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        Seven Books That Demystify Human Behavior
        Chelsea Leu

        Other people can be baffling. Even in our closest relationships, loved ones frequently behave in ways that can seem inexplicable. Why can't your friend recognize her self-destructive foibles? Why do you find your co-worker so grating? Partners insist on misinterpreting each other; voters are convinced that their political opponents are irredeemably wrong--and in these disputes, the other side's point of view feels not just incorrect but also completely alien. In short, why are other people like th...

      

      
        The Atlantic announces five staff and contributing writers ahead of health-coverage expansion
        The Atlantic

        As part of a major expansion of its writing and reporting on health and science, The Atlantic is announcing the hire of three new staff writers--Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love--along with two contributing writers for Health, Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar. All will begin with The Atlantic later this month.

Below is the announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:
First, let me welcome Kristen V. Brown as a staff writer. Kristen comes to us from Bloomberg, where she ha...

      

      
        To Play or Not to Play With Your Kid?
        Amanda Ruggeri

        The first time that Megan Roth, an urban planner in Calgary, Canada, Googled independent play, her daughter had just received a number of toys for her second birthday. None engaged her for long. The toddler preferred doing household tasks with her parents: refilling the bird feeder, replacing batteries in the smoke detector. Roth thought it was cute at first, but then she started hearing that her daughter should be able to play without much, if any, adult input. Family members commented on what t...

      

      
        An Article the Likes of Which Nobody Has Ever Seen Before
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Stop me if you've heard this one before. But don't worry--nobody has, ever. Or at least, that's what Donald Trump would say if asked about, well, anything. It's the ex-president's favorite locution."Groceries, food has gone up at levels that nobody's ever seen before. We've never seen anything like it--50, 60, 70 percent," Trump said recently. (This is not true, though if it were, it would be unlike anything seen in America...

      

      
        When the Bitcoin Scammers Came for Me
        Annie Lowrey

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.Earlier this year, an astonishing moneymaking opportunity appeared on my phone. I had somehow been added to a cacophonous group chat populated by scores of high-net-worth investors. For weeks, I watched as they shared photographs of steak dinners and second homes, while also proffering their buy-sell positions, their gains and losses. Keita, a guy with a northern-Florid...

      

      
        The Neck Fans Are Coming
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsAfter successive heat waves across the country this summer, people finally found an unexpected source of relief: the neck fan. Consumer-product geniuses made the latest model look like Beats headphones, and suddenly they were on many hot, hot necks. Why did the neck fan take off? Does it actually cool you down or just make you feel cooler? And what is the neck fan's relationship to climate change?In this episode of Radio ...

      

      
        The Brash New Sound of Hedonism
        Spencer Kornhaber

        The success of "brat summer"--Charli XCX's color-coded rebranding of hedonism whose influence somehow traveled all the way to the presidential campaign--conveyed two lessons about what the masses have yearned for lately. One: People want to have a good time. Two: People want to talk about, think about, and be seen as having a good time ... which does raise the question of whether anyone is truly having a good time.That tension, between authentic pleasure and the performance of pleasure, defines What'...

      

      
        How to Be Manifestly Happier
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Most Americans know the legend of Johnny Appleseed. In school--and via a famous Disney cartoon--we learned that he wandered barefoot through the western territories in America's pioneer days, scattering apple seeds to grow trees in the wilderness that would feed unknown strangers, all while singing hymns of praise and trusting that the Lord would provide for him as well. Behind the legend was a rea...

      

      
        The Democrats' Patriotic Vanguard
        Anne Applebaum

        Under a clear blue sky, on a warm spring day, several dozen Virginians gathered in a suburban backyard near Richmond to plot the future of the Democratic Party. Not that this was what they said they were doing. This was a meeting of the Henrico County Democratic Committee, "dedicated to electing Democrats in Henrico County, the Commonwealth of Virginia, and nationwide," and they had come to rally neighborhood support for Abigail Spanberger, a local girl made good.Spanberger, a member of Congress ...

      

      
        Stores Are Small Now
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The era of the teeny store is upon us. Spend time in some of America's prime shopping destinations, and you may be presented with just a few racks of clothing or a small collection of shoes. You might enjoy a lovely floral display and a comfy spot to sit, but you won't be offered options. If old-school ...

      

      
        It Matters If It's COVID
        Rachel Gutman-Wei

        You might have already guessed this from the coughs and sniffles around you, but a lot of people are sick right now, and a lot of them have COVID. According to the CDC's latest data, levels of SARS-CoV-2 in wastewater are "very high" in every region of the country; national levels have been "very high" for about a month. Test positivity is higher now than it was during the most recent winter surge: Many people who seem like they might have COVID and who are curious or sick enough to get a test th...

      

      
        Trump's Red-Pill Podcast Tour
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.One weirdness of listening to Donald Trump talk for any length of time is that, amid the syllable minestrone, he occasionally says something that is both intelligible and honest.One such moment came during his appearance on the popular podcast hosted by the computer scientist Lex Fridman this week. "To get the word out," Trump said, is important in politics, and television was becoming "a little bit older and maybe less s...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: Winding Up a Powerful Throw
        Alan Taylor

        Emilio Morenatti / APDiego Meneses, of Colombia, competes in the Men's Javelin Throw F34 Final at the Stade de France stadium during the 2024 Paralympics, on September 4, 2024. Meneses won the bronze medal in the event.Previously:September 3: A Dodge and ParrySeptember 2: Tears of GoldSeptember 1: The Hazards of Blind FootballAugust 31: A Para-archer Lines Up a ShotAugust 30: A Long Jumper With Wings

      

      
        How to Know What's Really Propaganda
        Andrea Valdez

        Peter Pomerantsev, a contributor at The Atlantic and author of This Is Not Propaganda: Adventures in the War Against Reality, is an expert on the ways information can be manipulated. For this special episode, Megan talks with Peter about the role of propaganda in America and how to watch out for it.Looking for more great audio from The Atlantic? Check out Autocracy in America, hosted by Peter Pomerantsev and staff writer Anne Applebaum. Subscribe wherever you listen.Listen and subscribe here: App...

      

      
        The Democrat Who's Not That Worried About Trump
        Russell Berman

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.If you've gone to a Democratic campaign rally recently, chances are you've heard a version of the following sentence: This is the most important election of our lifetime.Jared Golden isn't buying it. The third-term House Democrat from Maine thinks America will be just fine if Donald Trump returns to the White House. "No matter who wins the presidency," Golden told me last month at a Dunkin' in his district, "...

      

      
        AI Is Coming for Amateur Novelists. That's Fine.
        Gal Beckerman

        With a name that sounds like something a parent would slowly mouth to their infant, NaNoWriMo is an annual "challenge" in which many thousands of seemingly well-adjusted people decide to write a novel in a month. "Do I need something special to write a novel?" the nonprofit that puts on this exquisite torture reasonably asks on its website. "Nope!"National Novel Writing Month began in 1999 with 21 participants, and now nearly half a million take part every November. The event is also the name of ...

      

      
        Slow Horses and the Dark Psychology of an Unwinnable Game
        Sophie Gilbert

        Everything Slow Horses does is intentional. The Apple TV+ series about the outcasts of British intelligence is almost too taut, structured so compactly around explosions and enemy pursuits and intramural kneecappings that it practically thrums. Amid a TV landscape of saggy dramas and comedies that seem stuck in an existential k-hole, this is the rare show that moves. Which also means that when the fourth season begins with a visual of trussed-up chickens rotating on a spit--identikit bodies raised...

      

      
        The Friendship Paradox
        Olga Khazan

        Americans are afflicted by an "epidemic of loneliness," according to the surgeon general and dozens of researchers. The phrase conjures a nation of friendless hermits who have no one to invite to their birthday parties. But according to a pair of new surveys, American loneliness is more complex than that. The typical American, it seems, texts a bunch of people "we should get together!" before watching TikTok alone on the couch and then passing out. That is, Americans have friends. We just never r...

      

      
        Inside the Dangerous, Secretive World of Extreme Fishing
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Photographs by Peter FisherThe wave comes, throat-high and hungry. The last thing I see before it sweeps me off the rock and into the ocean is a man in a wetsuit leaning his shoulder into a wall of water. When we swam out here around 2 a.m. and hoisted ourselves onto the algae-slick face of a boulder, he had warned me: "If you go in here, it won't be fun." And he was right.I manage to keep hold of my fishing rod, and I'm reeling in lost line and treading water and trying to forget all the stories...

      

      
        Suddenly
        Peter Gizzi

        street light
can do things
other light can'tall that was to be
was what it wasclownish light
nothing morethen suddenly
you find yourself
in something's
abject glorya trill of color
on dirty winter icestreet light
can do what
other light can'tto wander
the soft dark
outside the
circle of lightragged circle
from the street lightit was always
this way heredarkness
like expression
of doubt
spills overwhen excess
thought leads
to starlingsa geometry
taking wingThis poem appears in the October 2024 pri...

      

      
        What Trump Doesn't Understand About the Military
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump has disgraced himself in many areas. But his longevity in public life after expressing open contempt for the men and women of the United States military, and especially those who have been wounded or killed in the service of their country, is an appalling achievement unmatched by any of his...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Dodge and Parry
        Alan Taylor

        Steph Chambers / GettyKinga Drozdz of Team Poland competes against Xufeng Zou of Team China during the Women's Sabre Category A fencing quarterfinals on day six of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at the Grand Palais. In wheelchair fencing matches, competitors are seated in opposing wheelchairs that are fixed to a platform, ensuring close-combat tactics and limiting their ability to dodge attacks. In the sabre and epee categories, hits above the waist are counted.Previously:September 2: Tea...

      

      
        Donald Trump's Incredible 'Transgender Thing'
        Elaine Godfrey

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.During a conversation onstage at a Moms for Liberty event last week, Donald Trump said something that made even me--a seasoned visitor to Trump's theme park of hyperbole--look around in confusion at the people near me in the audience."The transgender thing is incredible," he told the Moms for Liberty co-founder Tiffany Justice. "Think of it; your kid goes to school, and he comes home a few days later with an operation. The ...

      

      
        New releases from Atlantic Editions: <em>On Heroism</em>, by Jeffrey Goldberg, and <em>On the Housing Crisis</em>, by Jerusalem Demsas
        The Atlantic

        Today is the publication date for two new books from Atlantic Editions, an imprint of The Atlantic and the independent publisher Zando: On Heroism: McCain, Milley, Mattis, and the Cowardice of Donald Trump, by Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic and host of Washington Week on PBS; and On the Housing Crisis: Land, Development, Democracy, by Jerusalem Demsas, a staff writer and host of the new Atlantic policy podcast, Good on Paper.Both books are available to buy at local bookstores a...

      

      
        Bipartisan Criminal-Justice Reform Is Still Very Much Alive
        Udi Ofer

        Not that long ago, in the summer of 2020, the moment seemed ripe for meaningful criminal-justice reform in America. Millions of people joined demonstrations denouncing the police killings of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, among others, and to call for racial justice. There was a feeling that real progress was about to be made in tackling the problem of mass incarceration in the United States that began in the 1970s and that disproportionately affects communities of color.Over the four years sin...
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Seven Books That Demystify Human Behavior

Other people can be baffling; these titles attempt to unravel a bit of their mystery.

by Chelsea Leu




Other people can be baffling. Even in our closest relationships, loved ones frequently behave in ways that can seem inexplicable. Why can't your friend recognize her self-destructive foibles? Why do you find your co-worker so grating? Partners insist on misinterpreting each other; voters are convinced that their political opponents are irredeemably wrong--and in these disputes, the other side's point of view feels not just incorrect but also completely alien. In short, why are other people like this?

We can't read people's minds, but we can do the next best thing: read books. A perceptive memoir or work of fiction, for example, can help you see the actions of others anew. A deep dive into the science of the brain can offer fresh ways to understand our fellow humans--as individuals who are influenced by their upbringing, their social networks, and the places they've lived. The selections below lay bare the fundamental mental equipment we all share; they suggest frameworks for appreciating different personalities. The most entrancing literature can even feel like quality time with someone--the kind that allows their idiosyncrasies to become deeply familiar. These books do their part in clearing up the mysteries of human behavior. Reading them may help you make sense of another's actions--and perhaps even your own.








Behave, by Robert M. Sapolsky

What happens in our brain before we perform certain acts--moves as minor yet consequential as pulling a trigger, or as quick and instinctual as touching someone else's arm? In this revelatory, 800-page book, Sapolsky, a neuroscientist and primatologist, dedicates himself to teasing out why we behave the way we do. And the realms he traverses are many: Readers will get a detailed course on how neurons and neurotransmitters work, the effects of stress on cognition, and the ways that fetal exposure to certain hormones can shape the brain. But Sapolsky also zooms out to cover the roles of culture and evolution. His aim is to explore people at "our best and worst," and certain key questions recur throughout the book. How does our brain make moral decisions? How should we interpret our tendencies toward violence, hierarchy, and tribalism? And--a doozy--do we have free will? (In his most recent--and controversial--book, Determined, he argues that we do not.) Sapolsky leads us with a comforting chattiness through the mazes of overlapping scientific debates; his prose is rigorous but surprisingly fun. Reading Behave can feel like paging through an operating manual for our bewildering human machinery: Its insights are useful, eye-opening, and important.

Middlemarch, by George Eliot

Those craving an immersive exploration of the human psyche should look no further than this towering classic novel. Although most readers wouldn't describe Eliot's study of a provincial 19th-century English town as a work of psychology, it dissects the interlocking lives of the residents with an astute eye toward what drives them. The characters in its sprawling cast--among them the ardent, generous Dorothea Brooke and the ambitious doctor Tertius Lydgate--make ill-advised marriages, run up against obstacles to their ambitions, allow their reputations to be besmirched, and fall into debts that they struggle to repay. Much of the novel's drama comes from the mutual incomprehension that arises between individuals (particularly married couples), and Eliot tracks with riveting detail the feelings and thoughts on both sides of a disagreement. Even the briefest flash of emotion on a face or the intonation of a phrase can set off a chain of misunderstandings, and the reader is privy to each character's shortcomings as they form unrealistic expectations and read their own preoccupations into their interlocutors' words. Total understanding of others is impossible, the novel suggests. And yet, thanks to Eliot's keen sensitivity, reading Middlemarch might just enlarge your capacity to imagine other people's state of mind.

Read: Why it's nice to know you








Darkness Visible, by William Styron

At 60, Styron was stricken with an episode of severe depression, one that incapacitated him and brought him to the brink of suicide. In this slim book, he attempts to put words to his experience of a disease that is "so mysteriously painful and elusive," he writes, "as to verge close to being beyond description." We gain an intimate sense of the illness from its beginnings, when Styron found that alcohol--a substance he had been "abusing for forty years"--suddenly triggered nausea and revulsion. His abstention kicked off a malaise that culminated in a determination to kill himself in his Connecticut farmhouse, ending only with his subsequent hospitalization and recovery. Sections about depression's causes and treatment are woven in elegantly among meditations on suicide, an act that, Styron argues, should have "no more reproof attached than to the victims of terminal cancer." The depths of depression are nearly incomprehensible to those who haven't experienced it, yet Styron's rich, precise language allows his readers to grasp his suffering--and gives us a glimpse into the workings of his particular mind.






Connected, by Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler

To truly understand people, don't focus on individuals or groups, the social scientists Christakis and Fowler write. What matter are the connections between people: the branching paths that extend from you and your family, friends, colleagues, and neighbors to, say, Kevin Bacon. The book sketches out the surprising ways that these social networks sway our behavior, moods, and health, and its conclusions can be mind-bending. If your best friend's sister gains weight, for example, you're more likely to gain weight too, they write. Who we know significantly affects whether we smoke, die by suicide, or vote, thanks to our human tendency to copy one another. Happiness and sadness also spread among groups, so that the mood of a person you don't know can sway your own emotions--even though we often imagine that our internal states are under our personal control. "No man or woman is an island," the authors write. Their book makes a convincing case that our tangled relationships determine nearly everything about how our life plays out--and reminds us that we can't be meaningfully understood in isolation.

Read: The complex psychology of why people like things






Milkman, by Anna Burns

Milkman takes place in what appears to be 1970s Northern Ireland during the Troubles--hijackings, car bombs, and "renouncers-of-the-state" form its tumultuous backdrop--and it paints a chillingly sharp portrait of a community consumed by paranoia and violence. When its unnamed narrator appears in public with a menacing figure known only as Milkman, rumors begin to spread that she's his mistress. Never mind the fact that the attentions of Milkman, a high-ranking paramilitary member who seems to follow her everywhere and utters oblique threats, are entirely unwanted. Where she lives, the narrator tells us, "you created a political statement everywhere you went, and with everything you did, even if you didn't want to." To protect herself from the gossip and from Milkman himself, the narrator is forced to become a "carefully constructed nothingness." She adopts a blank expression and confides in no one--an emotional state that mirrors the hollowed-out hopelessness and self-deception of her neighbors. Burns's dense, discursive style captures the narrator's psyche intimately: We feel with her as she wrestles with the fear, suspicion, and longing she hides from the world, and as she observes the corrosion of an entire city under duress.






The Personality Brokers, by Merve Emre

We often speak of "personality types" and take for granted that individuals' inherent qualities can be categorized, predicted, and analyzed. In this intriguing book, Emre traces the development of this idea by recounting the history of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, the world's most popular personality test. Katharine Briggs and Isabel Briggs Myers, a mother-daughter duo, spent much of the 20th century developing their system's dichotomies: introversion and extraversion, feeling and thinking, intuition and sensing, judging and perceiving. Their story is a strange, sprawling narrative marked by religious fervor and a fixation on the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung, and set against the historical rise of postwar white-collar work. Emre's account is shot through with necessary skepticism--the Myers-Briggs system isn't substantiated by scientific research, and its creators were "desperate amateurs" relying mostly on quixotic faith, she writes. At the same time, she articulates why the framework holds such enduring appeal: It provides its adherents with language to parse the murky world of their own and others' personalities, and many use it to arrive at a self-knowledge that can be genuinely liberating. The quest to know ourselves, this book makes clear, is an ongoing one.

Read: I gave myself three months to change my personality






Reclaiming Conversation, by Sherry Turkle

"Face-to-face conversation is the most human--and humanizing--thing we do," the sociologist Turkle writes at the beginning of her incisive 2015 book. Our reliance on digital tools that replace such interactions erodes our ability to engage in deep, open-ended discussions, she argues. Reclaiming Conversation is full of dismaying examples of this diminishment, drawn from countless interviews with teenagers and young adults, teachers, corporate executives, and families. Parents can't tear their eyes away from their phone at family dinners; students have trouble focusing and shy away from substantive dialogue in classrooms; professionals have meetings that barely function as meetings, because every participant is also checking their email. We've replaced talking with texting, emailing, and posting on social media, Turkle points out, in order to sidestep the boredom, embarrassment, and vulnerability that come with real conversation. And yet, those kinds of discomfort beget intimacy--the foundation of understanding other people, and thus of empathy. Turning to those around us, she concludes, is still the best way to comprehend one another. If you want to know why people behave the way they do, the shortest path to the answer is simply to ask them.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/09/understand-people-psychology-book-recommendations/679710/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em> announces five staff and contributing writers ahead of health-coverage expansion

Joining <em>The Atlantic</em> are staff writers Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love; and Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar as contributing writers.


Left to right: Staff writers Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love



As part of a major expansion of its writing and reporting on health and science, The Atlantic is announcing the hire of three new staff writers--Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love--along with two contributing writers for Health, Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar. All will begin with The Atlantic later this month.
 
 Below is the announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

First, let me welcome Kristen V. Brown as a staff writer. Kristen comes to us from Bloomberg, where she has been a leading voice on the subjects of genetics, biohacking, vaccine psychology, and reproductive health, among others. Kristen's distinctive, relentless reporting on major health companies has led her to chart the rise of Hims and the fall of 23andMe. This summer, she launched Misconception, a remarkable podcast series about her own journey through the fertility industry. Kristen is an ambitious and creative reporter, and I'm so glad she's agreed to join us.
 Also joining us as a staff writer is Nicholas Florko. He comes to us from STAT, where he has pioneered a beat on the many ways that business and regulatory decisions affect individual well-being. Nick is a natural Atlantic writer in that he is automatically drawn to topics of great complexity and controversy--supplements, food guidelines, vaping, cannabis, to name a few. Last year, he was a Livingston finalist for a three-part investigation into prisons' refusal to treat hepatitis C. (He also bought raw milk on the black market.) We're very pleased that he is coming to The Atlantic.
 We're also very happy to welcome Shayla Love as a staff writer. Shayla is a regular contributor to Aeon and The Guardian and she was previously a staff writer for Vice. She is a relentless reporter and a brilliant writer on psychology and human behavior. Much of her work probes the mechanics and mysteries of the human brain: See her recent, arresting New Yorker story about a disorder that makes people see monsters, or her Wired piece on collective mental time travel. Shayla's stories are energized by the biggest questions about health today. At The Atlantic, she'll cover the mind, in all its complexity. I'm so glad she's joining us.
 I'm also very pleased to share the news that Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar are joining us as contributing writers. Roxanne is a powerhouse science writer with a talent for pushing past conventional wisdom and finding stories before anyone else. Her COVID coverage was excellent--she wrote the first major news story arguing that the coronavirus was airborne, among many other essential pieces. She's written for us about the virus's worst effects on kids, the COVID-flu double whammy, and a doctor who challenged vaccine orthodoxy, and she will continue to cover the biological sciences for us.
 Rachel writes the types of stories about food and culture that are impossible not to read. She can tell you why Bonne Maman jam is everywhere, why competitive eaters do what they do, and why people drink so early in airports. Rachel has too many good ideas to catalog here, and we can't wait to publish her stories. Originality and humor characterize her work, and her stories about the many strange choices that people make will delight our readers.


Other recent editorial staff to have joined The Atlantic are Shane Harris as a staff writer to cover national security and intelligence; 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2024/09/atlantic-announces-five-writers-health-coverage/679708/?utm_source=feed
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To Play or Not to Play With Your Kid?

It shouldn't be this hard to decide.

by Amanda Ruggeri




The first time that Megan Roth, an urban planner in Calgary, Canada, Googled independent play, her daughter had just received a number of toys for her second birthday. None engaged her for long. The toddler preferred doing household tasks with her parents: refilling the bird feeder, replacing batteries in the smoke detector. Roth thought it was cute at first, but then she started hearing that her daughter should be able to play without much, if any, adult input. Family members commented on what they saw as her daughter's short attention span. In parenting forums and on social-media accounts, tips for encouraging solitary play were as abundant as beads in a craft kit. "It caused me a lot of worry," Roth told me, "and anxiety that I had ruined her somehow."

The phrase independent play, popularized by the parenting educator Janet Lansbury, was almost unheard-of 15 years ago. Today, it is Googled more often than baby-led weaning or free-range parenting. Toy brands such as Lovevery, Melissa & Doug, and Hape market their products' ability to encourage children's autonomy. And then there's social media. The parenting influencer Jerrica Sannes, for instance, has written that to ensure children's cognitive and psychological development, parents "have to set aside a minimum of 5 hours per day for independent, unstructured, adult-free, sensory-rich, risky, creative PLAY particularly throughout the early stages of brain development," and that playing with young children "actually often undermines" connection.

For some parents, the idea that it's good for children to play on their own can offer relief: How reassuring to hear that, far from being neglectful because we don't love playing princesses, we might be better off refraining. Yet for other parents, the advice has become just one more thing to fret about; they wonder if they're playing with their children too much. Veronica Lopes, a mother in Toronto, told me that she recently created a "parking lot" made of tape and cardboard rolls for her 2-year-old. They used it to play cars together. But "I've started to doubt myself," she said. "The more I'm hearing people talk about this, the more I'm like ... Am I not doing this right?"

Read: Why don't we teach people how to parent?

You can hear this concern echoed on a podcast hosted by Lansbury. In one episode, she problem-solves for a mom whose 14-week-old infant will lie on the floor to play alone for only "20 minutes, tops," before crying. In another, a mother says that although her eight-month-old is happy to play independently for "long periods," he loses it when she leaves the room. "Is he developmentally ready to be left alone for a little bit? Absolutely," Lansbury responds. "It's much easier for him and for us to get comfortable with this the earlier we start."

Over the past few years, while reporting on parenting issues, I've spoken with dozens of child psychologists and researchers who have left me with the impression that few aspects of parenting are black-and-white except, perhaps, for one: Responding to children in a way that is sensitive, prompt, and attuned to their stage of development is crucial to raising healthy, happy children. So look at the recent discourse on independent play and it's easy to see why some parents are confused. For one, it seems full of contradictions: Independent play means without parents, but also with parents; it's natural, but it has to be taught from an early age; we should trust children's instincts in play, but not when their instincts lead them to seek our involvement. In an interview, Sannes told me, "When I say 'independent play,' what I mean is unstructured, free play ... It's really just letting go of control of children's time." I also spoke with Lansbury, who said that encouraging independent play is never about "forcing" a behavior. "Nothing I teach is about 'getting' a child to do anything," she said. "It's about getting ourselves out of the way." (After our conversation, she emphasized this point in a new blog post on independent-play "myths." No.1, she wrote: "Independent play means leaving children alone.")

Yet some parents seem to be absorbing the message--especially from social media, the great flattener of nuanced communications--that in playing with their kids, they might be doing them a disservice, and that all children, regardless of age, temperament, or ability, should be capable of initiating and sustaining play for long periods. I asked Roberta Golinkoff, a developmental psychologist and the founder of the Child's Play, Learning, and Development Lab at the University of Delaware, if she has come across any research supporting such interpretations. "I've been in this business a long time," she said--50 years. "I have not seen anything about that." The developmental psychologist Catherine Tamis-LeMonda, who leads NYU's Play and Language Lab, also put it to me bluntly: "It's entirely wrong, according to science."

