 2016 Democratic National Convention, in Philadelphia, when Hillary Clinton accepted her party's nomination. And they're not the only part of last week's DNC that felt like a rerun.

In 2016, retired four-star Marine Corps General John Allen endorsed Clinton alongside dozens of Democratic veterans and former military officials, while delegates throughout the hall waved giant American flags and thunderously chanted "U-S-A!" This past week, the Arizona congressman and Marine Corps veteran Ruben Gallego took the stage with fellow Democratic elected veterans, before a sea of flags and a giant backdrop of Old Glory, to declare, "We stand united as Democrats and patriots to fight for anyone who serves." In 2016, the billionaire and former New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg assailed Donald Trump and his business acumen. In 2024, Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker told delegates, "Take it from an actual billionaire--Trump is rich in only one thing: stupidity."

Jerusalem Demsas: Kamala Harris defines herself--but not too much

At first glance, these parallels are not encouraging for Democrats. After all, they know what happened in 2016. So should liberals elated after their convention be concerned that its seeming success might actually be a mirage that will be dispelled in November, just as it was eight years ago? Not quite. Although Kamala Harris is reviving the Clinton playbook, she has so far managed to avoid its biggest fumbles.

Some of this is due to political skill. But much of it is because Harris has one key advantage that Clinton lacked: Thanks to the unusual way she assumed the nomination, the vice president sidestepped a bruising primary--which meant that she did not have to spend the convention mollifying left-wing critics. In 2016, Clinton had to contend with 1,831 Bernie Sanders delegates, close to half of the convention's roughly 4,000 total. Many of them went "Bernie or Bust," accused Clinton of stealing the primary, and repeatedly disrupted her acceptance speech and other proceedings. Harris, however, had to reckon with just 30 uncommitted delegates protesting Joe Biden's Gaza policy, who--regardless of the merits of their critique--could ultimately be turned away with little consequence.

Freed from the need to appeal to internal opponents, Harris was able to appeal to her skeptics across the country--to embrace elements of moderation not just in style but also in substance. Consider: In her 2016 acceptance speech, Clinton barely addressed Trump's signature issue, immigration, gesturing only briefly to "a path to citizenship for millions of immigrants who are already contributing to our economy" and "comprehensive immigration reform." Harris, by contrast, backed up her pivot to the center on the same issue with an explicit promise:

After decades in law enforcement, I know the importance of safety and security, especially at our border. Last year, Joe [Biden] and I brought together Democrats and conservative Republicans to write the strongest border bill in decades. The Border Patrol endorsed it. But Donald Trump believes a border deal would hurt his campaign, so he ordered his allies in Congress to kill the deal. Well, I refuse to play politics with our security, and here is my pledge to you. As president, I will bring back the bipartisan border-security bill that he killed, and I will sign it into law.


In Chicago, Harris acknowledged that "there are people of various political views watching tonight" and promised "to be a president for all Americans." So did Clinton in Philadelphia, saying, "I will be a president for Democrats, Republicans, and independents; for the struggling, the striving, and the successful; for those who vote for me and those who don't; for all Americans." But from the vantage point of wavering Republican voters, Clinton also muddled that message by delivering broadsides against the wealthy and making unpopular pledges to the activist class. "When more than 90 percent of the gains have gone to the top one percent, that's where the money is," she said, echoing her primary rival, "and we are going to follow the money." She also declared that "Bernie Sanders and I will work together to make college tuition-free for the middle class and debt-free for all." For Clinton, these were necessary concessions to the Sanders supporters in the room, but because Harris has not had to constantly look over her left shoulder, such rhetoric was conspicuously absent from her acceptance speech.

Franklin Foer: It's Sorkin again in America

This is not the only area where Harris has been buoyed by being able to shed concerns that dogged her predecessor. In 2016, Clinton, as the first woman to be nominated for president by a major party, had to contend with skepticism over her gender. But in 2024, Harris has largely been able to avoid the issue, thanks to Clinton normalizing the idea of a woman as commander in chief, just as Barack Obama normalized the idea of a Black president. "Together, we've put a lot of cracks in the highest, hardest glass ceiling," Clinton told delegates on the opening night of last week's convention. She is personally responsible for many of them.

There are still 71 days to go until the election. In the months ahead, Harris will need to sidestep the same factional traps that snared Clinton, while also navigating press conferences and media interviews where she will face questions that she has thus far evaded about her policy shifts. But if she succeeds in maintaining the approach that made the convention so effective, her 2024 campaign may prove to be the rare reboot that exceeds the original.
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What Trump Got Right About National Security

Despite occasional chaos in the White House, Trump administered long-overdue correctives to a number of unwise policies.

by H. R. McMaster




There are many who despise Donald Trump and see him as a narcissist unfit for the highest office in the land. And there are many who revere Trump as an antihero, fighting to save the country from establishment politicians and bureaucrats derelict in their duty to the American people. My job as Donald Trump's national security adviser, a position I held through March of 2018, demanded not a sweeping attitude but a focus on my role. The central task was to run a process designed to help the elected president make decisions involving foreign affairs and national security. My job was not to supplant the president's judgment but to inform it and to advance his policies.

Because Donald Trump is campaigning for a second term in the White House, it is worthwhile to recall his record on foreign affairs during the term he already served--especially on issues in which his instincts, as I saw them, were essentially correct. Foreign affairs doesn't typically drive national elections, but the conduct of foreign affairs underlies our national well-being across a broad front. The next president will confront cascading crises in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa as well as looming crises in the Indo-Pacific region centered on the South China Sea and Taiwan.

Understanding how Trump's personality and experiences shaped his worldview was essential to my job, not some foray into pop psychology. Each president brings a unique set of experiences, skills, and personality traits to the office. When he assumed the presidency, Trump lacked knowledge of how the government runs, and his impatience with learning about the roles of his senior officials and about alternative models for decision making limited his ability to lead. When there was conflict, he avoided it or, at times, stoked it.

Eliot A. Cohen: Cancel the foreign-policy apocalypse

As a historian who had written about presidential decision making and the Vietnam War, I saw in Trump a number of traits similar to those I had identified in President Lyndon B. Johnson. As with LBJ, Trump's sensitivity to criticism and desire for attention distracted him. Also, like LBJ, he had a loose relationship with the truth and a tendency toward hyperbole. He was beleaguered by commentary in much of the mainstream media that was vehemently opposed to him, and by a 22-month, $32 million special-counsel investigation led by Robert Mueller, which in the end failed to find that Trump or his campaign had conspired with Russia during the 2016 election.


This essay has been adapted from H. R. McMaster's new book, At War with Ourselves: My Tour of Duty in the Trump White House.



And yet: In the realm of foreign affairs, despite what could sometimes be described as "chaos" within the White House, Trump administered long-overdue correctives to a number of unwise policies. In his first year, Trump articulated a fundamental shift in national-security strategy and new policies toward the adversarial regimes of China, Russia, North Korea, Iran, Venezuela, and Cuba. In general, Trump recognized that America had to compete more effectively to promote American prosperity, preserve peace through strength, advance U.S. influence, and protect the American people.

Trump repaired frayed relationships among Israel and its key Muslim-majority neighbors, and at the same time pursued normalization of relations between them, something that many observers had dismissed as a futile endeavor. He overruled the bureaucracy and defied foreign-policy experts by moving the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem; stopped providing aid to Pakistan, whose army was funneling support to our enemies; cut off hundreds of millions of dollars to the corrupt United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, which was abetting Hamas in Gaza; and withdrew from the United Nations Human Rights Council, which counts among its members some of the greatest human-rights abusers. He unveiled long-term strategies to defeat the Taliban, the Islamic State, al-Qaeda, and other terrorist organizations, strategies based on objectives rather than arbitrary timelines. His administration strengthened defense, lifted senseless restrictions on America's warriors, recapitalized the nuclear deterrent, and launched efforts to compete in space and cyberspace.

For the National Security Council staff and members of the Cabinet, helping President Trump develop a coherent approach to foreign policy and national security often meant finding a path between contradictory ideas. Trump believed in American exceptionalism and believed that America was a force for good in the world, but he often manifested moral equivalence--the idea that America is no better than other nations, even brutal dictatorships. (When the Fox News host Bill O'Reilly noted that Russian President Vladimir Putin was a "killer," Trump replied: "There are a lot of killers. We've got a lot of killers. What, you think our country's so innocent?") He was viscerally opposed to communist and socialist regimes but was ambivalent at best about the dictators of Russia and China. He was skeptical about long-term military commitments overseas, but believed in peace through strength and recognized the need to defeat jihadist terrorists who threaten U.S. citizens or the American homeland. He abhorred democracy-promotion abroad but understood that American power and influence are diminished when autocrats thrive and collaborate with Russia and China. He found it difficult to even utter the phrase "human rights" but became impassioned when he witnessed cruelty, such as the serial episodes of mass murder in Syria. He wanted fair and reciprocal trade and economic relationships, but was biased against trade agreements that might advance those objectives. He wanted alliances and international organizations to share security and development burdens, but viewed multilateral organizations as threats to U.S. sovereignty and their member nations as taking advantage of American largesse.

In certain areas, however, Trump's thinking was consistent. He wanted American allies--NATO countries, Japan, and South Korea--to invest more in their militaries and shoulder greater responsibility for mutual defense. He was determined to compete with the statist, mercantilist People's Republic of China, and to counter the weaponization of China's economic model against the United States. And on Iran, Trump believed that efforts to seek conciliation with the hostile theocratic dictatorship in Tehran were futile. All of these remain "live" policy issues--matters of ongoing significance that the next president, whoever it is, must confront.

On the first of these issues: Trump did manage to cajole European and other allies into paying more for collective security. That said, his words sometimes undercut the overall objective of strengthening alliances. Trump was right to point out that many member nations were free-riding on U.S. defense. But his suggestion that the United States might not come to the aid of NATO allies that had failed to live up to a common pledge (to invest the equivalent of at least 2 percent of their gross domestic product in defense) was music to Putin's ears. Trump's skeptical attitude toward allies and alliances became one of the millstones that ground down our relationship. I saw U.S. allies as bestowing tremendous advantages, while Trump tended to view them mainly as freeloaders.

In May 2017, Trump flew to Brussels for a meeting of NATO nations. During the trip, I suggested to Trump that he press hard to get member states to increase defense spending while not giving Putin what he eagerly sought--a divided alliance. In the end, in his public remarks to alliance members, Trump made the points he wanted to make about burden-sharing without bringing up topics that would create cracks in the alliance.

The Washington Post decried his comments on burden-sharing as "confrontational, nationalist rhetoric." But Trump had a legitimate argument, one that NATO allies recognized, and one that he brought up continually--not only in Europe, but also in Japan and South Korea. I remember a meeting between Trump and Angela Merkel in Hamburg. Despite claims to the contrary in the press, Merkel and Trump had a good rapport and seemed to enjoy challenging each other. Trump said something like "Clearly you think NATO is fantastic, so why aren't you paying up?" And Merkel responded with something like "You are the world superpower--that should make you proud. China wants to be the superpower and will become that if you vacate your position." Trump then turned to me and asked, "How many troops do we have in Germany?" I told him the number was about 35,000, plus rotational troops in Europe as part of the European Defense Initiative. He then asked Merkel, "Why are we defending you against Russia when you are not paying, and burning gas that is giving cash to the Kremlin?"--the reference being to Germany's pipeline deals. It was not until Russia's massive reinvasion of Ukraine in February 2022 that the new German chancellor, Olaf Scholz, declared a zeitenwende, or turning point--canceling the Nord Stream 2 pipeline and accelerating increases in defense spending.

A second theme, competition with China, involved the need to counter Beijing's unfair trade and economic practices as well as its industrial espionage, its cyberattacks, its construction and weaponizing of islands in the South China Sea, and its unwillingness to help restrain North Korea's growing nuclear capability. The Obama administration's cooperation-and-engagement approach to Beijing reflected the forlorn hope, across multiple U.S. administrations, that China, having been welcomed into the international order, would play by the rules and, as it prospered, liberalize its economy along with (eventually) its form of governance. Trump saw China's exploitation of the "free-trade system" as a threat to American prosperity. The loss of U.S. manufacturing jobs and the trade imbalance in goods after China was granted entry into the World Trade Organization were, in Trump's eyes, consequences of "stupid people" allowing others to profit at America's expense.

Trump thought that the time had come for the U.S. to move away from a China strategy of soft-headed cosmopolitanism and hopeful engagement and toward a policy based on clear-eyed competition. As Trump said to the Chinese leader Xi Jinping in Beijing, "I don't blame China. Who can blame a country that is able to take advantage of another country for the benefit of its citizens?" Rather, he blamed the U.S. itself for failing to respond. On North Korea, Trump was direct, telling Xi that China "could solve the problem in two seconds" if Xi wanted to solve it. Pyongyang's dependence on China for crucial commodities such as oil and refined petroleum gave Beijing tremendous coercive power.

Over the course of his administration, Trump held back on some trade-enforcement actions and sanctions on Chinese entities that had engaged in acts of economic aggression, but the general direction of U.S. policy on China shifted fundamentally, and that shift has endured.

Finally there is the matter of Iran. In my very first conversation with Trump--when I was interviewing for the job--he asked about the Middle East. We discussed the cycles of sectarian violence in the region centered on the horrific civil war in Syria and Iran's role in perpetuating violence through its support for the Assad regime in Damascus and terrorist organizations in Lebanon, Gaza, Yemen, Iraq, and elsewhere. I shared the president's distrust of the theocratic dictatorship in Tehran and lamented the sanctions relief under the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action--that is, under the Iran nuclear deal negotiated by the Obama administration.

Trump had stated many times in 2016 that the JCPOA was "the worst deal ever." The Obama administration had wanted to separate negotiating a nuclear deal and confronting Iran's proxy wars, but the reality was not so simple. The accord gave Iran a cash payment of $1.7 billion up front and allowed more than $100 billion in unfrozen assets to flow to Tehran--money used by Iran to intensify its proxy wars and expand sectarian conflicts in the region. Once, in a meeting with French President Emmanuel Macron, Trump stated bluntly, "It just seems that, no matter where you go, especially in the Middle East, Iran is behind it, wherever there's trouble." He was making the important point that any decision on the nuclear deal must also address Iran's proxy wars and support for terrorist organizations.

President Trump was eager to get out of the "terrible deal," but staying in it in the near term, given common knowledge of his inclination to get out, might create leverage for the U.S. to isolate the Iranian regime diplomatically as well as economically. Trump could use that leverage to get others to support fixing--possibly--the deal's flaws. In any case, the idea was to create an overall Iran strategy into which decisions about the nuclear deal would fit, rather than viewing "stay in or get out" in isolation.

In October 2017, Trump delivered a major speech on Iran. He unveiled a comprehensive strategy designed not only to block Iran's path to a nuclear weapon but also to counter its missile and asymmetric threats. Further, the strategy would restrict cash flow to the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and neutralize its destabilizing behavior. The idea was, in the short term, to impose strong sanctions outside the existing deal while trying to persuade Iran to renegotiate the deal itself. If that failed, the president could get out of it whenever he wanted--as he ultimately did in May 2018. The long-term objective was to encourage a change in the nature of the Iranian regime such that it ended its permanent hostility toward the United States, Israel, and its Arab neighbors. The Trump administration began to strangle Iran financially, and protests against the regime in early 2018 indicated that the Iranian people knew that the cause of their suffering lay in Tehran, not Washington.

As U.S. policy on NATO, China, and Iran took shape, I knew that I would not be around to see those and other major efforts through. Reports that I had "never really clicked" with Trump were accurate. I was fine with that. I did not need Trump as a friend, and I did not crave validation from him. I was determined to give Trump what he required--the best analysis; access to his Cabinet and advisers; and multiple options so he could determine his foreign-policy agenda. But I was not the person to give him everything he wanted: for instance, affirmation that his instincts were always right, as well as other forms of flattery. During my research on the Johnson administration, I had found that, to maintain influence with the president, many of LBJ's advisers had resolved to tell him only what he wanted to hear. Which raised the question: What good was their influence under that arrangement?

Trump could be funny, and we shared some laughs, but his preferred form of amusement was ridicule and name-calling. In 2018, when Trump began to mock unnamed generals with the words "sir, yessir" to insinuate that the senior military were unthinking automatons incapable of grasping his unconventional approach to foreign and defense policy, I knew that my time with him had almost run its course. Leaks from the White House soon confirmed that view. At the end of March 2018, I asked White House Chief of Staff John Kelly to give me a date for the transition to my successor.

I hosted my last official dinner as national security adviser at my home with counterparts from two of America's closest allies, the United Kingdom and France. The conversation with Mark Sedwill and Philippe Etienne turned toward a retrospective on our work together. My friends were worried about the durability of the policy shifts we had helped implement. They were right to be concerned.

As the presidential scholar Fred Greenstein has observed, "Presidents who stand firm are able to set the terms of policy discourse" and thereby "serve as anchors for the rest of the political community." In the years that followed, rather than anchoring his agenda, Trump often unmoored it. Following his approval of the most significant shift in U.S. foreign policy in decades--from engagement with China to competition with China--Trump vacillated. He swung between the use of enforcement mechanisms (investment screening, tariffs, export controls) and the pursuit of a "BIG deal," in the form of a major trade agreement with Beijing. Although he held true to his decision to make no major concessions to North Korea before it took irreversible steps toward denuclearization, he also canceled U.S.-South Korean military exercises. He hosted the family of Otto Warmbier--an American student who was tortured nearly to death in a North Korean prison, and released just before he died from his injuries--and decried the "savage" regime in North Korea; but then, after a June 2018 summit in Singapore, Trump said that he and North Korea's leader Kim Jong-un "fell in love." Trump even absolved Kim of personal responsibility in Warmbier's murder, saying that he took him "at his word."

Trump also reversed course on Pakistan, inviting its virulently anti-American prime minister, Imran Khan, to sit next to him in the Oval Office. Like his two predecessors, Obama and Bush, Trump foolishly asked a Pakistani leader to help resolve the security problems in Afghanistan, problems for which the Pakistani army was largely responsible.

After making the righteous decision to kill Qassem Soleimani and his Iraqi terrorist puppet, Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, in Baghdad in January 2020, Trump chose not to respond to subsequent Iranian and Iranian-proxy attacks on U.S. and allied forces, aircraft, and facilities, including shipping and oil infrastructure--raising doubts among U.S. allies in the Gulf about America's reliability.

Trump also abandoned his South Asia strategy--which had removed a time limit on U.S. support for the Afghan armed forces. His betrayal of our Afghan allies was forged in a withdrawal agreement with the Taliban signed by his envoy, Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad, in February 2020.

On Russia, Trump imposed tremendous costs on the Kremlin for its initial invasion of Ukraine, in 2014. He recognized the folly of reliance by Germany and others on Russia for oil and gas, and he urged NATO nations to rearm to deter Russia. But he would continue to delude himself about Putin. I found myself yelling at the television in July 2018 as Trump described Putin's denial of Russian interference in the 2016 election as "strong and powerful."

Trump was right to provide defensive capabilities to Ukraine, but he would withhold that assistance to seek an advantage over Joe Biden in the 2020 presidential election--in effect using weapons as a hostage, to be released when Ukraine agreed to try to dig up dirt on the president's son and Biden himself.

Despite inconsistencies, many of the decisions that Trump made in the first year of his presidency endured. Many Americans may have realized their value only after the Biden-Harris administration reversed them.

A short list of those reversals includes relaxing security on the Mexican border; green-lighting Russia's Nord Stream 2 pipeline while canceling a U.S.-Canada pipeline; restricting exploration and the drilling of new wells on federal land while easing sanctions on Venezuela and Iran, and asking these hostile dictatorships to export more oil and gas; lifting the financial and economic pressure on Iran even as the regime intensified its proxy wars across the Middle East; and lifting the terrorist designation from the Houthis in Yemen even as they and other members of Iran's network of terrorists were increasing the stockpiles of weapons that they would unleash after Hamas's October 7, 2023, assault on Israel. After presiding over its most humiliating foreign-policy failure--the surrender of Kabul to the Taliban and the deadly retreat--the Biden administration claimed that it had been bound to adhere to the Trump administration's negotiated timeline for withdrawal.

Whoever is elected president in November will have much work to do to recover from the crises of the early 2020s--or even just to contain them. His or her ability to do so will depend in large measure on presidential character--the patterns of thought, feeling, and behavior that shape the way a person deals with the challenges and opportunities of the presidency. There are plenty of psychological and political-science constructs to use, but the simplest and clearest come from the Stoic philosophers Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius, and Seneca. They focus attention on the disciplines of perception, action, and will.

Epictetus defined the discipline of perception as the quality of clear judgment in the present moment. Trump could see the contours of complex situations and was in the habit of challenging assumptions and conventional wisdom. But his conflicted vision of the world and America's role in it clouded his judgment.

Tom McTague and Peter Nicholas: The world order that Donald Trump revealed

Marcus Aurelius observed that discipline of action requires toleration of those who are "meddling, ungrateful, violent, treacherous, envious, and unsociable," recognizing that they can harm you only if you allow them to. Trump was obsessed with his critics, and his preoccupation with political pugilism sometimes distracted him from the task at hand. He demonstrated the ability to make tough decisions, but after disapproval from his political base, he was prone to abandoning those decisions. Trump's sense of grievance reinforced his penchant for seeking affirmation from his most loyal supporters rather than broadening his base of support. It was too easy for people to stoke his anger and direct it against others in order to increase their own influence or remove obstacles to their own agendas.

Seneca emphasized the need to have control over one's own mind: to govern oneself, accept things as they are, and manage one's thoughts and emotions, understanding that much in life is beyond our control. Trump was understandably angry over false charges of collusion with Russia and the considerable bias against him in the mainstream media. But he found channeling his emotions toward constructive purposes difficult. Ultimately, Trump's deficiency in the discipline of will produced a tragic end to his presidency: His election denial and his encouragement of what became a deadly assault on the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. He abandoned his oath to "support and defend the Constitution," a president's highest obligation.

Trump's instincts in foreign policy were often correct. He demonstrated the ability to evolve in his thinking and to make tough decisions that improved American security, prosperity, and influence in the world. Would he be able, if reelected, to learn from his experience and evolve in these traits of character? Only if he does can he avoid playing the role, once again, of the antagonist in his own story.



This essay has been adapted from H. R. McMaster's new book, At War with Ourselves: My Tour of Duty in the Trump White House.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/trump-foreign-policy-national-security-instincts/679602/?utm_source=feed
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The Man Who Will Do Anything for Trump

Why Kash Patel is exactly the kind of person who would serve in a second Trump administration

by Elaina Plott Calabro




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


Kash Patel was dangerous. On this both Trump appointees and career officials could agree.

A 40-year-old lawyer with little government experience, he joined the administration in 2019 and rose rapidly. Each new title set off new alarms.

When Patel was installed as chief of staff to the acting secretary of defense just after the 2020 election, Mark Milley, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, advised him not to break the law in order to keep President Donald Trump in power. "Life looks really shitty from behind bars," Milley reportedly told Patel. (Patel denies this.)

When Trump entertained naming Patel deputy director of the FBI, Attorney General Bill Barr confronted the White House chief of staff and said, "Over my dead body."

When, in the final weeks of the administration, Trump planned to name Patel deputy director of the CIA, Gina Haspel, the agency's head, threatened to resign. Trump relented only after an intervention by Vice President Mike Pence and others.

Who was this man, and why did so many top officials fear him?

It wasn't a question of ideology. He wasn't a zealot like Stephen Miller, trying to make the bureaucracy yield to his agenda. Rather, Patel appeared singularly focused on pleasing Trump. Even in an administration full of loyalists, Patel was exceptional in his devotion.

This was what seemed to disturb many of his colleagues the most: Patel was dangerous, several of them told me, not because of a certain plan he would be poised to carry out if given control of the CIA or FBI, but because he appeared to have no plan at all--his priorities today always subject to a mercurial president's wishes tomorrow. (Patel disputes this characterization.)

What wouldn't a person like that do, if asked?

Most Americans had no idea Patel existed, yet rarely a day passed when administration leaders weren't reminded that he did. In a year and eight months, they had watched Patel leapfrog from the National Security Council, where he became senior counterterrorism director; to the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, where he was principal deputy to the acting director; to the Department of Defense, where his influence rivaled that of the acting secretary himself.

But in the officials' warnings about the various catastrophic ways the rise of an inexperienced lackey to the highest levels of government might end, all Patel seemed to detect was the panic of a "deep state" about to be exposed. Such officials understood, as Patel later wrote, that he "wouldn't sit quietly and accept their actions to stonewall direct orders from the president."

Patel was ultimately denied a role at the pinnacle of the national-security establishment, but Trump has promised to learn from his mistakes. Should he return to the White House, there will be no Milleys, Haspels, or even Barrs to restrain him as he seeks revenge against his political enemies. Instead, there will be Patels--those whose true faith and allegiance belong not to a nation, but to one man.

"Get ready, Kash," Trump said before a gala of young Republicans this past December. "Get ready."

From the November 2023 issue: Jeffrey Goldberg on how General Mark Milley protected the Constitution from Donald Trump

A cursory appraisal of Patel's activities since the Trump administration might suggest that his days as a senior official in the United States government are behind him--that Patel, like countless others on the right, has learned the art of commodifying his association with the former president.

There is, for example, merch: "the official K$h wine!" ($233.99 for six bottles) and the Fight With Kash Punisher Intarsia Reversible Scarf ($25), which Patel wore for his remarks at this year's Conservative Political Action Conference. There are TAKE A LAP RHINO tank tops ($35), JUSTICE FOR ALL #J6PC tees (also $35), and Kash Krew Golf Polos ($50-$53).

There are the books. Government Gangsters: The Deep State, the Truth, and the Battle for Our Democracy is Patel's account of his years fighting the "corrupt cabal" of federal officials trying to take down Trump. And in The Plot Against the King, a children's book, Patel tells the story of a wizard named Kash who sets out to save King Donald from the sinister machinations of Hillary Queenton and a "shifty knight." Head over to fightwithkash.com, and for a "special low offer" of $19.99, one can purchase playing cards ("the collector's item of the century") featuring the story's characters; the king card belongs to "Kash, the distinguished wizard and corruption combatant."

There is at least one song: Patel produced "Justice for All," a version of the national anthem sung by jailed January 6 defendants and played by Trump at his first 2024 campaign rally. Patel professes to make no money from the song or the merch--he says proceeds go to January 6 defendants and their families, or to the Kash Foundation. Few details are available about the charity, but according to Patel, it has funded meals for needy families and defamation lawsuits on behalf of Ric Grenell, Patel's friend and former boss at the Office of the Director of National Intelligence, and Daniel Bostic, a "Stop the Steal" activist. (Just as this article was going to press, most of the merch was removed from Patel's online shop.)

All the while, Patel churns out promotional content on Truth Social--for a conservative cellphone carrier ("Freedom in cell phones, switch today") and a Christian payment processor ("Why not just give your money to the enemy, or switch now")--and hawks pills that he says "reverse" the effects of COVID vaccines ("Mrna detox, reverse the vaxx n get healthy").

He has also worked as a national security adviser to Trump (bringing in more than $300,000 over the past two years from the former president's Save America PAC, according to campaign-finance records) and as a consultant for Trump Media & Technology Group, the owner of Truth Social ($130,000 last year, according to a Securities and Exchange Commission filing). In addition, Patel has spoken of work abroad, though public paper trails are hard to come by--he has claimed, for example, that he worked as a security consultant for Qatar during the 2022 FIFA World Cup, in Doha.

Nevertheless, Patel has at times vented that he deserves more, according to two people I spoke with. "He complains about money all the time--like, he doesn't have any money, can't make any money, nobody will hire him," a longtime Trump adviser told me. "Anybody who was as big of a deal as he was in the past administration would come out and they'd be on the board of Raytheon and Boeing." (This person, like many of the nearly 40 Patel associates I spoke with for this story, requested anonymity for fear of retribution. Patel, who declined to be interviewed, denied this through a spokesperson.)

From the time Patel left the administration, he appeared committed to finding opportunities to reinforce his loyalty to Trump. In spring 2022, after the FBI opened a criminal investigation into Trump's handling of federal records at Mar-a-Lago, Patel insinuated himself into the story, telling Breitbart News that he witnessed Trump verbally declassify "whole sets of materials" before leaving the presidency. The claim ensured a starring role for Patel throughout the probe--ending with Patel testifying before a federal grand jury in exchange for a grant of limited immunity. More crucially, Patel's assertion to Breitbart seemed to preview Trump's own approach to the case: In August, shortly after federal investigators executed a search on Mar-a-Lago, Trump's office claimed that, as president, he had a standing order that any materials moved from the Oval Office to Mar-a-Lago were considered declassified. It did not appear to bother Patel that numerous Trump officials flatly denied the existence of such an order.

That October, the far-right personality Benny Johnson asked Patel on his podcast how he would respond if Trump offered him the job of FBI director in a second term. Patel leaned back, laughed, and waved off the question, but a minute later he decided to chime in after all. "Yes, to answer your question, of course," he said. "Who would turn that down?" Some in Trump's orbit acknowledge that Senate confirmation is unlikely for Patel--that if he were to lead an agency, it would probably be in an acting capacity. On a podcast in November 2023, Donald Trump Jr. floated the idea of installing Patel as an "interim" attorney general at the outset "just to send that shot across the bow of the swamp."

"A lot of people say he's crazy," Trump once said of Patel, according to a longtime Trump adviser. "But sometimes you need a little crazy."

Such is the present dynamic of Kash Patel's life: marketing "Orange Man Bad" Punisher-skull license plates and dubious supplements while fielding questions about which major national-security or law-enforcement agency he might soon like to run. "Kash, I know you're probably going to be head of the CIA," Steve Bannon said on his podcast, War Room, this past December. "But do you believe that you can deliver the goods on this in pretty short order, the first couple of months, so we can get rolling on prosecutions?"

Bannon was talking here about "receipts," the supposedly incriminating documents and emails that a second Trump administration would use to bring cases against deep-state dwellers and members of the press. Patel expressed no doubt about his capacity to deliver the goods. "We will go out and find the conspirators, not just in government but in the media," he said. "Yes, we're going to come after the people in the media who lied about American citizens, who helped Joe Biden rig presidential elections--we're going to come after you."

"A lot of people say he's crazy," Trump once said of Patel, according to the longtime adviser. "I think he's kind of crazy. But sometimes you need a little crazy."

From the January/February 2024 issue: Twenty-four Atlantic contributors consider what Donald Trump could do if he were to return to the White House

It was only a matter of time before they found each other, is how Patel seemed to see it. Just a "couple of guys from Queens," he has said, trying to synonymize his brand with Trump's home borough, and the scrappy knuckle-crack caricature that comes with it. In Government Gangsters, Patel reminds readers of this piece of shared heritage four times.

Perhaps it makes sense, then, to go back to the beginning, to the affluent Nassau County village of Garden City, New York, where Kashyap Patel was actually born and raised. Just north of the Garden City Golf Club, one finds the charming corner-lot home to which he returned after school and football practice and hockey games and occasionally, yes, a father-son jaunt for butter chicken about an hour away in Queens. Just a guy from Garden City--it's true; it doesn't quite sing.

Patel, who is of Gujarati ancestry, has said that his parents both grew up in East Africa; in the 1970s, his father, Pramod, fled the despotic regime of Idi Amin in Uganda. The young couple immigrated to the United States and settled on Long Island. Children soon followed. Their first chapter in America began in close quarters, according to Patel, with his family and Pramod's eight siblings all sharing the same home.

Before long, Patel writes in his book, his family gained access to the thrills of "milquetoast Americana"--New York Islanders hockey games, annual sojourns to Disney World. It was the Reagan era, and in 1988, Patel's parents registered to vote for the first time in the U.S., as Republicans. But their conservatism, according to Patel, was "dispositional"--they valued hard work, fairness, personal responsibility. American opportunity, meanwhile, arrived just as advertised: Pramod ultimately became CFO at a global distributor of aircraft bearings.

Patel was raised Hindu, the family going to temple together and praying in their shrine room at home. It's difficult to envision many neighbors joining them. Of the roughly 22,000 residents recorded in Garden City in the 1990 census, 96 percent were white. Four years later, when Patel began his freshman year at Garden City High School, he was one of only a handful of people of color in his class.

His senior-yearbook quote came from the Jewish theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel: "Racism is man's gravest threat--the maximum of hatred for a minimum reason."

In Garden City, Patel caddied for "very wealthy" and "important" New Yorkers at the local country club, some of them defense attorneys, he writes in Government Gangsters; as they played, he listened to their stories about the drama of court. "I could be a first-generation immigrant lawyer at a white shoe firm making a ton of money," Patel thought. After he graduated from the University of Richmond and then Pace University's law school, however, his dreams of Big Law and high retainers were complicated when, by his account, no firm would hire him.

On the advice of a friend, he sent an application to the Miami-Dade County public defender's office in Florida, considered one of the best state defender's offices in the country. Many of the people I spoke with for this story were quick to highlight his time as a public defender--how incongruous it seems in the context of the revenge-driven exploits that now appear to consume him. Public records show that Patel moved into a condo in a new building in Coral Gables, which his parents bought in the summer of 2005. "He just was a normal, good lawyer; did a good job, never stood out," recalled Bennett Brummer, who was the Miami-Dade elected public defender for 32 years. Patel writes that, by this time, he was shifting "more and more to the right." But even if he struck his colleagues as a little more conservative than the norm, as Todd Michaels, who was an attorney in the Miami-Dade office, put it to me, he was not overtly partisan.

State court was well suited to Patel's strengths as an attorney, his former colleagues told me. He was personable and quick on his feet, and adept at "marketing" and "presenting" himself. After a few years, however, Patel moved to the federal public defender's office in Miami. There, the work was more complex, more writing- and research-intensive. Despite some successes, he developed a reputation for "style over substance," a former colleague said--one he seemed aware of but not terribly motivated to change. "He always was like, 'Look, I'm really good at trial skill. But all of this reading and writing and arguing about, like, the intricacies of the law--I'm not really interested,' " a second former colleague recalled. (Patel disputed this characterization, referring to a complex drug-trafficking case he'd handled.)

"I'm not saying he wasn't capable of it," this person added. "But I think he always liked being the face."

Patel seemed caught between a brewing resentment of elites and an abiding desire to be seen as one.

Transcripts from Patel's cases reveal a lawyer comfortable before the bench, many of his presentations sharp and clever and peppered with flatteries for Your Honor. ("Judge, I think you hit it on the head last week.") They were also embroidered with performative modesties: "On my best day, I'm an average defense attorney"; "I'm not a mathematician, but ..."; "I'm not saying I'm a Spanish expert, Judge, but ..."; "I know I've been doing this by far the shortest time of any lawyer sitting here."

Many times, this worked. "There were certain judges that he kind of had magic in front of," the second former colleague said.

This former colleague began to notice flashes of grievance in the young attorney, but they didn't seem grounded in politics so much as insecurity. This person recalled that when Patel would ask for help on legal research, he would occasionally offer some version of Well, thank God I talked to someone who is book smart and went to all the right schools and checked all the right boxes. "He would always phrase it like a compliment, but there was an edge to it."

It became clear that Patel "did kind of have a chip on his shoulder," this former colleague said--that he seemed caught between a brewing resentment of elites and an abiding desire to be seen as one.




By early 2014, Patel had left Miami to become a federal prosecutor in Washington, D.C. He'd landed a job in the counterterrorism section of the Justice Department's National Security Division. Yet in Patel's telling, what should have been a dream chapter in the career of a young lawyer fast became a study in the rot of bureaucracy--and the malicious repercussions for those who dared to challenge it.