The scientific literature rarely refers to "independent play." Studies instead focus on "unstructured" or "free" play, which is child-led with no predetermined goal--and has been shown to have numerous benefits. Studies have found, for example, that children who participate in more unstructured play are likely to have better emotional self-regulation, executive functioning, and academic performance later in life.

Notably, free play doesn't mean that adults have to remain uninvolved. (One study co-authored by Golinkoff listed participating in "Mommy & Me classes"--presumably with Mommy--as "free, unstructured play.") In fact, research has shown that the younger the child, the more support they need. Sandra Russ, a clinical child psychologist at Case Western Reserve University, told me this was especially true of pretend play. "Many young kids need a little help," she said. "Scaffolding is important." Russ has found that if a parent "models" a bit--pretending a red Lego is a fire engine, say--the child is more likely to pursue the play and pretend on their own. Older neurodivergent children can also need scaffolding, she said. "They have trouble making up a story. They have trouble seeing that a Lego can be many different things."

Read: The one big thing you can do for your kids

And an abundance of research indicates that children benefit from playing with their parents. One review of multiple studies suggested that when fathers play with their kids, the children can develop better cognitive, social, and emotional skills. Parents acting playfully has been linked with various advantages, such as improved emotion regulation, in their children. And a 2018 report from the American Academy of Pediatrics noted that parent-child play can help reduce "toxic stress" to "levels that are more compatible with coping and resilience."

Play with an adult also seems to keep children, including babies, more engaged. One study compared the attention spans of 12-month-olds when they played alone versus with a parent and found that many of the babies looked at objects longer, and were more attentive, when playing with a parent. Children also tend to be happier playing on their own if an adult plays with them first, Tamis-LeMonda told me. "Thinking that By participating, my child will be less inclined to be independent is wrong," she said.

What's more, researchers have found risks when adults don't actively engage with children who are trying to connect. The University of Calgary child psychologist Sheri Madigan conducted a meta-analysis this year adding to a mountain of research suggesting that responding quickly and appropriately to young children's "signals of need and/or interest" has long-term benefits. It's fine to put a happy baby down to play, Madigan told me. But "when that child is ever distressed, you want to be in that space with them immediately"--and respond in a way that they understand. For a preverbal child, that usually means picking them up.

I asked Madigan about advice I'd heard Lansbury give on her podcast about not "saving" a crying baby right away: ("Immediately respond, but verbally," Lansbury says. Otherwise "the baby gets the message ... that they needed to be rescued.") Madigan told me that this "may foster independent play, but it won't foster a secure-attachment relationship"--the kind in which children believe that their caregiver will be there to keep them safe, and which has been shown to correlate with positive developmental outcomes, including better mental health. She added that she has found that insecurely attached children may seem to excel at playing autonomously but can display high cortisol levels, indicating stress. "They're engaging in independent play," she said, "but biologically, they're struggling."

One proponent of kids having more adult-free playtime is the anthropologist David Lancy, whose book Learning Without Lessons: Pedagogy in Indigenous Communities examines how children learn and play in small, preindustrial societies. Lancy told me that in the cultures he has studied, it's seen as strange, even laughable, for adults to play with children. But his findings come with a caveat: Although hunter-gatherer societies rarely feature adult-child play, this doesn't mean that children are left to play alone, or that anyone wants them to. In close-knit communities, the child still plays in multiage groups; the ideal is for them to seek out play with peers and other caregivers, such as older siblings. "There is solo play," Lancy said. "But it's not desirable."

The challenge in societies built around the nuclear family, as in the United States, is that children might have fewer playmates close to home--turning parents into a default. But in the U.S., there's little evidence to show that parents spend too much time playing with their kids. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, parents play with their children ages 6 and younger an average of 37 minutes a day. And the play-based approach taken by many day cares and preschools, combined with those centers' high child-to-caregiver ratios, means that young children being cared for outside the home are probably already learning to entertain themselves some of the time.

Researchers note, too, that children play when we don't realize it. Banging a spoon during lunch? Play. Mouthing a shoe? Play. Helping to replace batteries? Also play. "They will explore and discover on their own those times you're not there," Tamis-LeMonda said. "And they'll explore and discover when you are there. Participating does not mean your child will now not discover."

Few experts would argue that children shouldn't get more time for autonomous play, especially outdoors. But as Lancy and others have noted, the diminishment of this kind of play often stems from external factors: crime, street traffic, increasing schoolwork. If we want children to play more without adult involvement, we might be better off focusing on goals such as preserving urban green space, reducing homework, and protecting recess--all of which play researchers tend to advocate for.

Read: What adults lost when kids stopped playing in the street

The anxiety among parents over how to best "teach" independent play points to another problem. It suggests a belief--despite what we know about how genetic, environmental, socioeconomic, and other factors can shape behavior--that our children's personalities are as pliable as Play-Doh, and that any lumpy bits are indications that we have only ourselves, the sculptors, to blame. The fact that adults' quest for perfectionism seeps into play, which every person I spoke with agreed should be the easy, joyful part of parenting, feels particularly sad. "Moms," Golinkoff said, "have enough to worry about."

In one of her blog posts on fostering independent play, Lansbury used the example of a baby rolling a ball. "Don't roll the ball back," she advised. Instead, "just quietly watch, or offer a simple reflection like, 'you pushed that ball and it rolled away.'" Reading it, I was reminded of one of my most savored memories from my daughter's infancy: the time she first tossed a ball to me. I've always been semi-allergic to games of catch. But I didn't hesitate before throwing the ball back. For 10 minutes, we continued, her peals of laughter piercing every round. I'm glad I didn't tarnish the moment by questioning my instinct. I'm grateful I threw the ball.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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An Article the Likes of Which Nobody Has Ever Seen Before

Not one soul

by David A. Graham




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


Stop me if you've heard this one before. But don't worry--nobody has, ever. Or at least, that's what Donald Trump would say if asked about, well, anything. It's the ex-president's favorite locution.

"Groceries, food has gone up at levels that nobody's ever seen before. We've never seen anything like it--50, 60, 70 percent," Trump said recently. (This is not true, though if it were, it would be unlike anything seen in American history.)

He used the same phrase to speak about law and order last month: "We're here today to talk about how we are going to stop the Kamala crime wave that is going on at levels that nobody has ever seen before." (The country is not even at its most violent point in Trump's life, much less ever.)

Or sometimes he uses it more generally: "Our country cannot stand another four years of what we've been through. Our country has been through a trauma, the likes of which we've never seen before." (Not for the first time, he seems to have forgotten about the Civil War.)

Once you start looking for the phrase in Trump's speeches and remarks, it's everywhere. "You know what [Election Day]'s going to be called?" he told a religious group this spring. "Christian visibility day, when Christians turn out in numbers that nobody has ever seen before." He uses a similar idiom--the exact wording does vary at times--to describe the economy as it was during his presidency ("We had the greatest economy in the history of the world. We had never done anything like it"), and as he says it will be: "We're going to drill, baby, drill. We're going to close our borders. We're going to do things like nobody has ever seen before. And we're going to make our nation's economy be the best ever in the world."

David A. Graham: Six degrees of Trump and bacon

Unlike some of Trump's signature tics--"bigly," "many people are saying," "like a dog"--this one may not immediately come off as distinctive. But when I ran nobody has ever seen before through the ProQuest database, I found that about two-thirds of the roughly 1,500 occurrences were Trump's. Among the ones that weren't, most were literal, sometimes even accurate, instances: archival photos of the Monkees, new paleontological finds, Steph Curry statistical anomalies.

The use and abuse of the phrase illuminates Trump's salesman instincts. The case is not only that Trump speaks in hyperbole, though he does. He also strives for novelty, telling people that whatever thing he's hawking is entirely new to the human experience. This comes naturally, because he sees the world in absolutes and demonstrates very little interest in learning, so he may not actually know much about relevant comparisons. In one especially notable example, Trump seemed to learn about the basics of the Constitution at the same time that he misrepresented them. "Nobody ever mentions Article II," he said in 2019. "It gives me all those rights at a level that nobody has ever seen before."

This is part of the formula that has worked so well for Trump; he knows a good sales technique, accuracy be damned. It demands attention--this thing is totally new--and, in a way, that novelty actually affords credibility. Trump's political identity revolves around a willingness to say what other politicians won't, and the exaggerated claims reinforce his image, as he's the only one willing to say such preposterous things.

More traditional politicians tend to seek credibility by appealing to expertise or precedent. For example, here's Kamala Harris at a rally this week: "He wants to impose what, in effect, would be a national sales tax. I call it the 'Trump national sales tax' on everyday products and basic necessities that would cost a typical American family--the economists have said this--almost $4,000 a year." That's a discrete number, and a vague but concrete source: "the economists." That also makes it fact-checkable; PolitiFact calls it "half true" for choosing the most extreme estimates and oversimplifying. By contrast, here's a typical Trump stump claim: "This is a movement the likes of which they've never seen before, maybe anywhere, but certainly in this country." Fact-checking this is not only impossible; it's beside the point.

One reason some of the things Trump talks about have never been seen before is that they're bad ideas. Novelty--when that's even the case--doesn't necessarily mean quality. Other times the claims are simply nonsense, and they force Trump to one-up not only history but himself. "Many people are now saying that this is the worst storm/hurricane they have ever seen," Trump tweeted in August 2017. Two weeks later, amid another storm, he wrote, "Many people are now saying that this is the worst storm/hurricane they have ever seen." At some point, the listener becomes numb.

Helen Lewis: Trump's red-pill podcast tour

Similarly desensitizing are the wild-eyed predictions. "If anyone but me takes over in 2020 (I know the competition very well), there will be a Market Crash the likes of which has not been seen before! KEEP AMERICA GREAT," he posted in 2019. By the following fall, he'd escalated the threat: "Joe Biden and the radical, socialist Democrats would immediately collapse the economy. If they got in, they would collapse it. You'll have a crash the likes of which you've never seen before." He lost the election, but none of that has happened (so far).

The failure of these hair-on-fire forecasts has naturally not chastened Trump. In February, at the Conservative Political Action Conference, he warned of new catastrophic consequences if he didn't win in 2024. "They'll soon have us losing World War III," he said. "We won't even be in World War III; we'll be losing World War III with weapons the likes of which nobody has ever seen before." If he wins, however, "we're going to bring this into a golden age like never seen before." Don't count on seeing it then, either.
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When the Bitcoin Scammers Came for Me

Lonely Americans are thirsty for companionship and hungry for money.

by Annie Lowrey




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

Earlier this year, an astonishing moneymaking opportunity appeared on my phone. I had somehow been added to a cacophonous group chat populated by scores of high-net-worth investors. For weeks, I watched as they shared photographs of steak dinners and second homes, while also proffering their buy-sell positions, their gains and losses. Keita, a guy with a northern-Florida number, complained about having to hire laborers to clean up his garden. Anthony of New York posted while reading his kids a bedtime story. Jefferson Ogwa talked about smart trades.

The smartest trades of all came from a guy named Mike Wilson, who, along with his assistant at Morgan Stanley, put order recommendations into the chat. When he did, folks would flood the group with screenshots of their Wilson-directed wins and occasionally post their Wilson-advised losses. Wilson's assistant would aid people in making their trades, encouraging them to hold steady through the inevitable market fluctuations. "Start-up capital is relatively low for those interested in participating," she wrote. "Stay tuned."

I stayed tuned. Having not made any trades--as a reporter, I do not actively invest in anything--I nevertheless chimed in: "Can't wait for the markets to open Monday." At that point, I got added to other trading groups and my phone started to ping with texts on iMessage and WhatsApp. "This is Marie, do you have time to talk today?" "Are you interested?" From there, escalation, gentle, slow. Would I like to chat? What were my investment goals? How was my week going? Looking forward to anything?

I was enmeshed in a textbook pig-butchering scam--the hallmark of which, its horrifying name aside, is a certain relaxed charm. No rush. No blunt ask for cash. Just a lot of engaging and unthreatening messages leading, inexorably, to an attempt to get me to start trading bitcoin on a dedicated platform or to send it to an anonymous address.

This was obvious to me from the outset. I had been added at random (?) to a Morgan Stanley-affiliated (?), WhatsApp-based (?) investing group, filled with hundreds of people posting in starchy English about eating "salmon fruit salad" (?) and "spaghetti and mashed potatoes" (you know what, sure) while trading bitcoin (come on!). The precision of everyone's punctuation, the Juche-style encomiums to Mike Wilson's greatness, the boasting about steady gains made from the world's most notoriously volatile asset--it was all too weird.

Read: Is crypto dead?

But I can easily imagine how someone who does not know much about bitcoin or fraud schemes might fall for it. So much time was invested in making me feel comfortable, part of a special community. I found myself looking forward, sincerely, to reading the group chat in the evening: Jason Dunlavey yammering on about his Nepalese knives, Jody Mierop having brunch at Sarabeth's. "Going to sleep and hoping to wake up feeling refreshed," Lopez said. "I already imagined myself hiding under the covers and everything was nice and warm," Kevin Davis added. "Sleep tight and don't let the bedbugs bite!" Ahmet Kayci chimed in. Thank you, internet stranger!

Plus, the scam had some plausibility to it. Mike Wilson really is an investor. A famous investor. He's the chief investment officer of Morgan Stanley. His assistant's name in the group chat is the name of a real Morgan Stanley employee, easily found on LinkedIn, though the person's actual job is in internal operations. A Morgan Stanley spokesperson confirmed that neither was texting me: Morgan Stanley does not offer direct bitcoin trading and does not advise clients via WhatsApp.

In addition to the real and realish people who seemed to be participating, the bitcoin prices posted in the group chat were up-to-date, and the order forms looked convincingly professional. For weeks, nobody asked me for anything. It was difficult at times to tell what anyone wanted, let alone how they were going to get it.

Still, I was being fattened like a pig for slaughter, as millions of Americans have been. The FBI reports that cyber-investment scams cost Americans $4.6 billion in 2023, up 38 percent from the year before and 1,700 percent over the previous five years. That's more than ransomware scams, fake tech-support swindles, web extortion schemes, phishing attacks, malware breaches, and nonpayment and nondelivery frauds combined. And it is an undercount, given that it includes only complaints made to law enforcement; most folks don't bother making a police report in an attempt to get their bitcoin back, knowing it is hopeless. John M. Griffin and Kevin Mei of the University of Texas at Austin, recently estimated that crypto scammers engaged in pig butchering have taken in $75 billion since the beginning of 2020. 

The problem has gotten so bad that the Federal Trade Commission earlier this year put out a bulletin titled, bluntly, "What to Do if Your Online Love Interest Offers to Teach You How to Invest Your Money." How did we end up here? Gradually then suddenly, just like going bankrupt or falling in love. A confluence of financial and technological factors have made the explosion in pig-butchering possible. The question now is what authorities can do to protect the curious, lonely American public, thirsty for companionship and hungry for money.

Read: How crypto disappeared into thin air

The rise of dating apps, social-media platforms, and instant-messaging services is one central change. Fraudsters appear as young women to entice bored older men, as coeds to rizz up coeds, and as upstanding professionals to woo upstanding professionals. They mold their messages for their recipients, whether that involves getting cute on Bumble or talking about work-life balance on LinkedIn.

None of this is new; romance scams have been going on in some form or another since time immemorial. But sophisticated criminals have made them more convincing: slowing down the burn; offering to help folks invest, rather than asking them for cash outright. And social media has given them absurd scale and reach.

The single biggest factor behind the rise of the pig-butchering scam is the rise of crypto, the $2 trillion speculative-asset class and its associated money-transfer infrastructure. Bitcoin and similar cryptocurrencies are not exactly untraceable and anonymous. But the crypto markets are scantly regulated; many firms either operate overseas or flout the constraints of domestic law. Don't take it from me. Take it from the chief compliance officer of the mega-exchange Binance, as quoted by litigators at the Securities and Exchange Commission: "We are operating as a fking unlicensed securities exchange in the USA bro." Once purchased, cryptocurrencies can be sent to anyone, anywhere, and are usually impossible to recover.

"You could go into Wells Fargo and say, 'Hey, I need to send $200,000 to this bank account,'" Griffin told me. "Wells Fargo would run the transaction through its anti-money-laundering procedures. If it were a bank account in Thailand or Myanmar, that would probably throw up some flags for some suspicious activity. They might block that wire or ask you a lot of questions." Yet moving money from Wells Fargo to Coinbase to buy bitcoin would not raise such alarms. And at that point, Griffin said, "you're just one transaction away from losing your funds."

You might assume that the person talking you out of your funds is some Malta-based hacker or terrifying, bitcoin-obsessed teen. In fact, the person is likely a victim themselves. I had no way of tracing the source of the scheme targeting me. But the United Nations has warned that many of these pig-butchers are forced into the practice by gangs. They are kidnapped and held in labor camps in Southeast Asia.

Since the onset of the pandemic, criminal groups have been placing false job advertisements on chat apps and elsewhere, luring in multilingual, computer-literate workers, and then ordering them to seduce and swindle foreigners, text by text. "Hundreds of thousands of people from across the region and beyond have been forcibly engaged in online criminality," a report by the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights has found.

The investigative reporter Zeke Faux described this development in his book on crypto, Number Go Up. After letting himself get scammed out of $100 in Tether, a stablecoin, Faux traced the flow of cash from such schemes to digital sweatshops in Cambodia and Vietnam. There, trafficked people describe "abuses that were worse than I could have imagined," he writes. "Workers who didn't meet quotas for scamming were assaulted, starved, made to hit each other, or sold from one compound to another. One said he'd seen people forcibly injected with methamphetamine to increase their productivity. And several said that they'd seen workers murdered, with the deaths passed off as suicides."

The pig butchering has to stop, for the millions of victims being swindled and for the hundreds of thousands of victims being coerced into swindling them. Crypto companies must be made to act like other financial companies, complying with basic know-your-customer regulatory rules and collecting tax data for the authorities. Treating the problem as one of large-scale money laundering, not as many person-to-person schemes, might be the best way to protect consumers.

In the meantime, publicizing these thieves' sweet, slow, chatty methods should help, if only on the margin. Texts from today's Mike Wilsons are much more believable than "Dear Sir/Madam" emails from Nigerian princes of yore. They're much more entertaining too. Nobody should be fooled. If you really want to invest in bitcoin, you're better off doing it alone.
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The Neck Fans Are Coming

Wearable tech doesn't have to be expensive to be revolutionary.

by Hanna Rosin




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

After successive heat waves across the country this summer, people finally found an unexpected source of relief: the neck fan. Consumer-product geniuses made the latest model look like Beats headphones, and suddenly they were on many hot, hot necks. Why did the neck fan take off? Does it actually cool you down or just make you feel cooler? And what is the neck fan's relationship to climate change?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Saahil Desai, who notices new and interesting things at the intersection of technology and consumer culture. Desai brings his own beloved neck fan to the studio and answers the question: Of all wearable technology, why did this one manage to break through social norms? And what does this mean for the future of an industry that has promised a lot of innovation but struggled to introduce genuinely new wearables into people's daily lives?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Newscaster: The last seven years are the hottest seven years ever recorded.

Newscaster: Breaking even more heat records this week, the National Weather Service says this summer is the hottest in history.

Newscaster: Many cities are on track to experience their hottest summer on record.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: The summer of 2024 broke heat records all around the world, just like the summer of 2023 and the summer of 2022. But don't worry--the clever consumer-goods industry has thought up a solution. Instead of telling you what it is, I'll let you hear it.

Saahil Desai: Can you hear it?

Rosin: Wait, that's the neck fan? It sounds freaking insane.

[Fan noise]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin, and this is Radio Atlantic. And this week: the neck fan, an odd bit of wearable tech designed for our warming planet. Senior editor Saahil Desai often writes about the intersection of technology and consumer culture.

And after reporting on neck fans, he brought his own into the studio for me to hear.

Desai: It's like if you put a battery inside a mosquito, and we're wearing it a centimeter away from your ear is how it feels. It's just a constant buzzing.

Rosin: But how is that soothing? Like, how does that not override the fact that you're a little bit cooler, that noise?

Desai: I don't know. I'm someone who sleeps with a with white-noise machine and hated it for, like, the first two days, and now I just cannot sleep without a white-noise machine on at night. So I just feel like you get used to it and it's kind of nice.

Rosin: I don't think I can concentrate until you turn that thing off. (Laughs.)

[Music]

Rosin: Sales of neck fans have boomed over the last year. At the Paris Olympics, organizers wanted an air-conditioning-free Olympic Village, but a summer heat wave in France meant that you would often see neck fans on athletes and their families, most notably Simone Biles's parents. Neck fans are a wearable technology that people seem to be actually wearing, unlike, say, VR goggles.

Desai: What has been interesting to me is what it means for the future of wearable technology writ large and whether it positions itself as somewhat of an inflection point.

Obviously, you don't walk around and see tons of people wearing their Apple Vision Pro goggles or any other VR goggle all the time, even though, you know, Facebook quite literally changed its name to Meta to signal the significance of this future that maybe all of us would be doing this. But you do walk around and you see people wearing neck fans. So I think these cooling gadgets are sort of the near future of wearable technology.

So many people already have AirPods and Apple Watches, and now the next step are these cheap gadgets to help us cool down as summers keep getting hotter.

Rosin: Next step because they aren't a copy. People have always worn headphones and watches. An Apple Watch is just basically a high-tech watch. But what's harder is creating something new. There is no precedent for wearing a fan around your neck, no set social norm. And with things heating up, it may be the first truly new kind of wearable to catch on.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so confession: I've never worn one. So let's just slow this down: What is it, and what does it do?

Desai: So you wear it around your neck. It's sort of, I would say, a mix of, like, Beats over-ear headphones and a travel neck pillow. So you wear it around your neck, and it just, like, spurts air into your neck and face a little bit. And so what's obviously great about that is that you just turn it on and just leave it there. You don't have to hold anything. It looks absolutely ridiculous, but it's very hands off. You don't have to do anything. And so I think that is what has made it just so popular.

Rosin: What does it claim to do? Like on the box, what does a neck fan say it's going to do for your life?

Desai: Some of the branding around neck fans is so extreme that it's ridiculous and amazing. I saw so many claims of, like, personal air conditioners and ridiculous graphics of neck fans covered in ice, as if you could just put on this gadget in, like, 120-degree weather in Phoenix or whatever and do whatever you want. Obviously, it's not that. It's just a fan around your neck. It's nothing like an air conditioner.

Rosin: Okay, we're going to have to talk about all the ways in which this spread, because I do feel like the neck fan is everywhere. I'm going to tell you my brief history of the neck fan.

So, a couple of years ago, I began to see it here and there. Like, I may have read something in The Cut about the neck fan, but it was a cheesy-looking thing. It was like a little string. And then my son, who's always hot--I got him a neck fan, but it was truly a piece of junk and, you know, it was here and there but not a lot. And then all of a sudden, this summer, came those neck fans that look like Beats, you know? Like, they have kind of a fashion presence.

But I still don't know, though, if it's a piece of junk or if it's something. Like, I can't tell if this is the first good piece of wearable technology that has been invented, and now we have crossed the line, or if it's just literally junk and I'll never see one again.

Desai: I think it's sort of like Schrodinger's gadget, where it's a little bit of both. It's definitely junk in a lot of ways. I mean, in the simplest sense, it's junk in the sense that a lot of necks fans are extremely cheap and likely shoddily made.

I think I probably got, you know, all things considered, one of the better neck fans. It was like $28 dollars on Amazon. But you can find neck fans on sites such as Temu for $10 or $12. It's definitely indicative of just how all these products are pretty cheaply made. But I think that the product is also--it's both junk but also good junk, if that makes sense.

Like, I was pretty skeptical of this neck fan. But also, it's really just nice to wear one. I think the fact that they are so pervasive is a sign of that--that even if these products are not the Rolls Royce of gadgets, they're still nice to have around. I mean, the neck fan is definitely sort of part of this way in which gadgets have just become cheaper.

Rosin: And why? Like, what are the things that led to gadgets being everywhere and cheaper?

Desai: In large part, it is because of just dramatic declines in the cost of lithium-ion batteries, right? Like, the cost of these batteries have decreased something like 97 percent in the last three decades.

They're the same batteries that power electric cars. You know, that's what enables Teslas to happen. But in a sense, like, every gadget is now a lot like an EV because these lithium-ion rechargeable batteries can also be really small and powerful in a gadget like a neck fan. And so that's enabled, you know, e-scooters that you see on the streets, perhaps, but also hyper-cheap products like the neck fan.

[Music]

Desai: As we've been discussing, it's potentially the future of wearable technology, but it just encapsulates so much of what's going on in e-commerce right now, where all these gadgets that have gotten cheaper and there's just so much variety of things you can buy, and the neck fan sort of rises above that because it's precisely engineered for a moment of hot weather. It also is junk but also effective.

So it just seems, like, almost made in a petri dish to take off in a moment like this one.

Rosin: After the break: the science of the neck fan. The trend is real, but are the devices themselves actually keeping us cool? That's in a moment.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, Saahil. So neck fans did this interesting thing, which is: successfully create a new social norm for a thing you wear on your body. Is that the factor? Like, is social acceptability the most important factor that makes a gadget ubiquitous like this one?

Desai: Yes and no. I mean, I think, to some degree, a lot of this is mediated by social media and algorithms, right? There have been a lot of videos on social media, and TikTok in particular, of people wearing neck fans, which then might send them to, like, TikTok Shop, where they can buy a really cheap neck fan.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Desai: But also, a lot of this is what's seen as cool but also what's seen as effective. I think that there are a lot of gadgets that go viral for a minute, but then people spend the $12 on them and then realize that they are literally functionally junk.

Rosin: Uh-huh.

Desai: Whereas the neck fan is junk, in a sense, as we were talking about earlier. But also, it's effective to some degree. You can wear one and immediately see the purpose.

Rosin: So you think it's effectiveness. Interesting.

Desai: I think it's effective in a sense, right? You'll be shocked to hear that the companies selling these gadgets on Amazon aren't exactly linking to peer-reviewed research about the efficacy of neck fans.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right. Right.

Desai: But I asked a researcher who has studied how cooling the neck affects heat regulation in the body what he thinks of these products.

And I was actually really interested in his answer because it's not straightforward, right? What he was saying is that cooling the neck, sort of as a neck fan would do, has a really big effect on how we feel in terms of the coolness that we feel but actually not all that much in terms of regulating your overall body temperature.

So what that means is: For someone like me--you know, I live in New York, where it gets hot in the summer but not, like, deathly hot--wearing a neck fan around definitely would make me feel cooler. But it could be a problem for someone who might want to use a neck fan to work outside in 110-degree weather for eight hours. A neck fan is not going to dramatically make someone safe in extreme heat. It could even backfire and give someone the sensation of feeling cooler without actually being cooler.

Rosin: Got it. So being cooler would require your core body temperature to cool. Like, you would have to measure the temperature.

Desai: Yeah, exactly.

Rosin: That's interesting. But feeling cooler has a little bit of a positive effect because it's nice, or it actually does have a positive health effect?

Desai: A little bit of both. Basically, if you're outside in, let's say, 90-degree weather, presuming you're a healthy adult and are not highly susceptible to heat, being in that weather is not going to be a health concern for you, so feeling cooler can be a good thing.

I don't think that wearing this neck fan has dramatically staved off any effects of the heat for me. But it's just felt better in the way that, you know, wearing a hat and sunglasses helps you experience the heat in a better way.

Rosin: Got it. Like, if you're walking around Brooklyn or walking around wherever you live with your neck fan, you're feeling a little bit cooler, you have a little bit more energy, and you don't have to lift heavy objects or do heavy manual labor, then fine.

Desai: Yeah, exactly.

Rosin: Let's go just completely apocalyptic--like, worst-case scenario about what the neck fan represents in our culture--which is that you create your own microclimate, and it allows you to be marginally more comfortable.

And actually what you're doing is contributing to the pile of cheap crap in the world, which actually exacerbates our climate problems, and so it's us buying into a massive delusion. What do you think about that?

Desai: I think "massive delusion" is exactly the right way to put it.

Rosin: (Laughs.) I thought you were going to say it's strong. I thought you were going to go--

Desai: No, no, no. I mean, like, look: I'm literally wearing a neck fan right now. I think that this has some value. But to think about this gadget in terms of cooling technology more broadly and especially air conditioning--the advent and rollout of air conditioning, I think, has had way bigger of an impact on American life and global life than I think a lot of people actually realize, right?

So many of us just go from air-conditioned homes to air-conditioned cars to air-conditioned offices, right? It's just a string of AC. And I think there's actually a lot of really interesting political-science research on how the advent of AC literally abetted the boom across the Sunbelt that has, like, dramatically shaped American politics. Like, this one technology has both changed our country and just let us sort of live through this lie where we can just always be air conditioned.

And I think that the neck fan is a next step in that, where it's like, for those few moments when you still have to be outside, you can just put on a little gadget and, you know, have your own little AC.

Rosin: Got it. So in the mass shift that air conditioning has wrought, the neck fan just fills in the tiny holes.

Desai: And, of course, I don't think that AC is a bad thing, to be clear. I think AC is one of the greatest inventions of all time, but it's also sort of abetted this way of thinking, where we can just always AC our way out of hot weather, when of course that's not true.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So we are furthering the illusion that we control the climate and that there is nothing that's gonna hurt us, because we can constantly manage any of the negative consequences of climate change.

Desai: Yeah, that the solution to heat is always just one more gadget away.

Rosin: Right. When actually what we're doing is exacerbating the problem by continuously buying gadgets.

Desai: I think that's exactly right. I mean, like, the energy effects of AC are extreme, and I don't think the neck fan is quite like that, of course. But it's all part of this way that these gadgets--to use the term that we've been using a lot, junk--all of them just end up in landfills with batteries that are quite destructive for the environment.

They're full of all these minerals that have been mined--cobalt, nickel. They just pretty quickly end up in the trash because they either break or people decide they don't need them or, you know, you lose your charger, which is a huge problem in this era of rechargeable gadgets. In the same way that fast fashion is all about mindless consumption without thinking of the consequences of that, I think the neck fan is like the $4 H&M T-shirt of gadgets.

Rosin: Wow, you're really selling it here. Have you flung yours across the studio? I hate you, neck fan.

Desai: No, but I think this is actually helpful. It's like, I feel really conflicted about this in a way that I waffle back and forth on it a lot of ways, where I do think that it is junk--it is not the answer--but also kind of is great, too.

Maybe a better way of saying that is, like, I feel like sometimes I'm the New York Times election needle when it comes to neck fans, where I bounce back between how I feel about it.

Rosin: It's like 48 percent, 49 percent.

Desai: Yeah. Exactly.

Rosin: I mean, you're not alone. Like, that's basically the way everyone feels about an H&M T shirt. So it's not an unfamiliar feeling. You're like, Well, it's cheap. It's really nice. But I feel really bad. It's a common sentiment.

The future that neck fans are pointing to: Have we turned the corner, and now wearable technology is with us and cool? Cool--both cools.

Desai: I don't think we've necessarily turned the corner on wearable technology, but I think that the future of wearables seems more certain for these cooling gadgets, like the neck fan, than it does for something like the Vision Pro, where there's all this hype around wearing these goggles all the time--and actually, maybe that still might make sense in a really hot world where you can't go outside as often as you'd like, so you wear your Vision Pro, and you pretend that you're on the beach or whatever. But there's a lot of sort of hypotheticals along the way to that future--whereas, when I walk around near the office here in New York, I see neck fans all the time. They're inescapable. So it seems like the future of wearables is already this kind of technology.

Obviously, it's still early days for this category of gadget. At least, people have held, you know, battery-powered fans for forever or literally fanned themselves. But there's obviously gonna be a lot of innovation here, too. So it's really interesting to consider what this world might look like in 10 years or 15 years or 20 years.

Rosin: In your research, did you come upon either an area or a gadget that you were like, Yeah, that one? Like, That's an area where people are gonna do something, or that's a gadget that's gonna take off?

Desai: Sony has already sold a V-neck undershirt that's also a personal AC that, literally, you have, like, a button that you can use to control whether it heats you up or cools you down, and you just wear it like an undershirt. I think that's wild. But what actually blew my mind even more than that was this company that sells, like, sort of like an e-watch that's supposed to be like a personal thermostat. But I could totally see more innovation in that direction.

Rosin: You know what you've just done for me? I used to have a feminist rant about office air conditioning because it was forever set at a temperature that was more comfortable for men in suits, and it used to drive me crazy, like, having to bring my sweater to the office in the summer. Because of the world you just described to me, I now love office air conditioning because I want a world where there's communal temperature.

Like, I can't stand this microclimate--like, these endless ways in which we create our own, like, very personal, tailored climate. It's like the Starbucksification of every damn thing. Like, I want it exactly how I want it, including climate.

Desai: There's probably a future in that realm where we all have Venti microclimates with 30 add-ons of caramel syrup or whatever, right? Like, say everyone wears neck fans, maybe offices will just decide to keep the temperature at 77 degrees in the summer, and everyone just has to cool themselves.

Rosin: Exactly.

Desai: So I don't know. It's a weird future.

Rosin: Yeah, you'll have, like, micro oxygen, too.

Desai: Yeah, right. Fun stuff.

Rosin: All right, Saahil. Well, thank you so much for painting us a future.

Desai: Thanks for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak.

Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Brash New Sound of Hedonism

The Dare's music is a blast, and a challenge to the psychological hang-ups of modern partygoers.

by Spencer Kornhaber




The success of "brat summer"--Charli XCX's color-coded rebranding of hedonism whose influence somehow traveled all the way to the presidential campaign--conveyed two lessons about what the masses have yearned for lately. One: People want to have a good time. Two: People want to talk about, think about, and be seen as having a good time ... which does raise the question of whether anyone is truly having a good time.

That tension, between authentic pleasure and the performance of pleasure, defines What's Wrong With New York?, the addictive new album by the much-hyped dance-rock act the Dare. The alias of the 28-year-old musician Harrison Patrick Smith, the Dare is very much aligned with the Brat aesthetic of chain-smoking to electro beats. He even produced Charli XCX's "Guess," a song that was hot enough to lure Billie Eilish in for a remix. His music is a blast--and a challenge to the psychological hang-ups of modern partygoers, including himself.

Once a struggling rock poet and DJ, Smith reinvented himself during the pandemic as a suit-and-tie-wearing bon vivant whose shtick is a throwback to prior eras of creative ferment in New York City: the gritty-but-arty 1970s scene, which gave rise to the Talking Heads; the sleazy-cool early 2000s, which were ruled by the Strokes. He started making music whose squelchy synths--combined with his own snotty vocal tone--heavily recalled LCD Soundsystem's James Murphy, the rock historian who took ecstasy once and then set about giving blog-reading hipsters permission to dance in the 2000s and early 2010s.

Smith is clearly on a similar quest to jolt the squares, reacting to stultifying 2020s social trends: pandemic-exacerbated isolation, internet addiction, post-#MeToo inhibitions around sex. His underground hit, "Girls," is a Seussian litany of the types of women he's horny for: "girls who got degrees," "girls on killin' sprees," and so on. "Girls" is built around a two-note riff that bounces and mutates like Flubber, accentuating the song's silliness. Smith told GQ that the track was "a rejection of the last five years of music," which he felt had become too gentle, too polite. The song "definitely doesn't have the agenda of making me look like a really good guy," he added.

Read: Pop music's version of life doesn't exist anymore

His transgressive intentions are even more explicit on What's Wrong With New York?, the Dare's first full-length album. "You can't spend your whole life inside," Smith yowls on the first song, before imploring listeners to open up figuratively and physiologically. "I'm in the club while you're online," he taunts on "Good Time." He delivers these confrontational lyrics in a way that is, objectively, annoying--the sound of someone demanding attention. He is quite clearly rejecting the streaming-era ideal of making music for background listening, and he isn't worried about being called "cringe," that shaming buzzword.

The provocations land, mostly due to Smith's talents as a producer. Structurally, his songs are predictable, accumulating energy and then exploding toward the end--but they're full of textural surprises worthy of close examination. He bedecks every measure of music in rhythmic hiccups, bright splashes of instrumental color, and giddy backing vocals. Some tracks build to a climax that evokes the thought of war breaking out on the dance floor; other crescendos will make listeners feel like they're getting sucked into space by a UFO. The spiky, hyper-speed "Movement" is a particular highlight that, in its final moments, achieves the intensity of heavy metal.

Part of the album's novelty is how old-fashioned it seems. Most modern party music has a whiff of software; you imagine beats arranged on a screen. Smith, however, conjures an image of a mad scientist onstage with a pile of gear tangled in wires. He's drawing on the same bouquet of sonic references as Murphy--the fidgeting synths of New Order, the scratchy guitars of Gang of Four--but whereas LCD Soundsystem aimed to create epic emotional journeys, Smith's songs are brief and supersaturated. He's mining the past in a way that's suited for the TikTok era, and even the most distracted brain, or the most bed-rotted body, won't be able to resist reacting.

In so insistently seeking that reaction, however, the music creates a very contemporary paradox. Smith is self-conscious about trying to shake people out of their self-consciousness; on "Perfume," he even worries about how his corpse will smell to others when he's burning in hell. He's clearly thinking a lot about how he comes off, and like Charli XCX on Brat, he's excellent at channeling his anxieties into action. But a sense of true abandon, a trancelike loss of identity, never sets in--because he's constantly checking in, adjusting, goading. I enjoy What's Wrong With New York?, but I'd hesitate before putting it on in a social situation; it's too obnoxious for group listening, frankly. The Dare's legacy may turn out to be oddly functional, propelling people to hit the gym or saunter the streets from the safety of their headphones, enjoying a private party without fear of judgment.
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How to Be Manifestly Happier

Some people attribute mystical powers to positive thinking, but you can harness a practical version to gain real benefits.

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.

Most Americans know the legend of Johnny Appleseed. In school--and via a famous Disney cartoon--we learned that he wandered barefoot through the western territories in America's pioneer days, scattering apple seeds to grow trees in the wilderness that would feed unknown strangers, all while singing hymns of praise and trusting that the Lord would provide for him as well. Behind the legend was a real person named John Chapman, who lived from 1774 to 1845 and really did spend his adult life planting apple trees.

By contemporary accounts, Chapman was a true eccentric: "He went bare-footed, and often travelled miles through the snow in that way," and he "wore on his head a tin utensil which answered both as a cap and a mush pot." He was, in fact, a Swedenborgian--a member of the mystical sect founded by the 18th-century scientist and spiritualist Emanuel Swedenborg to restore the "internal sense" of Christian scripture.

Because of his carefree lifestyle and esoteric spirituality, Chapman is usually characterized as a manifester--that is, an adherent to the doctrine that if you hold positive beliefs, a higher power will make them come true. This was a common belief in Chapman's time, originating with mystics and faith healers who taught that positive thoughts create health and happiness.

To this day, this trust is a peculiarly American trait. Dozens of books are published each year on manifestation and the related concept of the law of attraction, which maintains that you draw into yourself what you choose to focus on. No wonder that the crude, instrumental form of this notion has plenty of believers: If you want to make a lot of money, just imagine yourself rich and act as if you already are--the universe will deliver.

You may be someone who already subscribes to the idea of manifestation or you may be someone who thinks it all sounds like pseudoscientific baloney. However, the truth about manifestation actually lies between these polar views. And that truth can be useful to you: By understanding the inner workings of manifestation and using that knowledge the right way, you can avoid the nonsense and realize a happier future for yourself.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why you should want to be alone

Manifestation is generally described as the way that mind and matter can be affected by mystical forces so that what you think about comes true. Accordingly, you should focus on positive outcomes in life, not negative ones. To the idea's proponents, if you think all the time about getting sick, you will get sick. But by the same token, you can focus your way out of disease through positive thoughts of recovery and health.

Academic psychologists refer to manifestation of this sort as a form of "magical thinking" or superstition, and typically regard it as evidence of psychological problems or mental impairment. These researchers have argued that people who hold these beliefs tend to have difficulty controlling obsessive thoughts. One much-cited study on superstitious behavior hypothesizes that it tends to occur when people have damage to the brain's hippocampal region, leaving them with reduced memory, learning, and emotional-processing skills. Other studies disagree with a theory of neuropathology, and instead see manifestation more as a coping mechanism to ward off suffering. What these scholars agree on is that manifestation, as a practical concept, is unscientific and ineffective.

Before we conclude that manifestation is a waste of time, or worse, however, we should note that the studies above tend to look only at manifestation in which a person envisions just an outcome they want. But a person can also envision the process of working toward improvement--and this turns out to have scientifically measurable and different effects.

For example, in a study from 1991, researchers followed women who wanted to lose weight and either fantasized about being thinner or imagined the process of getting thinner. They found that realistically envisioning the process involved these women anticipating obstacles and making day-to-day improvements that led to significant weight loss after one year. The reverse was true for those who merely fantasized about being thinner: These women experienced significant weight gain because they acted as if they'd already achieved success and put less effort into a better diet. A study from 2002 reached similar conclusions, when researchers found that university students who focus on their ultimate academic performance tend to lose self-esteem during their college career, whereas those who focused on learning and progress without regard to final results enjoyed increased self-esteem.

What all this suggests is that no evidence exists for a mystical force that gives you what you imagine, and acting as though such a force does exist can set you back. But short of magical thinking, considered reflection on the process of achieving a desired outcome can change your behavior in productive ways. If you want a big balance in your bank account, thinking of a large number won't help. But thinking about how you're going to make financial progress and anticipating possible setbacks can encourage you to adopt useful habits of thrift and responsibility--and that becomes how you manifest a chosen goal.

Arthur C. Brooks: The happy way to drop your grievances

Many columns I write are based on questions I get from friends and strangers to which I don't know the answer--so, my own curiosity piqued, I go find out. This case is no exception: Someone asked me recently about the truth behind manifestation, and more specifically, whether happiness could be manifested. So can you, in fact, envision the process of being happier and become happier as a result? The answer is a qualified yes.

In a new paper published in the Journal of Happiness Studies, psychologists found that your beliefs about the source of happiness determine to a considerable extent whether you will get happier. If you believe happiness is not under your control, you generally won't do the work to get happier; if you believe happiness comes from your personal choices and behaviors, you will probably make an effort to improve your well-being. In other words, manifesting happiness as a destination to which you might gain access is futile, but understanding happiness as a direction based on your habits can work wonders.

To manifest happiness, keep in mind these four principles:

1. The goal is to get happier, not happy.
 You may never attain perfect bliss in this life, but you can make progress, year after year. That means you should envision goals like the one proposed by my friend Dan Harris via his wellness movement, Ten Percent Happier. I cite my own case as is testament to this, as I have written: Bit by bit, since starting this column--which I did consciously for my own well-being during the COVID-19 lockdowns--I have grown in happiness and been able to measure that progress (here are some tools you can use to do the same). So now I know that I am 60 percent happier than I was four years ago.

2. Envision progress.
 If you could become, say, 10 percent happier in a year, what would that mean? Again, you can measure this, but think also about how you would know and how it would affect your life. And be realistic: Being 10 percent happier does not mean that you'll never argue with your spouse or that you'll completely love your job. You will still have setbacks and bad days. But the progress toward happiness that you envision will be very noticeable in your basic outlook and sense of optimism. Others will notice it as well.

3. Set the strategy.
 To make these incremental gains, create a list of personal habits and behaviors you want to change. Place them in order of importance, prioritize the top two or three, and imagine yourself engaging in them. Also imagine yourself struggling with them and failing from time to time, and what you will do when that inevitably happens. If you are having trouble deciding on what these behaviors should be, let me suggest reading the archive of "How to Build a Life"--there are a couple hundred columns to get you started.

4. Get started.
 The most important step is taking action. Take the top behavior from step three, make it into a manageable change for tomorrow, and go to bed resolved to undertake it. The operative word here is day-at-a-time manageable. If you resolve to practice gratitude for 16 straight hours, you're not thinking realistically; if you resolve to make a short gratitude list, you're on the right track.

Read: The health benefits of trees

Given the evidence I found while researching this column, I got to wondering whether the Johnny Appleseed character really was a deluded manifester trying to will future bliss into existence or whether there was more to him than that. It turns out that he was actually just an old-fashioned, hard-working entrepreneur--albeit an oddball who liked to go barefoot, sleep outdoors, and wear a saucepan on his head.

Chapman's Swedenborgian beliefs were quite esoteric, but the man behind them, Swedenborg himself, was eminently practical. "Everyone can know that willing and not doing, when there is opportunity, is not willing," he wrote in his 1758 book Heaven and Hell; "also that loving and not doing good, when there is opportunity, is not loving." This is the kind of manifestation that works and that animated Chapman. He didn't scatter apple seeds aimlessly, but bought land, little by little, and cultivated nursery orchards in areas of growing population in the western territories. Over many decades, Chapman rose from poverty to wealth, leaving more than 1,200 acres of valuable nurseries to his heirs, all while creating a reliable supply of fruit and cider for the settlers. By all accounts, he died a happy man, beloved by those who knew him and feasted on his apples.

That was his manifestation: The true story--not the myth--is the one you can emulate to manifest the life you want.
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The Democrats' Patriotic Vanguard

A small group of lawmakers with military or intelligence backgrounds prefigured Harris's overtly patriotic campaign.

by Anne Applebaum


Abigail Spanberger, Elissa Slotkin, and Mikie Sherrill (Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Global Images Ukraine / Getty; SOPA Images / Getty; Chip Somodevilla / Getty.)



Under a clear blue sky, on a warm spring day, several dozen Virginians gathered in a suburban backyard near Richmond to plot the future of the Democratic Party. Not that this was what they said they were doing. This was a meeting of the Henrico County Democratic Committee, "dedicated to electing Democrats in Henrico County, the Commonwealth of Virginia, and nationwide," and they had come to rally neighborhood support for Abigail Spanberger, a local girl made good.

Spanberger, a member of Congress and now a candidate for governor, lives in Henrico County--about 10 minutes away from that suburban backyard, she told me. Although she currently represents a more rural Virginia district, this is her home base, and the home team wants to help her current campaign. A local official introducing Spanberger thanked everyone present for spending "a lot of hours in offices and knocking on doors and writing postcards and delivering signs." Another spoke about "getting the band back together," reuniting the people who helped Spanberger during her improbable first run for Congress, in 2017, when she came from nowhere to beat a Tea Party Republican, Dave Brat.

The audience cheered when Spanberger talked, as she often does, about her notable career trajectory. Famously she served in the CIA, from 2006 to 2014 (and has always been circumspect about what, exactly, she was doing). When she returned home, she told me, "I thought I was done with public service"--until she was galvanized by the election of Donald Trump. Now, after three hard-fought wins in purple-district congressional races, her aspirations stretch beyond the Virginia governor's mansion: She wants to change the way Americans talk about politics. "We want to turn the page past the divisiveness, the angriness, and just focus on brass tacks, good policy, and governance," she says.

In today's Congress, those goals are wildly idealistic. On both sides of the aisle, "divisiveness and angriness" attract headlines. Outrage, not brass tacks, produces attention. Marjorie Taylor Greene is repeatedly interviewed and profiled, even though she has never been associated with a serious piece of legislation. Matt Gaetz, known for nothing except being Matt Gaetz, is more famous than many important congressional committee chairs. Even among the Democrats, the ranking members of many important committees have a lower profile than the members of "the Squad," a group who come from very blue House districts and have defined themselves to the left of the party.

Read: The new AOC

Spanberger is part of a different, less splashy friend group, one that also includes House members Jason Crow of Colorado, Chrissy Houlahan of Pennsylvania, Seth Moulton of Massachusetts, Mikie Sherrill of New Jersey, and Elissa Slotkin of Michigan, among others. Most are in their 40s or early 50s; many come from purple districts and swing states. They are sometimes called the "NatSec Democrats," a phrase that explains their origins but doesn't quite encompass who they are or what they do. Most, it is true, are veterans of the military or the intelligence agencies. Most entered Congress in 2018. Most hadn't been in politics before that. Some of them were helped or encouraged by Moulton, a former Marine who was first elected to Congress in Massachusetts in 2014, made a quixotic run for president in 2020 and created the Serve America PAC, which backed 15 of the 28 Democrats who flipped the House in 2018. Moulton told me that Trump inspired a lot of veterans to consider political careers for the first time--and to run as Democrats. "He's so uniquely unpatriotic and anti-American. I mean, this is a guy who didn't try to hide the fact that he was a draft dodger. He said, The people who signed up were suckers. The people who got killed are losers."

In retrospect, the members of this cohort turned out to be precursors of an important change, one that may end up redefining American politics. For half a century, the Republicans were the party that embraced patriotism most intensely, talked about loving America most loudly, and seemingly took a harder line on national security. But now the Republican candidate calls America "a nation in decline" and refers to the U.S. economy as an "unparalleled tragedy and failure." That language has inspired a geographically diverse, pro-Constitution, no-nonsense backlash in the Democratic Party, a movement in favor of patriotism, concerned about national security, and convinced that only a democracy that delivers practical results can stay safe. The effect was clearly visible at the Democratic National Convention when Kamala Harris promised "to uphold the awesome responsibility that comes with the greatest privilege on Earth: the privilege and pride of being an American," and when delegates responded by waving American flags and chanting "USA, USA."

Read: Who's normal now?

The Democrats who were in the vanguard of that backlash have been working together for some time. Spanberger, Moulton, Slotkin and others wrote a joint letter to President Joe Biden in December, for example, warning against Israel's strategy in Gaza, on the grounds that "we know from personal and often painful experience that you can't destroy a terror ideology with military force alone." But national-security experience isn't the only thing that links them. Tom Malinowski, a former State Department official who was also part of the group--he was elected to Congress from a previously a red New Jersey district in 2018, then lost in a close race in 2022--points out that although most of his cohort had never held elected office before, all of them had taken oaths to protect and uphold the U.S. Constitution. They came to Congress in that spirit. "We were very idealistic in our belief that our job was to protect democratic values and institutions in this country," Malinowski explains, "and very pragmatic on the day-to-day work of Congress on issues like the economy, the budget, immigration and crime." In other words, he explains, "we all believe the country would be fine if we had to compromise on issues like that. What was essential was not to compromise on democracy."

Malinowski, who suggests calling the group Service Democrats, agrees that they are defined by attitude as much as issues. Although motivated to enter politics by their disdain for Trump, all of them say they are happy to work with individual Republicans. Sherrill told me that she thinks "getting as broad a coalition as possible on the legislation I want to see passed" is a sign of success. This outlook is very different from the obsessive hatred of compromise that has prevented the current Republican House majority from passing almost any legislation at all. "Anytime a Democrat supports a Republican piece of legislation, then it's not good enough. It's obviously not extreme enough, because then it's a RINO bill or something," Sherrill says.

Read: Kamala Harris defines herself--but not too much

The group's attitude also redefines what it means to be a moderate in the Democratic Party. By an older standard, Spanberger, Slotkin, Moulton, Sherrill, and Crow might have been called progressives. They believe in abortion rights, for example--a cause once avoided by what used to be called conservative Democrats--and have joined pro-abortion-rights caucuses. But if, again, a moderate nowadays is someone willing to talk with the other side in order to find solutions, then this group is a bunch of moderates. Sherrill said she could see the appeal of what she described as a "progressive model" of politics: "deciding what you want and accepting nothing else until you get it." But there is also a risk to that model, because you might not get anything at all. Had the Democrats in Congress been more willing to bargain with the Trump administration over the border, she thinks, they might have secured concessions for Dreamers, the children who arrived in the U.S. with their undocumented parents and have no citizenship status.