This education began with Benghazi.

Patel was one of the attorneys from the main Justice Department office who assisted the U.S. Attorney's Office in Washington in pursuing foreign militants for the September 11, 2012, attacks that killed four Americans. In his book, Patel writes that as the Justice Department moved to bring the Benghazi terrorists to court, "I was leading the prosecution's efforts at Main Justice." He claims that he proceeded to watch firsthand as senior DOJ leadership and other Obama officials--"political gangsters, frauds, and hypocrites" such as Attorney General Eric Holder and his successor, Loretta Lynch--chose to "go soft" on the terrorists by prosecuting only one perpetrator. It was for this reason, Patel writes--a lack of trust in the prosecution's decisions--that when his supervisors asked him to join the trial team itself, he declined.

When I put this version of events to three people familiar with the prosecution, I was met with astonishment. One of these people said simply: "Good God."

Although Patel was Main Justice's representative on the case for a period, the U.S. Attorney's Office led the prosecution, they said. The department prosecuted a single suspect, they added, because he was the only one the government had been able to capture. (DOJ later prosecuted a second suspect, and reportedly brought charges against multiple others.) Patel was tasked with coordinating approvals for warrants and indictments, among other responsibilities. Moreover, he did not decline an invitation to join the team working on the actual trial; according to two of his former DOJ colleagues, he was never asked. After clashing with the U.S. Attorney's Office, he was removed from the case altogether. (Patel denied this, saying he was simply reassigned to a different position.)

What all parties seem to agree on is that the young attorney had grown bitter toward the system that had employed him for the better part of his career. And an unexpected confrontation in Texas transformed the building friction into a personal declaration of war.

In January 2016, Patel traveled to Tajikistan to interview witnesses for an Islamic State-related case. While he was there, a federal judge in Houston scheduled a surprise hearing in another terrorism case Patel was involved in. He had less than 24 hours to make it to Texas, and having brought only slacks and a blazer on his trip, he contacted the local U.S. Attorney's Office asking for a tie. But when Patel finally arrived at the courthouse, for reasons that remain in dispute, there was no tie.

Judge Lynn Nettleton Hughes lost it. "If you want to be a lawyer, dress like a lawyer," Hughes snapped in chambers. "Act like a lawyer." Hughes proceeded to berate Patel as "just one more nonessential employee from Washington." "What is the utility to me and to the people of America to have you fly down here at their expense?" he said. "You don't add a bit of value, do you?" The judge dismissed Patel from chambers.

Patel's bosses were furious on his behalf. Hughes, then 74, had a history of eruptions in court, including disturbing remarks about race. Three years earlier, an Indian American plaintiff had tried but failed to have the judge removed from his discrimination case after Hughes held forth in a pretrial conference on "Adolf Hitler's use of swastikas, the origin of Caucasians and the futility of diversity programs at universities," the Texas Observer reported. DOJ officials' attempts to get a transcript of the Patel exchange only enraged Hughes further; the judge issued an "Order on Ineptitude" castigating the "pretentious lawyers" at Main Justice.

The Washington Post included all of this in a report on the incident. In the article, Patel comes across as a sympathetic figure. But the Justice Department chose not to comment, and for Patel, this was what counted. He writes in his book that, although his superiors privately praised him for keeping a level head, they "refused to say any of that publicly," standing by as the media "dragged my name through the mud."

Patel brought complaints again and again to the leadership of the department's National Security Division--adamant that something be done to hold the Texas prosecutors to account for not standing up for him in front of the judge, one of his former DOJ colleagues recalled. It wasn't that his superiors had failed to understand his frustration; yes, they agreed, the judge was a "wack job," in the words of the second former DOJ colleague, and they had called the U.S. Attorney's Office to express their disappointment. "I finally said, 'I don't really know what else you want,' " the first former colleague recalled. " 'The U.S. attorney is presidentially appointed, like, I--what do you want us to do?' "

"He just felt so aggrieved," this person added, "and this continued throughout the rest of his tenure. And I actually think it was part of why he left."

The lesson of the bench slap and its aftermath, as Patel explains in Government Gangsters, was this: Although he had tried "to do my best to serve my country," senior government officials had "refused to step up to the plate" for him in return. Patel decided to stop working for "cowards."

The next year, he met Devin Nunes.

In Patel's children's book The Plot Against the King, Duke Devin bursts into the home of Kash, the wizard. The duke is distressed because ever since Choosing Day, a "shifty knight" (otherwise known as Democratic Representative Adam Schiff) has been proclaiming that King Donald cheated his way past Hillary Queenton to the throne. He begs Kash, known throughout the Land of the Free as the "Distinguished Discoverer," to enlist in "the Quest for the Truth about the Plot against the King," and after some consideration, Kash agrees.

Patel tends to emphasize his reluctance when he recounts going to work for the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence in April 2017, whether he is a teal-caped wizard in the telling or just another 30-something civil servant looking for the next thing. He has said that when he first met with Nunes, the committee's Republican chair, about a staff opening on the committee's investigation into Russian interference in the 2016 election, he thought the job sounded boring; what Patel had really wanted, since Trump's election, was to work in the White House. But Nunes won him over, Patel writes in Government Gangsters, by promising to recommend him for a spot on Trump's National Security Council once the probe concluded.

Patel would devote the next several months to examining the FBI's rationale for wiretapping the former Trump-campaign adviser Carter Page, and to uncovering the origins of the infamous Steele dossier. In interviews, staffers and committee members recalled Patel as personable, hardworking, and not noticeably partisan. "He was instrumental in helping us understand what the FBI would have had in their possession," Mike Conaway, a Republican member of the committee at the time, said. A former Democratic committee staffer told me that Patel at first impressed even some in the minority as "exceedingly nice."

Some of the Republicans on the committee grew frustrated, however, by Patel's emerging tendency to go rogue. One of the more surprising examples of this came just a few months into his tenure, when Patel and a colleague turned up unannounced at the London office of Christopher Steele's lawyer, where Patel left his business card. ("We did everything by the book," Patel later wrote of the incident.) One Republican staffer, initially taken by Patel's charisma, came to view him as a "spotlight ranger."

In January 2018, as the committee's majority neared the completion of a report on its findings, Nunes and his staff, including Patel, met with then-Deputy Attorney General Rod Rosenstein at the Justice Department. By all accounts, the conversation grew contentious as Nunes pressed Rosenstein to furnish more documents to the committee. According to a statement later issued by the Justice Department, Nunes warned that he would act to hold Rosenstein in contempt of Congress, and Rosenstein issued a warning of his own: Should Nunes pursue that route, Rosenstein was prepared to subpoena the committee's communications to defend himself.

Patel interpreted Rosenstein's warning as a "direct and personal threat against" him--one of the nation's top officials retaliating against a House staffer out of fear of the "corruption I was about to expose." As Patel tells it in his book, he immediately contacted senior staff to House Speaker Paul Ryan to share news of the attack on one of their own employees, and Ryan's office "flatly refused to have my back." A former Ryan aide described the exchange to me this way: "Kash seemed to think there was some magic wand the speaker had to stop people from saying things Kash didn't like."

Suddenly everything seemed to make sense to Patel. Different setting, different time, but same deep state, same story: Here, in new form, was the Justice Department refusing to defend him against "the unstable judge in Houston," he writes; here was Washington's dogmatic lack of interest in "defending what's right" made coldly manifest.

The majority's four-page report, of which Patel was a primary author, was ultimately found to have credibly identified errors and omissions in the FBI and DOJ's applications to surveil Carter Page, though an inspector general did not corroborate the memo's suggestion that the surveillance was politically motivated. When it was released, the so-called Nunes memo was framed by much of the media as politically charged fiction, and Patel was identified for his role in writing it. On February 2, 2018, The New York Times published an article headlined "Kashyap Patel, Main Author of Secret Memo, Is No Stranger to Quarrels."

The article cited Patel's run-in with the Houston judge as a key example of his history of "quarrels," offering a pared-down version of events that seemed to render Patel the irresponsible offender of a sober-minded judge. The incident, in other words, had been elevated to a defining place in the public narrative of Patel's career--just as he'd always seemed to fear. "He felt extraordinarily mistreated," another former Republican member of the House Intelligence Committee told me.

Somewhere along the way, the plot against the king had turned into a plot against the wizard himself.

As Patel came to feature in more and more stories about the Russia investigation, he seemed to embrace the view that any criticism of him or his work--valid or not--was evidence of a coordinated smear campaign. "All their attacks only convinced me that we were on to something big," Patel writes in his book.

A few months later, by his own admission, he decided to leak intelligence-committee emails regarding Rosenstein's "chilling" and "sustained personal attack" against him to Fox News. Shortly after an article ran, according to Patel, Ryan approached him on the House floor and asked him to stop shopping stories to the press.

"Absolutely," Patel claims to have replied. "I would have no problem doing that the moment he, as the Speaker of the House, started having the backs of people falsely attacked for their work on behalf of the House." (A spokesperson for Ryan told me that neither Ryan nor his staff has "any recollection of this occurring.")

They'd given him no choice, Patel reasoned. Somewhere along the way, the plot against the king had turned into a plot against the wizard himself.

By the winter of 2018, Republicans had lost the House, and Schiff was set to take over the intelligence committee. Patel later wrote that Nunes, as promised, urged Trump to hire his protege onto the National Security Council. According to Patel, when Trump realized just whom Nunes was referring to--the man who "had saved his presidency by revealing the unprecedented political hit job designed to take him down"--he ordered his chief of staff to onboard Patel at once.

Former administration officials told me that, from his first days as a staffer on the National Security Council, in February 2019, Patel was fixated on trying to get face time with Trump. He had a script, and it wasn't long before many of his colleagues could recite it themselves: "Mr. President, the deep state is out to get you," as the longtime Trump adviser paraphrased it, "and I'm going to save you from it." Five months into his tenure, Patel was made the senior director of the NSC's counterterrorism directorate.

Much has been written about Patel's year on the National Security Council, including the early suspicions among his colleagues that he was funneling information about Ukraine directly to Trump, outside official channels. In the former president's first impeachment inquiry, the NSC official Fiona Hill testified about learning from another colleague that Trump apparently viewed Patel as the council's director on Ukraine policy, though his portfolio had nothing to do with Ukraine. Hill said she had been sufficiently alarmed to report the conversation to her superior and then warn her colleagues to be "very careful" in their communications with Patel. "Let's just say it's a red flag," she testified, "when somebody who you barely know is involved on one of your policy issues" and "clearly providing materials outside of the line"--particularly when she didn't know what those materials were.

Patel has repeatedly denied ever discussing Ukraine with Trump. In his rendering, his colleagues were jealous of his close relationship with the president and still hated him for the Russia investigation. Not only was the deep state's plot against him still in motion, Patel seemed to decide, but it had expanded.

For the most part, this is how he explains the rest of his time in the Trump administration, why it is that at virtually every turn--from the Office of the Director of National Intelligence to the Department of Defense to very nearly the FBI and CIA--there emerges yet another crop of officials who object to his accrual of power. It could not possibly be the case, for example, that Bill Barr harbored genuine concerns about Patel's qualifications to serve as deputy FBI director: In Patel's version of events, Barr was simply one more top bureaucrat bent on foiling Patel's success as payback for the "mess" he'd exposed in their agency. And if this narrative begins to feel less and less plausible, if Patel's latest detractors have to date seemed as reliably pro-Trump as Patel himself--well, that just goes to show their cunning.

Patel has a talent for casting himself as the ultimate hero or the unjustly persecuted. I have wondered if this is why he chose not to include in his book the events of October 30, 2020--if, in the end, not even he could figure out a way to make himself the martyr of the story.

On that Friday, according to multiple reported accounts, SEAL Team 6 was awaiting the Pentagon's green light on a rescue mission in West Africa. The day before, the administration had learned where gunmen were holding Philip Walton, a 27-year-old American who had been kidnapped that week from his farm near Niger's border with Nigeria. As multiple agencies now coordinated on final details for the evening operation, the State Department worked to resolve the last outstanding task--securing airspace permission from Nigerian officials. Around noon, Patel called the Pentagon with an update: Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, he said, had gotten the approval. The mission was a go.

The SEALs were close to landing in Nigeria when Defense Secretary Mark Esper discovered that the State Department had not, in fact, secured the overflight clearance, as Patel had claimed. The aircraft were quickly diverted, flying in circles for the next hour as officials scrambled to alert the Nigerian government to their position. With the operation window narrowing, Esper and Pompeo called the Situation Room to put the decision to the president: Either they abort the mission and risk their hostage being killed, or they proceed into foreign airspace and risk their soldiers being shot down.

But then, suddenly, the deputy secretary of state was on the line, Esper later wrote in his memoir: They'd been cleared.

Soon Walton was reunited with his family.

What had happened?

Celebratory feelings gave way to anger as officials tried to make sense of Patel's bad report. According to Esper, Pompeo claimed that at no point had he even spoken with Patel about the mission, much less told him he'd received the airspace rights. Esper wrote that his team suspected that Patel had simply "made the approval story up."

Anthony Tata, the Pentagon official and retired Army general to whom Patel had originally given the green light, confronted Patel in a rage. "You could've gotten these guys killed!" Tata shouted, according to two people familiar with the exchange. "What the fuck were you thinking?"

Patel's response was: "If nobody got hurt, who the fuck cares?"

Patel denies saying this, or making up the approval story. He "would never jeopardize an operation, American hostages or our soldiers," he said through his spokesperson. "In every situation, including this one, I followed the chain of command."

But three former senior administration officials independently cited the near catastrophe in West Africa as one of their foremost recollections from Patel's tenure. They remain unsettled by Patel's actions in large part because they still have no clue what motivated them. If Patel had in fact just invented the story, as Esper's team concluded, then why? Was it because the election was in four days, and Patel was simply that impatient to set in motion a final potential victory for Trump, whatever the risk--was it as darkly cynical as that? Did his lack of experience mean he just had no grasp of the consequences?

Some people close to the former president privately vent about Patel and whatever they last heard him say on a far-right podcast or at a fundraiser, particularly if it involves some overstatement of his administration activities. The longtime Trump adviser said he had been in Patel's presence, more than once, when he'd claimed he was the person who "gave the order" for U.S. forces to move in and kill the ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi in 2019--an operation for which Patel, by his own admission, wasn't even in the Situation Room. (Asked about this, Patel said through his spokesperson: "Trump made that brave and courageous call.")

One of the former senior administration officials, meanwhile, sent me a photo of what he said was Patel's challenge coin, a small, customizable medallion for service members and government officials. In addition to a curious image of a drone illuminating (targeting?) a dollar sign in front of the White House, the coin features an assortment of national-security-adjacent terms, including DIRECT ACTION, SANCTIONS, HEZ/IRAN, and CYBER. "It's just random shit," the former official said. "Half of this stuff, he wasn't even involved in." (Through the spokesperson, Patel neither confirmed nor denied having such a coin.)

Yet the prevailing sentiment in Trump's inner circle, according to the longtime adviser, is that there is no upside to calling out Patel's exaggerations or lies. By now, this person explained, Trump is entrenched in his view of Patel as a "useful tool." The former president, the adviser said, understands that "Kash is the one you say to, 'Hey, I'm not telling you to go break into the DNC. But ...' "

What Trump might also understand is this: For Patel, the urgency of victory in November is personal. He recently described Trump as the candidate "fighting for everybody else's right to have fame, to have money"--the central prongs of a prosperity that Patel, after nearly a decade in Washington, appears convinced is his due, and of which the leaders of a corrupt system have conspired to deprive him.

Little wonder, then, that Steve Bannon mused on his podcast that Patel, far from simply being the person most likely to oversee Trump's retributive plans in a second term, could have helped inspire them in the first place. "I think President Trump might've read Government Gangsters," Bannon said. "Yeah, look, he probably did," Patel responded, fetching a copy to display on camera. "That's probably why it's a best seller, and he keeps talking about it."

To the extent that Americans might struggle to grasp what any of this has to do with their own life--how a federal agenda of score-settling corresponds to their ability to be famous and make money--Patel has yet to offer a theory. He tends to frame political vengeance as an end in itself. In a second term, Trump's top law-enforcement and national-security officials would immediately focus on exposing and prosecuting those who "did Russiagate" and are already planning their next "election-rigging scam," he told Bannon--paying special attention, perhaps, to the 60 names in Patel's compendium of "Members of the Executive Branch Deep State," found in Appendix B of Government Gangsters.

And then--well, it's not altogether clear what then. But Patel's value to Trump has never revolved around precise plans. As Richard Nixon's plumbers understood, the hallmark of loyalty is a flexible constitution.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "The Loyalist."
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21 Minutes in the Buttigieg Bubble

At the Democratic National Convention, the transportation secretary and his entourage moved fast.

by Mark Leibovich




"Okay, we have to move fast," one of Pete Buttigieg's aides told me as the discoursing dynamo was finishing another cable interview on the last day of the Democratic National Convention.

Buttigieg stepped off an MSNBC set and onto the United Center floor. "I'm here to give you some much-needed attention," I told him. By "much-needed," I was of course being sarcastic: Buttigieg has been a rather relentless media presence in recent weeks, especially this past one in Chicago.

Buttigieg did not respond to my greeting, probably because at least 10 other people were trying to get his attention at the same time: his staff and security people telling him where to go; delegates shouting, "We love you, Pete!"; swarms of reporters chasing after him yelling things like "Pete, what does Vice President Harris have to do in her speech tonight?" Next thing I knew, Buttigieg was 20 feet ahead of me, darting up a staircase while convention-goers shouted and cheered at him.

Jerusalem Demsas: Kamala Harris defines herself--but not too much

Officially, Buttigieg is the United States secretary of transportation. But his far more prominent role of late has been as a sound-bite and surrogate sensation for Kamala Harris and Tim Walz (and at the expense of Donald Trump and J. D. Vance). According to his staff, Buttigieg plowed through more than 30 TV, radio, and TikTok appearances over the course of 96 hours in Chicago, along with 30 speeches to constituent groups (veterans, mayors, students), 12 sets of remarks to delegation breakfasts, dozens of scheduled and unscheduled drop-bys and meet and greets with various dignitaries and appendages, and one prime-time address on Wednesday night.

The next day, in the final hours of the convention, I was granted brief access to the inner swirl of this particular dust cloud.

"Keep moving, keep moving," someone called out as the entourage wound its way through a clogged concourse area. This was quite an exhilarating and exhausting 60-second interval, for me at least, trying to keep up with the Buttigieg Bubble as it moved through a wall of political-celebrity shrieks and convention chaos.

"Pete, photo, photo!" "Hi, Peeeete!" "Woooooo!"

"Make room, make room! Coming through, coming through!"

"Peeeeete, over here, over here!"

We turned a corner. Buttigieg ducked through an open door, and I was directed to follow him. Suddenly it was just the two of us in a quiet holding space, an oversize closet adorned with chairs and empty soda cans. I was sweating and out of breath. Buttigieg is not a sweating-and-out-of-breath kind of person. Still, he admitted to me, "this is probably the least sleep I've had since before the kids started sleeping through the night." (He and his husband, Chasten, have 3-year-old twins.)

Buttigieg has always been a gifted communicator, but he has become renowned lately for his subspecialty of jumping into pro-Trump media hornet's nests and delivering tidy, often viral Democratic messages while simultaneously eviscerating his often hostile hosts. "Here's a sentence I never thought I'd hear myself saying," he began his convention-stage speech in Chicago. "I'm Pete Buttigieg, and you might recognize me from Fox News." The crowd responded with an immediate and knowing roar.

Franklin Foer: It's Sorkin again in America

Buttigieg emerged from his mother's womb 42 years ago and was seemingly dropped straight into a political-media scrum. "I remember scampering into the living room in 1988 to hear Jesse Jackson's convention speech," he told me, recalling his 6-year-old political-junkie self. He organized West Wing watch parties as an undergraduate at Harvard; volunteered or worked for the Al Gore, John Kerry, and Barack Obama presidential campaigns; attended the 2012 convention, in Charlotte; live-blogged the 2016 Indiana primary for Slate; and later served as a delegate to the 2016 convention, in Philadelphia. "You know, some people geek out to actual rock stars," Buttigieg told me in 2020. "For me, it was seeing people who I'd only watched on TV." He singled out the thrill of once getting to meet Donna Brazile, the omnipresent Democratic operative and cable pundit.

Buttigieg is now very much one of those people you watch on TV. "Part of the reason I led with it last night," he told me, referring to his Fox News line, "is that I've been struck by how many people come up to me and the first thing they say is 'I love seeing you on Fox News.'" It happens on the street and in airports, he said, and usually with Democrats.

"Sometimes I might say the same thing on Fox as I might say on another network, but it's more exciting for people to hear me say it on Fox," Buttigieg continued. "Part of it is the knowledge that the viewers on Fox will not have heard that thing said before." He said he tries to avoid hard-core Trump-loving hosts such as Sean Hannity, Laura Ingraham, and Jesse Watters. "To the extent that there's a distinction between the news side and the opinion side--and that has grown fuzzier over time--I will try to engage on the news side," Buttigieg told me. He does his best to coordinate his media regimen with the Harris-Walz campaign but also enjoys a fair amount of autonomy. "But I don't want to overstate how much strategy goes into this," he said.

Although Harris decided against naming Buttigieg as her running mate, his stint as an elite TV asset will continue at least through Election Day. He has been mentioned in connection with big jobs in a potential Harris-Walz administration (most often ambassador to the United Nations), and his continued media flexes should only enhance his candidacy, not to mention his fame.

Buttigieg gave up any claim to anonymity years ago, but attending his first in-person convention as a political star has been a bit disorienting. It might be fun, he told me, to wander unrecognized through the arena and take in the spectacle as the political gawker he's always been, maybe even catch a glimpse of Brazile. "I don't know, maybe I could do that Mike Lindell thing, walk around in disguise for a bit," he mused. (Lindell, the MAGA-loving My Pillow guy, had apparently donned a fedora, shaved his mustache, and infiltrated the convention.)

Mark Leibovich: The DNC is a big smiling mess

Alas, there was no disguise now, just a bustling retinue on a tight schedule. Time to dash, an aide told me. I thanked the secretary for his time--14 minutes in a little storage room, 21 minutes total inside the Buttigieg Bubble. "I'm following you out," I informed him as he headed to the door.

"Get some color?" Buttigieg replied, media-savvy as ever.

Yes, I would be seeking some "color," I confirmed. "Do something colorful," I commanded.

"I'll be colorful," he assured me. "Are you coming in the bubble?"

Before I could answer, Buttigieg was in full motion, and I was suddenly trailing several feet behind as we proceeded again through the concourse.

He stopped for about 20 seconds to say hi to the Reverend Al Sharpton, and for about 30 seconds to pose for a photo with a little kid. I tried to move closer to hear their conversation but was promptly stampeded by a couple of cameramen.

By the time I reoriented myself, the bubble had moved on, and Buttigieg was out of sight--but never for long.
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Why RFK Jr. Endorsed Trump

The Trump-Kennedy pairing makes a certain kind of sense.

by John Hendrickson




In the spring of 2023, not long after Robert F. Kennedy Jr. launched his chaotic presidential campaign, I asked him a straightforward question. What do you see as more harmful to America: another term of Joe Biden, or Donald Trump returning to power? "I can't answer that," Kennedy replied.

This morning, Kennedy finally stopped being cagey. He announced that he was suspending his campaign and throwing his support to Trump. During a rambling, nearly hour-long speech at the Renaissance Hotel in downtown Phoenix, Kennedy shared that the two had been talking for more than a month, and that he had visited the former president at Mar-a-Lago. "In a series of long, intense discussions, I was surprised to discover that we are aligned on many key issues," Kennedy said. He correctly noted that his announcement would cause "difficulty" for his family members. "Our brother Bobby's decision to endorse Trump today is a betrayal of the values that our father and family hold most dear," five Kennedys said in a statement this afternoon. "It is a sad ending to a sad story."

Kennedy's evolution from member of a Democratic dynasty to a soldier in the anti-democratic MAGA movement will no doubt confuse casual observers. Trump once called Kennedy the "dumbest member" of his famous family, and Kennedy once suggested that Trump was a sociopath. The main reason for Kennedy's conversion may be pure desperation. This summer, Kennedy made overtures to both major-party candidates; only Trump reciprocated. But the Trump-Kennedy pairing makes a certain kind of sense. To be sure, Kennedy doesn't share Trump's anti-immigrant sentiment, nor does he lean on white-identity politics or nationalism. Instead, it's Kennedy's conspiratorial, anti-establishment, burn-it-down ethos that makes him fit into the MAGA universe.

Kurt Andersen: RFK Jr. Was My Drug Dealer

At the hotel, I noticed Jim Hoft, the founder of the far-right website The Gateway Pundit, sitting in the front row, just a few feet from the stage. "I think it'll be huge," Hoft said of Kennedy's Trump endorsement. "I align with Robert, probably, on a majority of topics--it's just interesting how that's playing out right now. I think he's a natural ally for Trump. I think it's going to help Trump tremendously."

As Kennedy lashed out against the Democratic Party this afternoon, he sounded like a jilted lover searching for answers. He noted that he had attended his first Democratic National Convention at the age of 6, in 1960. And he attempted to draw a contrast between the party of his father and uncle, and today's "shadowy DNC operatives" who staged "a palace coup" against Joe Biden. The Democratic establishment, he claimed, had weaponized government agencies against him and his campaign. He accused Biden of colluding with media companies to "censor" him and bemoaned his relative lack of cable-news interviews. He also sounded daft. "In an honest system, I believe that I would have won the election," Kennedy said.

Three key factors forced Kennedy's withdrawal. The first and most obvious was money. Despite tapping Nicole Shanahan, the wealthy Silicon Valley businesswoman, to be his running mate, Kennedy's fundraising had recently dried up. Recent FEC filings showed that his campaign had just $3.9 million on hand at the end of July. The second factor was ballot access. Nick Brana, the campaign's ballot-access director, told me that, as of today, the Kennedy-Shanahan ticket was certified in only 22 states. Kennedy was disqualified from the New York ballot after a recent court case, making the goal of all 50 states a virtual impossibility. The third factor was perhaps the most obvious: His core proposition had become moot once Biden dropped out.

All along, Kennedy's pitch had relied on the fact that a sizable chunk of voters didn't want a Biden-Trump rematch. But after Harris took Biden's place as the nominee, she began to win back some of the disaffected Democrats, independents, and undecideds who had "parked" their support in the Kennedy column. Kennedy's polling average had fallen to about 5 percent, from a 2024 high of about 10 percent. Kennedy shared that his team's polling showed him drawing more votes from Trump than from Harris in battleground states--something outside pollsters had confirmed to me earlier this month.

My conversations with Kennedy confidants, staffers, and supporters before and after the event painted a murky picture of what's next for his movement. Jeffrey Rose, Kennedy's friend of 30 years, had tears in his eyes as we spoke. "The DNC invited this," Rose said. "As a Democrat, it's not easy for me." I asked him if he planned to follow Kennedy's directive and vote for Trump. "What choice do I have?" he replied. Rose was among the Kennedy allies who would soon head to the nearby Trump rally, where Kennedy would be the special guest. Daniel Adams, who had helped raise money for Kennedy's super PAC, American Values, told me that he expected "most" RFK Jr. supporters to pivot to Trump, but acknowledged that Trump's vaccine policy had been a source of dissatisfaction. Casey Westerman, a 38-year-old supporter in a blue Kennedy hat, told me she had voted for Trump in 2020 and 2016, and had been drawn to Kennedy this cycle because of his messages about the "corporate capture" of the CDC and the FDA. "I trust Kennedy," Westerman said. "Whoever he chooses to support is who I'll support."

Others were less committed. Dicky Barrett, the former lead singer of the 1990s ska band the Mighty Mighty Bosstones, was milling about the room with a look of resignation on his face. "In the world as it currently is, nothing surprises me anymore," Barrett told me. "What I wanted ultimately, and still want, is for Bobby to be the 47th president of the United States. Anything short of that, I haven't properly processed." Barrett said he did not want Kennedy to endorse Trump. "I have great admiration, huge respect, and a lot of love for Bobby Kennedy. He was there for me when I needed him--I don't have that for the other candidates in this race. Even remotely."

Drea de Matteo, who'd won an Emmy for her role as Adriana on The Sopranos, was among those scheduled to partake in a "star-studded sunset cruise" with Kennedy and his wife, Cheryl Hines, next week in Southern California. Today she was in Phoenix to lend her support. De Matteo told me that she's a lifelong liberal but described herself as "anti-government." She said she had never voted before 2020, when she voted for Biden, which had been a "huge" mistake. "I don't know what I'm going to do yet," she said of her 2024 plans. "I'm gonna go to this rally today, and I'll make up my mind." (It would be her first Trump rally.) "I think most Americans want an independent candidate now, because no one believes in either party," she added. Kennedy, she said, had been "completely, for lack of a better word, cock-blocked by the DNC." She told me she was at least willing to hear Trump out.

John Hendrickson: The first MAGA Democrat

Kennedy's campaign was built on contradictions. Although he has one of the most recognizable names in politics, he pitched himself as a benevolent outsider, a unifier, and often leaned into something akin to earthy mysticism. I interviewed him at length both this year and last year. He would be admirably candid one minute and obfuscate or lie the next (especially when discussing his record on vaccines). He would draw false equivalencies and peddle misinformation. On the stump, Kennedy used to talk about the divisions that seemed to be cutting American society into pieces. It doesn't have to be this way, he'd say. Now, sticking to his contradictory theme, he's thrown in his lot with the most divisive figure in recent history.

At the Trump rally tonight, Kennedy walked out to Foo Fighters' stadium-rock anthem "My Hero" and shook Trump's hand. The crowd roared. Not too long ago, Kennedy had called Trump "a terrible human being." Tonight he bent the knee, asking, "Don't you want a president who's going to protect America's freedoms and who is going to protect us against totalitarianism?"

Like the man he's just endorsed, Kennedy has an outsize ego and a tenuous grasp of reality, and is given to bizarre turns of phrase. "The naysayers told us that we were climbing a glass version of Mount Impossible," Kennedy said at the Renaissance Hotel today. Shortly thereafter, he suggested that he could still become president as the result of a contingent election, if no candidate received the requisite 270 electoral votes. "This is a spiritual journey for me," Kennedy said. He may not believe it's over, but the ending has come into view. Was it worth the trek?
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RFK Jr. Was My Drug Dealer

Kennedy's endorsement of Donald Trump raises an awkward question.

by Kurt Andersen




T

he leading third-party candidate for president--an environmental lawyer and activist, a son and nephew of legendary liberal Democratic politicians--just quit the race and announced that he is joining the campaign of the most anti-environment president and presidential nominee in recent history, the leader of a Republican Party he has turned into a right-wing, anti-democratic, protofascist personality cult.

I could go on and on and on, cataloging the contradictions and abandonment of principle, all gobsmacking.

But Donald Trump and Bobby Kennedy--as I've referred to Robert F. Kennedy Jr. since we met freshman year at Harvard--have always had many features in common as well. Both are entitled playboy sons of northeastern wealth; both (in Michelle Obama's words) were "afforded the grace of failing forward" as misbehaving, underachieving adolescents admitted to Ivy League colleges thanks to "the affirmative action of generational wealth"; both were reckless lifelong adolescents, both attention-craving philanderers and liars, both jerks. And Kennedy's hour-long speech today was nearly as meandering and filled with lies as any average hour of Trump.

On the subject of reckless-adolescent entitlement, I've got one Bobby Kennedy anecdote to tell. But it's actually relevant to his endorsement of Donald Trump for president and his apparent expectation of joining a second Trump administration.

In Kennedy's speech today, he spoke at length about federal pharmaceutical regulation and programs addressing chronic disease. "I'm going to change that," he said, promising to "staff" the health agencies very differently. "Within four years, America will be a healthy country ... if President Trump is elected and honors his word." Trump, he added, "has told me that he wants this to be his legacy."

My Bobby Kennedy story involves pharmaceuticals--not the legal, lifesaving kind, such as the vaccines he's made a career of lying about, but the recreational kind.


 John Hendrickson: The first MAGA Democrat

As a candidate, Kennedy got a very sympathetic pass on his years of drug use because he's an addict, having used heroin from ages 15 to 29. He quit when he was arrested after overdosing on a flight from Minneapolis to the Black Hills and found by police in South Dakota to be carrying heroin; he pleaded guilty and received only probation. Kennedy, as Joe Hagan wrote in a recent Vanity Fair profile, "has made his history of addiction part of his campaign narrative."
 
 As a teenager in Nebraska, I'd smoked cannabis and dropped acid before I got to Harvard in 1972. Sometime during my freshman year, I tried cocaine, enjoyed it, and later decided to procure a gram for myself. A friend told me about a kid in our class who was selling coke.

The dealer was Bobby Kennedy. I'd never met him. I got in touch; he said sure, come over to his room in Hurlbut, his dorm, where I'd never been, a five-minute walk. His roommate, whom I knew, was the future journalist Peter Kaplan--with whom I, like Kennedy, remained friends for the rest of his life. He left as I arrived. I wondered whether he always did that when Bobby had customers.

"Hi. Bobby," Kennedy introduced himself. Another kid, tall, lanky, and handsome, was in the room. "This is my brother Joe." That is, Joseph P. Kennedy II, two years older, the future six-term Massachusetts congressman.

Bobby Kennedy wasn't famous, but he was the most famous person I'd ever met.

He poured out a line for me to sample, and handed me an inch-and-a-half length of plastic drinking straw. I snorted. We chatted for a minute. I paid him, I believe, $40 in cash. It was a lot of money, the equivalent of $300 today. But cocaine bought from a Kennedy accompanied by a Kennedy brother--the moment of glamour seemed worth it.

Back in my dorm room 10 minutes later, I got a phone call.

"Hello?"
 "It's Bobby."
 "Hi."
 "You took my straw!"
 I realized that I had indeed, and had thought nothing of it. Because ... it was a crummy piece of plastic straw. But Bobby was pissed.
 "There are crystals inside it, man, growing. You took it."
 Growing? The residue of powdered cocaine mixed with mucus formed crystals over time? What did I know. It reminded me of some science-fair project.
 "So ... you want the straw back?"
 "Yeah, man."
 I walked it back to his room. He didn't smile or say thanks. It was the last time I ever bought coke from anyone.

A famous rich boy selling a hard drug that could've gotten him--or, more precisely, someone who wasn't him--a years-long prison sentence. His almost fetishistic obsession with a bit of plastic trash. His greedy little burst of anger cloaked in righteousness. His faith that he was cultivating precious cocaine crystals. In retrospect, it has seemed to me a tiny illustration of the child as the father of the man he became: fantastical pseudoscientific crusader, middle-aged preppy dick who takes selfies with barbecued dogs and plays pranks with roadkill bear cubs he didn't have time to eat.

But the reason I decided finally to share this anecdote is because of a criminal-justice policy advocated by the presidential candidate he's just endorsed. It's another of those many spectacular contradictions I mentioned earlier.

That is, Donald Trump, if he becomes president as Kennedy is now working to make happen, wants to start executing drug dealers. He said so in a speech as president in 2018: "These are terrible people, and we have to get tough on those people, because ... if we don't get tough on the drug dealers, we're wasting our time ... And that toughness includes the death penalty ... We're gonna solve this problem ... We're gonna solve it with toughness ... That's what they most fear."

He said it again in 2022 when he announced his current candidacy: "We're going to be asking [Congress to pass a law that] everyone who sells drugs, gets caught selling drugs, [is] to receive the death penalty for their heinous acts."