Still, the NatSec Democrats' deeper objection is not to any particular ideological faction, but rather to politicians who, as Spanberger says, "don't actually want to fix anything," because "performance is all there is." As an example, she cited the border-control bill that was written and shepherded through the Senate by senior conservative Republicans but was then blocked--to the surprise of the bill's authors--by Trump, who thought that fixing the border might help Biden. Her friends, by contrast, want to fix things: the border, the health-care system, even democracy itself. Having served in places that have collapsed into chaos, they know what it's like to live in places that don't have governance of any kind.

They also learned how to operate in that sort of chaos, which is useful now too. Elissa Slotkin, a Middle East analyst who was elected to the House from Michigan in 2018 and is now running for the Senate, says she still thinks the same way about solving problems as she did when she worked for the CIA, the National Security Council, and the Defense Department, among other previous employers: "My job is to identify real threats and go after threats. The No. 1 killer of children is gun violence. Mental-health issues, suicide, opioid addiction--those are real threats. I'm not going to spend a ton of time on things that I believe are exaggerated threats, like books or teaching Black history in our schools." Spanberger, also used to being challenged, makes a point of traveling in the redder parts of her district and talking in detail about the agricultural bills she's introduced in Congress: "You can't both think I'm some crazy deep-state whatever, or some radical leftist," and at the same time be chatting politely about meat-processing regulation.

Given members' experience, the group's special interest in foreign policy is unsurprising, but it doesn't come cloaked in bluster. When speaking at the DNC, Jason Crow--an Army Ranger and paratrooper who served three tours in Iraq and Afghanistan before winning a House seat in Colorado--contrasted "tough talk" and "chest thumping" with the "real strength and security" that comes from alliances, competence, and continuity. "I refuse to let Trump's golf buddies decide when and how our friends are sent to war," he said. Over coffee a few months earlier, Crow told me that isolationism's appeal is overrated. An outward-looking America appeals to voters, especially those concerned about security. He reminds people, he said, that "America can be a great force for good, that we are at our best when America is engaged and American leadership matters," and he thinks they listen and care.

Slotkin, who met me in a tiny Senate campaign office she keeps near the Capitol, also told me that voters respond to that kind of expansive message about America's role in the world. She said she talks about her national-security background on the campaign trail as a way of explaining her other policies: "I really believe that in a multiracial, multi-ethnic democracy, it's essential that anyone from anywhere can get into the middle class. And if we don't have that, it's literally a security problem. If we become a country of the very rich and the very poor, it's a stability risk." She thinks her training helps her in a different sense too. Like Spanberger and Crow, Slotkin has also taken oaths to uphold the Constitution, and she, too, has been part of teams dealing with life-threatening situations. "You cut your teeth professionally, in jobs where mission is more important than self," she said. "And in fact, if you put yourself ahead of the mission, you would have been fired for most of the jobs that we did."

A few months after Spanberger's rally, on a rather hotter summer day, I watched Mikie Sherrill deliver an equally pragmatic message. Speaking at an event held at the Ukrainian cultural center in Whippany, the congresswoman, an Annapolis graduate and ex-Navy helicopter pilot, was introduced by Thomas "Ace" Gallagher, mayor of Hanover Township. Gallagher is a Republican, but Hanover suffers from flooding, and Sherrill, he said, had helped his district get money and attention from the Army Corps of Engineers.

"She's on the Democratic side of the aisle," he told the room. "But for me, there are not two sides: There's people that serve and work together and are focused on the common good. As for everybody else, they can do whatever they want to do, as long as they don't get in the way of our good work." Soon, he predicted, "you are going to see many people that are more moderate working together ... on true solutions to our problems."

Sherrill, who is expected to launch a run for New Jersey governor herself, seemed as surprised by this optimistic outburst of bipartisan goodwill as I was. "I look around this room, and I'm feeling a little emotional," she said, and paid tribute back to Gallagher. "Again and again and again, we have come together here in the Eleventh District of New Jersey, to try to problem solve, to try to address the things that are scaring people, to try to make your life a little bit better, to try to just bring some rationality and sanity to a world that right now isn't making a lot of sense."

Eliot A. Cohen: What awaits a Kamala Harris presidency

While she was talking--this was on Sunday, July 21--people in the audience started looking at their phones, whispering to one another. At the end of the event, the speakers asked the audience to contribute to Ukrainian charities, stepped off the podium, and learned that President Biden was no longer running for reelection. Two weeks earlier, Sherrill had joined what was still then a very small number of elected politicians openly calling for him to step down. Over lunch, she told me that she had been moved to do so because "we've all been saying Trump is an existential threat. But we've been acting like we don't really believe it." At that point, only two senators had publicly called for Biden not to run: Joe Manchin of West Virginia and Sherrod Brown of Ohio. Not coincidentally, both came from red states. In places outside safe blue states and blue districts, Sherrill told me, Democrats had been looking hard at the polling data and couldn't see a path to victory.

Earlier, Sherrill had done a small event for Sue Altman, a Democrat who is running for Malinowski's old seat, attracting the same kind of fired-up-to-do-something-positive crowd as Spanberger, a team of people who seem genuinely excited to knock on doors for a pragmatist who is offering to get things done. Young people in particular, Altman told me, "are sick of the negativity. They're sick of politics as usual, and they want the government to work properly." But it's not a mass movement--nobody gets tens of millions of Instagram followers by finding long-term solutions to flooding in New Jersey.

On the contrary, in a world where social-media algorithms promote anger and emotion, where cable-news teams have an economic interest in promoting the fame-seeking and the flamboyant, charting a different course carries serious risks. The dull work of passing meat-packing bills in Congress, or fixing flooding in New Jersey--none of that will ever go viral on TikTok. Only people who still see politics through the lens of real life, and not through an online filter, will care. In a bitter Senate fight in Michigan, or a close governor's race in Virginia, the contest could feature candidates who differ radically, but in style as much as substance.

But then, the same can be said about the candidates at the top of the ticket. In a sense, the presidential race is the biggest swing-state race of all. Like the other Service Democrats, Harris also took an oath, early in her career as an attorney, to uphold the constitution. And like any Democrat running in a purple district, Harris also needs to appeal to a wide range of people who are "sick of politics as usual," to get them to focus on real-world concerns--economics, health care, inflation--instead of culture wars, and to convince them that she is in politics to solve problems and not just to perform. If she looks down her party's ballots, she'll find plenty of allies who have been fighting that same battle for years.
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Stores Are Small Now

In brick-and-mortar retail, bigger is not always better.

by Lora Kelley




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


The era of the teeny store is upon us. Spend time in some of America's prime shopping destinations, and you may be presented with just a few racks of clothing or a small collection of shoes. You might enjoy a lovely floral display and a comfy spot to sit, but you won't be offered options. If old-school department stores and malls were all about excess, this new kind of store emphasizes the opposite.

In spite of bleak predictions about the decline of the store as e-commerce blossomed in the 2010s--and a sharp drop in in-person shopping in the early 2020s, for obvious reasons--physical stores are still with us. And they are opening at a steady clip: Many more brick-and-mortar stores opened than closed in the first half of this year, according to one tracker. But as of late last year, the average retail space size was the smallest it had been in the nearly two decades since CoStar, a real-estate platform, started collecting the data. These smaller stores are not exactly competing with online retail: Instead, they're adapting, and shrinking, to complement it.

Back in the age of department stores, people walked in expecting a bunch of products, in a range of sizes and colors. That was convenient (if occasionally overwhelming) for consumers, but inefficient for stores, which spend lots to acquire large spaces, staff them, and fill them with goods, Jonathan Zhang, a business professor at Colorado State, told me. Many big, well-known retailers have gone bankrupt in recent years. Their competitors, facing pricey leases and the looming threat of Amazon, tried something new. Over the past decade, major brands such as Nordstrom and Macy's have started experimenting with much smaller locations. Since 2022, new retail leases for spaces larger than 25,000 square feet have gone down, according to CoStar data.

The new American store is not built just for buying stuff. Smaller stores are operating as "showrooms," Zhang explained--they're focused on helping customers discover products in person that they can then order online. Put generously, such a store can educate consumers about a brand; less charitably, it can indoctrinate them. A shopper can chat with a knowledgeable salesperson, try something on, and make a note of something to check out later. Brands rely on data from a region's online shoppers and returns to determine what to put in a small store's limited floor space. And when people walk out without making a purchase, the store does what it can to prompt them to spend money on its website. Didn't buy anything in person? No problem! But expect a follow-up email, or several, plus maybe a promotional code. And the addition of experiences--an early iteration of the small-format Nordstrom Local, for example, offered manicures--can help leave customers with a positive association about a company.

Some retailers--see Gucci, Chanel, even Bass Pro Shops--are still operating large flagship locations. But, broadly speaking, retailers are thinking small. This shift is good for shoppers in certain ways: It's nice to get special attention from a salesperson, and to have amenities built into the shopping experience. But something is lost, too. The thrill of shopping in a big store, at least for me, has to do with the chance of making a random, wonderful discovery--is that a perfect dress hanging on the reject rack in the dressing room? Discovery can still happen in small stores, but the experience is much more curated and directed. True serendipity is harder to come by.

As I listened to Zhang explain the strategy of the tiny store, I realized that this approach had recently worked on me: During a lunch break last fall, I walked into a SoHo clothing store that offered a small selection. I tried on a couple of beautiful things, talked about the brand with the person working there, and didn't buy anything. I returned a few weeks later and bought a dress to wear to a friend's wedding. Almost a year went by. The brand emailed me to say it was having a sale. Having tried on several items in store, I had a good sense of my size. I ended up buying something.

I didn't think at the time that my little lunch break was setting any groundwork. But my spin through the store educated and indoctrinated me--and turned me into a repeat customer. It's hard to imagine a night of online shopping having quite the same effect.

Related:

	Retailers bet wrong on America's feelings about stores.
 	The new American mall






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Democrat who's not that worried about Trump
 	Inside the dangerous, secretive world of extreme fishing
 	AI is coming for amateur novelists. That's fine.




Today's News

	At least four people were killed and at least nine were injured after a shooting at Apalachee High School in Winder, Georgia, the state's bureau of investigation said. Officials confirmed that a 14-year-old suspect is in custody.
 	Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is reshuffling the leadership in his government ahead of his visit to the U.S. later this month. At least five cabinet members have resigned since yesterday, including Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba.
 	The Biden administration announced a wide-ranging plan to curb Russia's disinformation efforts and influence on the U.S. presidential election.




Evening Read
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The Friendship Paradox

By Olga Khazan

Americans are afflicted by an "epidemic of loneliness," according to the surgeon general and dozens of researchers. The phrase conjures a nation of friendless hermits who have no one to invite to their birthday parties. But according to a pair of new surveys, American loneliness is more complex than that. The typical American, it seems, texts a bunch of people "we should get together!" before watching TikTok alone on the couch and then passing out. That is, Americans have friends. We just never really see them.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Animal tracking is getting a makeover.
 	Good on Paper: Who's responsible for the housing crisis?




Culture Break


Emilio Morenatti / AP



Check out. This photo of the Colombian Paralympian Diego Meneses, who is winding up a powerful javelin throw.

Watch. Season 4 of Slow Horses (streaming on Apple TV+) masterfully unpacks the steep cost of espionage, a trade in which people are always expendable, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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It Matters If It's COVID

Now is the perfect time to test whether your "cold" is something else.

by Rachel Gutman-Wei




You might have already guessed this from the coughs and sniffles around you, but a lot of people are sick right now, and a lot of them have COVID. According to the CDC's latest data, levels of SARS-CoV-2 in wastewater are "very high" in every region of the country; national levels have been "very high" for about a month. Test positivity is higher now than it was during the most recent winter surge: Many people who seem like they might have COVID and who are curious or sick enough to get a test that's recorded in these official statistics are turning out to, indeed, have COVID.

COVID-19 remains deadlier than the flu, and has the potential to cause debilitating symptoms that can last for years. It sends far more people to the hospital than RSV. But as of March, the CDC does not distinguish among these respiratory viruses--or any others--in its advice to the American public. If you're sick, the agency advises, simply stay home until you've been fever-free and your symptoms have been improving for 24 hours. These days, hardly any public spaces specifically exclude people with an active COVID infection. Numerous sick people are not bothering to test themselves for the virus: Compared with 2022 and even 2023 numbers, sales of at-home COVID tests have tanked.

Why, at this point, should anyone bother to figure out what they're sick with? One answer is treatment. Getting a prescription for the antiviral Paxlovid requires confirming a COVID infection within the first five days of sickness. But there's an extra reason for every American to test this second if they're feeling under the weather: Our current COVID wave is crashing right into vaccine season, and knowing when your most recent infection was is crucial for planning your autumn shot.

Immunology is a slippery science, so vaccine timing is not one size fits all. But as I reported in 2022, immunologists generally advise spacing out your doses from one another, and from bouts of COVID itself, by at least three months in order to maximize their effects. (The CDC advises waiting three months after COVID but four months after a shot if you're eligible for more than one a year.) If your immune system is left in peace for long enough after a vaccine or infection, it can generate cells that provide durable protection against disease. Getting a COVID shot too soon after an infection might interrupt that process, compromising your long-term defenses. At the very least, in that scenario the vaccine "just probably won't really do much," says Jenna Guthmiller, an immunologist at the University of Colorado, because your immune system would already have been activated by the infection.

Read: A simple rule for planning your fall booster shot

This is why knowing whether you have COVID right now is worthwhile. Pharmacies around the country are currently giving out Moderna's and Pfizer's 2024 vaccines; last week, Novavax received FDA authorization for its updated formula, which should be available soon. But if you've just had COVID, now is exactly when you don't want a shot. (There are some exceptions to the three-month rule: For people who are immunocompromised, older, or otherwise high-risk, the short-term protection against infection that vaccination offers can outweigh any drawbacks.) When you do want the shot is another question. Ideally, you would get the vaccine a couple of weeks before you're most likely to be exposed, whether because you're gathering in large groups for the holidays or because the virus is surging in your community. If, say, you come down with COVID today, you might want to wait until as close to Thanksgiving as possible before getting an updated shot.

If you do have COVID this month--or if you had it this summer--the genetic makeup of the virus that infected you is almost certainly not identical to what's in the newest vaccines. Pfizer's and Moderna's shots were based on a variant called KP.2, which was dominant in May. The Novavax formula is built around JN.1, which ruled the COVID landscape way back in January. Newer variants are far more common now, including KP.3 and LB.1. But wait long enough past an August or September infection and a somewhat-outdated vaccine should still boost your immunity. "If the vaccine is X and you got infected with Y, the vaccine of X is going to boost immunity that cross-reacts with Y," Guthmiller told me. "And that still puts you in a fine place to combat Y, and then Z"--whatever variant comes next.

Part of the reason that infection and vaccination timelines are colliding is because, despite attempts to respond to COVID with the American flu toolkit, SARS-CoV-2 is simply not following flu's usual winter schedule. "Flu is, for the most part, very predictable," Guthmiller said. COVID has an approximate seasonal pattern, but instead of a single winter wave, it's so far landed on twice-yearly surges, the timing, size, and precise dynamics of which remain unpredictable. This year's summer wave, for example, dwarfs last year's, and started earlier. And yet the CDC recommends most Americans get a COVID vaccine once a year, beginning right around now, when many people have recently been infected. (People over 65, and those with certain immune conditions, are allowed multiple shots a year.)

Read: Why are we still flu-ifying COVID?

All of this is happening while Americans are getting progressively less information about how much COVID is spreading through their communities. The CDC stopped reporting new daily COVID infections in May 2023. This April, it stopped requiring hospitals to submit their COVID data to its national disease-monitoring network. (Last month, the agency announced that hospitals must report on COVID, RSV, and flu beginning on November 1.) Still, the information we do have suggests that any respiratory illness you might get right now has a decent chance of being caused by SARS-CoV-2. Testing remains the best way to know, with reasonable confidence, whether it is. But unless you have some tests stockpiled, you'll have to buy them yourself. The program that sent a handful of free kits to each American household in 2022 and 2023 was paused in March, and the federal government won't start taking orders for free COVID tests again until the end of the month.
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Trump's Red-Pill Podcast Tour

Is this an election campaign or an extended ad for energy drinks?

by Helen Lewis




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


One weirdness of listening to Donald Trump talk for any length of time is that, amid the syllable minestrone, he occasionally says something that is both intelligible and honest.

One such moment came during his appearance on the popular podcast hosted by the computer scientist Lex Fridman this week. "To get the word out," Trump said, is important in politics, and television was becoming "a little bit older and maybe less significant." The online sphere--podcasts and forums such as Spaces, on X--has usurped its importance. "I just see that these platforms are starting to dominate; they're getting very big numbers," Trump added.

Now, that isn't quite true. Prime-time television still commands mass audiences, and Trump's X chat with Elon Musk in August was plagued by the kinds of technical glitches and audio-quality issues that would get someone fired at a traditional media company. Nonetheless, in the past few months, Trump has become a fully fledged podcast bro, talking with the livestreamer Adin Ross about the prosecution of the rapper Young Thug, shooting the breeze with the YouTuber turned wrestler Logan Paul about German shepherds, and interrogating the former stand-up comedian Theo Von about cocaine. His running mate, J. D. Vance, meanwhile, sat down with the Nelk Boys, where he manspread luxuriantly between cases of their hard seltzer, Happy Dad. (Product placement is a big feature of interviews on popular bro influencers' shows: A proprietary energy drink or iced tea, or a copy of their book, is usually floating around in the back of the shot.)

Read: Trump and the cocaine owl

In this presidential election, both candidates are mostly avoiding set-piece interviews with traditional outlets--but only one can rely on a ready-made alternative media ecosystem. Kamala Harris finally did her first full-length sit-down last week, bringing Tim Walz along as a wingman. Instead of submitting Harris to adversarial accountability interviews, her team is wildly outspending the Trump campaign on digital ads, taking the Democrats' message directly to voters. The Republicans have a cheaper, punkier strategy: hang out with all the boys.

"The funniest component of the Trump campaign's media strategy so far is its commitment to dipshit outreach," the Substacker Max Read wrote last month. The constellation of influencers with whom Trump has become enmeshed does not yet have a widely accepted name. "Manosphere" comes close, because it links together the graduates of YouTube prank channels, the Ultimate Fighting Championship boss Dana White's sprawling empire, shitposters on Elon Musk's X, and the male-dominated stand-up comedy scene. This is a subset of the podcast world with its own distinct political tang; it is suffused with the idea that society has become too feminized and cautious, and the antidote is spaces dedicated to energy drinks, combat sports, and saying stupid things about Hitler. Think of this as Trump's red-pill podcast tour.

These podcasts are often self-consciously anti-intellectual, marketing themselves as the home of deliberately dumb acts, edgy jokes, and rambling conversations about UFOs and sports statistics. Their spiritual daddy is Joe Rogan, but whereas he presents himself as a disaffected liberal, the new generation is happy to back right-wing causes and candidates: The Nelk Boys danced the YMCA with Trump at a rally in 2020, and Ross has explicitly endorsed Trump for president.

Fridman, who started out as an artificial-intelligence researcher, is not part of the dipshit circuit. He is a smart guy who covered some genuinely uncomfortable topics for Trump, such as the former president's association with the pedophile Jeffrey Epstein and his repeated suggestions that the 2020 election was stolen. But the arc of podcasting is long, and it bends toward interviewing tech CEOs about their morning routine. Fridman is now known for dressing like the protagonist of the video game Hitman, being a black belt in jiu-jitsu, and responding to any criticism of his softball style by insisting that he is all about "love." He really seems to think that if he could get Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr Zelensky on his podcast, he could sort out this whole unfortunate Ukraine-war business.

Like many in the new podcasting elite, Fridman does not maintain even a thin veneer of journalistic detachment from his subjects. He is a personal friend of Ivanka Trump and Jared Kushner, and boasted on LinkedIn last year that he had spent Thanksgiving at their house, watching The Godfather. In doing so, he wasn't breaking any kind of norm. By podcasting standards, his refusal to join in with Trump's thumbs-up in the preinterview photo counts as Cronkite-like rectitude. Before their interview with Trump, Logan Paul and his co-host, Mike Majlak, cheerfully accepted merchandise from him carrying reproductions of the former president's booking shot in Fulton County, Georgia; Ross gave Trump a Rolex and a customized Tesla Cybertruck with a photo of Trump's attempted assassination on it. (If Trump keeps these gifts, it will be a violation of campaign-finance rules.)

The art of the deal here is obvious. While the podcasters get views, status, and revenue, Trump gets access to their audience, which is dominated by young men. The gender gap in American voting has widened this electoral cycle, possibly boosted by the Dobbs decision and women's enthusiasm for a female Democratic candidate. Trump has so far been unable to find an abortion stance that is sufficiently vague to please both female swing voters and his evangelical base. Instead, he appears to be trying to offset his trouble with women by attempting to increase turnout among young men who might be receptive to his message. Trump's 18-year-old son, Barron, came up in conversation with Ross, Paul, and Von--which isn't surprising, because Barron is best friends with the teenage conservative influencer Bo Loudon. (One of Loudon's recent Instagram posts led with the greeting "Greetings Nerds and Virgins.")

When these conversations touch on politics, it is usually only to allow Trump to recite his stump-speech talking points--illegals are pouring into our country, Kamala Harris is a communist, the economy did better under me. Foreign policy never requires any hard choices, because the war in Gaza would never have happened under Trump, and he would immediately be able to broker a deal between Russia and Ukraine. What would that deal be? Ah, that would be giving away too many details. "I wouldn't talk about it too much, because I think I can make a deal if I win. As president-elect, I'll have a deal made, guaranteed," he told Fridman.

Charlie Warzel: Elon Musk throws a Trump rally

Trump's podcast interviewers are unequipped or unwilling to deal with this vagueness, because they've built their audience by becoming part of a cozy, circular scene. Never mind six degrees of separation; the people in this world rarely have two. In the manosphere podcast circuit, open conflict is frowned upon--perhaps surprisingly, given all the combat-sport veterans involved.

The moment when Fridman appeared most animated, for example, was when he asked the presidential candidate why he had been so mean about Joe Rogan. Fridman and Rogan both live in Austin and have appeared on each other's podcasts multiple times. During his last appearance, Fridman got out his guitar and sang Rogan a song he had written about him. (Mysteriously, the feed did not show Rogan's face as he was serenaded about his "shoulders for days and a really wide back.") That backstory perhaps explains why Fridman seemed more engaged by Trump's spat with his friend than, say, the Arlington National Cemetery incident, about which he let his guest ramble inaccurately for several minutes without challenge.

Chain-smoke these podcast appearances and something else becomes apparent: These guys simply cannot interrupt. Their disability must be a product of the strange etiquette norms of the podcast circuit, combined with the fact that these encounters are free from the constraints of television broadcast schedules. If you accept the premise that podcasts have replaced traditional presidential press conferences and interviews, that is a problem. Go back to, say, the highly praised Trump interview on HBO in the fall of 2020, and see how Axios's Jonathan Swan demands specific points from his guest about coronavirus testing:

Swan: When can you commit, by what date, that every American will have access to the same-day testing that you get here in the White House?
 Trump: Well, we have great testing. We're doing and many other people do--
 Swan: By what date?
 Trump: Let me explain the testing ... And there are those that say you can test too much. You do know that.
 Swan: Who says that?
 Trump: Oh, just read the manuals, read the books.
 Swan: Manuals?
 Trump: Read the books. Read the books.


Now let's see Logan Paul and Mike Majlak asking Trump about Gaza:

Majlak: Has your sentiment on [Benjamin] Netanyahu or his regime changed at all in light of any of the events of the past six months?
 Trump: No, look, they ... It was a shame that--it should have never happened; it would have never happened. Iran was broke when I was president; nobody was allowed to buy oil; nobody was allowed to buy anything; they were broke. A Democrat congressman on Deface the Nation, the show Deface the Nation--ladies and gentlemen, it's Deface the Nation; yes, commonly known as Face the Nation, but I don't call it that. I have a name for everything. I'll end up with a name for you two guys by the time, but it'll be--
 Paul: I can't wait to hear--
 Trump: No, no, they'll be good names, they'll be good names. But, so he was on the show and he said whether you like Trump or not, Iran was broke during Trump's [term]; they would have made a deal within one week and now they have $250 billion. We would have had a deal done in one, literally in one week after the election, and it was ready; they were absolutely [broke]. And they had no money for Hamas; they had no money for Hezbollah. They were broke, stone-cold broke.


The monologue continued for another 90 seconds, taking in the hostage deal for the basketball star Brittney Griner, who "wouldn't stand up during the national anthem," before cutting to Paul announcing that this episode was sponsored by his energy drink, Prime X, and its "million-dollar treasure hunt."

To consume these podcasts back-to-back is to have the sensation of your cerebrum gently oozing out of your ears. The most listenable bits--sadly for American democracy--are when they meander onto UFOs or drug-sniffing dogs or whether Trump has been in a fistfight. (His joking answer: "I'd love to say that I fought my way through the Wharton School of Finance.") "He is himself manifestly the same kind of dramatic, gossipy, maldeveloped, attention-seeking nuisance as the creators who populate the greater dipshit media economy," Read declared on Substack.

None of this seems as odd as it would have way back in the mists of, oh, 2012. But maybe treating Trump's red-pill podcast tour as a strategic decision is a mistake; maybe he just likes to talk. He rambles more than he did when he first ran for president. And this is his comfort zone--holding forth to easily impressed men on topics about which he knows nothing. (In retrospect, Republicans were extremely audacious to spend all spring arguing that Joe Biden was senile when their own candidate is offering minute-long encomiums to German shepherds.) Trump has perfected a style of talking that covers up his frequent inability to retrieve proper nouns from his memory; his long, looping sentences somehow convey their meaning without it ever being stated. This is verbal elevator music. But it probably doesn't matter: Rambling, fanciful, fact-free--the podcast style has eaten American politics.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: Winding Up a Powerful Throw

A medal-winning performance in Paris

by Alan Taylor




Diego Meneses, of Colombia, competes in the Men's Javelin Throw F34 Final at the Stade de France stadium during the 2024 Paralympics, on September 4, 2024. Meneses won the bronze medal in the event.

Previously:

	September 3: A Dodge and Parry

	September 2: Tears of Gold

	September 1: The Hazards of Blind Football

	August 31: A Para-archer Lines Up a Shot

	August 30: A Long Jumper With Wings
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How to Know What's Really Propaganda

The history of propaganda helps us understand our current reality.

by Megan Garber, Andrea Valdez




Peter Pomerantsev, a contributor at The Atlantic and author of This Is Not Propaganda: Adventures in the War Against Reality, is an expert on the ways information can be manipulated. For this special episode, Megan talks with Peter about the role of propaganda in America and how to watch out for it.

Looking for more great audio from The Atlantic? Check out Autocracy in America, hosted by Peter Pomerantsev and staff writer Anne Applebaum. Subscribe wherever you listen.

Listen and subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket Casts

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Megan Garber: Andrea, when you think of propaganda, what first comes to mind?

Andrea Valdez: Mmm. Uncle Sam posters during the war effort: you know, I want you. And Rosie the Riveter: you know, We can do it. And, um, war posters from World War II and World War I, where they're asking people to buy bonds or to ration food. I mean, I think even Looney Tunes had wartime cartoons that served as propaganda!

Garber: Ooh. Oh, wow. And it's interesting; the history stuff is my first thought, too. These really bold, visually driven posters, basically almost like advertising billboards--except the products being sold are political causes.

Valdez: Right.

Garber: Yeah, exactly. And I guess there is something appropriate about that, because the people who've created propaganda historically learned some of their tactics from the advertising industry. And one of the core ideas in advertising is that while you're in one way appealing to consumers' rationality, you're also--and often even more so--appealing to their emotions.

Valdez: Mm. And one of the most fundamental ways to appeal to emotions is really just using charged language. The platforms can change--posters, commercials, cartoons, social media--but one common denominator, throughout all of the history of propaganda, is the use of powerful language.

Garber: Yeah. And it's interesting, too, that both of us, when we think about propaganda as language--just the word propaganda--we went to the past. Because, of course, propaganda isn't just an element of the past, right? It's very much a part of our present reality.

Valdez: Yes. And, you know, that gets to one of the core questions from our season, How to Know What's Real. When it comes to information, what is real? This question feels especially urgent around our political realities. Right now there's a presidential election coming up, and it feels like so many people, both here and abroad, live in their own individual political realities. Clearly, propaganda has played a big role here.

Garber: Yeah. And that has me thinking, too, about what makes certain kinds of messaging propaganda. And I guess how the ways it's evolved and devolved might instruct us, um, as we try to figure out life in this moment. The technologies people use to create propaganda and to spread it might change, but its defining characteristics do stay the same.

Peter Pomerantsev: I actually called my second book This Is Not Propaganda and then virtually never use the word in the book, because I thought, This word has become so polluted and contentious that it's pointless. 


Garber: That's Peter Pomerantsev. He is an Atlantic contributor and the author of several books--including Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible, and This Is Not Propaganda. Peter's work is especially urgent right now, I think, because he's an expert on the ways information can be manipulated--historically, but also in the present. For this special episode of How To, I talked with Peter about the ways everyday people can contend with messaging that tries to skew our sense of reality. But ... we started with what propaganda actually is.

--

Pomerantsev: The modern usage of the term starts with the Counter-Reformation. And the Catholic Church is worried about the spread of Protestantism, saying, De propaganda fide: "Go and spread the faith." It's not about information. It's about persuasion. But it's not a negative term. And one of the reasons some historians think that we use the term negatively is because in the Protestant tradition, anything associated with the Catholic Church is negative. So propaganda becomes a negative word in England and northern Europe, because it's about Catholics. So, you know that might be one of the root causes of this neutral term getting a bad name.

Garber: So Peter, zooming out to the present moment, where propaganda does have this generally negative connotation, I'm wondering if you can help delineate how it's different from other forms of information transfer. Because there are a lot of places, outside of politics but also within it, where the kind of persuasive information you're describing--the new forms of "spreading the faith," almost--is legitimate.

Pomerantsev: Propaganda essentially means forms of mass persuasion--that is, to the benefit of the person doing it rather than the person receiving it. So that's how it's different from public education. Public education is meant, in principle, to be for the benefit of the people receiving it. So, that doesn't mean propaganda can't benefit the persons receiving it, but it is not conceived with that aim. It is you trying to get somebody else to do what you want. Frankly, propaganda is usually used in a negative way, in the sense that it is usually somehow duplicitous; it is somehow deceiving people about the true nature of its aims. So, the way it's become used, you know, in society is with that sense. You're trying to get people to do something that you want them to do in a way that involves some sort of dishonesty. I think we have to go by campaign-by-campaign activity and decide: Is this okay for democracy? Or do we think this overstepped a line, which starts to mess up democracy?

Garber: I want to pivot, then, to one of your areas of expertise, which is Russia. You've not only studied propaganda in Russia, but you've lived in Russia, and you speak Russian fluently. And I wonder about the state of propaganda there--what does it feel like to live in an information environment where there is so much propaganda swirling around?

Pomerantsev: So look, it was a really unique experience until I moved to the U.S. and saw so much of the same stuff here. Um, you're living in a world where truth is lost as value. A world of extreme doubt. I mean, Putin's propaganda, unlike Communist propaganda, is defined not on a positive: you know, some story about the glorious Communist future. It's defined by seeding doubt, conspiracy theory, suspicion, with an aim of making people so confused they don't know what's true and what's not. Making them feel absolutely passive and essentially saying, Look, in this world where there are no values, no truth, total confusion, you need a strong man to lead you through the murk. You know, it's quite bizarre moving to America and finding so many people who, echoing things that I'd heard in Russia, were like, "Oh, you can't tell the difference between truth and lies, you don't know who's lying, you can't trust anybody anymore. You know, I don't trust anybody. I just go with my feelings." Which is the most manipulable thing.

Garber: So I'd love to ask you about this idea that propaganda isn't always just about truth and falsehood, but also about this idea that truth can't really exist--the manipulations you're describing leading to a form of nihilism, almost. Could you tell me a little bit more about how cynicism factors into propaganda?

Pomerantsev: Well, the sort of propaganda that Putin puts out is all about that. You know, effective propaganda always works with the grain of what people feel. There was a deep cynicism in the last sort of 30 years of the Soviet Union, um, when no one really believed in Communism, but still pretended that they did. So, that cynicism is encouraged, you know. It's going with the flow, and it's weaponized, sort of. You turn it against the world; you say, "Look, you may have hoped for a democratic future, but democracy doesn't exist anywhere. It's all a sham. There's just a deep state in America, and, you know, it's just elites controlling things."

Yeah, we're kind of corrupt here, but everybody's corrupt. But it's also kind of a funny paradox that I think, you know, it's important to grasp. I think we all know it from our own experiences: that people who are super cynical--like, "Oh, you can't trust the media, and you can't trust the politicians"--they don't end up free. They actually end up believing in crazy conspiracies instead. So there's something about the human mind that does need to live in some sort of framework, and some sort of way of understanding the world, some sort of way of understanding which community you belong to, and some way of placing yourself in the world. And it's a real paradox that in order to be free and independent, you have to be a little bit open-minded and trusting. Being super cynical doesn't make you free. It actually makes you more dependent on propaganda. In Russia, at least, they have an excuse, sort of: It's an authoritarian country where the government controls all the media. Here, people are choosing to live in this sort of space. And I'm yet to understand why they've made that decision.

[Music.]

Garber: This idea that we are sort of choosing to be manipulated--as far as the U.S. is concerned, I think of something like reality TV, for example, and how it shapes American politics. I'm thinking here of The Apprentice, in particular, which did so much to launch the political career of Donald Trump--to present him as both a celebrity and a leader. And to suggest that "celebrity" and "leader" might be, effectively, the same thing. So many of our politics, these days, come in the form of--and look like, and act like--entertainment.

Pomerantsev: So reality shows are something that I've thought about a lot, because my first career, actually, was to work in entertainment TV when reality shows were king. This was right after university; early 2000s. And I think reality shows are very very important. America had a president and might have a president very soon again, who was a reality-TV-show star. In Russia, people like [Vladislav] Surkov, sort of Putin's great vizier of propaganda, would go to reality-show sets to learn how to kind of create political theater based on reality shows.

I think it's very important to understand: When do reality shows emerge? They emerge in the 1990s, at this point when politics, post-Cold War politics, becomes bled of any ideological meaning. You have the emergence of these politicians--Tony Blair, Bill Clinton--who don't really have any strong ideology, but they're really good at showmanship. Politics becomes all about personality, rather than ideas. This is the moment where the reality show emerges as our definitive entertainment genre. You have the rise of politicians who are just about personality, with little substance--and politics becomes all about personality clashes. And you have the rise of reality shows, which are all about clashing personalities.

The media, which is actually completely complicit in this process, starts to cover politics as a series of tactics: Who's going to outsmart the other--Clinton or Gingrich? It's a game, you know? So politics becomes about tactics, rather than about policies. Like a reality show. Everyone's complicit in it. I don't want to blame the reality-show producers. I don't want to blame the media. I don't know. I think it just is the moment where personality clashes replace policy debates.

But I think now we've got to a point where we're very conscious of what we're doing, and I'm not sure we're stopping. Take American presidential debates, they're designed how we used to design reality shows. They're designed in a way to get people to attack each other in the lowest possible way. Now, everybody who's a member of a reality show knows that the way you get to dominate the show is: You attack someone. And they'll attack you back. And you guys, you're the heart of the conflict, and you dominate the series. It's all about you. By giving debates the same logic as we gave reality shows, we're doing everything to further a political culture where reality-show stars are going to win and keep on winning.

Garber: In terms of where we're at in the U.S. right now--what could we even do at this point to resist that?

Pomerantsev: So let's say it was solutions orientated, like, "Here is a policy problem; show us how you're going to work together and how you're going to work with the other side to get this through." Yeah, it's still a competition. You're still forcing people to compete, which--we want competition. We want to see who's better, but you're setting a completely different set of challenges. I don't know; we'd have to test it out. We have to test out whether it could still be entertaining. Um, I think that, you know, people do have a desire to watch mean conflicts. We do all enjoy that, but we also like to see people collaborating together for a greater aim. I'm looking at some social research at the moment about which bits of history Americans admire the most. And it's things like, well, the civil-rights movement obviously comes up on top. But beyond that, it's things like the moon landing and the Hoover Dam and bits of, like, successes in the Cold War and the Normandy landings. Because they all show people working together for a greater aim. So there is also a pleasure in collaboration and achieving things together. And if you're creating TV that's actually both entertaining and for the public good, then that's the sort of challenge you need to solve.

Garber: In your observations, whether in a broader global context or in the U.S., have you seen things that have worked when it comes to fighting back against propaganda? Have there been strategies that have proven successful?

Pomerantsev: So I teach a course about propaganda at Johns Hopkins. And one of the things we look at is, we look at photographs from the Great Depression. Photographs that every American knows of; you know, the heart-wrenching photographs of people left destitute by the Great Depression. And these were photographs by some of the greatest photographers of the age, that have become completely iconic in the American imagination, which were sponsored by, you know, the government in order to promote the need for a New Deal. And I asked my students: Is this propaganda or not? But that is a wonderful example of how you use communication for something positive, because however you feel about the details of the New Deal, the fact is, you are setting up empathy. So I think propaganda in the negative sense--and in its most vile sense, and in its most extreme sense, and its most dangerous sense--is about dehumanizing the other. So the first thing is to start to live in a culture where we do humanize each other. And I think that you do do that through culture. You do that through films, through movies, through photography. You know, we talk about identity a lot, in a toxic identity politics, where it's all about "my tribe" and "the other tribe is evil." But it doesn't have to be like that. You know, you can have a much more open-ended identity, where you realize that actually, you know, we're all connected, dependent on each other, and so on and so forth. Now, I don't mean anything fluffy, by the way. I certainly don't think you should hug fascists. I think you should defeat fascists. But, if we're talking about, you know, a society managing to live together, it starts with overcoming that dehumanization. That's Step No. 1.

Garber: What's Step No. 2?

Pomerantsev: Once you've done that, you can move on to the next phase, which is agreeing on what we think evidence is. Yeah? It's not about agreeing on the facts, but can we at least agree what counts as evidence? And then finally, I think, democratic discourse--and how it's different from in a dictatorship like Russia--is that this leads to decision making and political change. So people aren't just screaming into the abyss, or screaming at each other, through Twitter. They're actually getting somewhere, yeah? We're actually affecting something. And when we look at theories of a democratic public sphere, that's what makes it special. It's people debating, gathering evidence, and then coming to decisions that become policy. So it's all those stages--and I think today we really need to think through about how we're gonna get there.

You know: What's the role of movies? What's the role of online platforms and how we design online platforms? And then, what's the connection of all those discussions to political change? If you don't have those photographs at the start, if you don't have the humanization process, nothing else is possible.

Garber: I'd love to know what you say to people who might say that concerns about propaganda are overblown--that, you know, politicians have always lied. That there's always been misinformation. That nothing's really new about this moment. How would you respond to those arguments?

Pomerantsev: Whenever a new technology emerges, whether it's the printing press or radio or the internet and social media today, it causes huge ruptures. So we're clearly in a phase like that--you know, online technologies have produced incredible excitement, but they've also produced huge opportunities for those who wish to unleash destruction and violence. So, um, I am not alarmed when a politician is lying. That is, you know, fairly standard for that profession. But when something has gone wrong in our societies, when people can no longer trust each other enough to communicate with each other, when hate has become normalized, when violence has become normalized, I think we're in a very dangerous place.

[Music.]

Valdez: Megan, in this past season, you invoked the media theorist Marshall McLuhan a couple of times. Your conversation with Peter has me thinking of another very famous media theorist named Neil Postman. Postman had an essay called "Propaganda" that he published in the 1970s. And in it, he wrote, "of all the words we use to talk about talk, propaganda is perhaps the most mischievous." I love this definition of the word. It really gets at what Peter was talking about. That propaganda can be many things to many people. It's not inherently good or bad. It's malleable.

Gabrer: Mmm, and that's such an important way of looking at things. In part because it highlights the challenges we're facing, or at least one of the challenges, when it comes to propaganda in our own political lives. It would be so much easier if propaganda were clear cut and easy to define--almost like those posters you mentioned at the beginning of this episode, with their blunt messages and really obvious aims. But propaganda doesn't look like that always, and especially now. The bright colors are actually gray areas.

[Music.]

Valdez: Megan, our season of How to Know What's Real is over, but Peter, along with staff writer Anne Applebaum, will be the new hosts of a new podcast coming from The Atlantic called Autocracy in America.

Garber: I'm really excited about this show--it's a five-part series, and unlike a lot of coverage right now, it's not just a warning. It's about how America is already transforming, in part due to the types of psychological manipulation we've been talking about.

Valdez: Anne and Peter explore how the recent consolidation of power, and the way we permit secrecy in politics, makes democracy ever more vulnerable. And how some of our other vulnerabilities were actually baked into the American system by the founders.

Garber: The series is an effort to mark what's changing in America and to recognize what we're losing before it's too late. Follow the show now, wherever you listen.
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The Democrat Who's Not That Worried About Trump

Is this the most important election ever? Representative Jared Golden doesn't think so.

by Russell Berman




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


If you've gone to a Democratic campaign rally recently, chances are you've heard a version of the following sentence: This is the most important election of our lifetime.

Jared Golden isn't buying it. The third-term House Democrat from Maine thinks America will be just fine if Donald Trump returns to the White House. "No matter who wins the presidency," Golden told me last month at a Dunkin' in his district, "the day after the election, America is going to get up and go to work."

Golden may not think the presidential election matters all that much, but his constituents might end up deciding it. Maine is one of only two states that awards an Electoral College vote to the winner of each of its congressional districts. The easiest path to a Kamala Harris victory does not depend on her winning the electoral vote in Golden's district, which Trump captured twice. But if the race is exceptionally close, the district could determine which party controls both the House and the presidency.

After the assassination attempt on Trump in July, Golden called on both parties to stop making "hyperbolic threats about the stakes of this election," as he wrote on X. "It should not be misleadingly portrayed as a struggle between democracy or authoritarianism, or a battle against fascists or socialists bent on destroying America. These are dangerous lies."

Stephen Wertheim: Biden's democracy-defense credo does not serve U.S. interests

The Harris campaign has deemphasized the democracy-versus-autocracy framing that Golden condemned. But his nonchalance about a Trump victory still separates him from nearly everyone else in his party. Several of Golden's House colleagues told me they believe he has trivialized the danger of a second Trump term. "He's deliberately soft-pedaling a very grave threat to constitutional democracy," Representative Gerry Connolly of Virginia told me.

But as one of only five House Democrats who represents a district that Trump carried in 2020, Golden has good reason to avoid sounding alarms about the former president. He is virtually the only Democrat trying to lower the stakes of the election. That might be how he helps his party win it.

Outside the halls of the Capitol, Golden does not exactly radiate politician. When I met him at the Dunkin' in Rumford, Maine, the 42-year-old arrived in his Chevy pickup and wore jeans and a T-shirt that showed off the tattoos running down each of his arms. Many lawmakers walk into restaurants in their districts as minor celebrities, glad-handing everyone in sight. Not Golden: During our interview, he spoke so softly that I had the feeling he didn't want anyone to know we were talking about politics.

To the frustration of many Democrats, Golden is hard to pin down. He's said he won't vote for Trump, but he has refused to endorse Harris. Ask him to describe his ideology and he'll respond with a paradox: progressive conservative. He rejects the left/right framing of American politics as well as labels such as "moderate" and "centrist." He's progressive on abortion and gay rights, unions, and taxes. He's more conservative on border security and federal spending. A gun owner and a Marine, Golden opposed an assault-weapons ban until last year, when a mass shooting in his hometown of Lewiston changed his mind. When state Democrats took up gun-control measures after the massacre, Golden criticized them for not going far enough.

Golden won his seat in 2018, defeating the Republican incumbent, Bruce Poliquin, by just 3,500 votes with the help of ranked-choice voting, a system that Maine became the first state in the nation to use that year. In 2022, he beat Poliquin again, this time by 19,000 votes. His opponent this year, Austin Theriault, is a Trump-endorsed NASCAR driver turned state legislator. There's been no public polling of their race, but prognosticators rate it as a toss-up.

Long before Harris's running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, turned "normal versus weird" into a national campaign message, Golden had been using it to distance himself from political opponents--some Democrats as well as Republicans. But if Walz's vibe is friendly dad and football coach, Golden comes off as more of an introvert. "He's not a flashy, 'see me, see me' type of a person," Craig Poulin, a former president of the Sportsman's Alliance of Maine who has known Golden for years, told me. That became clear to me when I joined Golden at a ribbon-cutting for a nonprofit that was building a camp for wounded veterans. Even though he had secured federal funding for the group, Golden declined to join the ceremonial photo they took in front of a new dock, because, he told me, he hadn't raised money for that part of the project. Later, when an aide tried to take a photo of him with a group of veterans, Golden waved him off.

Helen Lewis: What's genuinely weird about the online right

Despite Golden's reserve, his political ambitions seem to be growing. Along with two other Democrats elected in Trump districts--Representatives Marie Gluesenkamp Perez of Washington State and Mary Peltola of Alaska--he has tried to revitalize the House's Blue Dog Coalition, long a bastion of conservative Democrats. And some Maine Democrats believe he is eyeing a run for governor in 2026. "Never say never," he told me, not quite denying interest in the job.

As for 2024, Golden's serenity about the presidential election has less to do with his feelings toward the Republican nominee than his conviction that the country can contain Trump. "We withstood whatever he brought at us last time around," Golden told me after I pressed him to explain why he disagrees with Democrats who argue that Trump would be more dangerous in a second term. "I'm skeptical that there's some kind of grand master plan afoot to destroy American democracy. And I'm skeptical that his many voters think that's what they're signing up for, or that they'll just stand by and let their freedom and democracy be taken away by the man even if they voted for him. So, yes, I have a lot of faith in the country and the people."

Golden's Democratic critics say that they, too, have plenty of faith in the American people. But they see his attitude as dismissive toward voters who take both seriously and literally the former president's musings about seeking revenge against his enemies or becoming a dictator on "day one." "Mr. Golden can interpret it any way he wants, but he doesn't get to lecture the rest of us about how we interpret it," Representative Connolly said.

Even at one of Golden's own campaign events, I encountered people who weren't enthused about voting for him. "There's a lot of people scratching their heads right now," Linda K. Miller, a Democratic candidate for the state legislature, told me at a cookout that Golden hosted. Miller said that she and other party loyalists felt "forced" to support him "because he is a Democrat right now." As she explained, "We need those seats."

As Golden sees it, normal people are more concerned about the cost of groceries and home insurance than they are about the erosion of democracy. He scolded some in his party for trying to claim credit for lower inflation and a strong economy. "It's like, Inflation is down. Isn't everything great? And people are like, But it's still way more expensive to live than it was five years ago." Before Joe Biden dropped out of the race, Golden began airing a campaign ad that called the president "unfit to serve a second term" and touted his opposition to Biden's "electric-car mandate" and pandemic stimulus package, both common Republican targets. "There's a feeling he's giving up too much to pander to Trump voters," Nickie Sekera, a water conservationist running for the state legislature, told me.

That ad, along with Golden's refusal to endorse Harris, has led a few Maine Democrats to worry that he might be preparing to leave the party, following the examples of Senators Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona and Joe Manchin of West Virginia. Golden told me there was no truth to the rumor, before offering the strongest defense of the Democratic Party that I had heard him give. "We're the party of the working class; the party of working people; the party standing up against the worst excesses of free trade; the party of choice; the party of health, civil rights, good governance, anti-corruption, campaign-finance reform--all these things that I'm fighting for," he said. "That's what being a Democrat means to me."

Most of the Democrats I spoke with said that they trusted Golden's sincerity and commitment to the party. They also trust that, after three victories in a swing district, he knows his voters better than they do. "He is of his people," David Farmer, a longtime Democratic consultant in Maine, told me. Farmer disagreed with Golden's attitude toward a potential Trump win, saying it reflected the worldview of "a former Marine white male in a traditional family relationship in a more rural part of a rural state": For people "that don't have the same advantages as the congressman, it is clearly an existential threat." At the same time, Farmer said, Golden's view "probably represents the independent-minded voters who are told every four years that this is the most important election ever. And for them, their lives change around the edges."

Golden is no longer as sure as he once was that Trump will win the presidency. "It's somewhat evident that it's a tighter race," he told me. But he still has no doubt whom his constituents will vote for: "I can tell you Trump's going to win my district by a healthy margin."

One organization that disagrees with Golden's prediction is the Harris campaign. Shortly after I left Maine, I got an unexpected call from a Harris spokesperson, who insisted that the campaign had no intention of ceding the district's electoral vote to Trump. He may have won it in both 2020 and 2016, but the Harris campaign and other Democratic committees have now opened 14 field offices in Maine; nine of them are in the state's Second Congressional District--Golden's district.

A few days later, the University of New Hampshire released a poll finding that Harris had a five-point lead in the district--just within the survey's margin of error. Trump carried the district by seven points in 2020. But before he came along, Democrats routinely won it.

If Harris carries the "blue wall" swing states of Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin but loses the other battlegrounds, she would be one vote short of the 270 needed for the presidency. That final vote would more likely come from Nebraska's Second Congressional District, in Omaha, a wealthier, more educated area that Biden won by seven points in 2020. Golden's district offers another route, however, which could become crucial if Nebraska Republicans enact a last-minute change that would award all of Nebraska's electoral votes to the statewide winner.

Gilad Edelman: The asterisk on Kamala Harris's poll numbers

Yet if they had to choose, national Democrats would probably prioritize Golden's campaign in his district over Harris's. To retake the House, Democrats will need a net gain of four seats, which would be much harder if Golden loses. And Harris won't be able to get much done without a Democratic Congress.

For that reason, Democrats in D.C. don't seem to care much about Golden refusing to endorse Harris. Candidates like him highlight the Democrats' embrace of "authentic independent thinkers," Representative Suzan DelBene, the chair of the House Democrats' campaign arm, told me when I asked her about the snub. "That's a huge difference between Democrats and Republicans." The GOP, she noted, pushed out lawmakers who did not line up behind Trump.

Golden will likely benefit from the boost in Democratic enthusiasm that Harris has generated even while he stands apart from her campaign. He is betting that few Democrats in his district will cast votes for Harris without also marking their ballot for him. That has left Golden free to chase Trump voters, and he has attracted plenty.

The dynamic was on display at the cookout I attended, where the talk turned to politics after people had finished their burgers and "red snapper" hot dogs. Kyle Nees, a veteran supporting Golden, wasn't a fan of either Harris or Trump. "I don't think the Founding Fathers ever wanted it to be a choice between shitty and shittier," he told me. Most of the veterans Nees knew were "hard-core Trump supporters." "But," Nees added, "they're all in for Jared."
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AI Is Coming for Amateur Novelists. That's Fine.

An annual speed-writing contest lets in the robot overlords, and I, for one, welcome them.

by Gal Beckerman




With a name that sounds like something a parent would slowly mouth to their infant, NaNoWriMo is an annual "challenge" in which many thousands of seemingly well-adjusted people decide to write a novel in a month. "Do I need something special to write a novel?" the nonprofit that puts on this exquisite torture reasonably asks on its website. "Nope!"

National Novel Writing Month began in 1999 with 21 participants, and now nearly half a million take part every November. The event is also the name of the organization that gamifies the exercise, hosting participants on its online platform. To "win" NaNoWriMo, you need to produce a minimum of 50,000 words in a month (about the length of The Great Gatsby)--or 1,667 words a day, a number, NaNoWriMo tells us, that "scientists have determined to be the perfect amount to boost your creativity."