Elizabeth Bruenig: Trump dreams of a swifter death penalty

And at a campaign rally this past April, he elaborated at length on his plan to kill drug dealers: "The only thing they understand is strength. They understand strength--and it'll all stop." Our policy, he explained, should be like that in the country he otherwise demonizes the most. "When I met with President Xi of China, I said, 'Do you have a drug problem?' 'No no no,' [he said,] 'we have no drug problem.' [I said,] 'Why is that?' 'Quick trial!' I said, 'Tell me about a quick trial.' When they catch the seller of drugs, the purveyor of drugs, the drug dealers, they immediately give them a trial. It takes one day. One day. At the end of that day, if they're guilty, which they always are ... within one day, that person is executed. They execute the drug dealers. They have zero drug problem. Zero."

And so, one question for reporters to ask the new Trump campaigner and potential Trump-administration official Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is something like this: The candidate you're campaigning for, in whose administration you apparently intend to serve, wants our laws rewritten so that drug dealers, particularly those who sell narcotics, face capital punishment. Given that you sold cocaine in your youth, how do you feel about his advocacy of a regime that might have resulted in your own execution at age 19?



Editor's Note: The Kennedy campaign did not reply to requests for comment on this story.
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Bidenomics Without Biden

Kamala Harris is selling the administration's policies without trying to defend its record.

by Roge Karma




Kamala Harris entered the presidential race with a dilemma: The economy is the most important issue for swing voters, but most Americans view the Biden-Harris administration's economic record as a failure. To complicate things further, the economy is strong by most objective measures, and many of the administration's individual policies tend to poll quite well.

While he was still the presumptive nominee, President Joe Biden addressed this disconnect by trying to convince Americans that things were actually good. He and his surrogates touted the strength of the labor market, the slowing of inflation, and the success of his legislative agenda in spurring investment around the country. This was logical enough for a sitting president--how could he say the economy was in the tank without indicting his own job performance?--but it didn't work. Consumer sentiment kept dropping, and voters kept blaming Biden for the state of the economy.

Harris's message is markedly different from her boss's. Instead of touting the economy's virtues, she's acknowledging its flaws and emphasizing her plan to fix them. Although that plan is full of policies that Biden himself has proposed, they have been repackaged not as a continuation of the president's agenda but as a solution to the cost-of-living crisis that metastasized under his watch. Call it Bidenomics without Biden.

When Biden stepped down and endorsed his vice president, Harris seemed poised to inherit voters' anger over economic conditions. (I certainly thought so, anyway.) That hasn't happened. Poll after poll shows that, when it comes to the economy, she is largely unburdened by what has been: Voters don't hold her as responsible for inflation as they did her boss, and they rate her higher than Biden (though still lower than Trump) on running the economy.

Harris is taking advantage. In her Democratic National Convention acceptance speech last night, she began by describing her upbringing and background as a prosecutor, then pivoted quickly to the economy. And Harris was completely focused on the future, not on the legacy of the administration in which she is serving. She announced that "a strong and growing middle class" would be "a defining goal" of her presidency, and promised "to create jobs, to grow our economy, and to lower the cost of everyday needs like health care and housing and groceries." There was no defense of the current economy or the Biden administration's economic record at all.

Read: The one big policy that Kamala Harris needs

So it was throughout the convention. Democrats spent very little time touting the strength of the Biden economy and quite a bit of time acknowledging the high cost of living--and framing Harris as the candidate committed to fixing it. "If you're a middle-class family, or trying to get into the middle class, Kamala Harris is going to cut your taxes," the vice-presidential candidate Tim Walz said. "If you're getting squeezed by prescription-drug prices, Kamala Harris is going to take on Big Pharma. If you're hoping to buy a home, Kamala Harris is going to help make it more affordable." Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez described Harris 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." A prime-time video flashed graphics of Harris's proposals to fix the housing shortage, reduce prescription-drug prices, and cut taxes for families with children. The message was relentlessly consistent: We know ordinary Americans aren't happy with the economy, we know that costs are out of control, but Kamala Harris is going to fight to make things better.

And yet. Even as Harris's message implied a decisive break from the past--from her boss--her actual proposed solutions were taken straight from Biden's economic playbook. What has become known as "Bidenomics" is a three-legged stool that combines building out supply of important sectors (largely through investments in semiconductors and clean energy), providing social support to families (such as pandemic stimulus checks and the expanded child tax credit), and taking on corporate power (including through stricter antitrust enforcement and regulating the price of prescription drugs).

Harris seems on board with Bidenomics in spirit if not in name. The week prior to the convention, she released her first economic-policy agenda, which incorporated many of Biden's own proposals, including permanently raising the child tax credit, providing down-payment assistance for first-time homebuyers, and extending Biden's cap on prescription-drug costs. A few days ago, the campaign announced that Harris endorsed all of the tax increases on wealthy individuals and corporations in the most recent White House budget.

In some areas, Harris has pushed Bidenomics further than Biden himself. She called for the construction of 3 million new homes and put forward a suite of policies that would reduce the barriers to doing so. She promised to crack down on algorithmic price-fixing that has contributed to rising rents in the real-estate market. She even endorsed a federal ban on price-gouging in the food-and-grocery sector, although the details are ambiguous and somewhat controversial. As my colleague Frank Foer wrote on Wednesday, Harris's rhetoric "is far more economically populist than that of any other Democratic nominee in recent history." The same can be said of her early policy ideas.

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

In that sense, Harris's similarities with the sitting president may run even deeper than a shared policy agenda. For most of his long career in politics, Biden was not known as an economic populist. He was instead known for having a finely attuned sense of where the ideological center of the Democratic Party was at a given moment. So it may be with Harris. As the party has moved to embrace Elizabeth Warren-style policy objectives and Bernie Sanders-style populist rhetoric, Harris has moved with it. Even as Democrats said a grand farewell to Joe Biden the person at their convention this week, they collectively embraced his economic vision. Progressives and moderates, governors and senators, party elders and rising stars all coalesced around the message of lowering costs, strengthening the middle class, and fighting against concentrated corporate power.

A victory for Harris in November seems likely to entrench Bidenomics even more deeply as the core policy agenda of the Democratic Party. The irony is that, if that happens, it will only be because she successfully distanced herself from the president who created it.
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What Kamala Harris Doesn't Get About Food Costs

The real culprit is the host of federal laws and regulations propping up prices to benefit corporate interests.

by Scott Lincicome




Last week in North Carolina, Kamala Harris called for a new federal law to ban "price gouging on food." Such a law might be popular, but it would have, at best, no impact on grocery prices and might even make the problem worse. That's especially unfortunate because it distracts from all the federal policy changes that actually could reduce food prices.

The evidence that price gouging was responsible for the post-pandemic spike in food prices is somewhere between thin and nonexistent. A recent report from the New York Federal Reserve found that retail food inflation was mainly driven by "much higher food commodity prices and large increases in wages for grocery store workers," while profits at grocers and food manufacturers "haven't been important." Similarly, a 2023 report from the Kansas City Fed observed that rising food prices were overwhelmingly concentrated in processed foods, the prices of which are more sensitive to (and thus driven by) labor-market tightness and wage increases. Grocery profits did rise briefly during the pandemic, but the increase was the predictable result of increased demand (thanks to government stimulus along with more Americans eating at home) running headfirst into restricted supply (thanks to pandemic-related closures and supply-chain snarls, along with the war in Ukraine, a major food producer). In fact, expanding corporate profits frequently accompany bouts of heightened demand and inflation; the past few years have been no different.

Even if excessive corporate profits had been the cause of higher food costs, a price-gouging ban would do nothing to relieve Americans' current burdens for the simple reason that food prices long ago stopped rising. From January 2023 to July 2024, the "food at home" portion of the Consumer Price Index increased by just over 1 percent, much less than the overall rate of inflation, and consistent with the long-term, pre-pandemic trend. The U.S. Department of Agriculture adds that the share of consumers' income spent on groceries, which did tick up during the pandemic, declined last year and remains far below levels seen in previous decades. Did corporate profiteering suddenly just stop?

Gilad Edelman: The English-muffin problem

In reality, the grocery business has always had notoriously thin profit margins. According to the latest industry-wide data from NYU's Stern School of Business, the industry's average net profit margins were just 1.18 percent in January 2024--ranking 80th of the 96 industries surveyed and lower than the margins the food industry recorded in all but one of the past six years. Even Biden White House economists' own analyses of grocery-price inflationin both 2023 and 2024 downplayed corporate profiteering when discussing recent price trends and what's behind them.

Inflation is generally a macroeconomic issue, driven by broad monetary and fiscal policies, not the choices of individual corporate actors. Food prices in particular are shaped by volatile forces--weather, geopolitics, natural disasters--beyond government control or influence, which is why economists' "core inflation" metric omits them. As economics textbooks and centuries of experience teach us, limiting the amount that companies can charge is more likely to reduce supply by discouraging investment and production: a recipe for both shortages and higher, not lower, prices in the long term. The main solution to voters' grocery angst is simply time, as normal market conditions return and American incomes slowly outpace U.S. food prices.

That fix, of course, is a nonstarter for candidates running for an election just months away and tagged, fairly or not--mostly not--with causing higher grocery prices. Politicians whose pitch to voters is "Just be patient" could soon be out of a job--so they must promise to do something. The good news is that an eager White House and Congress, laser-focused on food prices, have plenty of policy reforms available that would give American consumers some relief. The bad news is that they would all involve angering powerful business interest groups, which is why they never actually happen.

Start with trade restrictions. To protect the domestic farming industry from foreign competition, the United States maintains tariffs and "trade remedy" duties on a wide range of foods, including beef, seafood, and healthy produce that can't be easily grown in most parts of the country: cantaloupes, apricots, spinach, watermelons, carrots, okra, sweet corn, brussels sprouts, and more. Special "tariff-rate quotas" further restrict imports of sugar, dairy products, peanuts and peanut butter, tuna, chocolate, and other foods. These tariffs do what they are designed to do: keep prices artificially high. Sugar, for example, costs about twice as much in the U.S. as it does in the rest of the world. The USDA conservatively estimated in 2021 that the elimination of U.S. agricultural tariffs would benefit American consumers by about $3.5 billion.

In addition to tariffs, regulatory protectionism--against imported products such as tuna, catfish, and biofuel inputs--causes more consumer pain for little health, safety, or environmental gain. The 2022 baby-formula crisis exposed the degree to which Food and Drug Administration regulations effectively wall off the U.S. market from high-demand, safely regulated alternatives made abroad--alternatives that the Biden administration tapped when the crisis hit. These regulatory measures further inflate prices: The USDA, for example, once calculated that mandatory country-of-origin labeling for meat imports cost American meatpackers, retailers, and consumers about $1.3 billion annually. Those rules were scrapped after years of litigation, but cattle ranchers and their congressional champions continue working to reinstate them.

Propping up the domestic food sector is a long-standing American tradition. For dairy products, the Agricultural Marketing Agreement Act of 1937 artificially raises milk, cheese, and other dairy prices, while USDA loans to sugar processors effectively create a price floor for sugar. Produce-marketing orders allow U.S. fruit, nut, and vegetable farmers to limit supply and set rigid inspection rules and other terms of sale that stymie foreign competition and entrepreneurship and further increase domestic prices.

Finally, there's U.S. biofuel policy. The federal Renewable Fuel Standard, created by Congress in the 2000s, requires a certain amount of biofuels to be blended into transportation fuel. The purpose of this mandate is ostensibly environmental: Burning corn-based ethanol produces lower greenhouse-gas emissions than burning gasoline. But, as a 2022 study published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences concluded, when the environmental impact of growing and processing the corn is taken into account, ethanol contributes significantly more to climate change. The fuel standard thus has a negative environmental impact even as it significantly increases U.S. corn prices and reduces the land available for other crops. The Congressional Budget Office and other organizations estimate that artificial demand for ethanol has raised Americans' total food spending by 0.8 to 2 percent. Additional price pressures are likely on the way, if they're not here already: A 2024 Kansas City Fed analysis estimates that Inflation Reduction Act subsidies for "clean" and plant-based transportation fuels could boost demand for and prices of oilseed crops and vegetable oils.

Laws and regulations like these add up--especially for Americans with low incomes or large families. So, with grocery prices front of mind for millions of voters, you might expect campaigning politicians to target these policies to achieve a significant, onetime reduction in U.S. food prices and, perhaps, an accompanying bump in the polls.

Annie Lowrey: The truth about high prices

Instead, our elected officials not only ignore these measures but actively work to add even more. In just the past year, for example, the Senate voted to override a USDA rule allowing beef from Paraguay, and various members of Congress have championed new duties on imported shrimp and tomatoes.

This reveals a sad reality for American consumers. The federal policies inflating U.S. food prices all result from the same political malady: Each one on its own costs the average person a few cents here and there, but it delivers big and concentrated financial benefits to American cattlemen, shrimpers, farmers, sugar barons, and other powerful groups. As a result of this imbalance, we consumers rationally ignore the policies, while the beneficiaries fiercely lobby to maintain them. So, when elected officials must choose between modestly reducing Americans' grocery bills and delivering many millions of dollars' worth of regulatory goodies to entrenched political benefactors, the choice is simple. Consumers don't stand a chance.

"Corporate greed" is indeed a problem in the U.S. grocery market. Just not in the way politicians say it is.
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It's Sorkin Again in America

At the Chicago convention, the party rediscovered its faith in institutions.

by Franklin Foer




As Cory Booker gaveled out the third night of the Democratic National Convention, he told the delegates that he wanted to pose for a selfie from the podium. But before he went ahead with the photo, he had to ritually close the proceedings. "All those in favor say 'Aye,''' he bellowed. Then more playfully, he channeled Semisonic. "Folks, it's closing time. I don't care where you go, but you can't stay here." Convention is a word generally associated with dutiful tedium, so why the rampant joy at this one?

The question is almost too obvious. At the very last minute, the Democratic Party escaped a brush with electoral cataclysm; it has witnessed the fairy-tale flourishing of an underestimated candidate, who has calmed long-simmering factional fights and imposed competence on a fumbling organization.

But there's another, deeper reason that the past month has generated such an ecstatic outpouring. This chapter of the campaign has validated a tenet of liberalism that Democrats had begun to doubt and were on the cusp of discarding. Kamala Harris has helped to salvage a belief in institutionalism, thereby rescuing Democrats from an identity crisis.

At the beginning of the Donald Trump era, that belief acquired the trappings of theology. Liberals believed that norms and institutions were the only bulwark against Trump's dictatorial tendencies, and they fretted that he would trash them, and turn the government into an extension of his will. Democrats extolled bureaucrats, judges, and journalists, the disinterested denizens of the establishment, who they hoped would prevent democracy from dying in the darkness.

Their valorization of institutions was partly a product of their ideology. The beneficence of government is the central idea of the modern Democratic Party. And it also has its roots in sociology. Liberal meritocrats at the apex of the party have spent their careers ascending American institutions. Because institutions have been good to them, they are inclined to believe in their virtue.

Over the past eight years, however, liberals began to question this faith. A darker, more Hobbesian view of politics took hold. If Republicans were engaged in a ruthless contest for power without respect for the constitutional order, they asked, then why should Democrats maintain their own fastidious adherence to the outmoded etiquette of Washington? By preaching and practicing institutionalism, Democrats were tying their own hands and dooming themselves to defeat. Forestalling a democratic emergency, some began to argue, required ditching rules that they once fetishized. Democrats began to embrace the previously unimaginable: abolishing the filibuster, installing Supreme Court term limits, and scrapping objectivity as the guiding aspiration of the media.

Read: Down with institutionalists

After Joe Biden's flailing debate performance, the Democratic Party began to doubt its own institutional competence. The party seemed incapable of acting in its own clear interests. It couldn't push aside an elderly president clinging to power, despite his blatant inability to effectively campaign. The Democratic elite looked as impotent as every other part of the American system, in which they had naively believed.

Then the unexpected happened. Elites quietly and effectively mobilized to replace Biden. And although much of the commentariat doubted the wisdom of installing Harris as his replacement, her initial performance has validated the party's choice. For once, an institution awoke from its slumber and exceeded the public's dim expectations. It didn't just infuse Democrats with belief in their ability to defeat Donald Trump; it seems to have infused them with a renewed faith in their own party, a revival on display in their convention.

Where Republicans gathered in Milwaukee to genuflect before a leader, the Democrats in Chicago celebrated an apparatus. Instead of scrapping the traditions of the convention--which every pundit acknowledges to be a kludgy vestige of a bygone era--the Democrats have chosen to honor the old norms. That's what made the DJ-led roll call of the states so endearing. Democrats were playfully adhering to an old ritual with genuine feeling, a loving nod to tradition. That approach extended to the speakers' list. Whereas Republicans sought to erase the fact that their party has a heritage--with no history predating Trump's descent down the escalator--the Democrats have honored their elders with prime-time slots.

On Wednesday, Pete Buttigieg, as normie an institutionalist as they come, gave a speech encapsulating the revived faith. He urged Democrats to choose "a better politics." He was implying that Democrats no longer need to feel compelled to mimic the brutal power-hungry tactics of their opponents--that they can reclaim the old habits of persuasion and consensus building, become avatars of political virtue. After sitting in the darkness, stuck in a mode of outrage and desperate defense, this was the moment to mount an affirmative, celebratory case for institutions.

Of course, at some level, the Democrats were just trading excessive cynicism  for overwrought optimism. But many of them seized the chance to switch from an episode of House of Cards and bathe, once more, in the strings of the West Wing theme. It's Sorkin again in America.
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Trump and the Cocaine Owl

Welcome to the Republicans' convention counterprogramming.

by Helen Lewis




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


Sometimes, I like to imagine what would happen if historical figures from American politics were transposed to the current day. How, do you think, would Dwight Eisenhower react to a man telling him that cocaine "will turn you into a damn owl, homie, you know what I'm saying? You'll be out on your own porch. You'll be your own streetlamp."

Well, I can tell you how Donald Trump reacted: with intense curiosity. His discussion of drug and alcohol addiction on Theo Von's This Past Weekend podcast demonstrated perhaps the most interest Trump has ever shown in another human being. Before watching the video of the episode, I hadn't realized the former president was capable of sentences that end with a question mark.

The setting was Trump's club in Bedminster, New Jersey, and his interviewer was a 44-year-old with a mullet, a syrupy Louisiana accent, and a knack for surreal lyricism. ("It's like God hit you with a mirror," Von once said of taking hallucinogens, and to Trump he described Kid Rock as a "dirt serpent.") This Past Weekend is one of the 10 most popular podcasts in the United States, allowing Von to talk with regular people, fellow comedians, and top-flight politicians. His last political guest before Trump was Bernie Sanders, for whom he wore a neon tie-dye sweatshirt and a backward baseball cap. Trump got a respectful jacket and an uncovered mullet.

James Parker: Is Theo Von the next Joe Rogan?

The release of Trump's episode of This Past Weekend was effective counterprogramming to the Democratic National Convention. My colleague James Parker described Von's audience as a "strange (but massive) constituency of fiends, seekers, truthers, strugglers, and comedy nuts." One of them is Barron Trump, the 18-year-old son of the former president. "He knows you very well," Trump told Von. "He said, 'Dad, he's big.'" Von's content is tailored to young men--exactly the demographic that the Republicans hope will take them to victory in November. One of his advertisers is BlueChew, an off-brand version of Viagra whose mission, Von said, is to make "the entire country rock hard." From that phrasing, you can tell which half of the country watches or listens to This Past Weekend. Accordingly, Trump and Von's conversation rambled through classic barstool topics: their favorite fighters, Kid Rock's golf swing, and the question of why people no longer have heart attacks from the excitement at sporting events.

Von's persona oscillates between folksy and faux-naive, but some of his funniest lines with Trump were completely unintentional. Discussing the CNN debate that drove Joe Biden to drop out of the presidential race, Von observed: "Like, my dad was really old when I was born--my dad was 70 when I was born, right?--so I don't like seeing senior citizens get taken advantage of."

Trump, 78, nodded.

The former president described what happened to Biden next as a "coup" where "they threatened him violently," which prompted Von to offer a question that I wish more journalists could ask whenever the talk gets a little conspiracist: "Who were they?" They were Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer and Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi, Trump said, and they wore down Biden even though he had claimed that "only God will get me out."

"Somebody dressed up like God and just chased him out of there," Von said. (In my head, I have cast Pelosi in this role.)

Devin Gordon: Why is Joe Rogan so popular?

Trump's appearance on the show had been brokered by the UFC's Dana White, a personal friend of the podcasting king Joe Rogan. Like Rogan, Von has a weakness for Bernie Sanders and Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--two politicians who invoke the specters of shadowy forces and dark money, to different ends. This segment of the podcast market is right-leaning, but shares leftist concerns about anything you can put "Big" in front of--Big Pharma, Big Agriculture, Big Law. "Did you know that only four companies control 80 percent of the U.S. meat industry?" intones Von mid-podcast, on a sponsor read for a company that will deliver steaks to your doorstep. Shows such as This Past Weekend and The Joe Rogan Experience plow the great crunchy intersection at the middle of American politics, where the Supplement Bros of the right find communion with the Wellness Vegetarians of the left. (Just don't let them talk to each other about vaccines.)

The podcast circuit is a rich hunting ground for the Republicans; I half expect to see Trump being interviewed by Shane Gillis as Trump at some point before November. Commentators wonder a lot whether the Roganite podcast space has replaced traditional journalism. Its leading lights like to claim so, loudly and often. But that is the wrong way to look at what's happening: Podcasts have expanded the talk-show circuit. Theo Von is Ellen for men. And for a presidential candidate, he offers the same bargain that Ellen DeGeneres or Oprah Winfrey or The View hold out: Tell us a little about yourself, and in return you can push your policy talking points.

"We had the greatest economy in history," Trump said half an hour in, belatedly realizing that it was time to do some politics.

"Oh yeah," Von replied. "My cousin got a boat."

Trump also claimed credit for reducing insulin prices, cutting taxes, and building a border wall. He responded enthusiastically to Von criticizing Big Pharma and complaining about seeing prescription-drug ads on television. "What do we have to do that our government won't help us?" Von asked. "You have to stop listening to lobbyists," replied Trump, in a statement that would terrify lobbyists, if they believed it even a little bit. "I was not a big person for lobbyists."

The Trump episode of This Past Weekend was firmly homosocial--a brotherhood where relationships between men take center stage. Von kicked off by asking Trump about Barron's college prospects and, "What's something you admire about each of your sons?" (The answer was that Don Jr. is a "hunter" and, overall, his sons "get along great with the rest of the family.") Later, the conversation moved on to Trump's older brother, Fred, who died of alcoholism at 42.

Von is open about being in recovery from addiction, and this is what led to the owl-and-streetlamp business. "I had a great brother who taught me a lesson: Don't drink," Trump said. "He was a handsome guy ... He had a problem with alcohol." (The young Donald took his advice, meaning that Trump was plausibly the only person at Studio 54 in the 1970s stone-cold sober.) He peppered Von with questions: Which was the "bigger up"? Which was harder to quit, cocaine or alcohol? How long had he been sober? Which was a greater problem in the U.S., alcohol or opiates? "Fentanyl is laced into everything now, it's horrible," Trump said. Von lamented that the blow these days was terrible and he had no idea where people were getting it from. Trump looked sympathetic.

Many have wondered if there's a howling void at the center of Donald Trump's life, one that has compelled him to boast and lie, to mistreat women, to bully opponents, and to react to being laughed at by a successful Black man by running for the most powerful job in the world. Having a distant, racist, disciplinarian father, who picked on the troubled older brother he idolized, and then watching that brother succumb to addiction and die young ... well, that might fit the bill. During the interview, Trump fell into a reverie about how Fred Jr. was a "great pilot"--a profession that he chose instead of competing to inherit Fred Sr.'s real-estate business, and for which Fred Sr. regularly disparaged him. But alcoholism forced Fred Jr. to give up flying.

"The wildest thing to watch," Von said, "is people losing everything."
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Tim Walz's Understudy Could Get a History-Making Promotion

Peggy Flanagan, Minnesota's lieutenant governor, could become the first Native American woman to serve as governor of any state in the country.

by Russell Berman




Peggy Flanagan is used to filling in for Tim Walz. As the lieutenant governor of Minnesota, serving as an understudy is most of the gig.

On Wednesday afternoon, that meant delivering the speech that Walz was originally supposed to give in Chicago on the third day of the Democratic National Convention--before President Joe Biden abandoned his reelection campaign and set in motion events that upended the lives, and possibly the political futures, of both Walz and Flanagan.

Until his selection as Kamala Harris's running mate, Walz had been scheduled to give remarks at a much smaller venue miles from the United Center stage, at an event held by the Center for American Progress Action Fund. Now that the governor had a more important address to deliver, Flanagan stepped in. "Our whole job is just 'Be ready,'" she joked to an audience that numbered in the dozens. Being ready will assume added significance if Harris makes history as the first woman president, taking Walz to the White House along with her. The 44-year-old Flanagan would achieve a milestone of her own, becoming the first Native American woman to serve as governor of any state in the country.

Read: Who's normal now?

A longtime activist and community organizer, Flanagan has none of the average-citizen-turned-politician vibes that Walz does. But the two share a folksy sense of humor. She's a member of the Ojibwe Tribe, which she noted was the "largest tribe in Minnesota and the best-looking tribe in Minnesota." "My English name is Peggy Flanagan," she told the audience. "My Ojibwe name is Speaks With a Loud and Clear Voice Woman." A beat later, she added with a wide grin: "It's okay, you can laugh."

Though she's 16 years younger than Walz, Flanagan got into politics first. Fresh out of college, she was a volunteer on Senator Paul Wellstone's 2002 reelection campaign, which ended tragically when the two-term Democrat died in a plane crash 10 days before the election. Wellstone's family and former colleagues created what became known as Camp Wellstone, a training program for aspiring politicians and advocates. Walz showed up in 2005, an Army veteran and public-school teacher trying to flip a Republican House seat in his first political campaign. "He was my camper. I taught him everything he knows!" Flanagan said.

Flanagan served for four years in the state legislature before she and Walz formed a statewide ticket ahead of the 2018 governor's race. (They won reelection in 2022.) Throughout this week's convention, she's been promoting their record in Minnesota, which includes the passage of laws guaranteeing access to abortion and IVF, paid family leave, an expanded child tax credit, and free breakfast and lunch in public schools across the state. Democrats have taken to calling that list "the Minnesota miracle," a feat they hope to re-create nationally.

As Flanagan noted in her speech, Democrats in Minnesota enacted the bulk of their agenda with just a one-seat majority in the state Senate--which is likely the most that Democrats could have next year in Washington. "Much of what we've been fighting for the past 20 years has come true," she said. "In Minnesota we like to consider ourselves humble people, but today we're going to brag."

Republicans have assailed Walz's Minnesota record as extreme, criticizing him for policies that offer benefits to undocumented immigrants and accusing him of signing a law that required public schools to stock tampons in boys' bathrooms (a claim that has been debunked). They've also accused him of exaggerating parts of his biography, including his military service. Flanagan didn't address the most inflammatory of the GOP's charges, sticking to the more broadly popular elements of the policies she and Walz enacted in Minnesota.

Like Walz, Flanagan has a fiery side as well. She devoted much of her remarks to rebutting the perception that Walz and the policies he enacted--and which Harris is running on--are too progressive. "Access to basic resources like housing and food isn't radical. It's rational," Flanagan said. "Demanding control over our own body isn't extreme. It is the bare fucking minimum of what we should expect," she added, drawing gasps and whoops from the crowd.

Read: 'We just build roads, and we build schools'

I caught up with Flanagan after the speech. She said her and Walz's tenure showed that he was "an incredible partner for women in leadership." "People could see themselves reflected in our ticket," Flanagan said, "and I see that happening now with Kamala Harris and Tim Walz. Different lived experiences, but shared values."

She was wearing tribal earrings, and eight of her fingernails were painted hot pink. The other two were bright green. "I decided to do one chartreuse nail for brat summer," she told me, "and the rest are pink because I figured I couldn't get away with all green nails as lieutenant governor of Minnesota." Maybe she could have gotten away with it a few weeks ago, when Flanagan was as anonymous as any other political understudy from a midsize state. Now excited Democrats around Chicago treat her, perhaps presumptuously, as the governor-in-waiting.

Flanagan told me that she'd learned about Walz's selection at the same time as everyone else. But her phone rang almost immediately after the announcement was made: "Buckle up," Walz told her. "We've got a lot of work to do."
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The DNC Had Good Energy. Now What?

The Democrats' challenge now is to figure out how to keep the joy going for the next two and a half months.

by David A. Graham




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


For three nights, a joy approaching euphoria has coursed through the Democratic National Convention. I think the word I've heard most this week--more than Harris, Trump, or Democrats--is vibes. People say how good the vibes are, ask how the vibes seem, ruminate on how the vibes have shifted since Kamala Harris became the de facto nominee one month ago. And though the repetition might be cringe, it's true: Everyone is feeling great.

But no one seems to be having as much fun as the nominee. Harris hasn't always radiated such ease, not during her 2020 Democratic primary campaign and not as vice president, but she's feeling it now and so is her party.

"My entire career, I've only had one client: the people," Harris said in her speech on the final night of the convention. "And so on behalf of the people; on behalf of every American, regardless of party, race, gender, or the language your grandmother speaks; on behalf of my mother and everyone who has ever set out on their own unlikely journey; on behalf of Americans like the people I grew up with, people who work hard, chase their dreams, and look out for one another; on behalf of everyone whose story could only be written in the greatest nation on Earth, I accept your nomination to be president of the United States of America."

Harris ended with a call not just to Democrats but to all voters. "It is now our turn to do what generations before us have done, guided by optimism and faith: to fight for this country that we love; to fight for the ideals that we cherish; and to uphold the awesome responsibility that comes with the greatest privilege on Earth: the privilege and pride of being an American," she said. "Together, let's write the next great chapter in the most extraordinary story ever."

Read: The asterisk on Kamala Harris's poll numbers

This was uplift, but imbued with solemn responsibility rather than the glee of the previous three days. Maybe the weight of the task ahead was starting to dawn on Democrats, who had spent the past three days in a state of elation. Wednesday evening on the convention floor, former Virginia Governor Terry McAuliffe told me that this was different from the dozen-some other DNCs he's attended.

"I've chaired the party. I've run all these things," he said. "Generally, we need one or two days to bring people together, platform concessions, bring the warring factions together. Here? None of that."

The main bone of disputation among delegates inside the United Center seemed to be whether 2024 was more exuberant than 2008, when the convention nominated Barack Obama, or simply equal to it. The optimism was notable for how new it still was. "I love Joe Biden, but it's like there's been a breath of fresh air," former Ohio Governor Ted Strickland told me. "This convention is going to turn out to be my very favorite."

Party conventions, like social media, are not real life. They're populated by the most engaged and excited members of the party, and they're bubbles where conflicting talking points don't intrude and the other guys appear only as the butt of jokes or the target of boos. Still, plenty of evidence indicates that the excitement about the Harris-Walz ticket isn't just a convention chimera--national and battleground polls show Harris (narrowly) leading Trump. Democratic fundraising is strong, and Trump seems to be flailing.

The Democrats' challenge now is to figure out how to keep that energy going for the next two and a half months. Given the recent nominee switch, Harris has barely been tested on the trail and is building her campaign on the fly. The most intense part of the campaign and the most aggressive attacks have not yet begun.

When I asked McAuliffe, whose temperament has always been almost belligerently optimistic, whether Democrats could pull it off, he scoffed.

"Oh, easy. People don't want to vote for Trump," he said. "They don't. We just got to keep giving a good alternative, a good message."

He told me Virginia Democrats had signed up 10,000 new volunteers since Harris entered the race. People I talked with this week kept spitting stats like this: 24,000 new Ohio volunteers in eight days, 1,000 new Georgia volunteers in 24 hours.

"We know that this is not just a moment," said Representative Nikema Williams, the chair of the Georgia Democratic Party. "This is a movement, and there are a lot of people that are joining this movement."

Part of the goal of a convention is to transmit energy from the activist core out to voters on the ground. "Enthusiasm is like a muscle. The more you have it, the more you generate it," Ben Wikler, the chair of the Wisconsin Democratic Party, told me.

Helen Lewis: She's everything. He's just Doug.

The Badger State has become an organizing model for Democrats elsewhere since Wikler took over in 2019, notching a series of high-profile wins. "The biggest thing that builds enthusiasm is the sense that everyone involved can actually make the future better, the sense of possibility and the sense of excitement and joy about what we can create together--not just the dread and disaster if we lose, but also the joy if we win, that can propel people forward," he said.

Which isn't to say that the dread isn't present. Like Voldemort, Donald Trump was invoked often though named seldom. "I think people understand the stakes of the election," Representative Jerry Nadler of New York told me on the convention floor.

Each night, Democrats included a prominent segment discussing Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation blueprint for a second Trump administration. Michelle Obama, in her Tuesday-night stem-winder, issued a warning. "We cannot be our own worst enemies," she said. "The minute something goes wrong, the minute a lie takes hold, folks, we cannot start wringing our hands. We cannot get a Goldilocks complex about whether everything is just right."

Hillary Clinton, who infamously did not visit Wisconsin during the 2016 general election and then lost the state by less than a percentage point, warned Democrats not to repeat the mistakes of eight years ago. "No matter what the polls say, we can't let up," she said Monday. "We can't get driven down crazy conspiracy rabbit holes. We have to fight for the truth."

Those battles will start before delegates begin making their way to O'Hare this morning and the fizz of the party gives way to the hard work of getting out the vote. But last night, long after Harris had left and the convention gaveled closed, some delegates stayed on the floor bouncing balloons, cycling through slogans, and dancing. For now, it was good vibes only.
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Kamala Harris Defines Herself--But Not Too Much

At the Democratic National Convention, I<strong> </strong>heard more about Trump's policy agenda than Harris's.

by Jerusalem Demsas




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


The election is a "fight for America's future," Kamala Harris said in her speech to the Democratic National Convention tonight. She painted a picture of what a second Trump presidency might look like: chaotic and dangerous. Donald Trump would take the country back, whereas she would take the country forward. "I will be a president who leads and listens; who is realistic, practical, and has common sense, and always fights for the American people," she said.

How she'll fight, well, that'll be worked out after Election Day. Harris did mention some specifics in her speech: She'll push through the recently derailed bipartisan immigration bill, for instance. For the most part, though, Harris pointed to large goals, like ending the housing shortage, and affirmed general commitments, like supporting NATO.

According to multiple campaign advisers and Democratic officials, this campaign is for laying out a vision, for convincing voters that Harris is on their side, and for getting to 270 electoral votes. In 2019, I worked briefly for Harris's primary campaign before becoming a journalist, and I remember how wonky the environment felt. Over the four days I spent among the Democrats in Chicago this week, I didn't hear the words white paper or study one time.

In fact, I probably heard more about Trump's policy agenda than Harris's. Democrats have repeatedly brandished Project 2025 onstage, calling attention to the 900-page presidential-transition blueprint produced by the Heritage Foundation. Harris mentioned it tonight, too. But Harris has no Project 2025 equivalent. And Democrats seem at peace with that.

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

Senator Brian Schatz of Hawaii told me outside the convention center yesterday that the policy-light approach has two advantages: "One is that you are simply giving your opponents less to shoot at, mischaracterize." Fair enough. Trump has sought to distance himself from Project 2025 and its controversial right-wing proposals while trying to tar Harris as a "radical leftist lunatic." Both of these efforts, so far, have failed.

Schatz also believes that avoiding policy prescriptions is actually "a little more honest with the voter." According to Schatz, even if Harris wins, her policy agenda will be constrained by the makeup of Congress and committee assignments. Why get into details that won't matter?