NaNoWriMo first emerged in the San Francisco Bay Area, and it has Silicon Valley's fingerprints all over it; if you've ever thought that producing fiction could be optimized, this is like the Soylent of novel writing. The organization boasts that its platform "tracks words for writers like Fitbit tracks steps." But as long as it involved humans actually sitting down and sweating out sentences, it all seemed pretty harmless to someone like me, a curmudgeon who thinks writing is just hard work and not for everyone. But on Monday, NaNoWriMo expressed its thoughts on the use of AI, and it turns out that being a human is no longer even a requirement.

And now I think I know where NaNoWriMo is headed, and I approve: Just let the robots do it.

Read: My books were used to train Meta's generative AI. Good.

In a statement that seemed like it may have been written by AI, the organization refused to "explicitly support" or "explicitly condemn" the use of technological assistance. And in case you thought to object, NaNoWriMo argued that disavowing AI would have exacerbated "classist and ableist issues." The classism argument had to do with the fact that "a level of privilege" might endow some writers with "the financial ability to engage a human for feedback and review." The ableism charge was even more absurd. AI should be allowed to help you write your novel because "not all brains have same [sic] abilities and not all writers function at the same level of education or proficiency in the language in which they are writing."

Well, yes. That's why writing takes work. If I entered a contest to see if I could fix a broken washing machine, my lack of education and proficiency as a plumber would make that difficult and most likely impossible. Allow me to access YouTube videos of plumbing tutorials or use a robot plumber (if we ever get those), and the task will be much, much easier. Fixing your washing machine and writing a novel are, of course, two different kinds of accomplishments; doing your own plumbing will save you a few hundred dollars and might provide a sense of satisfaction, while the novel will just make you feel good about yourself. Plumbers have a useful skill that demands expertise acquired through training and much trial and error, whereas, according to NaNoWriMo, its participants "enter the month as elementary school teachers, mechanics, or stay-at-home parents. They leave novelists." This is why I've never liked NaNoWriMo.

A lot of people online were angry about the organization's decision, and a few authors stepped down from its writers' board. AI is not popular among creative people, even part-time creative people, given that large language models have cannibalized the work of published authors and threaten to further erode the value of creativity. Many of the critics mentioned AI's penchant for "stealing" writing. A number of disabled writers in particular took offense at the idea that they should need AI. Laura Elliot, an author whose debut novel will be out next spring, wrote on X that "disabled writers do not need the immoral theft machine to write because we lack the ability to be creative without plagiarism--encouraging AI is a slap in the face to all writers and this excuse is appallingly ableist."

I'm sympathetic to these writers who feel betrayed by a writing project that was apparently a helpful motivator for them. But if varying levels of "education and proficiency" divide those who can succeed at the challenge from those who can't, maybe everyone should just take another month. Personally speaking, writing is difficult even when it's rewarding, even after I've spent a decades-long career doing it. You gain confidence over time, but it's always a struggle to make what ends up on the page correspond with what was in your mind. That struggle--the million individual choices that writing demands--is what gives it its particular human flavor. (And maybe it's sacrilege to say this, but consider, too, that not everyone was born to be an author or needs to try to become one.)

Read: Murdered by my replica?

Which is why I, for one, think that NaNoWriMo's statement is great news. The world needs fewer novels, certainly fewer novels that have been written in a month. And artificial intelligence is itchy for distractions; we need to give the robots something to do before they start messing with nuclear codes or Social Security numbers. Just give NaNoWriMo to them. They can probably produce 50,000 words in a few seconds. Better yet, they can also read the novels that other AIs produce, saving everyone from a lot of bad writing. Reading metric tons of material in order to reconstitute it as original work is, after all, what they do best. When the AIs have spent years developing their abilities--writing and shelving novel after novel--then maybe they will have something to contribute to our human efforts.

Until then, if you want to write, just write, though don't assume it will be good. And don't assume it will be quick. When all we have is our human brains, we need to deliberate on every word. Maybe that's why NaNoWriMo has had such appeal, precisely in a time of prediction software: People want the challenge of doing something that requires patience and persistence and imagination, and that spits out unpredictable results. Take that away, and you might as well just be fiddling with your Fitbit.
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<em>Slow Horses </em>and the Dark Psychology of an Unwinnable Game

The show's masterful fourth outing unpacks the steep cost of a trade in which people are expendable.

by Sophie Gilbert




Everything Slow Horses does is intentional. The Apple TV+ series about the outcasts of British intelligence is almost too taut, structured so compactly around explosions and enemy pursuits and intramural kneecappings that it practically thrums. Amid a TV landscape of saggy dramas and comedies that seem stuck in an existential k-hole, this is the rare show that moves. Which also means that when the fourth season begins with a visual of trussed-up chickens rotating on a spit--identikit bodies raised for slaughter--you can trust that it means something.

Since its debut, in April 2022, Slow Horses--based on Mick Herron's novels--has preoccupied itself with the theme of failure, and what it allows. The characters are burnouts and duds who've either messed up catastrophically at MI5 or offended the wrong person, and have ended up exiled to Slough House, a dank office far from headquarters where leaks and rats aren't spycraft terms but very real concerns. Nicknamed the "slow horses," and presided over by the grubby, flatulent Jackson Lamb (played by Gary Oldman), the Slough House spies consistently screw up, even when they succeed. Over the past three seasons, they've thwarted white-nationalist terrorists, Russian sleeper cells, heavily armed private militias, even their own MI5 counterparts. But they've also failed, sometimes devastatingly, to protect one another. Hovering over them at all times is the possibility of getting called back to MI5 proper, though Lamb's spies lack the political acumen and the checkered morals to ever actually pull it off.

Read: The subversive worldview of Slow Horses

Power is a bleak force in this world, and it's never been a bleaker one than in the fourth season, a propulsive, nervy trip into the nature of authority, heritage, and care. In its early scenes, a bomb goes off at a shopping center--a terrorist act with minimal leads that sends MI5 scrambling and sets its leaders on edge. The glacial, ruthless Diana Taverner (Kristin Scott Thomas) has been nudged aside as acting First Desk by the smarmy Claude Whelan (James Callis). At Slough House, River Cartwright (Jack Lowden) is worried about his grandfather David (Jonathan Pryce), a former senior official of MI5 whose dementia seems to be getting worse. The slow horses also have two new colleagues: Moira Tregorian (Joanna Scanlan), a cheerful schoolmarm-type who makes the fatal mistake of cleaning Lamb's office, and J. K. Coe (Tom Brooke), a hoodie-wearing shadow who drums his fingers incessantly but doesn't say a word. As the centers of gravity shift and realign, the potential for ruthlessness and betrayal seems higher than ever, especially as old secrets surface.

To Taverner's chagrin, an enterprising associate at MI5 manages to tie the shopping-center attack to one of the intelligence service's "cold bodies," or personas that MI5 creates in case agents require new identities. Meanwhile, someone seems to be targeting David Cartwright, whose unraveling sense of reality is hard to detach from his paranoid feeling that he's being followed. Cartwright's nickname among spies and even his own grandson is "O.B.," or "Old Bastard," and his prominence in Season 4 signals the extent to which the show is thinking about legacy, particularly when a new character (Hugo Weaving) emerges as his inversion. MI5, on the show, is a place where the fish rots from the head down--where diligent agents are burned, shunted out, and scapegoated by grasping, egotistical snakes. How, the series wonders, did it get that way? When and why did the mission change from protecting others to covering your own back?

Whelan, an unctuous suit who's never worked in the field and whose winning pitch for leading MI5 involved a "triple-A promise" to "activate accountability and accessibility," immediately passes down the dirty work of getting things done to Taverner. (When the pair meet for a briefing on the top deck of London bus, a prominent ad slyly sells an exhibition dedicated to "Great Leaders: 500 Years of Defining Authority.") Both contrast delightfully with Lamb, who fails at every aspect of contemporary management by verbally abusing his team, drinking on the job, and making suggestive comments to any woman he encounters. But he also operates according to his own implacable code: protecting agents who are out in the field, refusing to blow their cover, and insisting stubbornly that they're not bodies to be sacrificed or pawns in someone's strategic chess game. "Not in front of the kids," he tells an asset at one point, ever the father figure to these misfit spies.

The characters in Slow Horses, Lamb among them, can sometimes feel like daffy sitcom archetypes that have been air-dropped into a Michael Bay movie. In moments of excruciating tension, when they're being pursued by trained killers or someone has pulled the pin out of a grenade, they fumble and panic and flail. But they're also so compelling that I occasionally craved less action and more backstory--fewer knife-edge car chases and more biographical texture. Season 4 delivers on all counts regarding River, who in the past has felt like the show's normie conduit into the warped world of Slough House, the bland foil to Lamb's layered grotesque. This season gives River more texture and more to do, allowing Lowden to explore the character's empathy and demonstrate his sometimes terrifying competence in the field (and his very amateurish French--this being Slow Horses, any display of faculty or skill must immediately be undercut by humiliation).

To its credit, the show manages to do a lot in six episodes: shocking detonations and frantic, drumbeat-scored fight sequences, but also expansive storytelling, detailed worldbuilding, and considered study of what working in intelligence does to people. Some characters (Coe) seem hopelessly traumatized; some (Lamb and the archivist Molly Doran) insulate themselves from damage by shutting everyone out; others (Taverner) have become so cynical that they've lost their humanity. The close study of humans, so crucial to espionage, is just as vital to the spy drama. Slow Horses is thrilling, often improbably so. (If this many explosions and gunfights actually occurred in London on a daily basis, the government would have fallen long ago.) But it's also keenly attuned to the dynamics and psychology of the trade--what it means to understand people as expendable pieces in an unwinnable game.
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The Friendship Paradox

We all want more time with our friends, but we're spending more time alone.

by Olga Khazan




Americans are afflicted by an "epidemic of loneliness," according to the surgeon general and dozens of researchers. The phrase conjures a nation of friendless hermits who have no one to invite to their birthday parties. But according to a pair of new surveys, American loneliness is more complex than that. The typical American, it seems, texts a bunch of people "we should get together!" before watching TikTok alone on the couch and then passing out. That is, Americans have friends. We just never really see them.

For a study published in July, Natalie Pennington, a communications professor at Colorado State University, and her co-authors surveyed nearly 6,000 American adults about their friendships. The researchers found that Americans reported having an average of about four or five friends, which is similar to past estimates. Very few respondents--less than 4 percent--reported having no friends.

Although most of the respondents were satisfied with the number of friends they had, more than 40 percent felt they were not as emotionally close to their friends as they'd like to be, and a similar number wished they had more time to spend with their friends. Americans feel "that longingness there," as Pennington put it to me--"a struggle to figure out how to communicate and connect and make time for" friendship.

Pennington's research fits with past findings that Americans now spend less than three hours a week with friends, compared with more than six hours a decade ago. Instead, we're spending ever more time alone. These days, "the number of people we can develop some kind of connection to seems boundless, but the opportunities to develop deep, meaningful, even transformative relationships are much more difficult," Daniel Cox, the director of the Survey Center on American Life at the American Enterprise Institute, told me.

Read: Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out

This difficulty arises, in part, from a shortage of free time. In 2021, older Millennials--those ages 35 to 44, a demographic that's likely to have young kids--had 16 fewer minutes of leisure time each day than similarly aged adults did in 2003, according to Bloomberg's Justin Fox. They've reallocated those minutes to sleep, work, and child care. I relate to this: When I was pregnant, I paid to join two different social groups that were supposed to help me make mom friends. Neither group has physically met up in months. We all live far away from one another, and, well, we're busy moms!

Another big hurdle is the time and effort it takes to schedule a gathering. In recent decades, participation in groups that allow friends to meet up easily--such as unions, civic clubs, and religious congregations--has dwindled. "One of the really great things about these institutions is they regularize contact," Cox told me. "You're there at the same time or for the same kind of meetings ... with shared values and expectations for behavior. So it really takes a lot of the work off the plate of the individual."

A slew of books and apps aim to help people tend to their friendships, but these tools all have the same limitation: They put the onus on each individual to initiate and maintain contact. Each person has to send messages and sync up schedules and find the brunch spot that will accommodate everyone's food allergies. You can't just show up on a Sunday and find a few hundred of your friends in the same building.

These days, "we have a lot of friends that tend to only share a common history with us, not with each other," Anna Goldfarb, the author of Modern Friendship, told me. You have one friend you know from work and one friend you know from a previous job, but they don't know each other. To see them both would require two separate brunch dates when you're not sure you even have time for one. "We have to come up with individual reasons for each friendship to keep it active," Goldfarb said.

Because modern friendship requires so much active scheduling of individual friend-dates, people with more resources are now better able to maintain friendships than disadvantaged people. A survey of 6,500 American adults released last month by Cox and one of his colleagues found that college-educated Americans were more likely than those with a high-school degree to host friends and neighbors at their home at least once a month.

Read: Why dining rooms are disappearing from American homes

Although everyone these days is pressed for time and less likely to be civically involved, the college educated live near the kinds of places where they're likely to see the same set of people repeatedly. Cox found that college graduates have greater access to public libraries, parks, coffee shops, and other "third places" than people without college degrees do, and people who had more access to these kinds of spaces--a.k.a. wealthier people--also tended to have more friends. People with money and regular work hours can see friends at Orangetheory or their local bar, Cox said, whereas those who work long days, multiple jobs, or erratic schedules might not be able to. Americans without college degrees are also now less likely than those with a degree to attend religious services, thus losing an opportunity to be around friends for free. And hoping to simply run into friends in the neighborhood is a long shot: Only a quarter of Americans say most or all of their close friends live in their neighborhood or nearby.

Maintaining friendships in this atomized new world might require ratcheting down expectations. For parents with young kids, a weekly brunch with friends may well be impossible. Instead, Goldfarb suggests getting closer to your friends by taking an interest in things they care about, and asking to hang out for small, specific amounts of time. If you're friends with a new parent, that is, don't invite them to a bar 30 minutes away. Ask if you can bring over fresh fruit and chat for 20 minutes. "We need our friends to see us," Goldfarb said. "We need our friends to take all our roles into account."
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Inside the Dangerous, Secretive World of Extreme Fishing

Why I swim out into rough seas 80 nights a year to hunt for striped bass

by Tyler Austin Harper




The wave comes, throat-high and hungry. The last thing I see before it sweeps me off the rock and into the ocean is a man in a wetsuit leaning his shoulder into a wall of water. When we swam out here around 2 a.m. and hoisted ourselves onto the algae-slick face of a boulder, he had warned me: "If you go in here, it won't be fun." And he was right.

I manage to keep hold of my fishing rod, and I'm reeling in lost line and treading water and trying to forget all the stories I've heard about sharks as a second large wave begins sucking me up its face. By the time the third crashes over me, I've abandoned any pretense of swimming back to our original perch. Sputtering and coughing, I make my way toward another rock closer to shore. A last wave pushes me onto it, and I get my feet under me.

Thirty yards in front of me, having held on to that sloping rock through the entire set, Brandon Sausele makes a long, arcing cast into the pounding surf.

Sausele is 27 years old. Shaggy-haired, tattooed, and muscular, he is a devoted practitioner of an extreme sport known as "wetsuiting," which is both easy to describe and impossible for the uninitiated to understand. When I was first getting into the sport a few years ago, the advice I received from another fisherman was simply: Don't.

Wetsuiting is a form of saltwater fishing that involves wearing a wetsuit and wading or swimming out to offshore rocks--almost exclusively at night, often during storms--to access deeper water or faster currents than can be reached in traditional waders. The quarry are striped bass, a fish that migrates every spring, mostly from the Chesapeake and Delaware Bays, to as far north as Maine, and back down again in the fall.

Although "stripers"--one of the most popular game fish in America--can be caught during normal waking hours, the largest members of the species, some more than four feet long, usually come close to shore at night. Stripers prefer inclement weather and rough water, which make ambushing their prey easier, but also make conditions more dangerous for the men--wetsuiters are nearly all men--who chase them.

Catching big stripers requires dedication and sleep deprivation. And if you're wetsuiting, it involves more than a little risk. The hazards of this hobby, coupled with the fact that most of us who do it don't even keep the fish we catch, are often baffling to outsiders, who quite reasonably wonder why we bother. Perhaps not surprisingly, wetsuiting has long attracted highly particular personalities: cranks, brooding combat veterans, adrenaline junkies, recovering alcoholics, and spiritual questers.


Brandon Sausele (above and lead image) is one of a dying breed of fishermen in Montauk, New York, who wear wetsuits and wade or swim out to offshore rocks in shark-filled waters--almost exclusively at night. (Peter Fisher for The Atlantic)



Fishing for striped bass from the shore--known as "surf casting"--was once a pastime for the rich, who created clubs and built "bass stands" in places such as Newport and Cuttyhunk Island in the 1800s. But what Sausele does, wetsuiting, was born in the mid-20th century in Montauk, New York, back when it was a hardscrabble fishing town. Who exactly invented the sport is a matter of substantial debate, but it's generally agreed on that by the early 1960s, a handful of men were donning wetsuits and swimming sometimes 100 yards or more through the churning surf to reach the sandbars and outer rocks on Montauk's shores.

Montauk's geography is uniquely perfect for the sport. Situated at the eastern tip of Long Island's South Fork, which some call simply "The End," the town has a mix of sand beaches, boulder fields, and ripping currents that provides an ideal habitat for stripers, and a singular challenge for those who hunt them. By most standards, I'm a serious wetsuiter; I go out some 80 nights a year. But I was not fully prepared for the nights I spent on Long Island this summer, fishing with one of the most celebrated anglers on Montauk's coastline.

Wetsuiters often talk about their "career" in fishing, and Sausele has already had a decorated run. He has seven Montauk Surfmasters tournament victories to his name and a "50" under his belt. Catching a 50-pound striped bass is an achievement that most spend their life chasing, and very few attain.

During the day, Sausele works as a pipeline-rehabilitation specialist, traveling the country to repair lines that carry water, chemicals, and natural gas. But like most die-hard wetsuiters, he treats fishing as his second job, which means forgoing anything approaching a healthy sleep schedule. Sausele regularly fishes from sunset to sunrise before driving 90 minutes from Montauk back home to change; then he goes straight to work. This isn't uncommon: Most dedicated wetsuiters are out in the surf multiple nights a week from May to November. Some junkies log 100 or more nights a year.

In this prolonged state of sleep deprivation, wetsuiters must keep constant track of moon phases, bait migration, wind direction, tide swings, current speed, water temperature, swell and surf conditions--knowing that a single mistake can spell injury or worse. Wetsuiters pursue a fish, yes, but also an old and very human question: What can a body do?

I sought out Sausele because he's a good fisherman, really good, but also because he is, as he himself puts it, one of a dying breed. By Sausele's estimate and that of other Montauk fishermen I talked with, only about five or six hard-core wetsuiters fish The End regularly today, down from dozens in the '90s and 2000s. (Many local fishermen still wear a wetsuit, but vanishingly few swim out to Montauk's far-flung reefs at night.)

In part that's because Montauk has long since become a vacation spot for influencers and Wall Street guys, pushing out the working class and making it harder for fishermen to find affordable places to stay. It's also because striper numbers have dropped after years of inadequate conservation. But just as much as any of these reasons, it's a story about sharks. Because if there's one thing keeping Montauk wetsuiters shorebound, it's the shark population. Sausele often takes to Instagram to share videos and images of large bass bitten in half by "the tax man" while he is reeling them in, as well as other encounters he has with large sharks while precariously perched on offshore rocks, most of which are submerged, leaving him belly-deep with predators bigger than he is. In one video, he releases what looks like a sizable bull shark at night. It had hooked itself after eating a bluefish on his line.

More than a few wetsuiters have lost marriages and jobs in their desperate quest for this fish. Some have lost their life.

If this sounds insane, that's because it is. Wetsuiters are all mad, and they always have been. Spending sleepless night after sleepless night up to your chest in the riotous Atlantic, hunting fish the size of a preschooler, isn't a hobby that people who are psychologically grounded pursue. (I do not exempt myself from this charge.) Many disciples speak about their relationship with the sport as a kind of addiction. More than a few have lost marriages and jobs in their desperate quest for this fish. Some have lost their life.

I went down to Long Island in June and again in July--a time of year when shark run-ins are common--to swim to the outer rocks with Sausele in an attempt to understand why he risks life and limb, chasing massive fish only to release them, with nothing but the occasional Instagram post and a few hundred likes to show for it.

Wetsuiters have a mantra: "Boat fish don't count." It's often said tongue in cheek, but most of us sort of mean it. I've thought about the meaning of this phrase a lot: on the long drives to my fishing spots; while wading out, neck-deep, to sandbars in white-shark territory; in a parking lot, gearing up to fish the bleeding edge of a hurricane. Boat fish don't count because, generally, boat fishing can't kill you.

I arrive in Montauk during the first week of June, my wife and seven-month-old in tow. We haven't been away together since our son was born, so we decided to make the trip a family affair, staying in one of the rental homes that are helping drive up the town's housing prices. We get in on a Monday afternoon and spend the evening like tourists, drinking South Fork rose at a picnic table and watching the sun sink into Lake Montauk.

Twenty-four hours later, Brandon Sausele is giving me a firm handshake in a dirt-and-gravel parking lot. Although we talked on the phone several times in the months leading up to my trip, Sausele takes me a little by surprise. You might expect a man who swims through a shark-infested ocean at night to be brash and full of swagger. Sausele is not quiet, but he is understated and modest. He asks me questions about my gear, whether I like a certain brand of hook, if I have thoughts on a certain kind of "plug" (an artificial lure). It's a bit like if Phil Mickelson asked an amateur golfer his opinion on a particular nine iron.

After a few minutes of chitchat, we're piling into Sausele's truck and driving to a second location, where we'll slip into our wetsuits and prepare for the night. He tells me he doesn't like to get ready in the same place that he's fishing in case he's recognized by another wetsuiter who might try to horn in on his bite. (This kind of secrecy is typical--I have my own similar routines and rituals that shade from privacy into paranoia.)

We take our time getting our gear together: pool-cue-thick rods and waterproof reels made of aircraft-grade aluminum; plug bags made of sailcloth attached to thick belts made of scuba material; rust-proof rescue knives; primary and backup dive flashlights attached to lanyards made of surgical tubing; nitrile-coated gloves; specialized shoes called Korkers fitted with carbide cleats designed to grip rock; an assortment of other tools, including pliers, stainless-steel D rings, and handheld scales to weigh fish. And finally, with those sharks in mind, tourniquets.

By 8 o'clock, we've driven to a third location, and I'm wading deep into the Montauk surf with Sausele. Our first perches are maybe 60 yards offshore, a pair of flat rocks that we can reach without swimming. He directs me to the bigger of the two and we fish until the blue wash of sky turns purple and the ebbing tide sucks out a little farther. He keeps a polite eye on me.

"All right," Sausele announces. Night has fully set in, and soon I'm watching Sausele's dark form side-stroking through the choppy Atlantic, using his 11-foot surf rod to feel for a specific rock that allegedly lies somewhere below the surface. He does this without turning on his flashlight, so as not to spook the fish; as he later explains, he locates these underwater rocks, which he scouts during the day, by triangulating from various onshore landmarks. The water is pushing fast and he starts his swim up current, letting it swing him toward the rock. A few minutes later, I can just make out Sausele's silhouette standing some 40 yards in front of me. He signals for me to join him. I slip into the black water.

As Sausele promised, the rock is plenty big but awkwardly shaped. The water is well above my waist, even when I'm standing on the highest part. I've fished plenty of difficult places--my home waters offer miles of ledge-studded coastline, craggy death traps battered by New England tides--but Montauk is an entirely different animal. I'm not used to fishing from rocks that are this deeply submerged, and the surf is frothing and the current tugs at me. Within the first 10 minutes, a big roller comes in and pushes me off into deep water. Sausele extends a hand and pulls me back on only for the next wave to push me off again. This time, I swim around to the front of the boulder and let the next wave deposit me belly-first onto the rock.





Sausele and the author in late July; Sausele caught a 29-pound striped bass. (Peter Fisher for The Atlantic)



We don't catch any stripers that night, and my entire body aches--Sausele stays on that slimy boulder like he's glued to it, while I seem to spend as much time swimming back to our rock as I do fishing from it. Nevertheless, the entire affair is deliriously fun. Wetsuiting can feel illicit, almost juvenile: courting danger while the rest of the world sleeps, the sense that something exciting--catching not just a fish, but The Fish--could happen at any moment. When the sky brightens over the distant Montauk Point Lighthouse, Sausele's watch reads a quarter to five and we call it quits. We mostly float back, paddling with the hands not holding our rods, relying on the buoyancy of our wetsuits and letting the waves push us toward shallow water.

Back onshore, we stand on the rocky beach, panting lightly, leaning on our surf rods like canes under Montauk's crumbling bluffs. A sliver of moon is dissolving into the morning. Sausele says he hopes the fishing will be better tomorrow.

The teenager in the surf shop is tanned and stoned. When I tell him I'm working on a story about fishermen, striped bass, and sharks, his bloodshot eyes flash, his mouth splitting into a grin.

"Oh, the sharks are here, man." He leans back on his stool until it's balanced on two legs. "I've seen them two different times. One night, I was out at dusk. Whole crowd of surfers. And we see this big fin coming down the lineup. Just fucking cruising." He presses his hands together and makes them swim like a fish. "Just fucking cruising," he repeats. "And we're all like ... shit! You know?" I agree, shit. He forgets to tell me about the second time he saw a shark.

It's been a month since my June trip and I'm back in town. When I pull into the parking lot around midnight, Sausele is tying a monofilament leader to his braided fishing line, fingers lit up by the beam of a headlamp.

We had fished hard the day before, meeting at midnight and staying out through sunrise with only two bass and some hefty bluefish, all released, for our efforts. When I got back to the parking lot of my beachside motel that morning, vacationers were already ambling toward the ocean, weighed down by coolers and sandy beach chairs. I slept until 10 a.m. Sausele went straight to his job.