But perhaps the greatest advantage of a blank policy slate is that it allows for wish-casting. Why, I asked Schatz, did both progressive and moderate Democrats seem excited by Harris? "When a party is united, members of the coalition project their hopes and dreams onto their nominees," Schatz replied.

So that's what all the much-discussed good vibes are about. For the time being, the major factions of the Democratic Party seem to believe that when push comes to shove, they can win out.

In 2020, a bitterly fought Democratic primary resulted in unity panels where the progressive and moderate camps came together to find middle ground. Four years earlier, Hillary Clinton similarly forged connections with the Bernie Sanders side to form a consensus platform. But Harris, who of course achieved the nomination without suffering any primary at all, achieved unity without any policy fight at all.



DaMareo Cooper, a co-executive director of the progressive organization the Center for Popular Democracy, told me he thinks that the "moderates are reading [Harris] wrong" and that "everyone moves to the middle when they're in the presidential campaign." Cooper doesn't disapprove of "someone who's running for president [to say,] 'I'm representing all people in this country.'" But as his co-executive director, Analilia Mejia, put it, Harris represents a continuation of the "most progressive administration in my generation."

That's not what moderates believe. "Kamala Harris was a center-left candidate and Tim [Walz] was a center-left member of Congress and so we know we can work with this administration," Representative Annie Kuster, the chair of the New Democrats Coalition, a moderate faction of the party, said at a centrist-Democrats roundtable on Tuesday.

The debate over Harris's price-gouging proposal captures this wish-casting dynamic. Last week, the campaign announced it would put forward measures to "bring down costs for American families." One of those measures was a "first-ever federal ban on price gouging," which some commentators took to mean that Harris would try to impose price controls. But when Harris delivered a speech on the subject days later, many observers came away with the impression that the vice president merely intended to expand the protections many states already have, and to go after a few bad actors. Advisers spread the word that the policy would apply only during crises and to food, and would have no automatic triggers.

Ronald Brownstein: Why the Blue Wall looms so large

Is Harris's plan radical, moderate, or something else? Democrats' perception of it seems to have a lot more to do with their personal preferences than with anything objective.

Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear, a centrist Democrat, told me that "price-gouging statutes have been around a long time" and pointed to his own use of them: "People are making a big deal out of it, but it's not new at all." Similarly, Kuster immediately rejected the idea that Harris was proposing anything extreme. "She's not talking about price controls," she said, waving her hands dismissively. "She's talking about lower prices and lowering costs for hardworking American families."

But Senator Bob Casey was under the impression that Harris had effectively endorsed the expansive price-gouging bill he co-sponsored with Senator Elizabeth Warren, which prohibits the practice in all industries. He said as much in a press release and noted that Harris will fight price-gouging in his remarks to the convention this evening.

Derek Thompson: The new law of electoral politics

When I asked the Harris campaign for clarity, a senior campaign official told me that Harris was not supporting price controls, nor would her proposal to go after price-gougers apply beyond food and grocery stores. After some prodding, the official confirmed that this meant Harris had not endorsed the Warren-Casey bill, but didn't rule out that someone on the campaign had told Casey otherwise. The official also echoed Schatz's argument that adding in too much detail could be deceptive given that the real policy-making process requires time, effort, and negotiation.

At any rate, vagueness is politically useful. Hints at economic populism buoy the progressives while whispers of moderation let centrists feel that nothing major is afoot. Win-win-win. But how long can it last?

As she campaigns for the presidency, Harris is getting to be everything to everyone, the generic Democrat who does so well in surveys. But once she starts laying out specific policy proposals, some Democrats are going to have their hopes dashed. They're going to remember the divisions that had racked the party so thoroughly during the Biden administration, and the infighting will be cutthroat. But, as Colorado Governor Jared Polis told me this morning, those debates are for "after the election."
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The Surreal Experience of Being a Republican at the DNC

Democrats are embracing Trump dissidents. Will GOP voters buy their argument?

by David A. Graham




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


Geoff Duncan served as the Republican lieutenant governor of Georgia, and with his conservative suits, power ties, and neatly coiffed hair, he looks the part. But last night at the Democratic National Convention, he delivered an impassioned plea for Kamala Harris's presidential campaign.

"Let's get the hard part out of the way: I am a Republican. But tonight I stand here as an American--an American that cares more about the future of this country than the future of Donald Trump," he said. "Let me be clear to my Republican friends at home watching: If you vote for Harris in 2024, you are not a Democrat. You are a patriot."

Duncan is one of several Republicans who have spoken at the convention. The former Trump spokeswoman Stephanie Grisham made some news Tuesday night in a speech in which she said Trump called his own supporters "basement dwellers." Ana Navarro, the CNN personality and former Jeb Bush aide, hosted part of Tuesday's program. John Giles, who is the mayor of the conservative Arizona city of Mesa, and two former Trump voters spoke in the first half of the week, and former Representative Adam Kinzinger is scheduled to do so this evening. Many conventions have featured a speaker from across the aisle--think Joe Lieberman's backing of John McCain in 2008 or John Kasich's support of Joe Biden four years ago--but the number of Republicans at this DNC is remarkable.

For these speakers and for the Democrats, this was a little surreal. Olivia Troye, who worked in the Department of Homeland Security under Trump and who spoke last night, recalled staffing the 2000 Republican National Convention. "If you would have asked that Olivia if I would ever imagine myself at the DNC, I would have laughed and said you were probably crazy," she told me.

Michael Powell: Barack Obama's warning to Democrats

I watched Duncan's speech from the floor of the United Center with members of the Georgia delegation. I asked whether they ever expected to be applauding Duncan at the DNC, and they shook their heads and grinned incredulously. "Never. Never," one said.

"There's not a lot of Republicans that show up at the DNC, so it was certainly awkward, but I've rarely been to a political event where people were as inviting as they were," Duncan told me this morning. "Not one person walked up to me and questioned my policy positions, my conservative track record. They said, 'Hey, welcome to the team for this election cycle.'"

Asa Hutchinson, the former governor of Arkansas, came to the convention not as a Harris supporter but as a political analyst for Scripps News. He'd written a social-media post explaining to Republican friends that he was merely attending for work. They might be forgiven for wondering: Hutchinson ran for president in the GOP primary this year, becoming a prominent Trump critic and declining to endorse him (though he has since suggested that he might vote for Trump). Hutchinson has been a Republican official since 1982, and this was his first DNC, too. He told me he was getting a friendlier reception in Chicago than he had at the RNC in Milwaukee. "A lot of people have said, 'You know, I donated to your campaign,'" he said.

That makes sense: Democrats are happy to celebrate Trump critics. The harder task is getting ordinary Republicans to vote for Harris--or at least to stay home and not vote for Trump. The Harris campaign sees the large number of GOP primary votes cast for Nikki Haley and other non-Trump candidates--including after he had sewn up the nomination--as an opportunity in November. The campaign even has a Republican on the payroll, running outreach to GOP voters. Democrats don't expect a mass exodus, but they believe that in battleground states, a small number of Republican defectors could make a difference.

Ronald Brownstein: Why the Blue Wall looms so large

That will require winning over not just longtime Never Trumpers, but people who previously were open to Trump and might still be. That's why the DNC has featured speakers, like Troye, who haven't been fiercely anti-Trump since the start, and why many of them emphasized their continued political disagreements with the Democratic Party and with Harris herself.

During her speech, Troye described her upbringing as a conservative, a Catholic, and a Texan. "Those values made me a Republican," she said. "And they're the same values that make me proud to support Kamala Harris, not because we agree on every issue but because we agree on the most important issue: protecting our freedom."

Freedom has been a big motif at the Democratic convention, an attempt to frame Harris's agenda in a way that steals a traditional issue from Republicans. Democrats in Chicago have embraced the idea. But whether many Republicans are convinced, besides those in attendance here, is a question for November.
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Who's Normal Now?

At the convention, Democrats are working to reclaim the flip side of <em>weird</em>.

by Gal Beckerman


Vice-presidential nominee Tim Walz's speech at the Democratic National Convention capped a night of redefining what 'normal' means. (Photograph by Jordan Gale)



Minnesota Governor Tim Walz used the potency of a single word to help propel himself onto last night's Democratic-convention stage as Kamala Harris's pick for vice-presidential nominee. Only a few weeks ago, in late July, he branded the Republican ticket as "weird," and they have been reeling since. But weirdness is a negative quality, the opposite of which, of course, is normalcy, and that is exactly what the DNC tried to project on its third night.

The introduction of weird took one of the central subtexts of modern American politics and made it text. Ever since Richard Nixon declared himself the champion of the "silent majority" (the other side apparently being the noisy minority), the normal/weird divide has pretty much worked to Republicans' benefit. When Democrats were labeled as latte-drinking or chardonnay-sipping, they were essentially being called weird. I'm not sure why such great beverages were slurred in the process, but for the GOP, characterizing opponents as out-of-touch coastal elites has been a winning strategy for a long time. Remember John Kerry windsurfing? Remember Barack Obama eating exactly seven "lightly salted" almonds every night? Weird.

If the flipping of this script began with Walz's epithet, the convention is completing the turnover. In the lead-up to Walz's nomination-acceptance speech, viewers heard Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg describing in great detail a typical dinner at his house, "when the dog is barking and the air fryer is beeping and the mac and cheese is boiling over and it feels like all the negotiating experience in the world is not enough to get our 3-year-old son and our 3-year-old daughter to just wash their hands and sit at the table." Amy Klobuchar, one of Minnesota's U.S. senators, told us about the chicken-Parmesan dinner her mother-in-law brought over to Tim and Gwen Walz's house when their son was born. "That's what we do in America," she said. "We look out for our neighbors." Even Bill Clinton, famously a former aficionado of McDonald's, mentioned that Harris had spent more time there than he had--back when she was slinging burgers, probably the most normal job in America. The Latte Liberals have become the Casserole Liberals.

Then there was the orgy of normalcy around the VP nominee, a former high-school football coach whom Klobuchar lovingly called a "dad in plaid." One of his former students introduced him this way: "Tim Walz is the kind of guy who you can count on to push you out of a snowbank. I know this because Tim Walz has pushed me out of a snowbank." During the student's speech, and to the sounds of a school marching band, the members of the state-championship-winning team that Walz once coached all walked onto the stage, now middle-aged men stuffed into their old jerseys. Even the sight of Gus Walz, Tim's teenage son, weeping in the audience as his father spoke, mouthing the words That's my dad, was like the ending of a feel-good sports movie that a family might sit around and watch on Thanksgiving.

Barack Obama set the tone for all this hominess in his address on Tuesday night when he spoke about his mother-in-law, Marian Robinson, and his grandmother Madelyn Dunham, the Kansan who raised him. The two women came from very different backgrounds, but, he said, they "shared a basic outlook on life--strong, smart, resourceful women, full of common sense." Talking about people such as them, he segued into a Norman Rockwell sketch that could easily be delivered by the grandfatherly actor Wilford Brimley:

Many of them toiled every day at jobs that were often too small for them, and willingly went without just to give their children something better. But they knew what was true and what mattered. Things like honesty and integrity, kindness and hard work. They weren't impressed with braggarts or bullies, and they didn't spend a lot of time obsessing about what they didn't have. Instead, they found pleasure in simple things--a card game with friends, a good meal and laughter around the kitchen table, helping others and seeing their children do things and go places that they would have never imagined for themselves.


By associating Democrats with the qualities--hardiness, unpretentiousness, hopefulness--embodied in his speech by two women across a racial and geographic divide, Obama was laying a claim to normal. Harris's parents, Walz's parents--they possessed these qualities too, Obama said. The country's extensive common ground is spoken for not by the Republicans, he was not so subtly telegraphing, but by the Democrats. What his countrymen "yearn" for, he said, is "a return to an America where we work together and look out for each other." (Could Make America great again be too far behind?)

Read: The hotdish ticket

This was part of what Van Jones, speaking on CNN last night, called a "muscular patriotism" that he was witnessing at the convention and around the Harris-Walz ticket. He meant, I think, not just the flags and chants of "U.S.A., U.S.A.," which indeed felt more present than usual in a crowd of Democrats, and not just the efforts to reach out to Republicans--the country singers, the Texas sheriff who endorsed Harris wearing a ten-gallon hat. Rather, the audience could hear it in the speeches again and again: a focus on unifying values, an ethic of neighborliness.

I didn't pick up that much that could be categorized as identity politics--you had to really strain to hear the language of progressivism, so dominant at the Democrats' 2020 convention. Walz's support of gay students during his years as a teacher was touted, but not the laws he passed making Minnesota a "trans refuge," ensuring gender-affirming care for young people. In place of some of the progressive touchstones was something a lot more basic. "We are a country of people who work hard for the money. We wish our brothers and sisters well, and we pray for peace," said Oprah Winfrey, the evening's surprise celebrity speaker. "When a house is on fire, we don't ask about someone's race or religion, or who their partner is. We try our best to save them."

Being a good neighbor--it doesn't get more normal than that. Gwen Walz said the values she grew up with were "Love your country, help your neighbor, and fight for what's right." And in Walz's speech--after walking out to John Mellencamp's "Small Town"--he used the word neighbor eight times.

This is language that isn't really interested in acknowledging the country's cultural and political divides. It wants to look past them, to an idyll in which even different families and divergent politics are all part of an American picket-fence normal. (Introducing his blended family, Kamala Harris's stepson, Cole Emhoff, said, "We might not look like other families in the White House, but we are ready to represent all families in America.") Obama is a good salesman for this move, since bromides like hope were also the fuel that drove his own campaign--though if there were ever a lesson in how hard it is for Americans to just see themselves as neighbors, it was all the bitterness and acid that spewed after he was elected.

For the moment, normalcy seems to be an effective strategy, particularly for a presidential candidate who--with the notable exception of Obama--would look very different from all the presidents who came before her. To tell from the tear-stained faces of the crowd at the convention, it is also making people feel good.

And, maybe just as notably, it's making Donald Trump feel bad. He now seems desperate to reclaim lost territory. "I think we're extremely normal people," he told a crowd this week. "We're like you. We're exactly like you."
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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




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


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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/08/when-your-doctor-disappears/679551/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



She's Everything. He's Just Doug.

Democrats try a new model of masculinity.

by Helen Lewis




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


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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Marijuana Is Too Strong Now

As weed has become easier to obtain, it has become harder to smoke.

by Malcolm Ferguson




Updated at 11:08 a.m. ET on August 29, 2024

A strange thing has happened on the path to marijuana legalization. Users across all ages and experience levels are noticing that a drug they once turned to for fun and relaxation now triggers existential dread and paranoia. "The density of the nugs is crazy, they're so sticky," a friend from college texted me recently. "I solo'd a joint from the dispensary recently and was tweaking just walking around." (Translation for the non-pot-savvy: This strain of marijuana is not for amateurs.)

In 2022, the federal government reported that, in samples seized by the Drug Enforcement Administration, average levels of tetrahydrocannabinol, or THC--the psychoactive compound in weed that makes you feel high--had more than tripled compared with 25 years earlier, from 5 to 16 percent. That may understate how strong weed has gotten. Walk into any dispensary in the country, legal or not, and you'll be hard-pressed to find a single product advertising such a low THC level. Most strains claim to be at least 20 to 30 percent THC by weight; concentrated weed products designed for vaping can be labeled as up to 90 percent.

For the average weed smoker who wants to take a few hits without getting absolutely blitzed, this is frustrating. For some, it can be dangerous. In the past few years, reports have swelled of people, especially teens, experiencing short- and long-term "marijuana-induced psychosis," with consequences including hospitalizations for chronic vomiting and auditory hallucinations of talking birds. Multiple studies have drawn a link between heavy use of high-potency marijuana, in particular, and the development of psychological disorders, including schizophrenia, although a causal connection hasn't been proved.

Read: Marijuana's health effects are about to get a whole lot clearer

"It's entirely possible that this new kind of cannabis--very strong, used in these very intensive patterns--could do permanent brain damage to teenagers because that's when the brain is developing a lot," Keith Humphreys, a Stanford psychiatry professor and a former drug-policy adviser to the Obama administration, told me. Humphreys stressed that the share of people who have isolated psychotic episodes on weed will be "much larger" than the number of people who end up permanently altered. But even a temporary bout of psychosis is pretty bad.

One of the basic premises of the legalization movement is that marijuana, if not harmless, is pretty close to it--arguably much less dangerous than alcohol. But much of the weed being sold today is not the same stuff that people were getting locked up for selling in the 1990s and 2000s. You don't have to be a War on Drugs apologist to be worried about the consequences of unleashing so much super-high-potency weed into the world.

The high that most adult weed smokers remember from their teenage years is most likely one produced by "mids," as in, middle-tier weed. In the pre-legalization era, unless you had a connection with access to top-shelf strains such as Purple Haze and Sour Diesel, you probably had to settle for mids (or, one step down, "reggie," as in regular weed) most of the time. Today, mids are hard to come by.

The simplest explanation for this is that the casual smokers who pine for the mids and reggies of their youth aren't the industry's top customers. Serious stoners are. According to research by Jonathan P. Caulkins, a public-policy professor at Carnegie Mellon, people who report smoking more than 25 times a month make up about a third of marijuana users but account for about two-thirds of all marijuana consumption. Such regular users tend to develop a high tolerance, and their tastes drive the industry's cultivation decisions.

The industry is not shy about this fact. In May, I attended the National Cannabis Investment Summit in Washington D.C., where investors used the terms high-quality and potent almost interchangeably. They told me that high THC percentages do well with heavy users--the dedicated wake-and-bakers and the joint-before-bed crowd. "Thirty percent THC is the new 20 percent," Ryan Cohen, a Michigan-based cultivator, told me. "Our target buyer is the guy who just worked 40 hours a week and wants to get high as fuck on a budget."

Smaller producers might conceivably carve out a niche catering to those of us who prefer a milder high. But because of the way the legal weed market has developed, they're struggling just to exist. As states have been left alone to determine what their legal weed markets will look like, limited licensing has emerged as the favored apparatus. That approach has led to legal weed markets becoming dominated by large, well-financed "multistate operators," in industry jargon.

Across the country, MSOs are buying up licenses, acquiring smaller brands, and lobbying politicians to stick prohibitions on home-growing into their legalization bills. The result is an illusion of endless choice and a difficult climate for the little guy. Minnesota's 15 medical dispensaries are owned by two MSOs. All 23 of Virginia's are owned by three different MSOs. Some states have tried to lower barriers to entry, but the big chains still tend to overpower the market. (Notable exceptions are California and Colorado, which have a longer history with legal marijuana licensing, and where the markets are less dominated by mega-chains.) Despite the profusion of stores in some states and the apparent variety of strains on the shelf, most people who walk into a dispensary will choose from a limited number of suppliers that maximize for THC percentage.

If the incentives of the market point to ever-higher concentrations of THC, one path to milder varieties would be government regulation. But legal weed exists largely in a regulatory vacuum.

Six years ago, my colleague Annie Lowrey observed that "the lack of federal involvement in legalization has meant that marijuana products are not being safety-tested like pharmaceuticals; measured and dosed like food products; subjected to agricultural-safety and pesticide standards like crops; and held to labeling standards like alcohol." Very little has changed since she wrote that. Some states have limited THC percentages per serving for edibles, but only Vermont and Connecticut have potency caps on so-called flower, meaning the old-fashioned kind of weed that you smoke in leaf form. And then there's the Wild West of legal hemp-derived THC products, which functionally have no potency limits at all.

Read: Congress accidentally legalized weed six years ago

Marijuana is still illegal under the federal Controlled Substances Act. States have been allowed to do their own thing, but the lack of federal legalization has meant a lack of federal regulation. In May, the Department of Justice officially proposed rescheduling marijuana from Schedule 1 under the CSA, where heroin is, to Schedule 3, where ketamine and anabolic steroids are. That change, if it happens, will dramatically expand medical-marijuana research and access, but it won't affect the recreational market at all.

To establish an approach to marijuana legalization that protects consumers and gives them real choice and information about what they're using, Congress would need to fully deschedule weed, not just reschedule it. Descheduling marijuana would circumvent the legal baggage of Schedule 3, allowing the federal government to ease into a nationally standardized set of health and safety regulations for recreational use, not just medical.

Such a change would ideally allow the federal government, particularly the Food and Drug Administration, the power to regulate marijuana in the same way they regulate other uncontrolled substances such as alcohol and tobacco--by overseeing packaging, advertising, and distribution. Sellers could be required to create clear, standardized nutrition-fact-style labels that indicate true THC percentage, recommended dosages, and professional suggestions for what to do in the case of a bad high. A full descheduling would also shorten the research knowledge gap, because private marijuana companies could run FDA-approved tests on their products and develop modern regulatory strategies that align with public-health standards.

The history of drug enforcement in America was long one of discriminatory, draconian enforcement. But the shift toward legal weed has tacked too far in the opposite direction. If marijuana is to be sold legally, consumers should know what they're buying and have confidence that someone is making sure it's safe. If we can agree as a society that getting high on weed shouldn't be illegal, we can also agree that smoking weed shouldn't involve dissociating at a house party or running into the middle of a snowstorm because you think imaginary bad guys are after you. The sad irony of legalization is that as weed has become easier to obtain, it has become harder to smoke.
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What Kamala Harris Doesn't Get About Food Costs

The real culprit is the host of federal laws and regulations propping up prices to benefit corporate interests.

by Scott Lincicome




Last week in North Carolina, Kamala Harris called for a new federal law to ban "price gouging on food." Such a law might be popular, but it would have, at best, no impact on grocery prices and might even make the problem worse. That's especially unfortunate because it distracts from all the federal policy changes that actually could reduce food prices.

The evidence that price gouging was responsible for the post-pandemic spike in food prices is somewhere between thin and nonexistent. A recent report from the New York Federal Reserve found that retail food inflation was mainly driven by "much higher food commodity prices and large increases in wages for grocery store workers," while profits at grocers and food manufacturers "haven't been important." Similarly, a 2023 report from the Kansas City Fed observed that rising food prices were overwhelmingly concentrated in processed foods, the prices of which are more sensitive to (and thus driven by) labor-market tightness and wage increases. Grocery profits did rise briefly during the pandemic, but the increase was the predictable result of increased demand (thanks to government stimulus along with more Americans eating at home) running headfirst into restricted supply (thanks to pandemic-related closures and supply-chain snarls, along with the war in Ukraine, a major food producer). In fact, expanding corporate profits frequently accompany bouts of heightened demand and inflation; the past few years have been no different.

Even if excessive corporate profits had been the cause of higher food costs, a price-gouging ban would do nothing to relieve Americans' current burdens for the simple reason that food prices long ago stopped rising. From January 2023 to July 2024, the "food at home" portion of the Consumer Price Index increased by just over 1 percent, much less than the overall rate of inflation, and consistent with the long-term, pre-pandemic trend. The U.S. Department of Agriculture adds that the share of consumers' income spent on groceries, which did tick up during the pandemic, declined last year and remains far below levels seen in previous decades. Did corporate profiteering suddenly just stop?

Gilad Edelman: The English-muffin problem

In reality, the grocery business has always had notoriously thin profit margins. According to the latest industry-wide data from NYU's Stern School of Business, the industry's average net profit margins were just 1.18 percent in January 2024--ranking 80th of the 96 industries surveyed and lower than the margins the food industry recorded in all but one of the past six years. Even Biden White House economists' own analyses of grocery-price inflationin both 2023 and 2024 downplayed corporate profiteering when discussing recent price trends and what's behind them.

Inflation is generally a macroeconomic issue, driven by broad monetary and fiscal policies, not the choices of individual corporate actors. Food prices in particular are shaped by volatile forces--weather, geopolitics, natural disasters--beyond government control or influence, which is why economists' "core inflation" metric omits them. As economics textbooks and centuries of experience teach us, limiting the amount that companies can charge is more likely to reduce supply by discouraging investment and production: a recipe for both shortages and higher, not lower, prices in the long term. The main solution to voters' grocery angst is simply time, as normal market conditions return and American incomes slowly outpace U.S. food prices.

That fix, of course, is a nonstarter for candidates running for an election just months away and tagged, fairly or not--mostly not--with causing higher grocery prices. Politicians whose pitch to voters is "Just be patient" could soon be out of a job--so they must promise to do something. The good news is that an eager White House and Congress, laser-focused on food prices, have plenty of policy reforms available that would give American consumers some relief. The bad news is that they would all involve angering powerful business interest groups, which is why they never actually happen.

Start with trade restrictions. To protect the domestic farming industry from foreign competition, the United States maintains tariffs and "trade remedy" duties on a wide range of foods, including beef, seafood, and healthy produce that can't be easily grown in most parts of the country: cantaloupes, apricots, spinach, watermelons, carrots, okra, sweet corn, brussels sprouts, and more. Special "tariff-rate quotas" further restrict imports of sugar, dairy products, peanuts and peanut butter, tuna, chocolate, and other foods. These tariffs do what they are designed to do: keep prices artificially high. Sugar, for example, costs about twice as much in the U.S. as it does in the rest of the world. The USDA conservatively estimated in 2021 that the elimination of U.S. agricultural tariffs would benefit American consumers by about $3.5 billion.

In addition to tariffs, regulatory protectionism--against imported products such as tuna, catfish, and biofuel inputs--causes more consumer pain for little health, safety, or environmental gain. The 2022 baby-formula crisis exposed the degree to which Food and Drug Administration regulations effectively wall off the U.S. market from high-demand, safely regulated alternatives made abroad--alternatives that the Biden administration tapped when the crisis hit. These regulatory measures further inflate prices: The USDA, for example, once calculated that mandatory country-of-origin labeling for meat imports cost American meatpackers, retailers, and consumers about $1.3 billion annually. Those rules were scrapped after years of litigation, but cattle ranchers and their congressional champions continue working to reinstate them.

Propping up the domestic food sector is a long-standing American tradition. For dairy products, the Agricultural Marketing Agreement Act of 1937 artificially raises milk, cheese, and other dairy prices, while USDA loans to sugar processors effectively create a price floor for sugar. Produce-marketing orders allow U.S. fruit, nut, and vegetable farmers to limit supply and set rigid inspection rules and other terms of sale that stymie foreign competition and entrepreneurship and further increase domestic prices.

Finally, there's U.S. biofuel policy. The federal Renewable Fuel Standard, created by Congress in the 2000s, requires a certain amount of biofuels to be blended into transportation fuel. The purpose of this mandate is ostensibly environmental: Burning corn-based ethanol produces lower greenhouse-gas emissions than burning gasoline. But, as a 2022 study published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences concluded, when the environmental impact of growing and processing the corn is taken into account, ethanol contributes significantly more to climate change. The fuel standard thus has a negative environmental impact even as it significantly increases U.S. corn prices and reduces the land available for other crops. The Congressional Budget Office and other organizations estimate that artificial demand for ethanol has raised Americans' total food spending by 0.8 to 2 percent. Additional price pressures are likely on the way, if they're not here already: A 2024 Kansas City Fed analysis estimates that Inflation Reduction Act subsidies for "clean" and plant-based transportation fuels could boost demand for and prices of oilseed crops and vegetable oils.

Laws and regulations like these add up--especially for Americans with low incomes or large families. So, with grocery prices front of mind for millions of voters, you might expect campaigning politicians to target these policies to achieve a significant, onetime reduction in U.S. food prices and, perhaps, an accompanying bump in the polls.

Annie Lowrey: The truth about high prices

Instead, our elected officials not only ignore these measures but actively work to add even more. In just the past year, for example, the Senate voted to override a USDA rule allowing beef from Paraguay, and various members of Congress have championed new duties on imported shrimp and tomatoes.

This reveals a sad reality for American consumers. The federal policies inflating U.S. food prices all result from the same political malady: Each one on its own costs the average person a few cents here and there, but it delivers big and concentrated financial benefits to American cattlemen, shrimpers, farmers, sugar barons, and other powerful groups. As a result of this imbalance, we consumers rationally ignore the policies, while the beneficiaries fiercely lobby to maintain them. So, when elected officials must choose between modestly reducing Americans' grocery bills and delivering many millions of dollars' worth of regulatory goodies to entrenched political benefactors, the choice is simple. Consumers don't stand a chance.

"Corporate greed" is indeed a problem in the U.S. grocery market. Just not in the way politicians say it is.
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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 irresistible. 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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        Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2024: Highly Commended

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	12:31 PM ET

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            The organizers of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year contest have once more shared a preview of some of the Highly Commended images in this year's competition. The full list of winners, and the Grand Title and Young Grand Title Awards, will be announced in October. Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum in London. Captions are provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two lions bare their teeth at each other on a plain beneath a cloudy sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Stormy Scene. William Fortescue used a backdrop of storm clouds lit by the setting sun to show mating lions. It was the rainy season when William visited the Serengeti National Park. He watched the lions mate several times before the female broke it off. It wasn't until William viewed an enlarged image that he noticed the saliva trails and the explosion of insects from the male's mane.
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                [image: Several animals stand along a path through overgrown trees and bushes.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In the Spotlight. Shreyovi Mehta was walking in the forest with her parents when she spotted this scene in Keoladeo National Park in Rajasthan, India. She ran back to her dad, who was carrying the cameras, then got down on the ground to take her photograph from a low angle. Renowned for its birdlife, Keoladeo attracts large numbers of water birds in winter. Peafowl are year-round residents that roost in large trees. They rest in the shade during the day and are more active in open areas at dawn and dusk.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Shreyovi Mehta / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a medium-sized wild cat with thick fur]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Moonlight Hunter. Xingchao Zhu came face-to-face with a Pallas's cat as the moon set in Hulun Buir, Inner Mongolia, China. Xingchao tracked a group of Pallas's cats on the freezing plateau of Inner Mongolia for several days during the Chinese New Year in February 2023. Shortly before dawn, Xingchao managed to make eye contact with this cat, just as it had caught a small bird.
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                [image: A bird holds at least four small rocks in its beak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Precious Rocks. Samual Stone watched as a jackdaw brought stones to its nest. Samual had been keeping an eye on the hole in the trunk of a half-fallen willow tree in London's Bushy Park--he'd seen a pair of jackdaws visiting with their beaks full of hair taken from the coats of local deer. Jackdaws are highly intelligent and adaptable. They build new nests each year, from all sorts of materials: twigs, branches, feathers, wool, moss, mud, and animal dung. This pair kept adding rocks to theirs.
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                [image: A close view of a dead deer lying on a forest floor, where everything is covered in a thick coating of frost]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Last Resting Place. Randy Robbins was struck by the unusual beauty of the frosted form of this deer on the forest floor. On an early winter's morning, Randy was checking the trail cameras near his home near Susanville, California, when he found the body of this deer. He photographed this poignant moment using his smartphone before the ice could melt.
                #
            

            
                
                
                    (c)
                
                
                
                Randy Robbins / Wildlife Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two young owls perch on a tree branch together.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Leaving the Nest. Sasha Jumanca found two tawny owlets curiously watching people walking by. Sasha had been watching these tawny owlets for several days in a park near his home in Maximiliansanlagen, Munich, Germany. He had seen tawny owls in the neighborhood before but was surprised to discover these so close to the heart of the city. Owlets leave the nest before they can fly, in a phase known as "branching." They will jump, flutter, and climb around branches of nearby trees for several weeks while begging for food from their parents, before they eventually fledge and fly away.
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                [image: The heads of two seals poke out of gaps among many small chunks of floating ice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Going with the Floe. Tamara Stubbs spotted these crabeater seals taking a nap among the sea ice. In a standout moment on her nine-week expedition in the Weddell Sea, Tamara noticed that seals had fallen asleep alongside the ship, with the tips of their nostrils at the water's surface. These two had bobbed up so they could take a deeper breath.
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                [image: A jaguar bites into the head of a caiman along a riverbank.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Deadly Bite. Ian Ford documented the moment a jaguar delivered a fatal bite to a caiman in the Pantanal in Mato Grosso, Brazil. A call over the radio alerted Ian that a jaguar had been spotted prowling the banks of a Sao Lourenco River tributary. Kneeling in the boat, he was perfectly placed when the cat delivered the skull-crushing bite to the unsuspecting yacare caiman.
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                [image: A spider with hairy legs guards an egg sac on mossy branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ziggy Spider. Lam Soon Tak spotted a vibrantly-colored David Bowie spider carrying an egg sac. Lam was exploring the highlands of Malaysia when he came across this spider perched on broken branches beside a river. The bright white disc of eggs in the spider's jaws and its orange body stood out against the lush green moss.
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                [image: A shark thrashes while being pulled from the water on a line, beside a ship.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hooked. Tommy Trenchard documented the bycatch of a requiem shark, its body arched in a final act of resistance. Tommy was traveling on the Greenpeace ship Arctic Sunrise. The ship's research expedition aimed to document the bycatch or accidental capture of sharks by fishing boats targeting tuna and swordfish, and to highlight the lack of effective regulation of industrial-scale fishing in international waters.
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                [image: A low-angle view of many clustered mussels along a rocky shoreline]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Strength in Numbers. Theo Bosboom showed how mussels bind together to avoid being washed away from the shoreline along Praia da Ursa in Sintra, Portugal. Theo likes to take images of species that aren't usually considered beautiful or important, to highlight their unappreciated significance. He took this image from above with a probe lens--a long, thin, macro wide-angle lens.
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                [image: A small white stoat with a black-tipped tail leaps and twists in the air above snow-covered ground.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Twist and Jump. Jose Manuel Grandio braved below-zero temperatures to witness a stoat jumping high into the air above the snow. Winter is Jose's favorite season for photography. When he spotted this stoat mid-jump on the last day of his trip, he saw this performance as an "expression of exuberance" as the small mammal hurled itself about in a fresh fall of snow.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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            A greased-pole competition in Indonesia; a scene from the Democratic National Convention, in Chicago; an Israeli air strike on Gaza; a waterskiing competition in Canada; a tilting church in Greece; a "dinner in the sky" in Poland; big-wave surfing in South Africa, and much more.
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                [image: A single bolt of lightning in a dark sky illuminates arid ground beside a gravel road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lightning strikes as monsoon season storms bring desert-nourishing rain to Southwestern deserts on August 17, 2024, near Page, Arizona.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David McNew / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A bird with a red throat opens its beak wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rufous-vented chachalaca--a member of an ancient group of birds of the family Cracidae found in northeastern Colombia, northern Venezuela, and Tobago--is pictured in Caracas, Venezuela.
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                [image: A person holds on to a hang glider while jumping off a ramp, as a hand-made tractor replica drops away beneath them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors take part in Red Bull Flugtag in Gdynia, Poland, on August 18, 2024. Participants use self-made vehicles to jump from the ramp to the water, and are judged on the length of the jump, creativity, and showmanship.
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                [image: An aircraft drops a plume of water against a backdrop of the sun behind clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A plane drops water onto a fire that broke out in a grassy area in the Kizilcahamam district of Ankara and spread to a nearby forest area on August 22, 2024, in Bolu, Turkey.
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                [image: Two people are silhouetted in front of fires burning on a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters work to extinguish a wildfire in Balikliova, in Izmir's Urla district, in Turkey, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: A surfer rides a huge crashing wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer rides a wave at Dungeons offshore reef in the Atlantic Ocean, as seasonal cold fronts drive big swells into the Cape Peninsula, in Cape Town, South Africa, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of the shoreline of a salt lake with green water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit Qarhan Salt Lake in Haixi, Qinghai province, China.
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                [image: Two scuba divers pose inside the sunken wreck of a passenger ferry.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Divers explore a ferry that was sunk 180 meters offshore in 2013, after being used for passenger transportation for many years, in Kocaeli, Turkey, on August 22, 2024.
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                [image: About 20 people are suspended in chairs around a specialized dinner table that is held high in the air by a tall crane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Customers enjoy a dinner event organized by Dinner in the Sky, which uses a crane to hoist its guests, table, and waiting staff 50 meters into the air, in Warsaw, Poland, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of an older European town surrounded by a bending river]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The river Vltava wraps around the city of Cesky Krumlov, Czech Republic, on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a train passing along eroding cliffs above the ocean]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of an Amtrak Pacific Surfliner train passing over eroding cliffs along the Pacific Ocean coastline on August 16, 2024, in Del Mar, California. Rising sea levels and stronger storms have contributed to increased erosion and landslides along the vital coastal rail corridor which runs over 350 miles through Southern California to California's Central Coast.
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                [image: Several people walk along railroad tracks beneath a setting sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shiite Muslim pilgrims march with banners toward the shrine city of Karbala ahead of the Arbaeen commemorations that mark the end of the 40-day mourning period for the seventh-century killing of the Prophet Muhammad's grandson Imam Hussein ibn Ali, near the city of Hilla, Iraq, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a bus driving on a winding road through layered rocky hills]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bus drives through the Qicai Danxia Scenic Area, also known as the Danxia Scenic Spot, at Zhangye National Geopark, in Zhangye, Gansu province, China, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: A train rides on elevated railway tracks among buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A train passes by on Chicago's elevated railway, in Illinois, on August 16, 2024.
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                [image: A small church sits on a slope, tilted at a sharp angle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Greek Orthodox church of Panagia Theotokos, which leans 17 degrees along a slope due to a landslide on April 12, 2012, is seen in the deserted village of Ropoto near Trikala, Greece, on August 16, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists stand in a viewing area, looking out over a rushing waterfall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists watch roaring torrents carrying a large amount of sediment at the Hukou Waterfall on the Yellow River, in Yan'an, Shaanxi province, China, on August 15, 2024.
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                [image: A man sits in a chair atop a boat against the backdrop of fireworks cascading from a nearby bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man sits in a chair on top of a tourist boat to watch fireworks displayed over the Danube River from Margaret Bridge, in Budapest, on August 20, 2024, as part of celebrations marking Hungary's National Day.
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                [image: Two farmers guide a spray hose held aloft by five large balloons, spraying a chemical on rice plants below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers use hydrogen balloons to lift spray pipes aloft to spray gibberellic acid on rice plants at Hongze Lake Farm on August 18, 2024, in Suqian, Jiangsu province, China. Gibberellic acid is used to promote rice growth.
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                [image: Two young children stand beside an enormous inflatable rubber duck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children stand alongside the "World's Largest Rubber Duck" at Rye Playland Beach in Rye, New York, on August 17, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Timothy A. Clary / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A profile of a sea lion with its head lifted]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sea lion, one among hundreds of sea lions that occupied San Carlos beach in Monterey, California, photographed on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A waterskier in midair during a jump, with a speedboat in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Alex Paradis of Quebec jumps during the Canadian Waterski Nationals at Safari Lake Waterski Club on August 18, 2024, in Stabane, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: People in teams of two use long poles to push themselves in a harbor while standing atop large floating clumps of seaweed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teams of seaweed racers push their three-ton tied seaweed bundles, known as "Climin," with a long pole during an annual seaweed race at the Cruinniu na mBad ("Gathering of the Boats") regatta in Kinvara, Ireland, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of people lie flat on a muddy expanse, making angel shapes in mud.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants take part in a world-record attempt at making mud angels during the 2024 Mud Olympics on August 17, 2024, near Brunsbuttel, Germany. This the 20th year of the Mud Olympics, and organizers, who say they are getting old, claim that it is the last. The event raises money for local charities.
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                [image: Watched by a crowd of onlookers, a protester uses a pole to hit the shields of many riot police who have clustered together in a defensive stance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A protester clashes with the police during a rally against controversial changes to election laws that could further enhance the political influence of outgoing President Joko Widodo, at the Parliament building in Jakarta, Indonesia, on August 22, 2024.
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                [image: A health-care worker walks past temporary fencing set up to isolate patients in an mpox treatment center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A health-care worker walks past an mpox treatment center in Munigi, Democratic Republic of Congo, on August 19, 2024. The DRC will receive the first vaccine doses to address its mpox outbreak next week from the United States, the country's health minister said on Monday, days after the WHO declared mpox outbreaks in Africa a global emergency.
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                [image: People in a Gaza street duck and run as the upper floor of a building explodes during an Israeli air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians run from a blast after Israeli forces carry out an air strike in Deir al Balah, Gaza, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans down over a cluster of small floating candles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident releases water lanterns to honor ancestors and pray for blessings during the Zhongyuan Festival, or "the Hungry Ghost Festival," on August 18, 2024, in Qionghai, Hainan province, China.
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                [image: A magenta sun sets behind thin clouds, appearing striped.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun sets behind thin clouds in Montargis, France, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: Democratic vice-presidential nominee Tim Walz stands onstage with his wife and two children, all holding their arms in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Democratic vice-presidential nominee Minnesota Governor Tim Walz celebrates with his daughter, Hope Walz; son, Gus Walz; and wife, Gwen Walz, after accepting the Democratic vice-presidential nomination onstage during the third day of the Democratic National Convention, at the United Center, on August 21, 2024, in Chicago, Illinois.
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                [image: An elevated shot of a densely packed crowd of people at a political rally]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Opposition leader Maria Corina Machado waves during a rally to protest official results that declared President Nicolas Maduro the winner of the July presidential election, in Caracas, Venezuela, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: Many people fill a busy street on foot and in rickshaws.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride a rickshaw along a street in Old Dhaka, Bangladesh, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: Six children stand side by side, playfully wearing various items on their heads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Afghan children play outside a scrap shop near a World Food Program distribution center in Kabul, Afghanistan, on August 21, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of starlings roost on five power lines, spaced out fairly evenly.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Starlings roost on electric wires at sunset in the village of Kuyucuk, in the Arpacik district of Kars, Turkey, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: Several people try to climb a greased pole.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants struggle to reach the top of a greased pole to collect prizes during a "Panjat Pinang" competition to celebrate Indonesia's 79th Independence Day at Ancol, in Jakarta, Indonesia, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: Children play on a small stone bridge over a stream near grassy, treeless hills.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children play on a small stone bridge over a stream on the broad Taskopru Plateau, in Gumushane, Turkey, on August 22, 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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/08/photos-of-the-week-hungry-ghosts-seaweed-racers-mud-angels/679585/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Technology | The Atlantic

      
        AI Doomers Had Their Big Moment
        Ross Andersen

        Helen Toner remembers when every person who worked in AI safety could fit onto a school bus. The year was 2016. Toner hadn't yet joined OpenAI's board and hadn't yet played a crucial role in the (short-lived) firing of its CEO, Sam Altman. She was working at Open Philanthropy, a nonprofit associated with the effective-altruism movement, when she first connected with the small community of intellectuals who care about AI risk. "It was, like, 50 people," she told me recently by phone. They were mor...

      

      
        Young Men Have Invented a New Way to Defeat Themselves
        Ian Bogost

        It was time to buckle up and face the void. I was going to "rawdog" this flight, a new trend in extreme air travel. Rawdoggers, according to the dubious lore of social-media virality, overcome the longest of long-haul flights (New York to Hong Kong, say, or London to Sydney) by means of nihilism. They claim to spend the entire journey, perhaps as many as 18 hours, doing nothing other than staring at the flight map on the seat-back screen--no movies, no books, and, for the rawdoggiest, not even any...

      

      
        The Hardest Sell in American Car Culture
        Patrick George

        Ford didn't invent the car, but it might as well have. The Model T--cheap, simple, and small--brought the automobile to the masses. By the early 1920s, about half of the world's cars were made by Ford. But these days, Ford is only nominally in the car business. Of the 1.9 million vehicles that Ford sold in the U.S. last year, a mere 48,636 were listed as "cars." (Ford sells just one in America, the Mustang.) The rest were SUVs and trucks, such as the ubiquitous F-150.It's the same deal at the other...

      

      
        AI Cheating Is Getting Worse
        Ian Bogost

        Updated at 8:37 p.m. ET on August 27, 2024Kyle 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 ...

      

      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



AI Doomers Had Their Big Moment

Did they waste it?

by Ross Andersen




Helen Toner remembers when every person who worked in AI safety could fit onto a school bus. The year was 2016. Toner hadn't yet joined OpenAI's board and hadn't yet played a crucial role in the (short-lived) firing of its CEO, Sam Altman. She was working at Open Philanthropy, a nonprofit associated with the effective-altruism movement, when she first connected with the small community of intellectuals who care about AI risk. "It was, like, 50 people," she told me recently by phone. They were more of a sci-fi-adjacent subculture than a proper discipline.



But things were changing. The deep-learning revolution was drawing new converts to the cause. AIs had recently started seeing more clearly and doing advanced language translation. They were developing fine-grained notions about what videos you, personally, might want to watch. Killer robots weren't crunching human skulls underfoot, but the technology was advancing quickly, and the number of professors, think tankers, and practitioners at big AI labs concerned about its dangers was growing. "Now it's hundreds or even thousands of people," Toner said. "Some of them seem smart and great. Some of them seem crazy."



After ChatGPT's release in November 2022, that whole spectrum of AI-risk experts--from measured philosopher types to those convinced of imminent Armageddon--achieved a new cultural prominence. People were unnerved to find themselves talking fluidly with a bot. Many were curious about the new technology's promise, but some were also frightened by its implications. Researchers who worried about AI risk had been treated as pariahs in elite circles. Suddenly, they were able to get their case across to the masses, Toner said. They were invited onto serious news shows and popular podcasts. The apocalyptic pronouncements that they made in these venues were given due consideration.



But only for a time. After a year or so, ChatGPT ceased to be a sparkly new wonder. Like many marvels of the internet age, it quickly became part of our everyday digital furniture. Public interest faded. In Congress, bipartisan momentum for AI regulation stalled. Some risk experts--Toner in particular--had achieved real power inside tech companies, but when they clashed with their overlords, they lost influence. Now that the AI-safety community's moment in the sun has come to a close, I wanted to check in on them--especially the true believers. Are they licking their wounds? Do they wish they'd done things differently?



The ChatGPT moment was particularly heady for Eliezer Yudkowsky, the 44-year-old co-founder of the Machine Intelligence Research Institute, an organization that seeks to identify potential existential risks from AI. Yudkowsky is something of a fundamentalist about AI risk; his entire worldview orbits around the idea that humanity is hurtling toward a confrontation with a superintelligent AI that we won't survive. Last year, Yudkowsky was named to Time's list of the world's most influential people in AI. He'd given a popular TED Talk on the subject; he'd gone on the Lex Fridman Podcast; he'd even had a late-night meetup with Altman. In an essay for Time, he proposed an indefinite international moratorium on developing advanced AI models like those that power ChatGPT. If a country refused to sign and tried to build computing infrastructure for training, Yudkowsky's favored remedy was air strikes. Anticipating objections, he stressed that people should be more concerned about violations of the moratorium than about a mere "shooting conflict between nations."



The public was generally sympathetic, if not to the air strikes, then to broader messages about AI's downsides--and understandably so. Writers and artists were worried that the novels and paintings they'd labored over had been strip-mined and used to train their replacements. People found it easy to imagine slightly more accurate chatbots competing seriously for their job. Robot uprisings had been a pop-culture fixture for decades, not only in pulp science fiction but also at the multiplex. "For me, one of the lessons of the ChatGPT moment is that the public is really primed to think of AI as a bad and dangerous thing," Toner told me. Politicians started to hear from their constituents. Altman and other industry executives were hauled before Congress. Senators from both sides of the aisle asked whether AIs might pose an existential risk to humanity. The Biden administration drafted an executive order on AI, possibly its "longest ever."

Read: The White House is preparing for an AI-dominated future

AI-risk experts were suddenly in the right rooms. They had input on legislation. They'd even secured positions of power within each of the big-three AI labs. OpenAI, Google DeepMind, and Anthropic all had founders who emphasized a safety-conscious approach. OpenAI was famously formed to benefit "all of humanity." Toner was invited to join its board in 2021 as a gesture of the company's commitment to that principle. During the early months of last year, the company's executives insisted that it was still a priority. Over coffee in Singapore that June, Altman himself told me that OpenAI would allocate a whopping 20 percent of the company's computing power--the industry's coin of the realm--to a team dedicated to keeping AIs aligned with human goals. It was to be led by OpenAI's risk-obsessed chief scientist, Ilya Sutskever, who also sat on the company's board.

That might have been the high-water mark for members of the AI-risk crowd. They were dealt a grievous blow soon thereafter. During OpenAI's boardroom fiasco last November, it quickly became clear that whatever nominal titles these people held, they wouldn't be calling the shots when push came to shove. Toner had by then grown concerned that it was becoming difficult to oversee Altman, because, according to her, he had repeatedly lied to the board. (Altman has said that he does not agree with Toner's recollection of events.) She and Sutskever were among those who voted to fire him. For a brief period, Altman's ouster seemed to vindicate the company's governance structure, which was explicitly designed to prevent executives from sweeping aside safety considerations--to enrich themselves or participate in the pure exhilaration of being at the technological frontier. Yudkowsky, who had been skeptical that such a structure would ever work, admitted  in a post on X that he'd been wrong. But the moneyed interests that funded the company--Microsoft in particular--rallied behind Altman, and he was reinstated. Yudkowsky withdrew his mea culpa. Sutskever and Toner subsequently resigned from OpenAI's board, and the company's superalignment team was disbanded a few months later. Young AI-safety researchers were demoralized.

From the September 2023 issue: Does Sam Altman know what he's creating?

Yudkowsky told me that he is in despair about the way these past few years have unfolded. He said that when a big public-relations opportunity had suddenly materialized, he and his colleagues weren't set up to handle it. Toner told me something similar. "There was almost a dog-that-caught-the-car effect," she said. "This community had been trying so long to get people to take these ideas seriously, and suddenly people took them seriously, and it was like, 'Okay, now what?'"



Yudkowsky did not expect an AI that works as well as ChatGPT this soon, and it concerns him that its creators don't know exactly what's happening underneath its hood. If AIs become much more intelligent than us, their inner workings will become even more mysterious. The big labs have all formed safety teams of some kind. It's perhaps no surprise that some tech grandees have expressed disdain for these teams, but Yudkowsky doesn't like them much either. "If there's any trace of real understanding [on those teams], it is really well hidden," he told me. The way he sees it, it is ludicrous for humanity to keep building ever more powerful AIs without a clear technical understanding of how to keep them from escaping our control. It's "an unpleasant game board to play from," he said.

Read: Inside the chaos at OpenAI

ChatGPT and bots of its ilk have improved only incrementally so far. Without seeing more big, flashy breakthroughs, the general public has been less willing to entertain speculative scenarios about AI's future dangers. "A lot of people sort of said, 'Oh, good, I can stop paying attention again,'" Toner told me. She wishes more people would think about longer trajectories rather than near-term dangers posed by today's models. It's not that GPT-4 can make a bioweapon, she said. It's that AI is getting better and better at medical research, and at some point, it is surely going to get good at figuring out how to make bioweapons too.



Toby Ord, a philosopher at Oxford University who has worked on AI risk for more than a decade, believes that it's an illusion that progress has stalled out. "We don't have much evidence of that yet," Ord told me. "It's difficult to appropriately calibrate your intuitive responses when something moves forward in these big lurches." The leading AI labs sometimes take years to train new models, and they keep them out of sight for a while after they're trained, to polish them up for consumer use. As a result, there is a bit of a staircase effect: Massive changes are followed by a flatline. "You can find yourself incorrectly oscillating between the sensation that everything is changing and nothing is changing," Ord said.



In the meantime, the AI-risk community has learned a few things. They have learned that solemn statements of purpose drafted during a start-up's founding aren't worth much. They have learned that promises to cooperate with regulators can't be trusted either. The big AI labs initially advertised themselves as being quite friendly to policy makers, Toner told me. They were surprisingly prominent in conversations, in both the media and on Capitol Hill, about AI potentially killing everyone, she said. Some of this solicitousness might have been self-interested--to distract from more immediate regulatory concerns, for instance--but Toner believes that it was in good faith. When those conversations led to actual regulatory proposals, things changed. A lot of the companies no longer wanted to riff about how powerful and dangerous this tech would be, Toner said: "They sort of realized, Hang on, people might believe us.'"



The AI-risk community has also learned that novel corporate-governance structures cannot constrain executives who are hell-bent on acceleration. That was the big lesson of OpenAI's boardroom fiasco. "The governance model at OpenAI was supposed to prevent financial pressures from overrunning things," Ord said. "It didn't work. The people who were meant to hold the CEO to account were unable to do so." The money won.



No matter what the initial intentions of their founders, tech companies tend to eventually resist external safeguards. Even Anthropic--the safety-conscious AI lab founded by a splinter cell of OpenAI researchers who believed that Altman was prioritizing speed over caution--has recently shown signs of bristling at regulation. In June, the company joined an "innovation economy" trade group that is opposing a new AI-safety bill in California, although Anthropic also recently said that the bill's benefits would outweigh its costs. Yudkowsky told me that he's always considered Anthropic a force for harm, based on "personal knowledge of the founders." They want to be in the room where it happens, he said. They want a front-row seat to the creation of a greater-than-human intelligence. They aren't slowing things down; they've become a product company. A few months ago, they released a model that some have argued is better than ChatGPT.



Yudkowsky told me that he wishes AI researchers would all shut down their frontier projects forever. But if AI research is going to continue, he would slightly prefer for it to take place in a national-security context--in a Manhattan Project setting, perhaps in a handful of rich, powerful countries. There would still be arms-race dynamics, of course, and considerably less public transparency. But if some new AI proved existentially dangerous, the big players--the United States and China in particular--might find it easier to form an agreement not to pursue it, compared with a teeming marketplace of 20 to 30 companies spread across several global markets. Yudkowsky emphasized that he wasn't absolutely sure this was true. This kind of thing is hard to know in advance. The precise trajectory of this technology is still so unclear.



For Yudkowsky, only its conclusion is certain. Just before we hung up, he compared his mode of prognostication to that of Leo Szilard, the physicist who in 1933 first beheld a fission chain reaction, not as an experiment in a laboratory but as an idea in his mind's eye. Szilard chose not to publish a paper about it, despite the great acclaim that would have flowed to him. He understood at once how a fission reaction could be used in a terrible weapon. "He saw that Hitler, specifically, was going to be a problem," Yudkowsky said. "He foresaw mutually assured destruction." He did not, however, foresee that the first atomic bomb would be dropped on Japan in August 1945, nor did he predict the precise conditions of its creation in the New Mexico desert. No one can know in advance all the contingencies of a technology's evolution, Yudkowsky said. No one can say whether there will be another ChatGPT moment, or when it might occur. No one can guess what particular technological development will come next, or how people will react to it. The end point, however, he could predict: If we keep on our current path of building smarter and smarter AIs, everyone is going to die.
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Young Men Have Invented a New Way to Defeat Themselves

<em>Rawdogging</em> is a search for purity that cannot be achieved.

by Ian Bogost




It was time to buckle up and face the void. I was going to "rawdog" this flight, a new trend in extreme air travel. Rawdoggers, according to the dubious lore of social-media virality, overcome the longest of long-haul flights (New York to Hong Kong, say, or London to Sydney) by means of nihilism. They claim to spend the entire journey, perhaps as many as 18 hours, doing nothing other than staring at the flight map on the seat-back screen--no movies, no books, and, for the rawdoggiest, not even any meals.



My flight was an embarrassingly modest 78 minutes long, but I didn't last even 15. A purebred rawdogger might call me weak--unable to endure even the length of one Perfect Strangers before leaning on the artificial crutch of Spotify downloads, Fast & Furious films streamed via in-flight entertainment, young-adult fiction inhaled from an e-book reader, the lure of laptop work, or the foaming head of a Diet Coke poured from the rolling cart. Such is the sorry state of contemporary culture, they might lament, that these temptations of the flesh cannot be relinquished even temporarily.



Rawdoggers seem to believe they have invented a new form of meditation, and who am I to say they have not? Whereas the Buddhist might accept the captive circumstances of a long flight as an invitation to let go of worldly snares, the rawdogger seeks to overcome them through refusal and its public performance. He rejects the movie. He rejects the frail crinkle of the plastic airline-refreshment cup. He rejects the tender sorrow that cruising altitude somehow always amplifies. Having ascended thanks to the ingenuity of humankind, the rawdogger now rises above the very idea of ascent. And then he publishes a TikTok as proof, which perhaps millions of people view.

Read: Flying is weird right now

Thanks to its success as a meme, rawdogging has now been applied to deeds well beyond air travel: One can rawdog subway rides, cinema screenings, office work, mental illness (no meds!), meals (no sauce!), sports (no betting!). Most of these are jokes, and that's sort of the point: Rawdogging is an aspiration, not an act. It is a fantasy of returning to a supposedly pure prior circumstance (which likely never really existed anyway), undertaken for symbolic exchange on social media, not as lived experience, let alone enlightenment.



The practice evolved from the broader rise of asceticism, especially among (young, very online) men. To be alive on Earth these days is to suffer the barrage of constant lures--sex, substance, gambling, sloth--so widely available and easily accessed that one must fight constantly to avoid their seduction. That state of affairs has diluted asceticism from the actual, if difficult, rejection of indulgence into a fetish for that abstinence. Rawdogging a flight is surely a fictional act--few would really, actually spend a transcontinental plane ride blinkered like a draft horse to the flight map. But talking about the idea--there's a subreddit for that, surely.



When rawdogging first appeared as a popular cultural concept, some rawdogging critics connected it to contemporary sexual slang--raw (as in unprotected) sex, or "No-Nut November," an abstention from sexual gratification for people who need to touch grass. But that's wrong; rawdogging is about purity in a more general sense. It is about living raw in some ideal, natural state unsullied by cultural decline. And that has always been impossible.



Human culture has always struggled to accept this fact, and "rawness" finds itself at the center of that struggle. The structuralist anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss proposed a "culinary triangle" that described three phases of food--raw, cooked, and rotten. Raw food is unadulterated by either human or natural processes. Cooked food subjects raw food to human preparation; rotten food subjects it to natural decay. Rotten is also relative; a ripe, smelly cheese in one culture might seem rotten in another. Roasting or grilling performs less processing on foods than sauteing or souffleing them. Enough cultural manipulation--engineered, prepackaged foods, say--can make food seem rotten, stripped of both nutritive and social value. This circumstance made rawness, once seen as primitive, flip into a new ideal for the civilized. That's why some see raw sugar as better than refined or artificial ones. Raw materials such as wood or leather seem closer to nature and therefore more pure. Cocaine or heroin are raw when they are uncut, the narcotic delivered at full strength.



Rawdogging takes this sense of rawness and attaches it to an actor, the dog--a bloke, a dude, an hombre--who would enact rawness by becoming its agent. But just as today's raw foods are highly processed culturally--packaged, sold, and ideologized as green or organic, for example--there is nothing pure about a rawdogged flight. What is natural, after all, about being hurtled through the troposphere in a pressurized metal tube burning petroleum distillates refined from dinosaur debris? And if rawdogging just involves abolishing frills, the airline industry stripped flying of most of its previous luxuries long ago--even, in some cases, the very seat-back screens that might display a flight map at which a rawdogger might rawdog.

Read: All airlines are now the same

We cannot reverse time on social progress, even when that progress feels regressive. Regression can also be a kind of progress. The cinema was degraded by smartphones, but smartphones also built tiny theaters into everyone's pocket and purse. The impersonal, modernist thrill of watching strangers on the crowded subway has been eroded, but those strange leers have also been replaced by actual fellowship on group text chats. Nothing in life is ever just better or worse, purer or more sullied. Nothing in life is ever just one thing or the other.



But to pursue a state of purity--even a fictional one; even a made-up, obviously impure one--still feels righteous. To act on an attempt to become closer to nature, or some imagined state of unadulteratedness, also makes one feel as if one is getting the best of it. As a metaphor for one-upmanship, it is fitting that air travel became the top dog of rawdogs. Purification rises up, and the rawdogging flier is closer to heaven already. Can't he get just a little higher? Instead of dancing the skies on laughter-silvered wings, better to stare them down.



Alas, every time one feels that one has overcome something, another, seemingly purer way to conquer it materializes. After abandoning my own, modest attempt at rawdogging my flight by pulling out my laptop, I found an even purer version: Rawdog Simulator, a rawdog flight-sim video game. After buying a virtual ticket from New York to Singapore, I piloted my rawdog avatar down the jet bridge and took my virtual seat for the 18-hour, 40-minute flight to nowhere. The software uses a laptop camera for eye tracking, to ensure that players gape into the virtual flight path, or else it's game over.



Staring down the pretend map on the seat of the pretend plane from the real seat of my real plane, a familiar, sickening taste rose up my throat: ironic detachment, the unadulterated flavor of purity's momentary success. The joke's on you, meatspace rawdoggers, actually flying to Singapore like twits. I was rawdogging rawdogging itself.
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The Hardest Sell in American Car Culture

Ford is pivoting to small electric cars. Will a country of SUV lovers actually buy them?

by Patrick George




Ford didn't invent the car, but it might as well have. The Model T--cheap, simple, and small--brought the automobile to the masses. By the early 1920s, about half of the world's cars were made by Ford. But these days, Ford is only nominally in the car business. Of the 1.9 million vehicles that Ford sold in the U.S. last year, a mere 48,636 were listed as "cars." (Ford sells just one in America, the Mustang.) The rest were SUVs and trucks, such as the ubiquitous F-150.



It's the same deal at the other "Big Three" automakers, General Motors and Stellantis (the vaguely pharmaceutical-sounding conglomerate that now owns Chrysler, Jeep, Ram, and Dodge). Although all once had lineups of sedans, station wagons, coupes, and hatchbacks, they now primarily focus on trucks and SUVs. Companies keep making bigger and bigger cars, and Americans keep buying them. Visit another country and you'll quickly realize how exceptionally chunky the vehicles are stateside: By one measure, cars in the U.S. are 20 percent heavier than those in Europe.



And yet in June, Ford's CEO, Jim Farley, said something almost heretical coming from an American auto executive: "We are just in love with these monster vehicles, and I love them too, but it's a major issue with weight." Americans, he added, need to "get back in love" with smaller cars. This can feel a bit like hearing the CEO of Anheuser-Busch say, You know, Americans are just drinking way too much beer. Farley's primary concern with weight is not pedestrian safety (though that is a problem) but electric-vehicle batteries. Bigger electric cars require heftier batteries--and because batteries represent the most expensive part of any EV, those come with a higher price tag. Asking customers to foot the bill hasn't worked out. Yesterday, Ford punted on its EV strategy, canceling a large, three-row SUV. "We could not put together a vehicle that [would] be profitable in the first 12 months," the Ford executive John Lawler said on a conference call.

Ford is making a similar calculus as many other car companies: With EVs, smaller may be better. But that strategy only pay off if people actually buy these cars. Persuading drivers to go electric has already proved to be a tough ask. Persuading them to go smaller may be even tougher.



A large part of why Americans prefer bigger cars is that carmakers have been very successful at pushing them on us. It's a matter of basic economics: With gas cars, bigger vehicles aren't much more expensive to build than smaller ones. But the former are sold at much higher prices. For that reason, since the end of World War II, American car companies have never been particularly good at, or interested in, making puny compacts.



For decades, the full-size luxury sedan--functionally land yachts loaded with creature comforts--was the pinnacle of American carmaking. Over time, the emphasis shifted to big trucks and SUVs, with features that push profit margins even higher. "Look at the evolution of the F-150 from work truck to luxury barge on wheels," Ivan Drury, the director of insights at the car-buying website Edmunds, told me. The F-150 ranges from spartan $37,000 workhorses to fully loaded tanks that cost $90,000 and mix luxury with intense towing and hauling power. You'd be hard-pressed to find such expensive add-ons with smaller cars. To goose profits, Farley's predecessor began axing small cars and sedans from Ford's U.S. lineup in 2018 to focus on trucks and SUVs.



All of this has gone a long way in shaping the way that Americans now tend to equate "small" cars with "dinky" or even "unsafe." Maybe you want a Mini Cooper, but wouldn't you feel safer putting your child in a giant Ford Expedition? Car buyers have learned to want more than they need. "We really do buy vehicles for the future and not the now," Drury said. "Like the occasion where you have family members visiting: 'Well, I gotta have a seven-seater,' even if you drive by yourself 99 percent of the time."

Recently, rising prices and interest rates have meant that some smaller and more affordable cars are gaining momentum, but America is still overwhelmingly a truck and SUV country. You can find lots of small cars for sale, but not typically from the biggest American automakers. Over time, they largely ceded the sedan and small-car market to companies such as Honda, Toyota, and Hyundai. Today, Toyota sells more cars in the U.S. than Ford does.



So far, Ford and GM have approached the EV era by making battery-powered versions of the big trucks and SUVs that buyers know so well. At the end of last year, GM stopped production of its sole small EV, the Chevy Bolt. But sales of many big EVs have lagged behind expectations, in large part because of the price tags. Ford's all-electric F-150 Lightning retails for at least $10,000 more than its gas-powered counterpart. The only Chevy Silverado EV pickup truck you can buy retails for almost $97,000, thanks to its giant battery, and that's two or even three times the cost of a gas Silverado.



Over time, as lithium-ion batteries get cheaper, big EVs should also come down in price too; GM, for one, seems to be banking on this. But the basic economics of building a car are simply different in the electric age. For the foreseeable future, bigger EVs will be much more expensive to make than bigger gas cars--and much harder to profit from. But America's carmakers have another reason to start downsizing. They face a potentially devastating wave of Chinese competitors selling EVs that are smaller, cheaper, more technologically advanced, and actually profitable. If Ford can't compete with the Toyota Camry, how can it keep up with BYD's acclaimed $11,500 Seagull? The Chinese company has already introduced its models in many countries, and it globally sold more EVs than Tesla last year.



Right now, the only things keeping Americans from flocking to options from BYD, Nio, or Zeekr are tariffs and geopolitical tensions. But those are a Band-Aid at best, especially as Chinese carmakers build factories in Mexico with the likely aim to eventually sell vehicles in the U.S. Or maybe they'll just build cars in Ohio. Donald Trump now says that if he wins a second term, he wants Chinese automakers to set up factories in America too. Farley has been unusually candid about the stakes: "If we cannot make money on EVs, we have competitors who have the largest market in the world, who already dominate globally, already setting up their supply chain around the world," he has said. "And if we don't make profitable EVs in the next five years, what is the future?"



For Ford, the answer is a new EV program tasked with designing a new family of electric models that are smaller, more efficient, profitable, and hopefully priced from $25,000. GM and Stellantis have similar moves planned, like the soon-to-be-reborn Chevrolet Bolt and Jeep Renegade, both of which could cost $30,000 or less. To convince Americans that small isn't bad anymore, automakers may have to bank on the inherent strengths of EVs: Without an engine to account for, these smaller cars can be designed with much more space inside. Great compact EVs may just result from engineers being forced to rethink how to make them newly appealing, Edmunds' Drury said. "Put the handcuffs on some of the product designers, product planners, engineering ... Necessity is the mother of invention, right?"



Still, American buyers have to learn that, no, they might just not need the biggest SUV possible for the one weekend a year their sister-in-law and her kids come to visit. Environmental concerns take a back seat to convenience, real or imagined. In one survey, American buyers claimed that they couldn't go electric until EVs have 500 miles of range or more and can fully recharge in minutes; we always seem to be on the verge of some imaginary long-distance road trip and yet we drive 40 miles a day or less on average. Removing such deep-seated ideas from our collective consciousness may be harder for automakers than pivoting their businesses toward cars that run on batteries and software.



But scolding people about their driving habits is no substitute for making great EVs. China's car companies have already done that, and now they're posting up just south of Texas. If Ford and other companies can't do things differently, American jobs and technology might not be the only things that suffer. U.S. carmakers may have no choice but to respond to affordable foreign cars by doing what they've always done: leaning further into gas-guzzling trucks and SUVs.
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AI Cheating Is Getting Worse

Colleges still don't have a plan.

by Ian Bogost




Updated at 8:37 p.m. ET on August 27, 2024

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 get answers from Chegg, or copy papers 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.



This article previously stated that students can buy essays from Chegg. They cannot.
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Kamala Harris's Momentum at the Convention

"Will this propel her forward?"

by The Editors




With the Democratic National Convention now behind Kamala Harris, the vice president is officially the Democratic presidential nominee--but now some are asking how her campaign can translate the momentum from recent weeks into winning over voters in key swing states.

The optimism felt among many Democrats at the convention was, in part, the result of forces beyond Harris herself, Mark Leibovich said last night on Washington Week With The Atlantic: Harris has benefited from the release of pent-up unhappiness about Joe Biden leading the presidential ticket and, so far, from the choice of Tim Walz as her running mate. "This week has been a culmination of that," Leibovich said. But "it can't be a culmination. It has to continue. And the question is, will this propel her forward?"

Susan Page called the lead-up to the convention some of the "most sure-footed 33 days in modern American political history." In just over a month, Harris went from being second on "a ticket that was trailing" to bringing "Democrats back to an even-up race." But despite palpable energy among Democrats at the convention, Harris faces challenges, including a debate, before the election.

Meanwhile, both Harris and Donald Trump are tasked with courting voters in battleground states. Trump has ramped up campaigning efforts and also received an endorsement from Robert F. Kennedy Jr. following the suspension of Kennedy's presidential bid. Still, the effect of Trump's campaigning for swing voters has yet to fully materialize, the panelists noted last night. "Where is the Trump growth strategy?" Leibovich asked. "Yes, the base is energized, but is that base tired?"

Joining Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic, to discuss this and more: Eugene Daniels, a White House correspondent for Politico; Susan Page, the Washington bureau chief at USA Today; Mark Leibovich, a staff writer at The Atlantic; and Ali Vitali, a Capitol Hill correspondent for NBC News.

Watch the full episode here.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Flying Cauldron

The 2024 Summer Paralympic Games are under way.

by Alan Taylor




The final Paralympic torchbearers gaze at the "Flying Cauldron" after lighting it in Paris on August 28, 2024. More than 4,400 athletes from more than 180 delegations have gathered in Paris once again, this time to take part in the 2024 Summer Paralympic Games. Competitors will vie for medals in more than 500 events across 22 different sports. Today's opening ceremony was the first to ever be held outside; taking place along the Champs-Elysees, it featured the Parade of Nations, multiple artistic performances, and the lighting of the cauldron.
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America Is Doubling Down on Sewer Surveillance

Like viruses, illicit and prescription drugs leave behind traces in the country's wastewater systems.

by Helen Ouyang






Not long ago, tracking the spread of a virus by sampling wastewater counted as a novelty in the United States. Today, wastewater monitoring offers one of the most comprehensive pictures anyone has of COVID-19's summer surge. This type of surveillance has been so effective at forecasting the risks of the virus's rise and fall that local governments are now looking for other ways to use it. That has meant turning from tracking infections to tracking illicit and high-risk drug use.



Monitoring wastewater for viruses works because infected people excrete tiny bits of viral matter; similarly, someone who's taken a drug expunges biomarkers from their body. Because drugs tend to show up in sewage before overdoses rise, city officials can discover when, say, a potent fentanyl supply is likely being mixed with other drugs, and alert residents. One town began an aggressive prescription-opioid-disposal campaign after discovering the drugs in abundance in its wastewater. Other communities have used wastewater tracking to allocate Narcan and study the effectiveness of programs funded by opioid settlements.


 Wastewater monitoring for drug use has been routine in Europe and Australia for at least a decade but is quickly spreading across the United States. Biobot Analytics, a biotechnology company that was one of the CDC's go-to labs for COVID wastewater tracking, now has federal funding from the National Institute on Drug Abuse and is working with 70 sites across 43 states to monitor wastewater for illicit drugs. Other commercial and academic organizations are pursuing similar initiatives.