It's the week of July 4, when sandbar sharks and other species typically begin showing up in Montauk in big numbers. Sausele hasn't had a fish bitten in half yet this season, but during the height of summer, it can be a weekly, sometimes daily occurrence. He expects his first visit from the tax man any day now, a prospect that doesn't seem to cause him much anxiety, though it keeps my heart rate up.

Craig O'Connell--the director of the O'Seas Conservation Foundation, who is also known as the "Shark Doctor" and has appeared on Shark Week--told me that on top of a growing sandbar-shark population, the Montauk surf is also home to white sharks, duskies, spinners, bulls, and sand tigers (these are reportedly behind Long Island's recent uptick in attacks).

When I asked Oliver Shipley, a marine biologist who studies Long Island's sharks, if he thought it was safe to go wetsuiting at night during Montauk's summer months, he let out a peal of laughter. He said he's seen some of Sausele's Instagram videos. Shipley emphasized that it's important not to demonize sharks, and that attacks on humans remain extraordinarily rare. Though some fishermen feel like the shark population, especially sandbars, is "exploding," he said, it's actually rebounding after decades of decline, as a result of effective conservation efforts. But he also said that he personally would not go swimming after dark, smelling like fish and eels (common striper bait), looking like a harbor seal in black neoprene.

Shipley's gallows laughter is on my mind tonight as I'm pushing out toward an eddy that marks the location of a submerged rock a short distance from the one Sausele is already on. I'm uncomfortably aware of how soft a human belly is as I swim. I scramble onto my rock and try--and fail--not to look like a wounded seal.

I've spent plenty of time in New England waters at night during the peak of our white-shark season. But I've never actually seen or encountered a white--which are relatively uncommon and often interested in chasing larger prey than striped bass--whereas the ubiquity of Montauk's sandbar sharks, as well as the fact that we're both chasing the same fish, means there's a decent chance I'll come across one of them. While I stand on my rock with the tide incoming, bioluminescent algae sparking around my waist, I think of the stories I've heard from other Montauk wetsuiters: releasing a large bass only to hear the surface erupt 10 feet away as a shark strikes it; exploratory bumps on the leg from curious sandbars; eight-foot-long shadows cruising cresting waves; a large fin surfacing in front of your rock, then slipping beneath the surface.

Two of Sausele's friends join us, swimming out through the incoming tide. They are among the very small number of people he fishes (and shares information) with. During the glory days of Montauk wetsuiting, when dozens of fishermen regularly pushed out to the farthest rocks, wetsuiters often worked in "crews," cooperating to scout new territory and claim choice rocks. As Sausele and his friends banter, getting washed off their rocks and cracking jokes at one another's expense, laughing at the prospect of being eaten, I catch a glimpse of what it might have been like at its peak. As John Papciak, a still-active fisherman who wetsuited in Montauk in the '90s and early 2000s, told me, the crews were in no small part about commiserating amid discomfort.

A season in the surf is an accumulation of petty miseries broken by fleeting triumphs. Permanent sand in your boots. The wetsuit that never fully dries from one night to the next. The October waves that hit you in the face and the feeling that you'll never be warm again. The trudging, flashlight-free walks through the woods or along the beach at night, trying to keep your secret spot a secret. The hunger for sleep. And the all-too-real risks. Papciak warned me that I should not glamorize wetsuiting, and during our hour-long conversation, he reminded me again and again how dangerous the sport is. He mentioned an acquaintance who had washed up lifeless in the surf on Cuttyhunk Island, and told me stories of his own close calls. But I also noticed the twinkle in his eye as he told them.

Anyone who is being honest will tell you that wetsuiting is a sport of considerable torment. But there is also nothing like it. When you feel the bracing hit of a 30- or 40-pound striped bass after six hours of futile casting, and the line goes singing off your reel all at once, and your rod is bucking and the surf is building and you're trying to hold your rock and hold your rod and weather the sea that wants to claim you until suddenly, as if by magic, you see a tail the size of a broom head spraying water at your feet--in that moment, the months of pain are all worth it.




The truth is, it's worth it even when the fish aren't there. And they aren't in Montauk, at least this time. Neither are the sharks. None that we see, anyway. We swim off our rocks at 3 a.m. Sausele needs a Red Bull, one of his friends needs a cigarette, and another needs to get his car into the driveway before his wife realizes he sneaked out again. "If one of my kids wakes her up, I'm fucked," he says, laughing. Sausele asks if I'm up for regrouping and swimming back out to fish through sunrise. The only sleep he's gotten in two days is the two hours he grabbed in his truck before we met up tonight.

I haven't slept much more than he has, and I have a long drive ahead of me. I remind myself that my wife and son are expecting me to return in one piece, and that the most dangerous part of wetsuiting is what happens not in the water but on the sleep-deprived trip home. I tell him I should get back to my motel and rack out for a few hours.

He understands. His friends disperse. Sausele gives me a fist bump, and I watch him disappear again beneath a maze of stars. I listen to the death rattle of the Atlantic as it sucks sea-polished stones, and one fisherman, back into its embrace.

Through the summer, I continue to hear from Sausele that the fishing in Montauk is tough. Anecdotally, it seems tough everywhere. Maine. Massachusetts. Rhode Island. Connecticut. The story is the same. The most talented wetsuiters I know report their worst season ever.

So when I return for a third and final trip to The End in late July, my expectations are low. "You take what Montauk gives," Sausele's friend tells me as we're bullshitting on the shore. "And lately she isn't giving much." But tonight Montauk is generous. Around 1 a.m., Sausele's rod doubles over. Minutes later, he's treading in deep water, cradling in his arms a bass that weighed in at 29 pounds, reviving her until she's ready to swim off. "That water's fucking murky," Sausele observes with a grin. I know he's thinking about those sandbars that love to steal an easy meal. We spend the rest of the night on a minivan-size boulder that Sausele's crew calls "shark mountain," the site of his aforementioned bull-shark video. No other fish make an appearance, and I wonder if this is normal now.

For at least a decade, anglers, conservationists, and fisheries biologists have been warning that the striped-bass population is in crisis thanks to a combination of overfishing and poor spawning years due to unusually warm and dry springs and winters. Between commercial fishing, guided charters, and recreational angling, stripers represent a multibillion-dollar industry, composed of stakeholders who always seem to think that someone else is the problem. The recreational fishermen accuse "the comms" of harvesting too many fish. The commercial fishermen respond by pointing out that "the recs" kill more than their share annually, and that a percentage of released fish still die. And on and on.

In the attempt to keep everyone happy, the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission has long avoided making the hard decisions--namely, declaring a moratorium on harvesting striped bass--necessary to allow striper numbers to rebound. The species' population collapsed once before, in the 1980s, and many of us think we're on the verge of another collapse, if we're not there already. If it does happen again, it may well prove the final blow to Montauk's wetsuiting scene.

Like any town that was once a fishing town and is now that and something else, Montauk is a sprawl of contradictions. In the past 15 or so years, The End has been transformed into a summer gathering spot for the rich, a fate that was perhaps inevitable given the proximity to the wealthier Hamptons. Nearly every local I spoke with referred, with some degree of ambivalence, to the 2008 appearance of Surf Lodge--a clubby, celebrity-filled hotel, where rooms can start at $600 a night during the peak summer months--as the town's point of no return. "Our B.C./A.D.," one said.

The crusty dive bars that once gave Montauk its character--a local fishing legend, Bill Wetzel, told me that "surf rats" used to pull up a bar stool, still dripping in their wetsuits--are now something like vestigial organs, touchstones from an earlier moment in its evolutionary history that are gradually being pushed to the margins by New Montauk. There are beachside cocktail joints with $22 Negronis. There is SoulCycle and green juice. There are Land Rovers with custom golf clubs in the passenger seat. There are big houses with perfect lawns that sit empty 50 weeks out of 52. There are finance boys lined up outside the Shagwong Tavern, where they will dance badly to a bad DJ on the same floor where commercial fishermen slop beer in the hard winter.

But for now at least, they also remain--the men who ply the dark surf, who fish hard and sleep little and pull a great American fish from the ocean and know, as all fishermen know, that there is a kind of love that is also violence. And if it is around dusk and you take the parkway east toward the lighthouse, and you drive until you can't drive anymore, you might still see them. They will be changing hooks and checking lights and strapping dive knives to their ankles and heavy belts to their waists. They drink Red Bull and gas-station coffee and read texts from their wives that say "Be safe." And when the sun sets over the Atlantic, a few of these last Ahabs will push out past the breakers and swim for the horizon.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "Boat Fish Don't Count."
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Suddenly



by Peter Gizzi




street light
 can do things
 other light can't

all that was to be
 was what it was

clownish light
 nothing more

then suddenly
 you find yourself
 in something's
 abject glory

a trill of color
 on dirty winter ice

street light
 can do what
 other light can't

to wander
 the soft dark
 outside the
 circle of light

ragged circle
 from the street light

it was always
 this way here

darkness
 like expression
 of doubt
 spills over

when excess
 thought leads
 to starlings

a geometry
 taking wing



This poem appears in the October 2024 print edition.
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What Trump Doesn't Understand About the Military

A man without honor or courage hates America's service members.

by Tom Nichols




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


Donald Trump has disgraced himself in many areas. But his longevity in public life after expressing open contempt for the men and women of the United States military, and especially those who have been wounded or killed in the service of their country, is an appalling achievement unmatched by any of his predecessors.

Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg has written several important articles about Trump and his relationship with the military--he broke the story about Trump referring to America's fallen soldiers as "losers" and "suckers"--and that reporting has now been gathered into a book for Atlantic Editions titled On Heroism.

I talked with Jeff over the holiday weekend about the book, and about how America has become so tolerant of a politician who regularly shows his disdain for the U.S. military.

Tom Nichols: When I started reading this, I wondered about the title, which is about heroism, but really, so much of what you talk about here is the problem Trump has with honor, isn't it?

Jeffrey Goldberg: Well, yes. Damn it. Now we have to change the title.

Tom: Too late. But how do you see the difference between them?

Jeff: Many people are honorable, but to me, any who have run toward the fire, the people who put themselves in danger for others, are committing acts of genuine heroism. At the very least, we think of them as selfless or brave, and in the book, I talk about people who have shown that kind of valor: John McCain is the most obvious example, along with General John Kelly, General Mark Milley, and others. And Trump has attacked all of them, even calling some of them traitors.

Tom: Is he intimidated by them? It seems to me that honorable people aggravate and confuse Trump, but heroic people really seem to disgust him in some way, especially wounded warriors. I mean, he seems to hate McCain even more than some of his political enemies who are still alive.

Jeff: That's why I wrote about heroism. It's a quality we all value, but Trump actually seems jealous of people who have committed acts of genuine heroism, and so he demeans them. And I think it might even be more than jealousy; it's also cowardice. Somewhere deep inside him, maybe he has just enough self-knowledge to know that he himself would not be capable of such acts, and that realization makes him angry.

Tom: As you were saying that, I was thinking of him bragging about how he would have run right into the Parkland school back in 2018--without a weapon!--to take out the shooter. Almost like he was trying to convince himself.

Jeff: You have to wonder about anyone who says that. You don't really know what you would do in that situation. No one does. But he felt he had to say it. He reacted defiantly when he was shot at in July, but that's not a situation he volunteered for, and it's definitely not a moment that called for selflessness or self-sacrifice. Even while he's talking about what a hero he'd have been at Parkland, he has always had this inability to understand people who risk their lives, much like he couldn't understand the men who didn't claim they had bone spurs and get out of being sent to Vietnam.

Tom: Well, other people of his generation got deferments too. But he seems almost gleeful, like he put one over on the guys who served. It's like his apparent belief that only idiots pay their taxes.

Jeff: Yes, it's a very Leona Helmsley attitude that societal obligations are for the little people. It's even more than Trump failing the binary choice between cowardice and heroism; it's also about selflessness and selfishness. And one thing you don't want in a president is selfishness.

Tom: "What was in it for them?"

Jeff: Right. And remember, that question--"What was in it for them?"--is even worse because he said it to General Kelly in Arlington National Cemetery, literally standing at the grave site of Kelly's son, a fallen Marine first lieutenant. To me, that moment really shows how his instincts are so unnatural: His immediate inclination in such situations is to disparage the people who served, to talk about how dishonorable it is for someone like John McCain to be captured. He did it to George H. W. Bush too. Bush was one of the youngest pilots in the Navy, and Trump called him a "loser" because he was shot down over the Pacific.

Tom: Are we at the part where we ask why?

Jeff: I've spent a lot of time trying to figure out the kind of person who has such thoughts. You can explain some of it by just accepting who Trump is: He's a huckster, a con man, and what do all con men have in common? Contempt for the mark. In Trump's case, everyone is the mark, so he has this contempt for all people, including his own supporters. But ultimately that's not the issue, and at this point, we don't have to sit around trying to understand the deep currents that cause him to think this way.

The man was president, and he wants to be president again. The record is plain. This is the truth of Donald Trump: He has contempt for men and women who serve their country.

Tom: Okay, psychoanalyzing Trump is a job for professionals, but how is it that more people are not appalled by this? The one thing that unites most Americans is respect for the people who serve the nation in the military.

Jeff: You've asked what is, to me, the most mysterious question. It's not "Why is Donald Trump this way?" but "How could Trump say the things he said even back in 2015 and not immediately be driven from the Republican Party by its own voters?" What happened in our country that allowed someone to insult a hero, a POW who was tortured for years, and then survive and thrive in American politics?

Tom: And?

Jeff: Well, one answer is that you have to remember that Trump and his people regularly engage in concerted campaigns to deny that Trump ever said any of these things. They went especially hard after the revelations about him referring to the dead as "suckers" and "losers" and claimed that it was all fabricated, despite Kelly confirming it. That's another amazing part of all this, by the way: John Kelly, Gold Star father, Marine four-star general, combat veteran, is disbelieved over Donald Trump, who has been proven again and again to be a liar. It really shows how central it is to Trumpism to deny the realities of Donald Trump.

Tom: But no one denies what he said about John McCain, right? That's on video and he's pretty proud of it.

Jeff: The McCain comments are the hardest ones for me to explain, in part because I am a great admirer of McCain's, and I have a hard time imagining how anyone, regardless of their politics, could see McCain as anything but the apotheosis of bravery. But also because that one incident really undid my understanding of American politics.

Tom: How so?

Jeff: If you could count on anything in America, and especially in Republican politics--if you had a list titled "Things Republican Candidates Cannot Do"--I think "insulting war heroes" would be near the top of that list. Our society venerates combat heroes. Trump very often treats them with open contempt. Just think about how he has repeatedly demeaned wounded veterans, demanding that they be kept out of parades, out of his sight. And yet Republicans have nominated him for president three times. I still cannot adequately explain it.

Related:

	The patriot: How Mark Milley held the line
 	Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers."






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	What awaits a Harris presidency
 	The women Trump is winning
 	Donald Trump claims schools are offering sex-change operations.
 	Why it's so hard to know what to do with your baby




Today's News

	Russian missiles hit a military academy and a nearby hospital in the Ukrainian city of Poltava, killing dozens and injuring hundreds, according to Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky.
 	Linda Sun, a former deputy chief of staff to New York Governor Kathy Hochul, was arrested and charged with acting as an illegal foreign agent for China.
 	When asked yesterday if Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu was doing enough to secure the release of hostages in Gaza, President Joe Biden said no. Biden's criticism comes after recent mass protests in Israel targeting Netanyahu over the bodies of six hostages discovered in Gaza.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: The U.S. could sink billions into curbing emissions without altering the fate of the places climate change affects most, Zoe Schlanger writes. It's an example of America's new climate delusion.
 	The Wonder Reader: Many parents stay enmeshed in their children's emotional life in college, for better or worse, Isabel Fattal writes.
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Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



Turn Down the Streetlights

By Eric Scigliano

Years ago, I called the local electric and streetlight utility, Seattle City Light, to ask why the block around the corner was lit up like a sleep-deprivation torture cell. Then as now, seven high-powered LED lights, plus two on facing corners, blazed away--more than twice the usual allotment in this hilltop neighborhood of close-packed bungalows less than three miles from downtown Seattle.
 "That's because it's a high-crime block," the guy I reached told me.
 How do you know that? I asked.
 "Because it has so many lights."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The labyrinthine rules that created a housing crisis
 	Franklin Foer: Hamas's devastating murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin
 	Bipartisan criminal-justice reform is still very much alive.




Culture Break
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Test the waters. Six Atlantic writers and editors share underrated hobbies that they recommend for anybody looking to try something new.

Read. The narrators in Rachel Kushner's novels have always relied on swagger, Lily Meyer writes. But her latest book, Creation Lake, offers something different.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I am a science-fiction nerd. Just as the music world has its Beatles people and its Elvis people--or did, in the prehistoric days of my youth--my world has Star Wars people and Star Trek people. I am, without a doubt, a Star Trek guy; I have nothing against the Star Wars fans, but much like Admiral Motti, I just find a lot of it to be pseudoreligious hokum. I'm also such a hopeless fan of the adventures of the starship U.S.S. Enterprise that I had a replica of the ship's intercom unit on my office wall at the Naval War College.

I thought I had a pretty complete knowledge of Trek lore, but this summer, after a recommendation on social media, I found a set of books titled These Are the Voyages by Marc Cushman, and I recommend the first three, about the original series, to Trek nerds. If you are fascinated not only by Star Trek but by how television shows are made, especially in the 1960s, these books will mesmerize you. The Trek series creator, Gene Roddenberry, gave Cushman access to his records, including memos and notes, and over the years Cushman added even more research and interviews.

The level of detail is a delight, especially with regard to script rewrites and changes. (I especially loved how many famous writers were furious with Roddenberry's control-freak editing.) Cushman also walks through production schedules and tells us what was going on in the world while the cast was filming. Interesting tidbit: In the days before VCRs and DVRs, if the cast had to work late, they would miss the airing of a show they'd already completed; some of them had to wait years until they could catch themselves in reruns.

He also presents reminiscences by the cast and crew, including about which shows they thought were great and which ones stunk. (Surprisingly, "Spock's Brain" is remembered rather kindly.) He goes into the backstage dynamics--I learned that people didn't hate Bill Shatner as much as the urban legends now have it--and he even explains how much each episode cost. The only drawback to the books? Each is the size of a cinder block.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Dodge and Parry

A wheelchair fencer leans far back while deflecting an attack.

by Alan Taylor




Kinga Drozdz of Team Poland competes against Xufeng Zou of Team China during the Women's Sabre Category A fencing quarterfinals on day six of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at the Grand Palais. In wheelchair fencing matches, competitors are seated in opposing wheelchairs that are fixed to a platform, ensuring close-combat tactics and limiting their ability to dodge attacks. In the sabre and epee categories, hits above the waist are counted.

Previously:

	September 2: Tears of Gold
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	August 31: A Para-archer Lines Up a Shot
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	August 29: A Perilous Challenge
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Donald Trump's Incredible 'Transgender Thing'

The former president's claim that public schools are providing sex-change operations is wrong--and dangerous.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


During a conversation onstage at a Moms for Liberty event last week, Donald Trump said something that made even me--a seasoned visitor to Trump's theme park of hyperbole--look around in confusion at the people near me in the audience.

"The transgender thing is incredible," he told the Moms for Liberty co-founder Tiffany Justice. "Think of it; your kid goes to school, and he comes home a few days later with an operation. The school decides what's going to happen with your child."

Headlines after the event declared that Trump was questioning the acceptance of transgender children. Fact-check: True. But his full comments are worth spending a little more time with. As is typical with the former president's rhetoric, Trump took the tiniest smidgen of information, inflated it with 10,000 cubic feet of hot air, and sent it flying off into the country to rile up his supporters. Justice, of course, did not attempt to correct him or offer any context.

First, schools are not providing sex-change operations to students. Even from a purely financial perspective, that seems obvious: Teachers still have to buy their own crayons; schools aren't shelling out for surgeons. Second, educators are not deciding "what's going to happen" with students, beyond subjecting them to a pop quiz or an in-school suspension.

What some schools are doing is following the Biden administration's recent revision of Title IX regulations, the law that prohibits sex-based discrimination in federally funded schools. These new rules require schools to refer to transgender students using their chosen pronouns, ensure that students and faculty can use the restrooms and locker rooms that match their gender identity, and allow students to dress in accordance with that identity. Republican attorneys general and advocacy groups such as Moms for Liberty have sued to block the new federal rules from taking effect, and they've succeeded in securing judicial review in more than two dozen states, including Tennessee, Ohio, and Virginia.

Because it's an election year, the conversation is only generating more heat. As governor of Minnesota, Tim Walz--now Vice President Kamala Harris's running mate--signed a law making his state a "trans refuge," and another requiring that public schools provide free menstrual products to all students. Now Trump and others on the right are referring to Walz as "Tampon Tim."

The context for this debate is that Americans disagree about how to handle the presence of transgender people in public schools. On the left, people have broadly advocated for changes, such as the ones from the Biden administration, that would recognize trangender students' chosen identity and adapt to them. Although the new Title IX rule does not advise teachers on student privacy and parental disclosure, some Democratic-controlled states also have laws stipulating that teachers should not reveal information about a student's gender identity to their parents without the student's permission. Other people and groups, however, have argued against such adaptations. In several Republican-controlled states, school boards have implemented rules that restrict the labeling and use of bathrooms to biological sex, and bar schools from honoring a student's change in name or pronoun without their parents' permission.

In any case, Trump's suggestion that schools are performing gender surgery is not only untrue; it's also a dangerous, unsubtle dog whistle to the QAnon followers in his party, who have long argued that Democrats are sexualizing children. We already know that this kind of rhetoric can have violent outcomes: The propagation of a similar child-abuse theory famously resulted in a 2016 attack at a D.C. restaurant.

People can disagree in good faith about the policies governing schools supported by their taxpayer dollars. But disagreeing with those policies does not justify promoting conspiratorial lies.
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New releases from Atlantic Editions: <em>On Heroism</em>, by Jeffrey Goldberg, and <em>On the Housing Crisis</em>, by Jerusalem Demsas

Essay collections are the latest paperbacks in the Atlantic Editions imprint, from <em>The Atlantic </em>and Zando




Today is the publication date for two new books from Atlantic Editions, an imprint of The Atlantic and the independent publisher Zando: On Heroism: McCain, Milley, Mattis, and the Cowardice of Donald Trump, by Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic and host of Washington Week on PBS; and On the Housing Crisis: Land, Development, Democracy, by Jerusalem Demsas, a staff writer and host of the new Atlantic policy podcast, Good on Paper.

Both books are available to buy at local bookstores and online, and are the tenth and 11th titles in the Atlantic Editions collection. Previous editions are by Elizabeth Bruenig, Lenika Cruz, Caitlin Flanagan, Megan Garber, Sophie Gilbert, Spencer Kornhaber, Jennifer Senior, Derek Thompson, and Kaitlyn Tiffany and Lizzie Plaugic.

More on both titles is below.

On Heroism

With On Heroism, Goldberg expands on his explosive reporting about former President Donald Trump's contempt for and repeated disparagement of military service members--a story he broke exactly four years ago to the day--a preoccupation that reveals the extent to which Trump is grossly unfit to serve. Goldberg paints a portrait of a president whose impulse is to dismiss acts of heroism because he is incapable of understanding sacrifice and selflessness. Along the way, he shows what actual American character and leadership look like, drawing upon decades of his own reporting and interviews with top officials such as the late Senator John McCain, former Defense Secretary James Mattis, and former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley.

These men stand in contrast to the many who came to support Trump after long opposing him. As Goldberg writes in an introduction: "Across Washington, men and women without honor had made this awful compromise. Even after we as a country learned so much more about Donald Trump--about his un-American contempt for the Constitution, about his long history as a sexual miscreant, about his oft-spoken desire to deploy the U.S. military against Americans, and about his unnatural love of dictators from Pyongyang to Moscow--Washington was filled with people who had made their peace with this man, for low, contemptible reasons. John McCain once told me that he liked to think that 'in the toughest moments I'd do the right thing, but you never know until you're tested.' Over the past eight years, too many people have failed the test."

On the Housing Crisis

On the Housing Crisis offers a rigorously reported anthology on how local politics have fueled a generation-defining national emergency. In these essays, Demsas focuses on the ways in which Americans have ceded the power over how our land is used to local politics. She writes that "this system has resulted in stasis and sclerosis, empowering small numbers of unrepresentative people and organizations to determine what our towns and cities look like and making it impossible for our democratically elected representatives to plan for the future."

"These essays show the need to move the politics of land into the domain of democratic participation instead of leaving it to the zoning boards, historic-preservation committees, and courtrooms," she writes. "The people who decide what gets built--or doesn't get built--in America should be accountable to the public, should have to justify their decisions, and should stand ready to win or lose elections as a result." Demsas explores these topics in her writing and in the podcast Good on Paper, a show that challenges popular narratives on policy and politics.

Find all Atlantic Editions here. With press inquiries, please contact: press@theatlantic.com.
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Bipartisan Criminal-Justice Reform Is Still Very Much Alive

Yes, the pace of progress has slowed, but it certainly continues.

by Udi Ofer




Not that long ago, in the summer of 2020, the moment seemed ripe for meaningful criminal-justice reform in America. Millions of people joined demonstrations denouncing the police killings of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, among others, and to call for racial justice. There was a feeling that real progress was about to be made in tackling the problem of mass incarceration in the United States that began in the 1970s and that disproportionately affects communities of color.

Over the four years since, a new narrative has taken hold--that criminal-justice reform is dead, certainly in its bipartisan form. "What's now clear is that the support for criminal-justice reform was a mile wide and an inch deep," David A. Graham wrote in The Atlantic. Kinsey Crowley concluded in USA Today that "political leaders across the country are returning to a tough-on-crime approach." Josh Hammer remarked in Newsweek that "criminal justice reform ... may have finally met its death sentence."