More than 100,000 Americans die of overdose each year, and more precise data from wastewater tracking could help public-health departments focus their interventions. But getting such specific data means sampling closer to the source and from smaller population groups--small enough that, in theory, police could use such information to target certain communities and neighborhoods. This surveillance isn't limited to municipalities, either: Prisons and office buildings are also contracting with Biobot to track illicit drug use. Make wastewater monitoring granular enough, and many researchers and public-health officials worry that law enforcement could use it against the people it's intended to help.



For governments, surveilling drug use through wastewater is simple enough. Last year, for instance, Marin County, in Northern California, expanded its pandemic-era wastewater program to address drug overdoses, now the leading cause of death for its residents under 55. Samples from wastewater-treatment plants are mailed to Biobot, which uses mass spectrometry to determine which drugs are prevalent in the community. Using this information, Marin has developed an early-warning overdose alert system, and it first discovered xylazine (or tranq) in the area through its wastewater. Where traditional surveillance relies on emergency medical records and autopsy reports, this method allows public officials to avoid some of those bad outcomes, Haylea Hannah, a senior analyst in Marin's health department, told me. (The county cannot yet say if wastewater monitoring has directly reduced overdoses.) More than 100,000 people contribute to each catchment site: Marin is intentionally keeping the sample sizes large so that there are fewer collection areas and lower costs--and to avoid ethical concerns.



For Biobot, this type of program matches the company's ambition "to do policy and health care in new ways," Mariana Matus, the CEO and a co-founder of Biobot, told me. In her view, wastewater monitoring could also inform health departments about sexually transmitted infections, tobacco use, even our diets. When I asked her about generating this sort of data without people's consent and qualms over how it might be used, she told me that she views those worries as an "academic" concern, disconnected with "what is happening in reality." For now, Matus is right: The collection sites are currently so large that the information can't be traced to one person or household. And from a legal perspective, precedent exists for sewage to be viewed as trash--once it's out on the street, it's for anyone to take. But, some experts ask, what if wastewater is more like cellphone location data, which follows us everywhere and over which we have far less control? After all, a person can choose where and how to discard sensitive garbage, but using the public sewage system is unavoidable for most people in the United States.



Inevitably, though, if sample sizes get smaller and wastewater data get more detailed, public-health officials will have to confront the question of "how granular is too granular," Tara Sabo-Attwood, a University of Florida professor who researches wastewater surveillance for drugs, told me. The experts I spoke with agreed that sampling block by block would run the risk of pinpointing certain households; most seem comfortable with a catchment size in at least the thousands. This question ought to be clarified before a city or company collects data so specific that it violates people's privacy or is used to prosecute someone, Lance Gable, a public-health-law professor at Wayne State University, told me.



Even simply collecting and sharing these data may have consequences beyond its intended public-health purposes. Some governments treat drug data as openly as virus data: Tempe, Arizona, which tracked opioids through wastewater even before the pandemic, shares the data on a public, online map that shows weekly opioid use in the eight collection areas. Recently, the state of New Mexico surveilled illicit and prescription drug use in its public high schools through its wastewater and publicly posted the results for each school. These dashboards offer data transparency and don't reflect a level of information that could be used to identify people. Still, police departments could use the data to intensify their presence in certain neighborhoods, potentially triggering a self-reinforcing cycle of increased policing and drug detection. Substance-use patterns could affect real-estate values; teachers might avoid working in certain schools.



To Neelke Doorn, a water-engineering-ethics professor at Delft University of Technology, in the Netherlands, these possible effects start to look like function creep--when technology shifts from its original purpose to serve new, potentially troubling ends. The barriers between public-health data and law enforcement have been breached before: Gable pointed out that hospitals, for instance, have passed expectant mothers' positive drug tests on to police. And with wastewater surveillance, the line between public health and law enforcement is already blurring--both the National Institutes of Health and the Department of Justice have funded this research. If wastewater monitoring for drugs evolves into more granular testing of, say, a neighborhood block, those data could justify searches and arrests, which would undermine its original intention. After all, criminalizing substance abuse has not been shown to improve drug problems. And Sabo-Attwood cautions that wastewater surveillance, like much of public health, rests on trust, and that trust evaporates if people fear their data could be co-opted for ulterior purposes.



Monitoring wastewater for drugs in a building only makes these problems more pointed, because data on that level could more easily identify individuals. Though such surveillance is not yet pervasive, it's already increasing. Currently in the U.S, a private company can test for illicit drugs through its building's wastewater without informing its employees or residents, Gable told me. During the early pandemic, some college campuses monitored individual dorms through wastewater analysis for the virus--an approach that could pivot to detecting illicit drug use.



Ostensibly, collecting data through wastewater could be less biased and intrusive than other means of drug testing. But Doorn warns that's true only if the samples are taken from all neighborhoods, or at least randomly, rather than testing select communities. In prisons, though, where drug testing is already routine, studies do suggest that wastewater analysis may actually offer a less invasive and more accurate alternative to individual urine tests--and could help criminal-justice systems move toward taking a public-health approach to drug use.



Marin County has tried to navigate some of this murky ethical landscape by actively seeking the perspectives of people who use drugs. Initially, only 13 percent of the people in the county's focus groups opposed wastewater monitoring, while the rest--44 percent--supported it or felt neutral. Not surprisingly, the most pressing concern was the possibility that the data could be used for other means, particularly by law enforcement. Yet if the county's strategy can keep the community's trust, a potentially contentious surveillance method could greatly benefit the people it's meant to help.
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Christian Parents Have a Blueprint for IVF

Instead of maximizing the numbers of embryos created, some couples are trying to create only as many as they'll use.

by Sushma Subramanian




Updated at 4:28 p.m. at August 27, 2024
 
 For many Christian families who desire children, in-vitro fertilization has long held an uneasy position. To maximize the chances of a viable pregnancy, IVF usually involves creating more embryos than a given couple is likely to use. But for couples who consider each embryo a human life, destroying the extras--or donating them for research, or freezing them in perpetuity--can go against their core beliefs.



Instead, some couples turn to options such as compassionate transfer, in which a spare embryo is released into a patient's body at a time when she's unlikely to get pregnant. Others choose to fertilize only a few of the eggs they produce. Still others, in a process called minimal-stimulation IVF--or mini-IVF--use less medication than in a conventional IVF cycle, in order to limit egg production.

These ways of navigating the ethics of fertility treatment could become more standard--and perhaps more couples' only options--amid legal challenges to IVF. Earlier this year, the Alabama Supreme Court ruled that embryos created through IVF are children and cannot be destroyed without "incurring the wrath of a holy God"; more than a dozen states have recently considered bills that would codify legal rights for embryos. The Catholic Church reiterated its long-standing opposition to IVF in a letter to the U.S. Senate, and this spring the Southern Baptist Convention, the country's largest Protestant denomination, voted to oppose IVF.



Rejoice Fertility in Knoxville, Tennessee, goes further than perhaps any other clinic in its emphasis on this type of treatment and its explicit mission to practice IVF in a way that takes into consideration a patient's religious concerns. It has become a destination for Christian parents trying to navigate the morals and ethics of IVF. Typically during a round of IVF, a patient receives up to 90 injections over two weeks to help the ovaries develop and release potentially dozens of eggs in a single menstrual cycle. Rejoice offers conventional IVF, but it more routinely performs mini-IVF, in which a patient receives oral fertility medications and only a few days of low-dose hormone shots. The clinic also offers natural-cycle IVF, which uses the single egg that a woman ovulates each month for fertilization and transfer. At least 85 percent of the clinic's patients are there for mini-IVF and natural-cycle IVF, according to John David Gordon, the clinic's medical director.



Natural-cycle and minimal-stimulation IVF date back to the 1970s, when the procedure was first introduced. Fertility clinics in Europe and Japan have been using a lower-dose form of IVF for years. Because it involves fewer hormones, it's thought to lower the negative side effects for patients, including the risk of ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome, which causes the ovaries to swell and can be life-threatening in rare cases. Most clinics in the United States prefer to use conventional IVF because it has a higher success rate, Sean Tipton, the chief advocacy and policy officer for the American Society for Reproductive Medicine, told me. (Monitoring and newer injection protocols have also limited the risk of severe ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome.)



Gordon's own religious convictions led him to put more emphasis on treatments that limit embryo creation. He devises his patients' treatment protocols based on the family each one sees themselves having and the number of embryos they're comfortable creating. For example, if a couple wants two children, he'll walk them through the math: Fertilizing six eggs will probably yield two or three viable embryos, and one or two of those could turn into children. If the couple is uncomfortable with six, they could start with four.



"You're not put in the position of having 18 embryos in the freezer," he said. "For some patients, even one extra embryo in the freezer is too many."



When Rachel and Rollin Mayes chose to see a fertility specialist in 2022, they had been trying to have a baby for eight years, and Rollin, a pastor at a church in College Station, Texas, had long wondered whether to just accept that God didn't have plans to give them a child. But Rachel, who leads the church's ministry for students at Texas A&M University, wanted to find a way to pursue fertility treatment without compromising her religious beliefs, which is how they eventually ended up at Rejoice for mini-IVF.



The Mayses knew, going in, that they wanted to honor their religious convictions, more than maximize their results. "We're not trying to stand on high ground here in terms of 'this is how this ought to be done,'" Rollin said. "I do think that it is important, broadly speaking for couples and particularly couples of faith, to make sure that they understand the process, and their ethics are aligned with the technology."



No large study has directly compared success rates for mini-IVF and traditional methods; one 2017 study did show that the live-birth rate peaked for patients who'd had 15 to 25 eggs retrieved. For mini-IVF, the retrieval numbers are closer to three to eight. Many proponents of mini-IVF argue that, even if fewer eggs are retrieved, those eggs are of better quality and are more likely to lead to pregnancy. The theory is that conventional IVF could be overriding the body's natural selection of the most viable of a woman's eggs to ovulate in a month. But some studies have found no association between the dosage of medication given in an IVF cycle and the quality of the eggs, though it is true that the number of viable eggs does not increase proportionally to the number of eggs retrieved.



"Many eggs that are ovulated are not capable of fertilization, growing into an embryo, or being a healthy embryo that can implant. The whole premise of IVF is to try to overcome that by starting with the greatest number of eggs possible," says Lucky Sekhon, a reproductive endocrinologist at the fertility clinic RMA of New York. For patients who have objections to creating multiple embryos, she still recommends the conventional protocol for retrieving eggs, but will leave some eggs unfertilized before freezing them.



Limiting the number of embryos isn't the only potential draw to mini-IVF. Several fertility doctors told me that it can be a low-cost option that makes IVF accessible to more patients. From the beginning, a couple doing mini-IVF typically knows they might go through more cycles than in conventional IVF. Each round, however, is cheaper--$5,000 to $8,000, compared with $15,000 to $30,000. Thawing just a few eggs or embryos at a time can add to these fees, depending on the pricing structure of the clinic.



For now, Rejoice remains an outlier in its emphasis on mini-IVF. Kendra Knox, a writer and radio host for the American Family Association, a nonprofit ministry in Tupelo, Mississippi, told me that when she asked clinics about mini-IVF as a first-line treatment, they'd acted as if she'd made a bizarre request. "You would have thought I had a second head growing," she said. She ended up at Rejoice, and is currently pregnant with her second baby from her third round of mini-IVF.



When Knox started IVF, she told Gordon she wanted to aim for three to five eggs from her cycle to produce just two or three embryos. Freezing any embryos at all made her nervous, because she was worried that if something happened to her or her husband, those embryos would never have a chance to be born. Gordon's practice was aligned with her wishes. It is also a no-discard facility, meaning that every viable embryo it creates is either transferred into the patient who requested its creation, frozen for future use by that patient, or, in rare cases, donated to embryo-adoption agencies.



Gordon told me he believes that Rejoice is the only IVF clinic in the country that has a no-discard policy, and I wasn't able to find any others, either. But even this set of practices might not answer every objection to IVF. Though Rejoice's policies reduce the number of embryos that end up being frozen, they don't eliminate the chance of one being accidentally destroyed, for example by being dropped when being handled in the freezer, as in the incident that spurred the Alabama court's decision on embryo personhood. And for some Christians, separating conception from the act of sex is still problematic.



The Mayeses' first round of mini-IVF at Rejoice resulted in two embryos. But neither resulted in a pregnancy. Rachel and Rollin were devastated, but a reader of a blog they run about their fertility journey for their friends, family, and ministry partners offered to sponsor another round. This time, nine of Rachel's eggs were successfully retrieved. After choosing to fertilize eight eggs, the couple ended up with six embryos. In April of this year, they had their first child. They plan to use the remaining embryos in the next few years, and welcome the rest of their family, however big it ends up being, into the world.
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The Corals That Survive Climate Change Will Be Unrecognizable

They have endured so much, and to endure this, they'll have to adapt dramatically.

by Marina Koren





 
 Earth belonged to the corals first. And over hundreds of millions of years, they proved themselves remarkably good at adapting to each new version of the planet. As other groups of organisms dropped out of existence, corals endured so many catastrophes that their history reads like a biblical tale of resilience. Through extinctions mass and minor, through volcanic eruptions and asteroid strikes, the corals survived.



And for tiny marine animals, they managed to exert tremendous force on the planet's landscape. Corals have raised whole islands into existence. They are the natural guardians of coastlines; they sustain an estimated quarter of known marine life. If the reefs ringing the Maldives die, an entire nation could erode into the sea. Humans live in these places because corals exist.



The Earth that humans evolved on, in other words, is a coral planet. Today, the animals provide ecosystems that support the livelihoods of about 1 billion people. They are so fundamental to life as we know it that scientists wonder if one way humanity could discover alien life is by detecting the signature of fluorescent corals in the shallow waters of another planet. Corals are also, famously, being devastated by climate change. Even in a future where they survive in some form, their transformation could make our own experience of this planet profoundly different.



The earliest corals emerged about 500 million years ago, roughly alongside plant life on land. But the modern version of coral reefs appeared a short 4 million years ago, around the time our human ancestors began to walk upright (give or take a few million years). When researchers try to rescue suffering corals, carefully cutting pieces away and transporting them to aquariums, they're visiting underwater metropolises that are thousands of years old. Despite all that corals have been through, given how fast conditions on Earth are changing, life has likely never been quite as stressful for them as it is now, according to the coral experts Bertrand Martin-Garin and Lucien Montaggioni in their book, Corals and Reefs.



Earlier this month, scientists reported that Australia's Great Barrier Reef is sitting in water that, in one decade, has become hotter than at any other point in the past 400 years. Caribbean coral colonies are still reeling from the havoc of last year's historic marine heat wave. Around the world, extraordinarily hot ocean temperatures have plunged corals into one of the worst bleaching events in recorded history--they're expelling the algae that live in their tissues and turning a ghostly white. Corals can survive bleaching, if conditions improve. But the longer they remain without that algae, the more likely they are to die.



"These are strange days on planet Earth," Derek Manzello, a coral-reef ecologist and the coordinator of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's Coral Reef Watch, once told me. The planet used to give corals hundreds of thousands of years to adjust to a new reality; human activities--the burning of fossil fuels but also overfishing and pollution that have brought on global warming--have introduced a rate of change more dramatic than anything else in the geological record. "If we wanted to kill all reef-building corals on the planet, it would be hard to imagine a collection of activities quite as pointed and effective as what we've arrived at," Stuart Sandin, a marine biologist at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, told me.



Indeed, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which presents science-driven predictions about the global effects of human-caused climate change, has said that if the world limits warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels--the current goal, though one we're on a path to blast past--70 to 90 percent of tropical coral reefs will disappear. And if the world surpasses 2 degrees Celsius, virtually all of them will die off.



That would not necessarily mean that Earth would lose its corals entirely. Even as we draw closer to the worst-case scenarios for corals, Manzello believes that--with concerted human intervention--some of the destruction could be still counteracted or offset, at least in certain pockets of the globe. And as urgent as the IPCC warnings are, Sandin said, such estimates don't take into account coral's full potential for adaptation. "We still can't say with any certainty if we will see coral species go extinct," Manzello said when we spoke recently. Documenting extinctions is more difficult in the marine environment than on land, and like Sandin, Manzello thinks that coral refugia--places where species have historically persisted despite stressful conditions--could persist in even the gloomiest scenarios.



Sandin, for one, predicts a future split into thirds. One-third of coral reefs will certainly be devastated in the coming decades, mostly near urban areas. Another third is "going to scrabble along," he said, echoes of the voluminous reefs that once thrived. And the final third is "going to look pretty darn nice," having managed to handle the worst effects of warming and become nearly unrecognizable, unlike any corals that scientists are familiar with today. Although even corals known for their heat tolerance are succumbing in the Indian Ocean, some species in the Pacific Ocean have improved their capacity to withstand the stress by hosting a different kind of algae. Reefs have started cropping up in subtropical environments, too, where the water is cooler. "We've seen a lot of incredible locations where these reefs are rising from ashes, living in places that they shouldn't," Sandin said. "Those reefs are just fighting like hell." Earth could keep its corals, long into the future.



Scientists, too, are fighting hard, but to save corals as we know them now. "The entire coral-reef-science community went through a huge, drastic shift in focus starting in the 1980s, when we first saw large-scale bleaching events emerge," Manzello said. Before that, scientists studied corals out of pure curiosity about how these creatures came to be; now every aspect of coral research has turned to finding ways to preserve the animals. "If you're a geologist and you want to study reef development 200 million years ago in Papua New Guinea, you're going to have to tie that to, what is this going to tell us about the future of reefs?" Manzello said.



In a sense, the coral crisis is existential for humans, too. Even if coral cities persist in some fashion, what will ours be without those ecosystems? Fishing industries will suffer, and food supply with it. Familiar shorelines will slough off into the sea. Coastal communities will be at the mercy of powerful waves once slowed by reefs. A world with suffering corals leaves humans more exposed to the elements--and those elements are becoming more dangerous each year.



With every passing too-hot month, we turn more reefs into ruins, the remnants of another life form that existed alongside ours. Alive, some corals in shallow waters shimmer: They absorb ultraviolet radiation from the sun, which can prohibit growth in other organisms, and then emit it as visible light, in beautiful colors. That ability is what has made scientists imagine finding corals far beyond the solar system: Several years ago, Lisa Kaltenegger, an astronomer and the director of the Carl Sagan Institute at Cornell, suggested that scientists could search for signs of coral-like life forms on planets orbiting stars much smaller and dimmer than our own, that release ultraviolet flares. Perhaps life on those planets evolved to use that radiation, just as corals have. The glowing populations would have to be far more widespread than they are on Earth to give off a detectable signal; astronomers have already thought of the kind of telescope that could detect this glow, though it's still many years away from creation.



Should alien astronomers ever look our way, they wouldn't detect Earth's fluorescent corals at the water's surface, Kaltenegger told me: There aren't enough of them. Any faraway civilizations are more likely to capture the perpetual illumination of human cities, or the radio waves from our inventions, flowing endlessly into space. But if corals were here long before us, they may also outlast us, despite the torment they're experiencing now. Many, many years from now, "after humans have had their reign, corals will be fine if we give the ocean a break," Sandin said. People may not bear witness, but corals' dramatic resilience could survive us, too.
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Elon Musk to the Rescue

SpaceX will bring home two stranded astronauts, consolidating its position as America's dominant space company.

by Marina Koren




When the astronauts Barry "Butch" Wilmore and Sunita "Suni" Williams launched to the International Space Station on June 5, they flew on a Boeing spacecraft and wore the company's bright-blue spacesuits. On the way home, eight months after their scheduled return, they will likely ride in a SpaceX vehicle, dressed in sleek white suits designed with the aesthetic sensibilities of that company's CEO and chief engineer in mind. Elon Musk to the rescue.



The two NASA astronauts were supposed to come home after just eight days. Instead, they have been stuck for 81 days on the ISS in a weightless limbo. They were--and still are--fine; the station has plenty of supplies, and work to keep them busy. The question keeping them there has been whether Starliner, the Boeing spacecraft that brought them, was capable of bringing them back. This mission was a test-drive, the first time Starliner had carried people to space, and its thrusters malfunctioned en route to the station. Weeks of tests have not made clear whether the spacecraft can return without the propulsion system sputtering again, which could keep Wilmore and Williams from making it through the atmosphere and back to Earth.



NASA has spent billions of dollars so that it could have two commercial companies, Boeing and SpaceX, transporting astronauts on its behalf. Yesterday, NASA leaders announced that they don't believe Starliner can bring Wilmore and Williams back safely. SpaceX, Boeing's competitor, which has been ferrying astronauts to and from the space station for the past four years--no longer a scruffy start-up but a trusted government partner--will bring the astronauts home instead, in February of next year.



NASA hesitated over this decision for weeks, weighing the question of the astronauts' safety and the best alternative to Boeing--demonstrating just how much America's space agency has come to depend on SpaceX, and, for better or worse, Musk. Right now, NASA has no other reliable way to send people to space from U.S. soil, and, with Boeing's flop, no prospect of a second option for potentially years to come.



In many ways, SpaceX is just another aerospace contractor, although right now a very successful one. NASA hired Boeing and SpaceX at the same time to develop spacecraft to carry astronauts to the ISS, a job the U.S. had previously outsourced to Russia. SpaceX completed its own crewed test flight in 2020 and has been doing the job alone ever since. It has been responsible for more launches in recent years than any other provider in the business. When its fleet of rockets was grounded for a couple of weeks this summer after a rare mishap, the missions facing potential launch delays included a cargo run to the ISS, a private astronaut trip, and a science mission to one of Jupiter's moons. Its newest rocket, Starship, is the backbone of NASA's plan to return American astronauts to the surface of the moon by the end of this decade; how hard Musk pushes his engineers to make it work will determine exactly when American astronauts touch the lunar surface. The company has become indispensable to the future of the American space program.



SpaceX is also inextricable from Musk, and his ethos fuels the company like rocket propellant. His singular talents drove the firm to pull off incredible feats, landing reusable rockets upright instead of dumping them into the ocean, as was the industry standard. Just a few years ago, these types of accomplishments dominated his public image as a visionary genius who inspired Hollywood's portrayal of Iron Man. But recently, he's given his competing persona--a right-leaning troll with an inflammatory public monologue--greater rein. In the past months, he's prominently cast himself as a MAGA influencer who banters with Donald Trump on the social-networking site he's stripped of safeguards against harassment and misinformation.



Musk has enough influence and power that the U.S. government cannot always ignore his provocations. Last November, the White House accused Musk of promoting "antisemitic and racist hate" on X, for instance. And Musk has occasionally gotten into hot water with NASA; in 2018, his pot-filled appearance on the comedian Joe Rogan's podcast riled officials enough to conduct a review of SpaceX's workplace culture. Nothing came of it, and it's hard to imagine what Musk would need to do to truly damage SpaceX's working relationship with NASA. America has become dependent on the richest man on Earth for launch services, internet satellites, and moon landings, for as long as he runs SpaceX. Dissatisfied Twitter users could leave the social network after Musk took it over. But the U.S. government can't quit SpaceX unless it's willing to cede its reign as the top spacefaring nation--and, in the case of a botched mission like Starliner, leave its astronauts stranded in orbit.



NASA's options for bringing Wilmore and Williams home must have looked grim. Choosing SpaceX meant Boeing had failed, but choosing Boeing only to have it fail more spectacularly could have been a more dramatic debacle. Bill Nelson, NASA's administrator, told reporters yesterday that the lessons of the Challenger and Columbia disasters, which together killed 14 people, were front of mind. "The decision to keep Butch and Suni aboard the International Space Station and bring the Boeing Starliner home uncrewed is the result of a commitment to safety," Nelson told reporters.



Boeing was once NASA's preferred contractor for the job of bringing astronauts to the ISS, in part because NASA leaders thought that SpaceX's lower bid for the job was unrealistic, according to Lori Garver, a former deputy NASA administrator who described the events in her memoir. Both companies eventually spent more than they expected. But Boeing has experienced setbacks at nearly every stage of development. When Wilmore and Williams launched in June, both NASA and Boeing projected the sense that all of that was behind them. Officials were beaming, and ebullient in their remarks to the public: Finally, after years of delays, Boeing was on the right track, and on its way to catching up with SpaceX. Now NASA managers sound like deflated parachutes, and Boeing executives have stopped attending press conferences altogether. (NASA said that Boeing engineers still believe that Starliner is safe to fly.)

Even after extensive testing with replicas on the ground this summer, engineers can't understand the cause of Starliner's current problem, those faulty thrusters. Nevertheless, Nelson says that Boeing will fly astronauts again. NASA previously asked Boeing to conduct a do-over of an uncrewed flight, after Starliner failed to reach the ISS on its first attempt. Two and a half years elapsed before Boeing completed a successful uncrewed mission. If another couple of years pass before NASA feels ready to put more astronauts on Starliner, Boeing may find itself barely contributing to the country's astronaut commutes. The ISS is scheduled to be decommissioned and deorbited in 2030. The station will plunge into the ocean, torn from orbit by a spacecraft specially designed to take it down. NASA has already hired SpaceX to take care of that too.
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It Eats Plastic. You Eat It.

Scientists have created a nutritious powder from plastic-consuming microbes.

by Sara Talpos




This article was originally published by Undark Magazine. 

In 2019, an agency within the U.S. Department of Defense released a call for research projects to help the military deal with the copious amount of plastic waste generated when troops are sent to work in remote locations or disaster zones. The agency wanted a system that could convert food wrappers and water bottles, among other things, into usable products, such as fuel and rations. The system needed to be small enough to fit in a Humvee and capable of running on little energy. It also needed to harness the power of plastic-eating microbes.

"When we started this project four years ago, the ideas were there. And in theory, it made sense," says Stephen Techtmann, a microbiologist at Michigan Technological University, who leads one of the research groups receiving funding. Nevertheless, in the beginning, the effort "felt a lot more science fiction than really something that would work."

That uncertainty was key. The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, or DARPA, supports high-risk, high-reward projects. This means there's a good chance that any individual effort will end in failure. But when a project does succeed, it has the potential to be a true scientific breakthrough. "Our goal is to go from disbelief, like, 'You're kidding me. You want to do what?' to 'You know, that might be actually feasible,'" says Leonard Tender, a program manager at DARPA who oversees the plastic-waste projects.

The problems with plastic production and disposal are well known. According to the United Nations Environment Programme, the world creates more than 440 million tons of plastic a year. Much of it ends up in landfills or in the ocean, where microplastics, plastic pellets, and plastic bags pose a threat to wildlife. Many governments and experts agree that solving the problem will require reducing production, and some countries and U.S. states have additionally introduced policies to encourage recycling.

Read: The world has one big chance to fix plastics

For years, scientists have also been experimenting with various species of plastic-eating bacteria. But DARPA is taking a slightly different approach in seeking a compact and mobile solution that uses plastic to create something else entirely: food for humans.

The goal, Techtmann hastens to add, is not to feed people plastic. Rather, the hope is that the plastic-devouring microbes in the system will themselves prove fit for human consumption. Techtmann believes that although most of the project will be ready in a year or two, this food step could take longer. His team is currently doing toxicity testing, and then they will submit the results to the Food and Drug Administration for review. Even if all that goes smoothly, an additional challenge awaits. There's an ick factor, Techtmann says, "that I think would have to be overcome."

The military isn't the only entity working to turn microbes into nutrition. From Korea to Finland, a small number of researchers, as well as some companies, are exploring whether microorganisms might one day help feed the world's growing population.

Read: Can planet Earth feed 10 billion people? 

According to Tender, DARPA's call for proposals was aimed at solving two problems at once. First, the agency hoped to reduce what he calls supply-chain vulnerability: During war, the military needs to transport supplies to troops in remote locations, which creates a safety risk for people in the vehicle. Additionally, there was motivation to stop using hazardous burn pits to deal with plastic waste. "Getting those waste products off of those sites responsibly is a huge lift," Tender says.

The Michigan Tech system begins with a mechanical shredder, which reduces the plastic to small shards that then move into a reactor, where they soak in ammonium hydroxide under high heat. Some plastics, such as polyethylene terephthalate (PET), which is commonly used to make disposable water bottles, break down at this point. Other plastics used in military-food packaging--namely polyethylene and polypropylene--are passed along to another reactor, where they are subject to much higher heat and an absence of oxygen.

Under these conditions, the polyethylene and polypropylene are converted into compounds that can be upcycled into fuels and lubricants. David Shonnard, a chemical engineer at Michigan Tech who oversaw this component of the project, has developed a start-up company called Resurgent Innovation to commercialize some of the technology. (Other members of the research team, Shonnard says, are pursuing additional patents related to other parts of the system.)

After the PET has broken down in the ammonium hydroxide, the liquid is moved to another reactor, where it is consumed by microbes. Techtmann initially thought he would need to go to a highly contaminated environment to find bacteria capable of breaking down the deconstructed plastic. But as it turned out, bacteria from compost piles worked really well. This may be because components of the deconstructed plastic seem to look like components of decomposing plant material, he says. So the bacteria that would otherwise eat plants can perhaps instead draw their energy from the plastic.

After the bacteria consume the plastic, the microbes are then dried into a powder that smells a bit like nutritional yeast and has a balance of fats, carbohydrates, and proteins, Techtmann says.

Research into edible microorganisms dates back at least 60 years, but the body of evidence is decidedly small. (One review estimated that since 1961, an average of seven papers have been published each year.) Still, researchers in the field say there are good reasons for countries to consider microbes as a food source. Among other things, they are rich in protein, Sang Yup Lee, a bioengineer and the senior vice president for research at Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology, wrote in an email to Undark. Lee and others have noted that cultivating microbes requires less land and water than conventional agriculture. Therefore, they might prove to be a more sustainable source of nutrition, particularly as the human population grows.

Read: The sad future of grocery shopping

Lee reviewed a paper describing the microbial portion of the Michigan Tech project, and said that the group's plans are feasible. But he pointed out a significant challenge: At the moment, only certain microorganisms are considered safe to eat, namely "those we have been eating through fermented food and beverages, such as lactic acid bacteria, bacillus, some yeasts." But these don't degrade plastics.

Before using the plastic-eating microbes as food for humans, the research team will submit evidence to regulators indicating that the substance is safe. Joshua Pearce, an electrical engineer at Western University in Ontario, performed the initial toxicology screening, breaking the microbes down into smaller pieces, which they compared against known toxins.

"We're pretty sure there's nothing bad in there," Pearce says. He added that the microbes have also been fed to C. elegans roundworms without apparent ill effects, and the team is looking at how rats do when they consume the microbes over the longer term. If the rats respond well, then the next step would be to submit data to the FDA for review.

At least a handful of companies are in various stages of commercializing new varieties of edible microbes. A Finnish start-up, Solar Foods, for example, has taken a bacterium found in nature and created a powdery product with a mustard-brown hue that has been approved for use in Singapore. In an email to Undark, Chief Experience Officer Laura Sinisalo said that the company has applied for approval in the European Union and the United Kingdom, as well as in the United States, where it hopes to enter the market by the end of this year.

Even if the plastic-eating microbes turn out to be safe for human consumption, Techtmann says, the public might still balk at the prospect of eating something nourished on plastic waste. For this reason, he says, this particular group of microbes might prove most useful on remote military bases or during disaster relief, where it could be consumed short-term, to help people survive.

"I think there's a bit less of a concern about the ick factor," Techtmann says, "if it's really just, 'This is going to keep me alive for another day or two.'"
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Are You Sure Your House Is Worth That Much?

Climate risk is still not being priced into American homeownership.

by Zoe Schlanger




Updated at 5:02 p.m. on August 22, 2024
 
 Across the United States, homeowner's insurance is getting more expensive. In storm-battered Florida and coastal Louisiana, they've gone up a lot; the same is true for scorched Colorado and California. But even Ohio and Wisconsin have seen rate hikes greater than 15 percent in a single year. How much they've risen actually means something: Insurers, being in the business of risk assessment, are a good bellwether of the state of reality, and because of climate change, Americans' homes are not as safe from harm, statistically speaking, as they once were. Even residents of states seen as climate havens, such as Minnesota, are watching their rates go up because of an uptick in hailstorms and thunderstorms.



For generations, buying a home has been considered a wise investment in one's future. But as wildfire and flooding turn assets into liabilities, homeownership is becoming a greater gamble. Many economists now think that, because home prices don't yet reflect climate reality, a new housing bubble is growing. How much bigger it gets will determine how much havoc it will wreak when it inevitably pops.



"Homeowners, whether they know it or not, definitely are taking on more risks," says Philip Mulder, an assistant professor of risk and insurance at the University of Wisconsin's business school. A 2023 paper, for instance, found that U.S. residential properties are overvalued by $121 billion to $237 billion for current flood risks alone.



Mulder told me, prudently, that "you can only really know that something was a bubble in hindsight," but Jesse Gourevitch, an environmental economist at the Environmental Defense Fund and a co-author on the 2023 paper, was more direct: We're in a bubble, and whether it deflates slowly, causing some economic pain, or pops suddenly, shocking the country's economic system, will come down to policy choices that governments make now. Jeremy Porter, the head of climate-implications research at the nonprofit First Street Foundation, predicts that the bubble will, at first, seem regional, until foreclosures and devaluations related to unforeseen insurance hikes hit some critical mass. Last year, First Street Foundation estimated that 39 million homeowners were paying insurance premiums that did not reflect the full risk of fire, wind, and flooding to their house. If enough homes crater in value and banks feel the hit, those regional crashes could go systemic.



Unlike the housing bubble of the previous recession, this one won't leave homes to gain back their value over time. The onslaught of wildfires and hurricanes likely won't reverse course, so neither will uninsurability. In a worst-case scenario, it could lead to mortgage-market collapse: Banks won't issue mortgages on homes that can't get insurance coverage. Jeff Masters, a former hurricane scientist for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, recently called the potential collapse of the housing market in flood- and fire-prone states the "most likely major economic disruption from climate change over the next few years."



By some estimates, the risks to the housing market are very near at hand. David Burt, the CEO of DeltaTerra Capital, an investment-research firm that specializes in climate risks, told Congress last year that, for communities at risk of wildfire, his firm's models pointed to a 20 percent loss in home value on average in the next five years, and that a fifth of U.S. communities could experience a "Great Recession-like" loss in the value of their greatest asset even under a moderate climate-change scenario. (Burt, notably, correctly predicted the subprime-mortgage crisis of 2008.)



Private insurers have a clear-enough picture of climate risks--and their growing losses--that they're leaving California as well as Florida, where 2022's Hurricane Ian brought $112 billion in damages. Five private insurers liquidated before the storm that year, and more have left the state since. Homeowners in these states instead have to turn to government insurers of last resort. California's FAIR Plan, the state insurer, reports that it has already issued double the total number of new policies this year as in all of 2022; it also had about $700 million in cash on hand as of March, when its president spoke to lawmakers about the threat of insolvency. Its liability exposure was $393 billion as of June. And nearly all flood-insurance policies in the U.S. are underwritten by the National Flood Insurance Program, which had $3.7 billion available to pay claims as of March. As Florida saw with Ian, a single bad hurricane can do several times that much damage. These programs simply do not have enough money to bail everyone out.



If these programs fail, or if more places become effectively uninsurable, the economic consequences would be widespread. A state insurer, for instance, would presumably seek a bailout from the federal government. Home values would plummet, just when repair costs soar. People may leave the affected area, shrinking the tax base and drying up municipal budgets. (A McKinsey report estimated that flood-prone Florida counties could lose 15 to 30 percent of their  property-tax revenue by 2050.) Banks that issued mortgages on homes would be in dire straits as owners default on their loans. People for whom the majority of their wealth was tied up in their home, which is to say most homeowners, could risk being economically trapped in the most climate-vulnerable places.



To forestall all of this will mean actually facing the climate risks of the future. Artificially limiting insurance-premium prices, or subsidizing high premiums, sends the wrong economic message, and kicks the can down the road. "There will still be a reckoning eventually," Mulder said. "In the meantime, you might create even more development in that area." Instead, governments could invest in adapting neighborhoods to be more resilient, by hardening and wind-proofing homes, or restoring wetlands so they absorb floodwaters. Alabama, for example, has a grant program to incentivize people to wind-fortify their home, leading to lower insurance rates and a tax credit.



In places beyond the help of measures like those, the only realistic adaptation may be to retreat to higher or less fiery ground. Mulder says governments should relocate people in those cases. This extremely tough choice will only be made tougher if relocation comes after homeowners have already lost everything.



For the most part, right now homeowners and new homebuyers have few ways to learn about the risk their choices pose. Some of this risk could be diffused by giving them the information they need to make better choices about where (and where not) to buy homes. About half of the states in the country have reasonably comprehensive disclosure laws about a property's flood history and flood-insurance status. But half don't, and no federal law requires such transparency. First Street Foundation makes its own sophisticated flood-, fire-, and wind-risk assessments publicly available; Redfin and Realtor.com are now incorporating some of that analysis into home listings. Climate Check is another, similar tool. But all three analysts I spoke with wanted to see the U.S. government create a comprehensive tool for homebuyers to better assess the climate risks of buying a house in a particular area.



Of course, that could clarify that some places are simply no longer good bets at all, which would be politically unpopular. But without an authoritative, science-driven voice to guide them, homebuyers are at the whims of developers, who have an incentive to build homes even in climate-risky places, so long as the risk is still seen as low-probability or far-off, Porter told me. For now, profound uncertainty permeates the housing market. "We built this climate bet up, and we're just starting to correct for it," Porter said.



The U.S. is already in the midst of a housing-affordability crisis. The country urgently needs to build more housing. Vice President Kamala Harris called for the construction of 3 million new homes over the next four years, as part of her presidential platform. But choosing precisely where to build those homes will have major implications for everyone involved. How the country meets this moment of climate risk will decide whether the housing bubble pops--by far the most painful choice--or deflates, slowly, still painfully, perhaps, but less so.



This article originally misstated that Philip Mulder was a co-author on a 2023 paper about overvaluation in the housing market. In fact, Jesse Gourevitch was a co-author on that paper.
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        Shane Harris to Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Staff Writer
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic has hired Shane Harris as a staff writer to cover national security and intelligence, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg announced today. Shane has been at The Washington Post since 2018, and will join The Atlantic in October.Below is the staff announcement from Jeffrey Goldberg:
Some exciting news to start off the week: Shane Harris, one of the country's most outstanding intelligence and national security reporters, will be joining us as a staff writer this fall. The addition of Shane...

      

      
        The Atlantic announces three senior editors for Culture: Allegra Frank and Serena Dai join recent hire Jen Balderama
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is sharing news about the hires of Allegra Frank and Serena Dai as senior editors for Culture, in addition to Jen Balderama, who joined The Atlantic in April as a senior editor overseeing The Atlantic's Family section. Dai and Frank will both begin in the next few weeks; more details on all three editors and their roles are below, as announced by deputy editor Jane Yong Kim.

"Allegra brings with her a wide-ranging knowledge of pop culture. She is journalistically nimble, skilled at ...
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Shane Harris to Join <em>The Atlantic</em> as a Staff Writer






The Atlantic has hired Shane Harris as a staff writer to cover national security and intelligence, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg announced today. Shane has been at The Washington Post since 2018, and will join The Atlantic in October.

Below is the staff announcement from Jeffrey Goldberg:

Some exciting news to start off the week: Shane Harris, one of the country's most outstanding intelligence and national security reporters, will be joining us as a staff writer this fall. The addition of Shane to our already-excellent team means that we will be able to go even deeper on a set of issues that is hugely important for The Atlantic and its readers.
 Shane comes to us from The Washington Post, which he joined in 2018. At the Post, he did excellent work on a huge range of stories, from January 6 (he was part of a team that won a Pulitzer Prize for coverage of the attack on the Capitol); the murder of Jamal Khashoggi; and the Discord leaks. Many of you are familiar with his work on Ukraine issues, including investigations of the Nord Stream pipeline explosion. And he was the lead writer on an in-depth narrative about the run-up to the Russian invasion.
 Shane is the author of two books, The Watchers: The Rise of America's Surveillance State and @War: The Rise of the Military-Internet Complex. Prior to joining the Post, Shane wrote for The Wall Street Journal, The Daily Beast, Foreign Policy, and Washingtonian Magazine.


Other recent editorial staff to have joined The Atlantic are Jen Balderama, Serena Dai, and Allegra Frank, all senior editors for Culture; Ali Breland, as a staff writer covering extremism; and Boris Kachka as senior editor for Books. Several Atlantic editors have also moved to staff writers in the past few months: Julie Beck, Gal Beckerman, Ellen Cushing, and Matteo Wong.

Please reach out with any questions or requests: press@theatlantic.com.
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<em>The Atlantic </em>announces three senior editors for Culture: Allegra Frank and Serena Dai join recent hire Jen Balderama




L to R: Allegra Frank, Serena Dai, Jen Balderama (The Atlantic)



The Atlantic is sharing news about the hires of Allegra Frank and Serena Dai as senior editors for Culture, in addition to Jen Balderama, who joined The Atlantic in April as a senior editor overseeing The Atlantic's Family section. Dai and Frank will both begin in the next few weeks; more details on all three editors and their roles are below, as announced by deputy editor Jane Yong Kim.
 
 "Allegra brings with her a wide-ranging knowledge of pop culture. She is journalistically nimble, skilled at conveying smart criticism and reporting to wide audiences, and keenly attuned to the cultural zeitgeist. Most recently, she was a deputy entertainment editor at The Daily Beast; before that, she edited at Slate, Vox, and Polygon (where she developed her quick-twitch muscles as a reporter). Allegra is a self-professed film-studies nerd whose expansive interests include comedy, '90s emo, gaming, and internet culture.
 
 "Serena is a sophisticated editor with a reporter's brain and a dedication to finding great stories. She was most recently the editorial director at Bon Appetit; before that, she edited at SF Chronicle and Eater, where she spearheaded its investigation into the alleged sexual misconduct of Mario Batali. (She was also once a fellow at The Atlantic Wire!) Serena will work across Culture and Family, focusing on coverage of how we live and deploying her talents in the broader culture space.
 
 "Jen is a brilliant and experienced journalist who has an eye for big, compelling ideas. She has an infectious love of craft--including an innate sense of the rhythm of a line--and a deep interest in collaboration and mentorship. Jen was most recently an editor at Washington Post Opinions; she was previously at The New York Times (as an editor at the Book Review and on the National Desk), and was a 2012-13 Nieman Fellow, studying literary and cultural criticism and narrative writing."
 
 Please reach out with any questions or requests: press@theatlantic.com.
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        Trump Dishonors Fallen Soldiers Again
        Charles Sykes

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.On Monday, Donald Trump visited the sacred ground of Arlington National Cemetery, where many of America's war dead are buried, and posed for photos. In the strangest of these pictures, the former president is smiling and giving a thumbs-up by the grave of a Marine. It's an image of a man who has no idea...

      

      
        The Last-Minute Curveball for a Big FTC Ban
        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.Updated at 10:35 a.m. ET on August 29, 2024.In the early days of 2023, the Federal Trade Commission made a big announcement: It was proposing a new rule banning noncompete agreements for almost all American workers. The proposed ban was set to take effect next week, but a federal judge in Texas ruled to...

      

      
        The Electric Feeling of Summer Romance
        Walt Hunter

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. "Frankie met Lucia in that summer ..." If there's a better beginning for that greatest of all genres--the summer romance--I don't know what it would be. Add in an ice-cream shack, a beach, a thunderstorm, and some distracted parents--all of the irresistible ingredients are here in Ruby Opalka's "Spit," a short story published in The Atlantic this week.Frankie, our teenage protagonist, lands a...

      

      
        The Conservatives Who Sold Their Souls for Trump
        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.Today, Rich Lowry, the editor of National Review (the flagship conservative magazine founded by William F. Buckley Jr.), published an article claiming that Donald Trump could win the 2024 election "on character."No, really. But bear with me; the headline wasn't quite accurate.Trump could beat Kamala Har...

      

      
        Five Books That Changed Readers' Minds
        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.When selecting a new book, it can be comforting to return to what's familiar: the genres you know you love, the authors whose perspectives you share. But sometimes, the best books are the ones that challenge rather than confirm your expectations. For an...

      

      
        What Happens When You Pay Attention to Food
        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.Since I moved to New York a couple of months ago, I've been paying more attention than usual to people enjoying food in public. The density of this city somehow puts the pleasures of eating right in front of you: the smell of a hot dog eaten standing up outside the local restaurant-slash-lunch counter...

      

      
        An Old-Time American Political Convention
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The Democrats have met, they've nominated a candidate, and now they're all going home. Their meeting was not a replay of the 1968 disaster; it did not devolve into a divisive confrontation among factions; it did not feature tense ballot fights stretching into the wee hours. It had some goofy moments, so...

      

      
        Donald Trump, AI Artist
        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.The era of generative-AI propaganda is upon us. In the past week, Donald Trump has published fabricated images on his social-media accounts showing Kamala Harris speaking to a crowd of uniformed communists under the hammer and sickle, Taylor Swift in an Uncle Sam outfit, and young women in "Swifties for Trump" T-shirts. Other far-right influen...

      

      
        Go Ahead, Put Down That Book
        Maya Chung

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. This week, Sophie Vershbow asked English teachers, librarians, writers, and readers when it's okay not to finish a book. My answer to that question is: almost always, unless you're writing a review of it; in that case, please read it from cover to cover. You might think that, as a book-review editor, I'd have a completist attitude toward reading. In reality, I tend to drop books early an...

      

      
        Donald Trump's Stock Is Sinking
        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.While the Democrats have been rallying their supporters in Chicago, Donald Trump has been posting. On his social-media site, Truth Social, he made anti-Semitic remarks about Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro and falsely accused the Democrats of orchestrating a coup. He posted dozens of times during the...

      

      
        The Stubborn Problem of Cars Killing People
        Sarah Laskow

        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.On Labor Day weekend, more people are driving, which means more people are speeding. More people are drinking, too, so more people end up in fatal crashes than on an average day in the United States. In a way, these deaths are strange. Most of the common ways of dying in this country involve the unwelcome degradation of the human body; ...

      

      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump Dishonors Fallen Soldiers Again

Trump's latest visit to Arlington National Cemetery is a reminder of how little he understands about service, sacrifice, and heroism.

by Charles Sykes




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


On Monday, Donald Trump visited the sacred ground of Arlington National Cemetery, where many of America's war dead are buried, and posed for photos. In the strangest of these pictures, the former president is smiling and giving a thumbs-up by the grave of a Marine. It's an image of a man who has no idea how to behave around fallen heroes.

Trump was at Arlington ostensibly to honor the memory of the 13 service members who were killed in a suicide bombing during the chaotic final days of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. The event was supposed to be respectful and private; according to a press-pool note, the families of the troops had asked that there be no media coverage in the area where the service members were buried. But Trump seemed to have other ideas.

According to a report by NPR, Trump's campaign staff got into a verbal and physical altercation with a cemetery official who tried to stop campaign staffers from filming and taking photographs in the area of the cemetery reserved for recently fallen soldiers. The cemetery confirmed that an incident took place on Monday but did not provide any details, instead noting in a statement that federal law prohibits "political campaign or election-related activities within Army National Military Cemeteries." The Trump-campaign spokesperson Steven Cheung said in a statement that "there was no physical altercation as described," and added in a post on X that Trump had been allowed a private photographer on the premises. But in his statement, Cheung also accused the cemetery official who'd tried to block Trump's staff of "clearly suffering from a mental health episode."

It's hard to see Trump's Monday visit as anything but a campaign stop intended to court the military vote. Speaking to a group of National Guard members in Detroit later that day, he blamed President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris for the failures of the Afghanistan withdrawal. By now, Trump's use of the military as a prop for his own ends should surprise no one. Despite his vigorous avoidance of military service, Trump has a long history of denigrating the service of others, even as he poses as a defender of the nation's military. As a candidate for the Republican nomination in 2015, he mocked Senator John McCain's status as a prisoner of war. "He's not a war hero," Trump said at the time. "I like people who weren't captured."

Later, as president, he told his then-chief of staff John Kelly that he didn't want "any wounded guys" in his planned Independence Day parade: "This doesn't look good for me." Recently, he suggested that the civilian Medal of Freedom is "actually much better" than the military's Medal of Honor, "because everyone gets the Congressional Medal of Honor, that's soldiers, they're either in very bad shape because they've been hit so many times by bullets, or they're dead."

But Trump is especially out of place around the nation's fallen troops. As reported by The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, Trump went to Arlington Cemetery with Kelly on Memorial Day 2017 and visited the gravesite of Kelly's son Robert, who had been killed in Afghanistan. Standing next to the former Marine general, Trump said: "I don't get it. What was in it for them?" In 2018, Trump canceled a visit to the Aisne-Marne American Cemetery, near Paris; as Jeffrey reported, Trump told staff members that the cemetery was "filled with losers." Trump also "referred to the more than 1,800 Marines who'd lost their lives at Belleau Wood as 'suckers' for getting killed," according to Jeffrey's reporting.

Jeffrey's story is very much a sore spot for a candidate who wants to wrap himself in the flag. Trump has denied the reporting, but it was confirmed to CNN by Kelly: "What can I add that has not already been said? ... A person that thinks those who defend their country in uniform, or are shot down or seriously wounded in combat, or spend years being tortured as POWs, are all 'suckers' because 'there is nothing in it for them.' A person that did not want to be seen in the presence of military amputees because 'it doesn't look good for me.'"

Kelly went on to corroborate other details in Jeffrey's article. "God help us," he concluded.

Monday's wreath-laying at Arlington was, in part, Trump's attempt to clean up the mess he has created, and to establish some credibility as a champion of men- and women-at-arms. But in the end, it merely served to remind Americans how little he understands about service, sacrifice, and heroism.

Related:

	Trump's medal of dishonor
 	Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers."






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	New York City's chaos mayor
 	Seven questions that should be easy for Harris to answer
 	Elaine Godfrey: "What I heard at Swifties for Kamala"




Today's News

	The Supreme Court maintained a temporary block on the Biden administration's latest plan to relieve student debt.
 	Israeli troops raided cities in the occupied West Bank, killing at least 10 people, in an overnight operation that targeted Palestinian militants, according to Israeli officials.
 	Pavel Durov, a co-founder and the CEO of Telegram, was charged in France with several crimes, including complicity in both drug trafficking and the distribution of child-sexual-abuse material.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Corals have endured so much--but to survive climate change, they'll have to adapt dramatically, Marina Koren writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photograph by Jordan Gale



21 Minutes in the Buttigieg Bubble

By Mark Leibovich

"Okay, we have to move fast," one of Pete Buttigieg's aides told me as the discoursing dynamo was finishing another cable interview on the last day of the Democratic National Convention.
 Buttigieg stepped off an MSNBC set and onto the United Center floor. "I'm here to give you some much-needed attention," I told him. By "much-needed," I was of course being sarcastic: Buttigieg has been a rather relentless media presence in recent weeks, especially this past one in Chicago.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Jack Smith isn't backing down.
 	Why did this progressive evangelical church fall apart?




Culture Break


Xavier Collin / Image Press Agency / Reuters



Listen. Sabrina Carpenter's new album, Short n' Sweet (out now), is a salvo against the stereotype that women, blondes, and pop don't have a lot to say, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. "Keepsake," a poem by Roey Leonardi:

"We tried to share a life. / Now it's morning / and I can see where I end"

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Last-Minute Curveball for a Big FTC Ban

A judge blocked the FTC's effort to ban noncompetes. But the federal agency wasn't the only one with its eye on these agreements.

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.


Updated at 10:35 a.m. ET on August 29, 2024.


In the early days of 2023, the Federal Trade Commission made a big announcement: It was proposing a new rule banning noncompete agreements for almost all American workers. The proposed ban was set to take effect next week, but a federal judge in Texas ruled to block it last week. An FTC spokesperson told me in an email that the agency was "seriously considering" appealing the Texas judge's ruling. Even if the agency doesn't salvage its own ban, though, a surprisingly diverse group of lawmakers seem poised to try to take these agreements down.

The idea of a noncompete agreement first emerged in the 1400s, Evan Starr, a professor at the University of Maryland's business school, told me, when a master craftsman tried to prevent his well-trained apprentice from practicing his trade elsewhere. Today, companies that use noncompetes argue that they are valuable as a way to keep employees from poaching their client lists, to make sure that their investments in training employees don't wind up benefiting other businesses, and to protect trade secrets. About a third of American companies now include noncompete terms in every employee contract, Starr noted, and an estimated 20 percent of the American workforce is subject to noncompete agreements.

Some are top business executives whose bosses don't want to see them jump ship to a competitor. But others are lower-wage employees in a variety of roles for which the case for a noncompete isn't always as compelling: dancers, camp counselors, house cleaners, many of whom are trying to move to higher-paying jobs or start their own business. In an infamous example, Jimmy John's employees once faced temporary restrictions from working at nearby sandwich-making businesses (the company dropped noncompetes in 2016 after settling a lawsuit on the matter). Noncompetes are not always technically enforceable, but they can still be very expensive to fight in court, and lead some employees to avoid seeking jobs with better wages or conditions for fear of violating a contract.

A wealth of research has established that being free from noncompetes leads to higher wages and better mobility for workers (the FTC estimates that a typical worker would make $524 more a year if noncompetes were banned). But framing noncompetes solely as a labor issue misses the point, Orly Lobel, a professor at the University of San Diego School of Law, told me: "Beyond the protection of workers, it's about harm to the economy and the market." Employers benefit, she argued, from a less rigid economy, where new entrants have a chance to compete. The explosion of entrepreneurship in Silicon Valley--located in a state in which noncompetes are largely banned--played a big role in getting government officials to look more seriously at banning noncompetes, Lobel said. By the time President Barack Obama took office, he was calling on states to ban the agreements for some workers, arguing that it would boost wages and foster competition. The Biden administration kept pushing on the issue, and Vice President Kamala Harris has called the FTC's attempted ban "a huge win."

The FTC "may not have been the right vehicle" for banning noncompetes, Starr said, because its authority to do so was not clear--the Texas judge argued as much when she blocked it. Several business groups have sued the FTC over the ban, and the agency may face pushback in higher courts if it appeals the Texas decision. As William Kovacic, a law professor at George Washington University and a former FTC commissioner told me in an email, the FTC is currently seeking "expansive interpretation of its authority" at the same time that federal courts, including the Supreme Court, are demanding that agencies show they have the backing of Congress before using broad regulatory power.

But the FTC's move wasn't the only recent effort to quash the noncompete. Last year, employees at another federal agency, the National Labor Relations Board, received a memo from its general counsel determining that such agreements violate the National Labor Relations Act (the law that protects employees' right to collective bargaining) in most circumstances. A bipartisan group of lawmakers introduced a bill last February that would narrow the use of noncompetes; Senator Marco Rubio has also advocated for a version of a noncompete ban for low-wage workers. The FTC proposal has helped inspire states to rethink their own restrictions on noncompetes, too, experts told me.

As both a labor and a free-market issue, noncompetes bring unlikely groups of allies together. Senator Elizabeth Warren and Representative Matt Gaetz, for example, both came out as strong supporters of the FTC ban. This range of support suggests that the battle against noncompetes is far from over.

Related:

	The plan to incapacitate the federal government
 	The biggest way that elections have consequences




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's evangelical supporters just lost their best excuse.
 	Is a new Palestinian movement being born?
 	Joshua Leifer: My demoralizing but not surprising cancellation




Today's News

	Donald Trump added Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and former Democratic Representative Tulsi Gabbard as honorary co-chairs of his transition team, which would be in charge of choosing the policies and personnel of a second Trump administration.
 	Special Counsel Jack Smith filed a superseding indictment in the January 6 case against Trump, changing some of the allegations because of the Supreme Court's recent decision on presidential immunity.
 	A federal judge last night temporarily paused the Biden administration's new program that could provide a quicker pathway to citizenship for some undocumented immigrants who are married to U.S. citizens.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Ruby Opalka's "Spit," a new short story in The Atlantic, captures the intensity of young love, Walt Hunter writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Najeebah Al-Ghadban. Sources: Getty.



When Victimhood Takes a Bad-Faith Turn

By Lily Meyer

When the coronavirus pandemic started, the media scholar Lilie Chouliaraki, who teaches at the London School of Economics, knew she'd have to be more careful than many of her neighbors. A transplant recipient and lymphoma patient, she was at very high risk of serious illness. In her new book, Wronged: The Weaponization of Victimhood, she writes that rather than feeling victimized by this situation, she was grateful to have the option of sheltering in place. Still, as the pandemic wore on and opponents of masking and social distancing in Britain--as well as in the United States and many other nations--began to claim that they were victims of government overreach and oppression, Chouliaraki grew both confused and compelled by the role that victimhood language was playing in real decisions about the degree to which society should reopen.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	AI doomers had their big moment.
 	Good on Paper: The rights of American slaves
 	Inspectors general are doing essential--and unpopular--work.




Culture Break


Photograph by Will Matsuda



Study. Universities claim to provide an intellectual foundation for their students--but many schools are falling short, Niall Ferguson and Jacob Howland write. These are the types of books that the freshman class should read.

Read. "Poem With the Last Line as the First," by Didi Jackson:

"How many times has your red-hot / prayer slipped from your hands?"

Play our daily crossword.



This article originally misidentified the university where Orly Lobel is a professor.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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

Ruby Opalka's "Spit," a new short story in <em>The Atlantic</em>, captures the intensity of young love.

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. 

"Frankie met Lucia in that summer ..." If there's a better beginning for that greatest of all genres--the summer romance--I don't know what it would be. Add in an ice-cream shack, a beach, a thunderstorm, and some distracted parents--all of the irresistible ingredients are here in Ruby Opalka's "Spit," a short story published in The Atlantic this week.

Frankie, our teenage protagonist, lands a summer job scooping ice cream on the southwest English coast. That's where she meets Lucia--and begins to understand herself better as well. I remember the rhythm of those sweet, repetitive, sleep-deprived days of summer: I spent my vacations working the front desk at the Golden lnn on the Jersey Shore. But I can't say that I quite had Frankie's exquisite receptivity to the world around her:

She loved the constant movement of the water and the sticky air, and she loved to see the layers of earthly time squashed up against one another in the Purbeck Monocline. A folding, suffocating, gorgeous grave.


Still, I think I know what Frankie means when, with all the intensity that long summer nights can inspire, "she looked at the shape of Lucia next to her and felt that she knew something real."






"Spit"

By Ruby Opalka

Frankie met Lucia in that summer of tombstoners and storms, when the tomato plants got blight and the bean plants fruited early. She lived in a small cluster of houses just north of Lulworth, where the news consisted only of tomato plants getting blight and bean plants fruiting early. She was sitting in the dirt tunnel beneath the beans, which by now had shriveled in the sun like exhumed fingers, when she called up Beach Ices and it all began.


I saw the ad, she said on the phone, getting ready to say she had no experience but a wealth of enthusiasm.


Well, it's a case of needing a body in the room, a woman on the other end said.


Okay, Frankie said.


Okay, the woman repeated. So you can do it?


Read the full article.





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


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 Conservatives Who Sold Their Souls for Trump

The rage and shame of the anti-anti-Trumpers is getting worse.

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.


Today, Rich Lowry, the editor of National Review (the flagship conservative magazine founded by William F. Buckley Jr.), published an article claiming that Donald Trump could win the 2024 election "on character."

No, really. But bear with me; the headline wasn't quite accurate.

Trump could beat Kamala Harris, Lowry wrote, not by running on his character but by attacking hers. According to Lowry, you see, one of Trump's "talents as a communicator is sheer repetition, which, when he's on to something that works, attains a certain power." Thus, he argued, Trump could hammer Harris into the ground if he called her "weak" enough times--50 times a day ought to do it, according to Lowry--and especially if he gave her a funny nickname, like the ones he managed to stick on "Crooked Hillary" Clinton and "Little Marco" Rubio.

All of this was presented in the pages of America's newspaper of record, The New York Times.

What's going on here?

Many journalists are reluctant to report on Trump's obvious instability and disordered personality--the "bias toward coherence" that The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, has cautioned about. But Lowry's article was different. I cannot know the actual thinking at the Times, although I suspect the paper accepted the article to offer a pro-Trump contributor as a way of displaying a diversity of views. The plunge that Lowry and others have taken into the muck of Trumpism, however, is not new, and has origins that are important to consider in the coming months of the 2024 election.

When Trump decided in 2015 to run for president as a Republican (after years of being, at various times, a Democrat, an independent, and a Republican), the GOP establishment reacted mostly with horror. At the time, it claimed to be appalled by Trump's character--as decent people should be--and rejected him as a self-centered carpetbagger who would only get in the way of defeating Hillary Clinton. Lowry's National Review even asked some two dozen well-known conservative figures to spend an entire issue making the case against Trump.

The reality, however, is that much of the conservative opposition to Trump in 2016 was a sham--because it came from people who thought they were safe in assuming that Trump couldn't possibly win. For many on the right, slagging Trump was easy and useful. They could assert their principled conservatism and their political wisdom as they tut-tutted Trump's inevitable loss. Then they could strip the bark off of a President Hillary Clinton while deflecting charges of partisan motivation: After all, their opposition to Trump--their own candidate!--proved their bona fides as ideologically honest brokers.

It was a win-win proposition--as long as Trump lost and then went away.

But Trump won, and arrangements, so to speak, had to be made. The Republican base--and many of its heaviest donors--had spoken. Some of the conservatives who rejected Trump stayed the course and became the Never Trump movement. Others, apparently, decided that never didn't mean "never." Power is power, and if getting the right judges and cutting the right taxes has to include stomping on the rule of law and endangering American national security, well, that's a price that the stoic right-wingers of the greater Washington, D.C., and New York City metropolitan areas were willing to pay.

Lowry and others in that group never became full-fledged MAGA warriors. Many of them hated Trump, as Tucker Carlson, now a born-again Trump booster, admitted in 2021; they just hated Democrats more. But they also hated being reminded of the spirit-crushing bargain they'd made with a tacky outer-borough real-estate developer they wouldn't have spoken with a year earlier. As Charlie Sykes wrote in 2017, they adopted a new fetish: "Loathing those who loathe the president. Rabid anti-anti-Trumpism."

None of this internecine conservative sniping would matter, except that the anti-anti-Trumpers, in order to justify the abandonment of their principles, are driven to poison the well of public debate for everyone else. They never expected having to deal with Trump for this long; they never foresaw themselves doubling and tripling and quadrupling down to the point where they now must politely look away from felonies, attacks on America's alliances, and promises to pardon insurrectionists. Lowry and others are intelligent people who know better, but their decision to bend the knee to Trump--even if only with a very small curtsy--requires them to take to the pages of America's national newspapers and say that Trump might be terrible but Democrats are worse.

For example, a colleague of Lowry's at National Review, Dan McLaughlin, has for years argued that he could never vote for Trump but that he could not vote for Clinton, Biden, or Harris, either. Harris's sudden upending of the race might change that. McLaughlin posted yesterday on X that "Harris isn't just as bad as can be on nearly every policy issue--even profound life-and-death questions of conscience--she's a menace to the survival of the constitutional order."

This is a panicky and massive case of projection. McLaughlin might hate Harris's views on abortion (among other things), but Trump is a demonstrated "menace to the survival of the constitutional order," and McLaughlin surely knows it.

The anti-anti-Trumpers must now define Harris--and all Democrats--as evil beyond words. Otherwise, how would they explain the ghastly compromises they've made? How would they argue against voting to stop Trump? When other conservatives, such as noted retired federal judge J. Michael Luttig, are enthusiastically endorsing Harris, some pretty fancy dancing is required to explain why your principles are more consistent than theirs. Unfortunately, when Trump is out there raising the bar on idiocy, cruelty, and anti-Americanism every day, that dancing looks more like Raygun than Fred Astaire.

For the MAGA media soldiers--the prime-time lineup on Fox News, the talk-radio hosts, the podcasters, and others--wacky (and hideous) accusations against Harris and other Democrats about "Marxism" and "communism" and "after-birth abortions" come easily because they are aimed at people who are already addled by a steady diet of rage and weirdness. But the conservative intellectuals who once opposed Trump have been reduced to dressing up such bizarre arguments as reasonable criticisms. They often seem to be sighing heavily and regretting having to be on the same side as Trump--but that doesn't stop them from making the risible claim that Trump and Harris are equally terrifying possibilities.

Stepping outside of years of partisan tribal affiliations comes with professional and social costs (and for politicians, electoral consequences). But principles are sometimes burdensome things; that's part of what makes them principles. The behavior of the anti-anti-Trumpers continues to be an inexcusable betrayal of the values they once claimed to hold. Many of them spoke, even passionately, against Trump--and then they shuffled into line. And for what? One more federal judge? A few billion more dollars in the account of a donor?

It's one thing to sell your soul cheaply. It's another to keep taking out second and third mortgages on it until all that's left is debt and shame.

Related:

	The last man in America to change his mind about Trump
 	The GOP completes its surrender.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Elon Musk to the rescue
 	The man who will do anything for Trump
 	Young men have invented a new way to defeat themselves.
 	H. R. McMaster: What Trump got right about national security




Today's News

	Special Counsel Jack Smith appealed Judge Aileen Cannon's dismissal of the classified-documents indictment against Donald Trump, but Smith did not request a different judge for the case.
 	Israel and the militant group Hezbollah exchanged heavy fire yesterday, which appeared to end by midday Sunday.
 	French prosecutors said that Pavel Durov, the founder and CEO of Telegram, was arrested on Saturday as part of an investigation into an unnamed person allegedly complicit in criminal activity, including the distribution of child pornography and selling drugs on Telegram.






Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Our busy life makes it easy to forget how food is about much more than eating, Isabel Fattal writes. What happens when people pay more attention to food?


Explore all of our newsletters here.





Evening Read


Illustration by Haley Jiang



Young Adults Are in Crisis

By Faith Hill

What if I told you that one age group is more depressed, more anxious, and lonelier than any other in America?
 You might assume I'm talking about teens ... Or you might think of older adults, often depicted in popular culture and news commentary as isolated and unhappy, their health declining and their friends dropping away.
 So perhaps you'd be surprised to hear the results of a Harvard Graduate School of Education survey on mental health in America: Young adults are the ones most in crisis.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Dear Therapist: My relatives don't believe my parents were abusive.
 	Kamala Harris is rerunning Hillary Clinton's 2016 campaign.
 	Why RFK Jr. endorsed Trump
 	21 minutes in the Buttigieg bubble
 	America is doubling down on sewer surveillance.




Culture Break


J Studios / Getty



Discover. These five books changed the minds of Atlantic writers and editors.

Read. "Spit," a short story by Ruby Opalka:

"Frankie met Lucia in that summer of tombstoners and storms, when the tomato plants got blight and the bean plants fruited early."

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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Five Books That Changed Readers' Minds

These titles will challenge your expectations.

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.

When selecting a new book, it can be comforting to return to what's familiar: the genres you know you love, the authors whose perspectives you share. But sometimes, the best books are the ones that challenge rather than confirm your expectations. For any reader looking to try something different, The Atlantic's writers and editors answer the question: What is a book that changed your mind?





Siddhartha, by Hermann Hesse

The most memorable reading moments of my life came from a period of deep change: high school. Although I loved moody English-class staples such as The Catcher in the Rye, A Separate Peace, and The Great Gatsby, the book that really cracked my brain open was Hermann Hesse's Siddhartha. I can still see myself dog-earing and underlining the royal-blue, 160-page paperback during the summer between eighth and ninth grade. I was raised Catholic, and to the credit of my Jesuit high school, Siddhartha was required reading for all incoming freshmen. The 1922 German novel, which follows the titular character's search for meaning, offered a glimpse into Eastern religions and could not have been further from the constraints of the Catholic Church. Thanks to the book, at age 14, I developed a genuine curiosity about the other side of the world--and above all, I learned that there was a form of spirituality available to me that didn't require going to a physical church.

-- John Hendrickson, staff writer

***

Panther, by Brecht Evens

Panther, by the Belgian cartoonist Brecht Evens, could be mistaken at first glance for a children's picture book. Its early sections are appropriately whimsical: After her cat dies, Christine, a young girl who lives with her father, is visited by a talking panther. A charming, ever-morphing creature who explodes her world into color and calibrates himself carefully according to her needs, he is the consummate imaginary friend--and if the reader sometimes senses that he is something else, something wrong, they do their best to quash their unease.

I picked up Panther on a whim during the early pandemic--I liked the look of the sinuous, candy-hued panther on the cover, and I wanted something easy and adorable. So much for that: Panther was one of the most harrowing reading experiences of my adult life, a claustrophobic, slow-unspooling nightmare that jolted me out of my malaise. It challenged my conception of the medium's boundaries, and punctured my belief in my ability to protect myself and others. Even now, thinking about it, I can feel the bile rise in my throat.

-- Rina Li, copy editor

***

All Over but the Shoutin', by Rick Bragg

Like John, I've sourced my pick from my high-school English class. Before I read All Over but the Shoutin', a memoir by the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Rick Bragg, I didn't care much for nonfiction writing--most of my exposure to the genre consisted of dense, stuffy textbooks and dry biographies of dead world leaders. But I'll never forget the unfamiliar mix of emotions that seized me when I read the first page of the book's prologue: "I used to stand amazed and watch the redbirds fight. They would flash and flutter like scraps of burning rags through a sky unbelievably blue, swirling, soaring, plummeting."

Bragg writes about growing up poor in northeastern Alabama, the son of a woman who picked cotton and cleaned homes to give her kids a future, and a man who couldn't step out from under the shadow of war. He introduced me to the art of creative nonfiction, challenging my early belief that lyricism could be found only in novels. This revelation set me on my current career path: Every time I read a story with sentences that sing like his, I return to that feeling of discovery.

-- Stephanie Bai, associate editor

***





The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth Century, by Michael Denning

"What does it mean to labor a culture?" Michael Denning's study of Depression-era working-class culture examines a diverse coalition of American artists, unionists, and intellectuals who toiled to answer this question after the economic upheaval of 1929. Though not its generation's political victor, this "Popular Front" alliance communicated a lasting vision of anti-fascist social democracy using the forms of a newly minted culture machine: radio, Hollywood films, recorded sound.

Denning's decision to decenter the role of the Communist Party distinguished The Cultural Front from other histories of Popular Front culture; his narrative makes room for those who left the party (or never claimed allegiance to it at all) but held on to a vision of political solidarity in their work. Among the more prominent figures he traces is the novelist Richard Wright. (Eighty years ago, The Atlantic published two essays by Wright--excerpts from his posthumous memoir--describing his break with institutional communism.) Wright depicted drivers, postal workers, and hotel janitors struggling to earn a living wage. "It is not Wright's pessimism that is most striking," Denning writes, "but his promise of community."

-- Sam Fentress, associate editor

***

Dominion: How the Christian Revolution Remade the World, by Tom Holland

My mother was a Reform Jew. My father grew up Southern Baptist but later became not so much an atheist as a virulent anti-theist. So, depending on which parent had my ear that day, I was raised to believe that Christianity as an ideology fit somewhere on the spectrum between "silly and wrong" and "literally the worst thing ever." Tom Holland's Dominion, a book about Christianity and its influence, changed my mind in several ways. First, Holland persuasively argues that the tenets of Christianity--and its emphasis on universal rights for the poor and downtrodden--were revolutionary for its time. Second, he showed me that even secular Western modernity is suffused with Christian concepts, and that ideas as opposite as "wokeness" and fundamentalism draw water from the same tributary of thought.

-- Derek Thompson, staff writer



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The warehouse worker who became a philosopher
 	Cape Cod offers a harbinger of America's economic future.
 	Kamala Harris defines herself--but not too much.




The Week Ahead

	AfrAId, a horror film about an AI digital assistant that starts to get too involved in a family's life (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 4 of Only Murders in the Building, a comedy-mystery series about a trio of amateur podcasters who investigate murders (premieres Tuesday on Hulu)
 	My Child, the Algorithm, about the writer Hannah Silva's conversations with an AI chatbot about love, dating, and parenting (out Tuesday)




Essay


Alec Soth / Magnum



How to Solve the Summer-Child-Care Nightmare

By Elliot Haspel

To all the frantic parents who've survived yet another year of the summer-child-care shuffle: I salute you.
 It's a well-established fact that in the United States, finding summer child care can be hell. In a nation with lengthy breaks from school--and no guaranteed paid time off from work for adults--parents are left largely on their own to cobble together camps and other, frequently expensive, arrangements ...
 Solving this problem isn't so complicated; it's not like, well, trying to coordinate camp schedules.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	A horror movie about befriending the rich and powerful
 	What Gena Rowlands knew about marriage
 	A bloodier, more mediocre The Crow
 	Emily in Paris doesn't need a makeover.
 	Someone is watching. Is it God, or your boss?






Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Trump and the cocaine owl
 	The asterisk on Kamala Harris's poll numbers
 	Tim Walz's understudy could get a history-making promotion.




Photo Album


A caretaker and a young child release a puffling. (Micah Garen / Getty)



Check out these photos showing the residents of Iceland's Westman Islands on patrol to find and rescue misdirected young puffins.



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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What Happens When You Pay Attention to Food

It's a cliche to say that food is about much more than eating--it's about connection, family, experience--but our busy lives make it easy to forget that.

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.


Since I moved to New York a couple of months ago, I've been paying more attention than usual to people enjoying food in public. The density of this city somehow puts the pleasures of eating right in front of you: the smell of a hot dog eaten standing up outside the local restaurant-slash-lunch counter, the crunch of movie-theater popcorn, the neighborhood bodega full of New Yorkers craving a bacon-egg-and-cheese at 2. a.m. on a Saturday.

It's a cliche to say that food is about much more than just food--it's about connection, deliciousness, family--but our busy lives make it easy to forget that. Take today's reading list as your reminder to really taste the vegetables in your on-the-go salad, to smile at the person across the street also sipping an iced coffee, to take in what's in front of you, not just swallow it down.

How We Eat

What Home Cooking Does That Restaurants Can't

By Reem Kassis

When we eat, the social context matters perhaps even more than the food.

Read the article.

What You Learn From Eating Alone

By Mari Andrew

A personal pizza may seem sad, but it doesn't have to be.

Read the article.

Something Weird Is Happening With Caesar Salads

By Ellen Cushing

With chefs tossing in pig ear, tequila, and other wacky ingredients, when does a classic dish become something other than itself?

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The hotdish ticket: "In foregrounding food, Harris and Walz are making theirs the candidacy of terrestrial pleasure and straightforward abundance," Ellen Cushing wrote earlier this month.
 	The people who eat the same meal every day: In 2019, Joe Pisnker profiled half a dozen people who prefer consistency in their daily meals, including one man who brought the same lunch to work for about 25 years.




Other Diversions

	The ultimate happiness diet
 	When is it okay to not finish a book?
 	A horror movie about befriending the rich and powerful




P.S.


Courtesy of Michelle Lauren Kim



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "Fortunate to behold the ancient Siena Palio horse race, a spectacle delayed a day by rain but no less fervent," Michelle Lauren Kim from New York City writes. "The jockeys, mere blurs upon their speedy steeds, stand in stark contrast to the Italian crowds cheering fiercely for their contradas--neighborhoods, bound by history and friendly rivalry--in this vivid moment."

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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An Old-Time American Political Convention

We haven't seen one of those in a long time.

by Tom Nichols




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


The Democrats have met, they've nominated a candidate, and now they're all going home. Their meeting was not a replay of the 1968 disaster; it did not devolve into a divisive confrontation among factions; it did not feature tense ballot fights stretching into the wee hours. It had some goofy moments, some star power, and some speeches that should have been canceled before they were even scheduled. It had logistical problems and ran too long in places. The nominees for president and vice president both gave speeches that were, by any political standard, well-delivered bangers.

In other words, it was a completely typical American political convention.

Younger Americans may not remember a time when conventions were ordinary political events. Delegates in funny hats would introduce themselves with long and dopey encomiums to their state: Madam Chair, the great state of Vermont, the Green Mountain people, the home of Ethan Allen, the place where Cal Coolidge was born and then left because we didn't want him here, home to many cows and moderately good cheddar ...

And then they would cheer and cast their vote for the nominee, exactly as everyone knew they would. They still do those kinds of things now, but they're not as fun to watch: Conventions have become shows centered on personalities. They are shallow, glitzy affairs that are meant to elevate the nominee to superhero status, which is always a problem because most politicians, even the best of them, just aren't that interesting.

This cultish trend probably began in earnest at the 2008 Democratic National Convention, when Barack Obama walked onto a stage that looked like a cross between the White House and Mount Olympus--which seemed to fit the theme that the Democrats were nominating President Zeus. In 2012, the Republican National Convention featured Clint Eastwood dressing down the incumbent president in absentia by talking to an empty chair, a pedestrian and stupid stunt. In 2016, the Democrats dropped balloons that looked like giant, star-studded beach balls on nominees Hillary Clinton and Tim Kaine. And in 2020, the Republicans held their convention in ... well, all over the place, including Charlotte, North Carolina, and Washington, D.C. They even used the White House, a move that qualified for the Hatch Act Violation Hall of Fame. ("Nobody outside of the Beltway really cares," White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows said, but as a federal employee at the time whose career was governed by the Hatch Act, I cared quite a bit.)

We shouldn't idealize the old conventions too much: They were also sometimes merely showy coronations, but they were still better than what we've seen from the parties in the 21st century. The first convention I really watched closely was the GOP gathering in Dallas in 1984, when I was in my 20s and already a confirmed Ronald Reagan voter. Except for Jeane Kirkpatrick's searing foreign-policy speech in which she excoriated the Democrats as the "blame America first" party, it wasn't particularly substantive, but Reagan and his people knew how to do good television.

The most memorable part of the 1988 Democratic convention was not nominee Mike Dukakis's acceptance speech, but the amazement at a young governor named Bill Clinton--not because Clinton was so good onstage, but because his nomination speech for Dukakis just wouldn't seem to end. "The [1988] speech," as an ABC News retrospective on Clinton noted this week, "turned out to be memorable but in the wrong way. Clinton spoke for 35 minutes, much longer than his planned 15, boring the crowd."

The problem, of course, is that when it comes to political conventions, "interesting" usually means "disastrous." The 1980 Democratic convention was interesting, because Ted Kennedy rolled into it hoping to take the nomination away from Jimmy Carter. Instead, he gave his famous "the dream shall never die" speech, and helped ensure Carter's loss. The 1992 Republican convention was really interesting, because nominee George H. W. Bush ceded time to insurgent candidate Pat Buchanan, who proceeded to give a brutal, nasty culture-war speech; the late political writer Molly Ivins quipped that Buchanan's address "probably sounded better in the original German." A wounded Bush lost the eventual three-way matchup with Bill Clinton and the independent candidate, the showboating billionaire H. Ross Perot.

This week, the Democrats did something that seems unusual but was really a reversion to normality: They coalesced around a nominee, they made upbeat speeches about how great things would be when their nominee was elected, they trotted out some celebrities to affirm that the nominee was great but also cool, and then they dropped the balloons and wrapped things up. That's all a convention is supposed to do.

The Republican gathering this year, however, was the ultimate expression of the political convention as a creepy cult meeting. The Democrats, despite being the current Electoral College underdogs, seemed happy. The Republicans seemed angry--and this was before they found out that their entire strategy was aimed at a candidate, Joe Biden, who was about to drop out. The RNC was like a beery yard party where all your weirdest neighbors gather around the grill pit and talk in really loud voices about how much they hate everyone else on the block.

The Democrats had a normal lineup of former leaders, including former Presidents Clinton and Obama. The GOP, a party that could have drawn on several former Cabinet secretaries and one other living former president, had almost none of their most prominent former elected officials in attendance. Instead, the Republican delegates watched Hulk Hogan tear his shirt off as the prelude to their nominee giving a long, dull, self-pitying version of his usual rally speech. (A few Republicans, such as former Representative Adam Kinzinger, did give very good convention speeches this year, but they gave them at the Democratic convention.)

I'm glad the Democrats have returned to the old-time religion when it comes to conventions. They're supposed to be big events where the party puts on its best face and reminds Americans that participatory democracy is a wonderful thing--sometimes silly, sometimes serious, but always awesome.

Related:

	Young Democrats have a new favorite Clinton.
 	The surreal experience of being a Republican at the DNC






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Kurt Andersen: My drug dealer, RFK Jr.
 	Trump and the cocaine owl
 	What Kamala Harris doesn't get about food costs
 	How to solve the summer-child-care nightmare




Today's News

	Robert F. Kennedy Jr. announced that he is suspending his presidential campaign and endorsing Donald Trump.
 	Sixteen GOP-led states filed a lawsuit against the Biden administration in an effort to stop a new federal program that could give a path to citizenship to an estimated half a million undocumented immigrants who are married to U.S. citizens.
 	Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in Kyiv, where they discussed the Russia-Ukraine war. It was the first time an Indian prime minister had visited Ukraine since the early 1990s.






Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: There's no reason to agonize over not finishing books, Maya Chung writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: MAGA memes are getting an AI makeover, Damon Beres writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Jordan Gale for The Atlantic



It's Sorkin Again in America

By Franklin Foer

As Cory Booker gaveled out the third night of the Democratic National Convention, he told the delegates that he wanted to pose for a selfie from the podium. But before he went ahead with the photo, he had to ritually close the proceedings. "All those in favor say 'Aye,''' he bellowed. Then more playfully, he channeled Semisonic. "Folks, it's closing time. I don't care where you go, but you can't stay here." Convention is a word generally associated with dutiful tedium, so why the rampant joy at this one?


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Christian parents have a blueprint for IVF.
 	Kamala Harris defines herself--but not too much.
 	Adam Serwer: The DNC should have had a Palestinian American speaker.
 	Tim Walz's understudy could get a history-making promotion.
 	Bidenomics without Biden
 	The DNC had good energy. Now what?




Culture Break


Morris MacMatzen / Getty



Look. These photos of the week from around the world show the Mud Olympics, in Germany; a scene from the Democratic National Convention, in Chicago; an Israeli air strike on Gaza; a greased-pole competition in Indonesia; and more.

Watch (or skip). Blink Twice (out now in theaters), the actor Zoe Kravitz's directorial debut, is a stylish thriller about being intoxicated by wealth, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Those of you who follow me on social media may have seen the news that we've added a new kitty to the Nichols home. We lost our beloved Carla, a truly amazing cat I wrote about here, this past spring. My wife and I have been grieving the loss of our friend of so many years, and we just couldn't think about bringing home another cat. If you've ever lost a pet, you know how that is: Animals are not interchangeable pieces of furniture that you can trade in or replace when they wear out. They're members of the family, and you don't fill the space with another one right away.

We went to our local shelter about a month ago, and although we wanted to bring home every cat in the place, we just couldn't do it, and we went home still a bit choked up. This week, however, we felt that the time was right. We went back and saw so many wonderful possibilities: little brown tiger twins, some oldsters who needed a new home, a bonded couple of young cats named (I kid you not) Romeo and Juliet, who were adopted the day we visited. And then we saw this five-month-old tuxedo cat, black with white paws and a white streak down her nose. She jumped up and down: Hey, never mind the tigers, I'm right here. 

And so, we took her home. We thought about names, and because Carla was named after a character in one of my favorite shows, Cheers, we decided to keep with that tradition. Lilith Carla Nichols--Lily, for short--is now snoozing behind me. She is adorable, and already demanding head scratches and treats. We'll never have another Carla--but we'd like to think that Carla helped pick her for us.

-- Tom


Courtesy of Tom Nichols





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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Donald Trump, AI Artist

MAGA memes are getting a makeover.

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.


The era of generative-AI propaganda is upon us. In the past week, Donald Trump has published fabricated images on his social-media accounts showing Kamala Harris speaking to a crowd of uniformed communists under the hammer and sickle, Taylor Swift in an Uncle Sam outfit, and young women in "Swifties for Trump" T-shirts. Other far-right influencers have published their own AI slop depicting Harris in degrading sexual contexts or glorifying Trump.

As my colleague Charlie Warzel writes for The Atlantic, "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."

Such images are, in effect, an evolution of the memes that have long fueled the far right. But now even elementary Photoshop skills are no longer required: Simply plug a prompt into an image generator and within seconds, you'll have a reasonably lifelike JPEG for your posting pleasure.

"That these tools should end up as the medium of choice for Trump's political movement makes sense," Charlie writes. "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."




Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Sources: Getty.



The MAGA Aesthetic Is AI Slop

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 ...
 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.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	Silicon Valley is coming out in force against an AI-safety bill: This week, my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce spoke with California State Senator Scott Wiener, whose attempts to impose regulations on advanced AI models have been met with severe pushback--not just from tech companies, but from other Democrats, including Nancy Pelosi. "The opposition claims that the bill is focused on 'science-fiction risks,'" Wiener said. "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."




P.S.

Speaking of science fiction, I'm off to see Alien: Romulus tonight. Writing for The Atlantic about this film and the greater franchise to which it belongs, the journalist Fran Hoepfner noted, "The Alien films have always touched on heady, pessimistic visions of a future overrun by capitalism and genetic experimentation, but they're also movies about a human beating a monster--shooting it, setting it on fire, throwing it out of an air-locked door into the void of space." Sounds like a good Friday night to me.

-- Damon
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Go Ahead, Put Down That Book

There's no reason to agonize over the titles you don't finish.

by Maya Chung




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

This week, Sophie Vershbow asked English teachers, librarians, writers, and readers when it's okay not to finish a book. My answer to that question is: almost always, unless you're writing a review of it; in that case, please read it from cover to cover. You might think that, as a book-review editor, I'd have a completist attitude toward reading. In reality, I tend to drop books early and often.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	When wellness can't bring happiness
 	How poetry can map defiance
 	"Shore Birds," a poem by W. S. Merwin
 	Who's normal now?


My approach to reading is partly due to the fact that, given the number of titles I need to check out every month for my job, I just don't have time to finish everything I start. But it's also a philosophical choice, one that's guided by a view of the written word as something to luxuriate in. "For a lot of people, the act of spending time with literature is more important than finishing any one book," Vershbow observed. That sentiment resonated with me: Some of my most meaningful reading experiences have involved treating the book more as a work of art to commune with than a task to complete.

I often find that I can prematurely part ways without angst even with a volume I'm thoroughly enjoying; I know that if I'm meant to finish it, I'll find my way back eventually. Of course, if I want to recommend a book widely or rave about it on the internet, I need to complete it, in case the story takes an unexpected turn or something happens in the last few pages that changes my perspective. The same rule applies if I feel like hating. "Not finishing a story weakens your ability to properly assess it," Vershbow advises. "It's fine to abandon a title, but if you do, keep the strong opinions to a minimum."

Not long ago, one of my colleagues told me about a rule her friend's mother's book club follows, and I've been sharing it with friends when they admit that they're struggling through this or that beloved title: Subtract your age from 100, and you'll end up with the number of pages you need to read before dropping a book. Only 20 years old? You'll need to read 80 pages before you can move on. But if you're 90, you need to read only 10. By that age, you've earned the right not to spend a second of your time on something that doesn't bring you joy.






When Is It Okay to Not Finish a Book?

By Sophie Vershbow

How to decide to put down a book--without all the angst

Read the full article.





What to Read

Song of Solomon, by Toni Morrison

Morrison's 1977 novel--her third, and the one that really established her literary reputation--is centered on Milkman Dead, a young man living in the Midwest and feeling lost and rudderless. Inspired by a family legend about a buried bag of gold, he leaves home and embarks on a classic hero's journey, though his is set within the cultural frame of the Black American experience. As Milkman moves deeper into the South, reversing his family's migration, he encounters figures both mythic and prosaic and defends himself against mortal dangers. Gradually, he realizes that he's searching not for the treasure, but for clues to his own identity. The novel reads a bit like a detective story: Milkman must piece together scraps of nursery rhymes, local folk tales, mysterious place-names, and riddles. In the glorious moment when he finally succeeds, he is freed from his illusions about himself and his history. Morrison's gorgeous prose makes you want to leap along with him, "as fleet and bright as a lodestar," into the clear, sweet air of self-knowledge.  -- Pamela Newton

From our list: Eight books that will change your perspective





Out Next Week

? Christopher Isherwood Inside Out, by Katherine Bucknell

? Foreign Agents, by Casey Michel


? My Child, the Algorithm, by Hannah Silva




Your Weekend Read


Photograph by Jordan Gale



She's Everything. He's Just Doug.

By Helen Lewis

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."

Read the full article.





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


Explore all of our newsletters.
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Donald Trump's Stock Is Sinking

As the former president posts and posts, his social-media site is losing value.

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.


While the Democrats have been rallying their supporters in Chicago, Donald Trump has been posting. On his social-media site, Truth Social, he made anti-Semitic remarks about Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro and falsely accused the Democrats of orchestrating a coup. He posted dozens of times during the proceedings Tuesday evening. And he's just getting started: Trump announced to his followers that he would be doing a "LIVE PLAY BY PLAY" on Truth Social tonight of Kamala Harris's speech. But Trump's prolific usage of his own social-media platform belies its limitations. With reportedly meager user numbers in the single millions, Trump's Truth Social posts reach primarily an audience of his staunchest loyalists.

About a year after being kicked off of every major social-media platform following the January 6 insurrection, Trump launched Truth Social, and for a while, he focused his posting energy exclusively on the platform. The company's financials have been turbulent since it went public, in March. By the end of its first day of trading, stock of DJT--the ticker symbol that represents Truth Social's parent company, Trump Media--was worth about $8 billion, and its value has fluctuated wildly ever since. The stock has lost almost half of its value since mid-July, and earlier this week, it dipped to its lowest point since the company debuted on the exchanges.

Companies' stock prices drop all the time for various reasons. But this price never seemed all that tied to real-world value to begin with. As the financial columnist Matt Levine wrote in his Bloomberg newsletter last month, DJT is "a highly valued public company stapled to a teeny little operating business." Investors put money in not because they "project high future operating cash flows but because Trump Media has 'Trump' in the name, is largely owned by Donald Trump, and represents a bet on his electoral fortunes and general newsworthiness," Levine notes. Some investors have gone as far as to say that they view their shares largely as a way to support Trump, not necessarily as a way to make money.

Trump Media falls squarely into the phenomenon known as the "meme stock." As James Surowiecki wrote in The Atlantic earlier this year, "Like GameStop and AMC before it, it trades not on fundamentals, but on emotion." And Truth Social is not flourishing: The company's latest earnings report said that it posted a loss of more than $16 million last quarter; its revenue was $836,900, reportedly down 30 percent from the year before. It is mired in legal issues, and the company spends many more millions than it brings in. The site also relies heavily on a limited group of Trump-aligned businesses for ad revenue.

For all its woes, Truth Social could still make Trump a lot wealthier. Trump owns about 60 percent of the company, which puts his on-paper value from it at several billion dollars. Forbes estimated in May that the bulk of his wealth now comes from the company. His stake is locked up until next month, at which point he could sell off his shares to raise money (though such a sell-off could again tank the value of the stock--and his camp has denied that he would do this).

If Trump wins in November, all of this would create the potential for conflicts of interest even more extreme than the hotel ties he had during his first turn in office: Anyone who wishes to show fealty to, or get attention from, the president could theoretically purchase shares of the company and bolster Trump's personal wealth. Historically, the norm is for presidents to give up or step away from business interests when elected. But Trump was not eager to comply in the past, and it's unclear how he'd navigate this in the future.

Now Trump has ventured back to his former stomping grounds, X, where he has 90 million followers, compared with 7.5 million on his own site. Since his livestream on X with Elon Musk (who has welcomed him back to the platform with open arms) earlier this month, he has started regularly sharing videos and graphics. His longer screeds are still being directed mostly toward his loyal fans on Truth Social. But it seems that, even as he single-handedly props up the value of his own site, Trump is finding it hard to resist the siren call of more attention on X.

Related:

	Trump Media is the new Bed Bath & Beyond.
 	Elon Musk throws a Trump rally.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Are you sure your house is worth that much?
 	Why the "Blue Wall" looms so large
 	The asterisk on Kamala Harris's poll numbers
 	She's everything. He's just Doug.




Today's News

	Vice President Kamala Harris will speak tonight at the Democratic National Convention to accept the nomination to be her party's presidential candidate.
 	The Supreme Court allowed Arizona to enforce a provision in a Republican-backed state law that will bar new voters from registering to vote in state and local elections if they do not have any proof of citizenship.
 	The FDA approved an updated version of the COVID-19 vaccines from Pfizer and Moderna. They will be available within the next week.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Ford is pivoting to small electric cars, Patrick George writes. Will a country of SUV lovers actually buy them?
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: Motor-vehicle deaths are still a big issue, Sarah Laskow writes. Everything we've tried so far hasn't solved for drivers' bad judgment.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Graeme Robertson / The Guardian / eyevine



America Could Do Without Its Chief Wellness Officer

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Young Democrats have a new favorite Clinton.
 	Who's normal now?
 	The ultimate happiness diet
 	The Democrats' COVID amnesia
 	Sometimes you just have to ignore the economists.
 	Barack Obama's warning to Democrats
 	Silicon Valley is coming out in force against an AI-safety bill.




Culture Break


JTV / Universal Images Group / Getty



Watch. Gena Rowlands mined the many contradictions of romantic love in her work, and never more brilliantly than in A Woman Under the Influence (streaming on Max), Christina Newland writes.

Read. Andrew O'Hagan's new book, Caledonian Road, shows a vision of England today, dark and rotten, Randy Boyagoda writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

At the DNC this week, Democrats have been making much of Tim Walz's plaid-shirt-and-baseball-hat wardrobe (though he has donned suits for the event). Barack Obama praised the VP candidate's attire on night two. And last night, Senator Amy Klobuchar said that Minnesotans "love a dad in plaid." In The Washington Post today, the fashion writer Rachel Tashjian looks at how Walz's wardrobe "is one of the Democrats' best arguments that theirs is not the party of the coastal elite," and notes that Walz manages to send his message just by wearing his usual clothes. "It's funny to imagine a political party foregrounding a woman's down-to-earth wardrobe: We just love the senator for wearing those Lululemon leggings. To be taken more seriously, at this level of politics, a man dresses down and a woman dresses up," she writes.

-- Lora



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Stubborn Problem of Cars Killing People

Everything we've tried so far hasn't solved for drivers' bad judgment.

by Sarah Laskow




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.


On Labor Day weekend, more people are driving, which means more people are speeding. More people are drinking, too, so more people end up in fatal crashes than on an average day in the United States. In a way, these deaths are strange. Most of the common ways of dying in this country involve the unwelcome degradation of the human body; cars (and trucks and motorcycles), like guns, are a danger we've opted into. They kill so many people because so many people want to use them.

In 1895, the year after Labor Day became a national holiday, perhaps 300 cars were registered in the U.S.; 30 years later, the country had more than 17 million vehicles on the road, and The Atlantic was calling attention to "The Motor Menace." A car crash had gone from being a novelty to a disturbingly frequent event, and public-spirited crusaders had begun trying to reverse that trend with safeguards that largely still govern drivers today.

Roads needed clearer signs, for example. As secretary of commerce, Herbert Hoover had convened a national conference on street and highway safety in 1924, which had recommended "a uniform color-scheme for both signs and traffic signals ... red for 'Stop,' green for 'Proceed,' yellow for 'Caution' -- with a rule that those colors should not be used for any other signs," Herbert L. Towle reported in this magazine. Roads also needed better engineering and design, including, Towle suggested, "wide, easy bends, banked for the expected speed," or mountain roads "guarded, on the outside of turns, by strong steel cables."

But those physical innovations could not reform the minds of drivers. In 1932, Curtis Billings, who worked for the public-safety division of the National Safety Council, wrote in The Atlantic, "It has often been said that the most dangerous thing about the automobile is 'the nut that holds the wheel,' and it is undeniable that the human factor is by far the most disturbing and elusive, as well as the one which offers the greatest challenge to traffic engineers." Put in the stoplights, grade and guard the roads, keep pedestrians on the sidewalks, and drivers would still be more focused on joyfully speeding to their destination than the possibility that they'd kill someone on the way.

Billings was sympathetic: These drivers, he explained, simply didn't know how dangerous they and their machines were, or how to operate them well. Many of the systems that he and other Atlantic writers argued for were meant to guard drivers against their own inevitable failings. They proposed that drivers should be taught how to drive, and then tested, in any way, before being allowed on the road: Of 48 states (Hawaii and Alaska were still territories), only 24 required licenses, and of those, only 12 had a driving test, Billings reported in 1932. Drivers should have their eyes tested, too, in case they lacked depth perception and didn't know it. They should be required to have accident insurance to give them some stake in the risks they were taking. And they should know that they could be punished for their actions, which meant that the police would need to investigate car crashes and find out who was to blame. If a driver had been drinking, they should have to submit to a test (urinalysis, at the time) measuring exactly how drunk they might be. Any road-safety rules should be standardized across states, to help people who certainly weren't going to read up on the laws of other states before their visit.

The country might not yet have managed to align every state's traffic laws, but many of these early ideas took hold. In the U.S. today, we stop on red and go on green; we take a vision test and a driver's test proving some level of skill and ability; we buy insurance for when all that fails. And these ideas achieved their goal, to some extent. On a population level, motor-vehicle deaths have declined since the 1970s, even as more people drive more miles.

But that progress has mostly plateaued over the past decade. The Department of Transportation, led by Secretary Pete Buttigieg, is again trying to eke more safety out of road systems by pushing for better-designed roads and vehicles and for ways to nudge people to drive sober, put their kids in car seats, obey the speed limit, stay off their phone. And certainly the roads and what Billings called the "human factor" of driving could be improved. Still, to reach the goal Buttigieg has laid out--"to reduce traffic deaths to the only acceptable number: zero"--will almost certainly require the country to consider more radical ideas. Perhaps more advanced driver-assistance technology could fully correct drivers' bad judgment; perhaps some places could be redesigned to make cars one of many convenient ways to get around, instead of the only one.
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            A greased-pole competition in Indonesia; a scene from the Democratic National Convention, in Chicago; an Israeli air strike on Gaza; a waterskiing competition in Canada; a tilting church in Greece; a "dinner in the sky" in Poland; big-wave surfing in South Africa, and much more.
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                [image: A single bolt of lightning in a dark sky illuminates arid ground beside a gravel road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lightning strikes as monsoon season storms bring desert-nourishing rain to Southwestern deserts on August 17, 2024, near Page, Arizona.
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                [image: A bird with a red throat opens its beak wide.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rufous-vented chachalaca--a member of an ancient group of birds of the family Cracidae found in northeastern Colombia, northern Venezuela, and Tobago--is pictured in Caracas, Venezuela.
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                [image: A person holds on to a hang glider while jumping off a ramp, as a hand-made tractor replica drops away beneath them.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors take part in Red Bull Flugtag in Gdynia, Poland, on August 18, 2024. Participants use self-made vehicles to jump from the ramp to the water, and are judged on the length of the jump, creativity, and showmanship.
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                [image: An aircraft drops a plume of water against a backdrop of the sun behind clouds.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A plane drops water onto a fire that broke out in a grassy area in the Kizilcahamam district of Ankara and spread to a nearby forest area on August 22, 2024, in Bolu, Turkey.
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                [image: Two people are silhouetted in front of fires burning on a hillside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters work to extinguish a wildfire in Balikliova, in Izmir's Urla district, in Turkey, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: A surfer rides a huge crashing wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer rides a wave at Dungeons offshore reef in the Atlantic Ocean, as seasonal cold fronts drive big swells into the Cape Peninsula, in Cape Town, South Africa, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of the shoreline of a salt lake with green water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists visit Qarhan Salt Lake in Haixi, Qinghai province, China.
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                [image: Two scuba divers pose inside the sunken wreck of a passenger ferry.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Divers explore a ferry that was sunk 180 meters offshore in 2013, after being used for passenger transportation for many years, in Kocaeli, Turkey, on August 22, 2024.
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                [image: About 20 people are suspended in chairs around a specialized dinner table that is held high in the air by a tall crane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Customers enjoy a dinner event organized by Dinner in the Sky, which uses a crane to hoist its guests, table, and waiting staff 50 meters into the air, in Warsaw, Poland, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of an older European town surrounded by a bending river]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The river Vltava wraps around the city of Cesky Krumlov, Czech Republic, on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a train passing along eroding cliffs above the ocean]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of an Amtrak Pacific Surfliner train passing over eroding cliffs along the Pacific Ocean coastline on August 16, 2024, in Del Mar, California. Rising sea levels and stronger storms have contributed to increased erosion and landslides along the vital coastal rail corridor which runs over 350 miles through Southern California to California's Central Coast.
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                [image: Several people walk along railroad tracks beneath a setting sun.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shiite Muslim pilgrims march with banners toward the shrine city of Karbala ahead of the Arbaeen commemorations that mark the end of the 40-day mourning period for the seventh-century killing of the Prophet Muhammad's grandson Imam Hussein ibn Ali, near the city of Hilla, Iraq, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: An elevated view of a bus driving on a winding road through layered rocky hills]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bus drives through the Qicai Danxia Scenic Area, also known as the Danxia Scenic Spot, at Zhangye National Geopark, in Zhangye, Gansu province, China, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: A train rides on elevated railway tracks among buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A train passes by on Chicago's elevated railway, in Illinois, on August 16, 2024.
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                [image: A small church sits on a slope, tilted at a sharp angle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Greek Orthodox church of Panagia Theotokos, which leans 17 degrees along a slope due to a landslide on April 12, 2012, is seen in the deserted village of Ropoto near Trikala, Greece, on August 16, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists stand in a viewing area, looking out over a rushing waterfall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists watch roaring torrents carrying a large amount of sediment at the Hukou Waterfall on the Yellow River, in Yan'an, Shaanxi province, China, on August 15, 2024.
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                [image: A man sits in a chair atop a boat against the backdrop of fireworks cascading from a nearby bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man sits in a chair on top of a tourist boat to watch fireworks displayed over the Danube River from Margaret Bridge, in Budapest, on August 20, 2024, as part of celebrations marking Hungary's National Day.
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                [image: Two farmers guide a spray hose held aloft by five large balloons, spraying a chemical on rice plants below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers use hydrogen balloons to lift spray pipes aloft to spray gibberellic acid on rice plants at Hongze Lake Farm on August 18, 2024, in Suqian, Jiangsu province, China. Gibberellic acid is used to promote rice growth.
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                [image: Two young children stand beside an enormous inflatable rubber duck.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children stand alongside the "World's Largest Rubber Duck" at Rye Playland Beach in Rye, New York, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: A profile of a sea lion with its head lifted]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sea lion, one among hundreds of sea lions that occupied San Carlos beach in Monterey, California, photographed on August 20, 2024.
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                [image: A waterskier in midair during a jump, with a speedboat in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Alex Paradis of Quebec jumps during the Canadian Waterski Nationals at Safari Lake Waterski Club on August 18, 2024, in Stabane, Ontario, Canada.
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                [image: People in teams of two use long poles to push themselves in a harbor while standing atop large floating clumps of seaweed.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Teams of seaweed racers push their three-ton tied seaweed bundles, known as "Climin," with a long pole during an annual seaweed race at the Cruinniu na mBad ("Gathering of the Boats") regatta in Kinvara, Ireland, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of people lie flat on a muddy expanse, making angel shapes in mud.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants take part in a world-record attempt at making mud angels during the 2024 Mud Olympics on August 17, 2024, near Brunsbuttel, Germany. This the 20th year of the Mud Olympics, and organizers, who say they are getting old, claim that it is the last. The event raises money for local charities.
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                [image: Watched by a crowd of onlookers, a protester uses a pole to hit the shields of many riot police who have clustered together in a defensive stance.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A protester clashes with the police during a rally against controversial changes to election laws that could further enhance the political influence of outgoing President Joko Widodo, at the Parliament building in Jakarta, Indonesia, on August 22, 2024.
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                [image: A health-care worker walks past temporary fencing set up to isolate patients in an mpox treatment center.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A health-care worker walks past an mpox treatment center in Munigi, Democratic Republic of Congo, on August 19, 2024. The DRC will receive the first vaccine doses to address its mpox outbreak next week from the United States, the country's health minister said on Monday, days after the WHO declared mpox outbreaks in Africa a global emergency.
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                [image: People in a Gaza street duck and run as the upper floor of a building explodes during an Israeli air strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Palestinians run from a blast after Israeli forces carry out an air strike in Deir al Balah, Gaza, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: A person leans down over a cluster of small floating candles.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident releases water lanterns to honor ancestors and pray for blessings during the Zhongyuan Festival, or "the Hungry Ghost Festival," on August 18, 2024, in Qionghai, Hainan province, China.
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                [image: A magenta sun sets behind thin clouds, appearing striped.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The sun sets behind thin clouds in Montargis, France, on August 19, 2024.
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                [image: Democratic vice-presidential nominee Tim Walz stands onstage with his wife and two children, all holding their arms in the air.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Democratic vice-presidential nominee Minnesota Governor Tim Walz celebrates with his daughter, Hope Walz; son, Gus Walz; and wife, Gwen Walz, after accepting the Democratic vice-presidential nomination onstage during the third day of the Democratic National Convention, at the United Center, on August 21, 2024, in Chicago, Illinois.
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                [image: An elevated shot of a densely packed crowd of people at a political rally]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Opposition leader Maria Corina Machado waves during a rally to protest official results that declared President Nicolas Maduro the winner of the July presidential election, in Caracas, Venezuela, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: Many people fill a busy street on foot and in rickshaws.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People ride a rickshaw along a street in Old Dhaka, Bangladesh, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: Six children stand side by side, playfully wearing various items on their heads.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Afghan children play outside a scrap shop near a World Food Program distribution center in Kabul, Afghanistan, on August 21, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of starlings roost on five power lines, spaced out fairly evenly.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Starlings roost on electric wires at sunset in the village of Kuyucuk, in the Arpacik district of Kars, Turkey, on August 18, 2024.
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                [image: Several people try to climb a greased pole.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants struggle to reach the top of a greased pole to collect prizes during a "Panjat Pinang" competition to celebrate Indonesia's 79th Independence Day at Ancol, in Jakarta, Indonesia, on August 17, 2024.
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                [image: Children play on a small stone bridge over a stream near grassy, treeless hills.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children play on a small stone bridge over a stream on the broad Taskopru Plateau, in Gumushane, Turkey, on August 22, 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.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/08/photos-of-the-week-hungry-ghosts-seaweed-racers-mud-angels/679585/
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