Read: How criminal-justice reform fell apart

But this is wrong. Much of the bipartisan agreement on criminal-justice reform is alive; its advocates continued to slowly score wins even as crime rose, and are now still pushing for reforms as it declines again.

Their victories are not always flashy, and their policy goals have become less audacious. The reform movement has entered a new era of quiet pragmatism, which focuses on practical solutions and consensus-building rather than ideological purity. Although most of the reforms are modest when compared with the gravity of the problem--1.9 million people are incarcerated in America today, and millions of formerly incarcerated people are being denied the full privileges of citizenship--they are nonetheless crucial to constructing a fairer system that treats people with dignity and where incarceration is a last resort.

I have spent the past eight years closely monitoring the passage of criminal-justice-reform policies in the states and federally, first as the head of the national ACLU's Justice Division and then at Princeton University. I worked on the passage of dozens of criminal-justice reform laws from 2010 to 2020, a period that saw hundreds of such laws pass on a bipartisan basis, and during which nationwide incarceration rates dropped by more than 25 percent.

Although that decade of accelerated reform has passed, incremental progress continues. In my research, I have documented at least 60 policies that have been enacted in the past two years alone that will improve the lives of formerly incarcerated people, clear the records of hundreds of thousands of people, and lead to fewer people being incarcerated, including for the sole reason of being poor.

So far this year, deep-red Oklahoma passed a second-look law (legislation focused on allowing judges to review long sentences) permitting resentencing if domestic violence was a mitigating factor in a crime; Mississippi extended its parole-eligibility law; Nebraska passed an alternative-to-incarceration program for military veterans; Kansas unanimously passed civil-asset-forfeiture reform; New Hampshire passed a law prohibiting racial profiling by the police; Colorado and Tennessee passed occupational-licensing reform, allowing more formerly incarcerated people to obtain better-paying jobs; Arizona unanimously passed probation reform; Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin issued an executive order to support successful reentry into society for formerly incarcerated people; New Jersey changed its "use of force" policy in an effort to resolve mental-health crises without violence; and more.

Last year, Arizona, Connecticut, Illinois, Minnesota, Nebraska, Pennsylvania, Texas, and West Virginia all passed some sort of criminal-justice reform, including eliminating juvenile fines and fees, expanding probation and pretrial diversion, and limiting no-knock warrants by police.

We've even seen some progress in a divided Congress. In May, the House passed by a vote of 392 to 2 the Federal Prison Oversight Act, legislation aimed at bringing additional accountability to the federal prison system, which has been plagued by misconduct. On July 10, the United States Senate passed the bill by unanimous consent, and President Joe Biden signed it into law on July 25, one of only 78 laws passed by the 118th Congress. The bill had been championed by Democratic and Republican lawmakers from Georgia, Illinois, West Virginia, and Indiana.

Even the EQUAL Act, which would end the sentencing disparities between crack and powder cocaine, one of the big drivers of racial disparities in the federal prison system, has 10 Democratic and 10 Republican co-sponsors in the House, and five Democratic and five Republican co-sponsors in the Senate. One of the bill's greatest champions is Representative Kelly Armstrong, a Republican from North Dakota who will likely be the state's next governor. He is working with the bill's other main champion in the House, Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries, a Democrat from New York. Many advocates expected the legislation to pass in the preceding Congress, and its failure to do so is a sign of shifting politics on the issue, but the legislation still garners strong bipartisan support.

Many of these developments are modest and don't receive major news coverage, but they collectively show that a lot of reform is still popular in both parties, and is in fact happening--regularly--across America.

To be clear, the past couple of years have also seen heartbreaking setbacks, with numerous tough-on-crime bills passing at the state level. Louisiana repealed many of the historic sentencing reforms it passed in 2017. I worked on those reforms and was devastated to see them collapse. Oregon ended its three-year experimentation with drug decriminalization, and Maryland reversed some of its juvenile-justice reforms. San Francisco passed ballot initiatives to expand policing powers and screen public-assistance recipients for drug use. Last year marked the deadliest year for police-involved killings in the United States in more than a decade, and nationwide incarceration rates rose in 2022 for a second consecutive year. The backlash is real, and some of the political rhetoric is dangerous.

But a new approach is taking hold--one that works to insert more fairness and evidence-driven reforms into a system that has long prioritized punitiveness with little regard for effectiveness. Changes to the criminal-justice system that tend to receive the most bipartisan support are back-end reforms. Back-end reforms focus on the post-conviction period and aim to improve outcomes for people already in the system, including by supporting their reintegration into society. These reforms seek to shorten long sentences through parole, good-behavior credits, or second-look laws; improve conditions and support systems for incarcerated people while in prison; and begin to chip away at the 40,000 legal restrictions faced by formerly incarcerated people.

Voters and advocacy organizations on the left and the right widely agree that it is unjust and certainly counterproductive to treat people miserably while they are in prison or once they are out, because such practices not only violate principles of human dignity but also increase recidivism rates.

Read: It's time to take another look at parole

Front-end reforms, by contrast, focus on diverting people away from the criminal-justice system in the first place. This approach gained ground in the summer of 2020, when advocates pushed to decriminalize drug use and remove certain responsibilities from the police. Jurisdictions across the nation are now experimenting with alternative first-responder models for mental-health crises, for instance, and many progressives continue to believe that avoiding or even replacing the criminal-justice system whenever possible with alternative mechanisms while investing more resources into addressing the root causes of crime is the most effective way to build more safety in America. But many tough-on-crime opponents disagree, believing that harsher penalties like long mandatory minimum sentences and mandatory arrests without the option of diversion are the best approach to creating more public safety.

The quiet pragmatism that many advocates and policy makers on both sides of the aisle are still pushing is a reflection of a different and more complex understanding of law-and-order issues that has developed among Americans in recent years. As Peter Enns concluded in Incarceration Nation, his study of 60 years of public-opinion data on criminal-justice policy, the public has been moving in a less punitive direction (after first increasing in punitiveness from the 1960s to the 1990s), and in response, policies have begun to change. Over the past year, I've reviewed 41 polls and 15 focus groups to better understand American attitudes on criminal-justice reform, and data continue to support the conclusion that Americans are moving toward agreement on many reforms. Remarking on the status of bipartisanship on criminal-justice reform, David Safavian and Courtland Culver, both of the Conservative Political Action Coalition, wrote, "There is plenty that Republicans and Democrats agree on, and this is a chance to improve our criminal justice system."

Today, the public expects progress to continue. When I tell my students that, following the decade of reform, the United States no longer has the highest incarceration rate in the world (we are now fifth, with El Salvador at the top spot) and that racial disparities in the criminal-justice system are beginning to narrow, they are pleasantly surprised and encouraged by the progress.

That said, there is still a long way to go. The United States continues to be an anomaly among wealthy democratic nations, with six times the incarceration rate of Canada and 7.5 times the rate of Germany. We haven't seen anywhere near the reforms we need. But the momentum continues, even if more slowly for now.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/09/bipartisan-criminal-justice-reform/679668/?utm_source=feed
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        Under a clear blue sky, on a warm spring day, several dozen Virginians gathered in a suburban backyard near Richmond to plot the future of the Democratic Party. Not that this was what they said they were doing. This was a meeting of the Henrico County Democratic Committee, "dedicated to electing Democrats in Henrico County, the Commonwealth of Virginia, and nationwide," and they had come to rally neighborhood support for Abigail Spanberger, a local girl made good.Spanberger, a member of Congress ...

      

      
        How to Be Manifestly Happier
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Most Americans know the legend of Johnny Appleseed. In school--and via a famous Disney cartoon--we learned that he wandered barefoot through the western territories in America's pioneer days, scattering apple seeds to grow trees in the wilderness that would feed unknown strangers, all while singing hymns of praise and trusting that the Lord would provide for him as well. Behind the legend was a rea...

      

      
        When the Bitcoin Scammers Came for Me
        Annie Lowrey

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.Earlier this year, an astonishing moneymaking opportunity appeared on my phone. I had somehow been added to a cacophonous group chat populated by scores of high-net-worth investors. For weeks, I watched as they shared photographs of steak dinners and second homes, while also proffering their buy-sell positions, their gains and losses. Keita, a guy with a northern-Florid...

      

      
        The Brash New Sound of Hedonism
        Spencer Kornhaber

        The success of "brat summer"--Charli XCX's color-coded rebranding of hedonism whose influence somehow traveled all the way to the presidential campaign--conveyed two lessons about what the masses have yearned for lately. One: People want to have a good time. Two: People want to talk about, think about, and be seen as having a good time ... which does raise the question of whether anyone is truly having a good time.That tension, between authentic pleasure and the performance of pleasure, defines What'...

      

      
        Seven Books That Demystify Human Behavior
        Chelsea Leu

        Other people can be baffling. Even in our closest relationships, loved ones frequently behave in ways that can seem inexplicable. Why can't your friend recognize her self-destructive foibles? Why do you find your co-worker so grating? Partners insist on misinterpreting each other; voters are convinced that their political opponents are irredeemably wrong--and in these disputes, the other side's point of view feels not just incorrect but also completely alien. In short, why are other people like th...

      

      
        An Article the Likes of Which Nobody Has Ever Seen Before
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Stop me if you've heard this one before. But don't worry--nobody has, ever. Or at least, that's what Donald Trump would say if asked about, well, anything. It's the ex-president's favorite locution."Groceries, food has gone up at levels that nobody's ever seen before. We've never seen anything like it--50, 60, 70 percent," Trump said recently. (This is not true, though if it were, it would be unlike anything seen in America...

      

      
        To Play or Not to Play With Your Kid?
        Amanda Ruggeri

        The first time that Megan Roth, an urban planner in Calgary, Canada, Googled independent play, her daughter had just received a number of toys for her second birthday. None engaged her for long. The toddler preferred doing household tasks with her parents: refilling the bird feeder, replacing batteries in the smoke detector. Roth thought it was cute at first, but then she started hearing that her daughter should be able to play without much, if any, adult input. Family members commented on what t...

      

      
        The Neck Fans Are Coming
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsAfter successive heat waves across the country this summer, people finally found an unexpected source of relief: the neck fan. Consumer-product geniuses made the latest model look like Beats headphones, and suddenly they were on many hot, hot necks. Why did the neck fan take off? Does it actually cool you down or just make you feel cooler? And what is the neck fan's relationship to climate change?In this episode of Radio ...

      

      
        Trump's Red-Pill Podcast Tour
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.One weirdness of listening to Donald Trump talk for any length of time is that, amid the syllable minestrone, he occasionally says something that is both intelligible and honest.One such moment came during his appearance on the popular podcast hosted by the computer scientist Lex Fridman this week. "To get the word out," Trump said, is important in politics, and television was becoming "a little bit older and maybe less s...

      

      
        It Matters If It's COVID
        Rachel Gutman-Wei

        You might have already guessed this from the coughs and sniffles around you, but a lot of people are sick right now, and a lot of them have COVID. According to the CDC's latest data, levels of SARS-CoV-2 in wastewater are "very high" in every region of the country; national levels have been "very high" for about a month. Test positivity is higher now than it was during the most recent winter surge: Many people who seem like they might have COVID and who are curious or sick enough to get a test th...

      

      
        How to Know What's Really Propaganda
        Andrea Valdez

        Peter Pomerantsev, a contributor at The Atlantic and author of This Is Not Propaganda: Adventures in the War Against Reality, is an expert on the ways information can be manipulated. For this special episode, Megan talks with Peter about the role of propaganda in America and how to watch out for it.Looking for more great audio from The Atlantic? Check out Autocracy in America, hosted by Peter Pomerantsev and staff writer Anne Applebaum. Subscribe wherever you listen.Listen and subscribe here: App...

      

      
        The Democrat Who's Not That Worried About Trump
        Russell Berman

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.If you've gone to a Democratic campaign rally recently, chances are you've heard a version of the following sentence: This is the most important election of our lifetime.Jared Golden isn't buying it. The third-term House Democrat from Maine thinks America will be just fine if Donald Trump returns to the White House. "No matter who wins the presidency," Golden told me last month at a Dunkin' in his district, "...

      

      
        Slow Horses and the Dark Psychology of an Unwinnable Game
        Sophie Gilbert

        Everything Slow Horses does is intentional. The Apple TV+ series about the outcasts of British intelligence is almost too taut, structured so compactly around explosions and enemy pursuits and intramural kneecappings that it practically thrums. Amid a TV landscape of saggy dramas and comedies that seem stuck in an existential k-hole, this is the rare show that moves. Which also means that when the fourth season begins with a visual of trussed-up chickens rotating on a spit--identikit bodies raised...

      

      
        The Friendship Paradox
        Olga Khazan

        Americans are afflicted by an "epidemic of loneliness," according to the surgeon general and dozens of researchers. The phrase conjures a nation of friendless hermits who have no one to invite to their birthday parties. But according to a pair of new surveys, American loneliness is more complex than that. The typical American, it seems, texts a bunch of people "we should get together!" before watching TikTok alone on the couch and then passing out. That is, Americans have friends. We just never r...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Dodge and Parry
        Alan Taylor

        Steph Chambers / GettyKinga Drozdz of Team Poland competes against Xufeng Zou of Team China during the Women's Sabre Category A fencing quarterfinals on day six of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at the Grand Palais. In wheelchair fencing matches, competitors are seated in opposing wheelchairs that are fixed to a platform, ensuring close-combat tactics and limiting their ability to dodge attacks. In the sabre and epee categories, hits above the waist are counted.Previously:September 2: Tea...

      

      
        Stores Are Small Now
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The era of the teeny store is upon us. Spend time in some of America's prime shopping destinations, and you may be presented with just a few racks of clothing or a small collection of shoes. You might enjoy a lovely floral display and a comfy spot to sit, but you won't be offered options. If old-school ...

      

      
        AI Is Coming for Amateur Novelists. That's Fine.
        Gal Beckerman

        With a name that sounds like something a parent would slowly mouth to their infant, NaNoWriMo is an annual "challenge" in which many thousands of seemingly well-adjusted people decide to write a novel in a month. "Do I need something special to write a novel?" the nonprofit that puts on this exquisite torture reasonably asks on its website. "Nope!"National Novel Writing Month began in 1999 with 21 participants, and now nearly half a million take part every November. The event is also the name of ...

      

      
        Mark Robinson's Dereliction of Duty
        David A. Graham

        Mark Robinson, the Republican candidate for governor of North Carolina, has placed military and veterans' issues at the heart of his political messaging."I commit myself every day to stand up for these folks," Robinson said in a video posted in December 2022. "We said when we were running that we were fighting to make North Carolina the gold standard for veterans' care. And that's not just a saying that we take lightly."One of Robinson's few statutory roles in his current post as lieutenant gover...

      

      
        The Atlantic announces five staff and contributing writers ahead of health-coverage expansion
        The Atlantic

        As part of a major expansion of its writing and reporting on health and science, The Atlantic is announcing the hire of three new staff writers--Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love--along with two contributing writers for Health, Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar. All will begin with The Atlantic later this month.

Below is the announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:
First, let me welcome Kristen V. Brown as a staff writer. Kristen comes to us from Bloomberg, where she ha...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: Winding Up a Powerful Throw
        Alan Taylor

        Emilio Morenatti / APDiego Meneses, of Colombia, competes in the Men's Javelin Throw F34 Final at the Stade de France stadium during the 2024 Paralympics, on September 4, 2024. Meneses won the bronze medal in the event.Previously:September 3: A Dodge and ParrySeptember 2: Tears of GoldSeptember 1: The Hazards of Blind FootballAugust 31: A Para-archer Lines Up a ShotAugust 30: A Long Jumper With Wings

      

      
        Suddenly
        Peter Gizzi

        street light
can do things
other light can'tall that was to be
was what it wasclownish light
nothing morethen suddenly
you find yourself
in something's
abject glorya trill of color
on dirty winter icestreet light
can do what
other light can'tto wander
the soft dark
outside the
circle of lightragged circle
from the street lightit was always
this way heredarkness
like expression
of doubt
spills overwhen excess
thought leads
to starlingsa geometry
taking wingThis poem appears in the October 2024 pri...

      

      
        What Trump Doesn't Understand About the Military
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump has disgraced himself in many areas. But his longevity in public life after expressing open contempt for the men and women of the United States military, and especially those who have been wounded or killed in the service of their country, is an appalling achievement unmatched by any of his...
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The Democrats' Patriotic Vanguard

A small group of lawmakers with military or intelligence backgrounds prefigured Harris's overtly patriotic campaign.

by Anne Applebaum


Abigail Spanberger, Elissa Slotkin, and Mikie Sherrill (Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Global Images Ukraine / Getty; SOPA Images / Getty; Chip Somodevilla / Getty.)



Under a clear blue sky, on a warm spring day, several dozen Virginians gathered in a suburban backyard near Richmond to plot the future of the Democratic Party. Not that this was what they said they were doing. This was a meeting of the Henrico County Democratic Committee, "dedicated to electing Democrats in Henrico County, the Commonwealth of Virginia, and nationwide," and they had come to rally neighborhood support for Abigail Spanberger, a local girl made good.

Spanberger, a member of Congress and now a candidate for governor, lives in Henrico County--about 10 minutes away from that suburban backyard, she told me. Although she currently represents a more rural Virginia district, this is her home base, and the home team wants to help her current campaign. A local official introducing Spanberger thanked everyone present for spending "a lot of hours in offices and knocking on doors and writing postcards and delivering signs." Another spoke about "getting the band back together," reuniting the people who helped Spanberger during her improbable first run for Congress, in 2017, when she came from nowhere to beat a Tea Party Republican, Dave Brat.

The audience cheered when Spanberger talked, as she often does, about her notable career trajectory. Famously she served in the CIA, from 2006 to 2014 (and has always been circumspect about what, exactly, she was doing). When she returned home, she told me, "I thought I was done with public service"--until she was galvanized by the election of Donald Trump. Now, after three hard-fought wins in purple-district congressional races, her aspirations stretch beyond the Virginia governor's mansion: She wants to change the way Americans talk about politics. "We want to turn the page past the divisiveness, the angriness, and just focus on brass tacks, good policy, and governance," she says.

In today's Congress, those goals are wildly idealistic. On both sides of the aisle, "divisiveness and angriness" attract headlines. Outrage, not brass tacks, produces attention. Marjorie Taylor Greene is repeatedly interviewed and profiled, even though she has never been associated with a serious piece of legislation. Matt Gaetz, known for nothing except being Matt Gaetz, is more famous than many important congressional committee chairs. Even among the Democrats, the ranking members of many important committees have a lower profile than the members of "the Squad," a group who come from very blue House districts and have defined themselves to the left of the party.

Read: The new AOC

Spanberger is part of a different, less splashy friend group, one that also includes House members Jason Crow of Colorado, Chrissy Houlahan of Pennsylvania, Seth Moulton of Massachusetts, Mikie Sherrill of New Jersey, and Elissa Slotkin of Michigan, among others. Most are in their 40s or early 50s; many come from purple districts and swing states. They are sometimes called the "NatSec Democrats," a phrase that explains their origins but doesn't quite encompass who they are or what they do. Most, it is true, are veterans of the military or the intelligence agencies. Most entered Congress in 2018. Most hadn't been in politics before that. Some of them were helped or encouraged by Moulton, a former Marine who was first elected to Congress in Massachusetts in 2014, made a quixotic run for president in 2020 and created the Serve America PAC, which backed 15 of the 28 Democrats who flipped the House in 2018. Moulton told me that Trump inspired a lot of veterans to consider political careers for the first time--and to run as Democrats. "He's so uniquely unpatriotic and anti-American. I mean, this is a guy who didn't try to hide the fact that he was a draft dodger. He said, The people who signed up were suckers. The people who got killed are losers."

In retrospect, the members of this cohort turned out to be precursors of an important change, one that may end up redefining American politics. For half a century, the Republicans were the party that embraced patriotism most intensely, talked about loving America most loudly, and seemingly took a harder line on national security. But now the Republican candidate calls America "a nation in decline" and refers to the U.S. economy as an "unparalleled tragedy and failure." That language has inspired a geographically diverse, pro-Constitution, no-nonsense backlash in the Democratic Party, a movement in favor of patriotism, concerned about national security, and convinced that only a democracy that delivers practical results can stay safe. The effect was clearly visible at the Democratic National Convention when Kamala Harris promised "to uphold the awesome responsibility that comes with the greatest privilege on Earth: the privilege and pride of being an American," and when delegates responded by waving American flags and chanting "USA, USA."

Read: Who's normal now?

The Democrats who were in the vanguard of that backlash have been working together for some time. Spanberger, Moulton, Slotkin and others wrote a joint letter to President Joe Biden in December, for example, warning against Israel's strategy in Gaza, on the grounds that "we know from personal and often painful experience that you can't destroy a terror ideology with military force alone." But national-security experience isn't the only thing that links them. Tom Malinowski, a former State Department official who was also part of the group--he was elected to Congress from a previously a red New Jersey district in 2018, then lost in a close race in 2022--points out that although most of his cohort had never held elected office before, all of them had taken oaths to protect and uphold the U.S. Constitution. They came to Congress in that spirit. "We were very idealistic in our belief that our job was to protect democratic values and institutions in this country," Malinowski explains, "and very pragmatic on the day-to-day work of Congress on issues like the economy, the budget, immigration and crime." In other words, he explains, "we all believe the country would be fine if we had to compromise on issues like that. What was essential was not to compromise on democracy."

Malinowski, who suggests calling the group Service Democrats, agrees that they are defined by attitude as much as issues. Although motivated to enter politics by their disdain for Trump, all of them say they are happy to work with individual Republicans. Sherrill told me that she thinks "getting as broad a coalition as possible on the legislation I want to see passed" is a sign of success. This outlook is very different from the obsessive hatred of compromise that has prevented the current Republican House majority from passing almost any legislation at all. "Anytime a Democrat supports a Republican piece of legislation, then it's not good enough. It's obviously not extreme enough, because then it's a RINO bill or something," Sherrill says.

Read: Kamala Harris defines herself--but not too much

The group's attitude also redefines what it means to be a moderate in the Democratic Party. By an older standard, Spanberger, Slotkin, Moulton, Sherrill, and Crow might have been called progressives. They believe in abortion rights, for example--a cause once avoided by what used to be called conservative Democrats--and have joined pro-abortion-rights caucuses. But if, again, a moderate nowadays is someone willing to talk with the other side in order to find solutions, then this group is a bunch of moderates. Sherrill said she could see the appeal of what she described as a "progressive model" of politics: "deciding what you want and accepting nothing else until you get it." But there is also a risk to that model, because you might not get anything at all. Had the Democrats in Congress been more willing to bargain with the Trump administration over the border, she thinks, they might have secured concessions for Dreamers, the children who arrived in the U.S. with their undocumented parents and have no citizenship status.

Still, the NatSec Democrats' deeper objection is not to any particular ideological faction, but rather to politicians who, as Spanberger says, "don't actually want to fix anything," because "performance is all there is." As an example, she cited the border-control bill that was written and shepherded through the Senate by senior conservative Republicans but was then blocked--to the surprise of the bill's authors--by Trump, who thought that fixing the border might help Biden. Her friends, by contrast, want to fix things: the border, the health-care system, even democracy itself. Having served in places that have collapsed into chaos, they know what it's like to live in places that don't have governance of any kind.

They also learned how to operate in that sort of chaos, which is useful now too. Elissa Slotkin, a Middle East analyst who was elected to the House from Michigan in 2018 and is now running for the Senate, says she still thinks the same way about solving problems as she did when she worked for the CIA, the National Security Council, and the Defense Department, among other previous employers: "My job is to identify real threats and go after threats. The No. 1 killer of children is gun violence. Mental-health issues, suicide, opioid addiction--those are real threats. I'm not going to spend a ton of time on things that I believe are exaggerated threats, like books or teaching Black history in our schools." Spanberger, also used to being challenged, makes a point of traveling in the redder parts of her district and talking in detail about the agricultural bills she's introduced in Congress: "You can't both think I'm some crazy deep-state whatever, or some radical leftist," and at the same time be chatting politely about meat-processing regulation.

Given members' experience, the group's special interest in foreign policy is unsurprising, but it doesn't come cloaked in bluster. When speaking at the DNC, Jason Crow--an Army Ranger and paratrooper who served three tours in Iraq and Afghanistan before winning a House seat in Colorado--contrasted "tough talk" and "chest thumping" with the "real strength and security" that comes from alliances, competence, and continuity. "I refuse to let Trump's golf buddies decide when and how our friends are sent to war," he said. Over coffee a few months earlier, Crow told me that isolationism's appeal is overrated. An outward-looking America appeals to voters, especially those concerned about security. He reminds people, he said, that "America can be a great force for good, that we are at our best when America is engaged and American leadership matters," and he thinks they listen and care.

Slotkin, who met me in a tiny Senate campaign office she keeps near the Capitol, also told me that voters respond to that kind of expansive message about America's role in the world. She said she talks about her national-security background on the campaign trail as a way of explaining her other policies: "I really believe that in a multiracial, multi-ethnic democracy, it's essential that anyone from anywhere can get into the middle class. And if we don't have that, it's literally a security problem. If we become a country of the very rich and the very poor, it's a stability risk." She thinks her training helps her in a different sense too. Like Spanberger and Crow, Slotkin has also taken oaths to uphold the Constitution, and she, too, has been part of teams dealing with life-threatening situations. "You cut your teeth professionally, in jobs where mission is more important than self," she said. "And in fact, if you put yourself ahead of the mission, you would have been fired for most of the jobs that we did."

A few months after Spanberger's rally, on a rather hotter summer day, I watched Mikie Sherrill deliver an equally pragmatic message. Speaking at an event held at the Ukrainian cultural center in Whippany, the congresswoman, an Annapolis graduate and ex-Navy helicopter pilot, was introduced by Thomas "Ace" Gallagher, mayor of Hanover Township. Gallagher is a Republican, but Hanover suffers from flooding, and Sherrill, he said, had helped his district get money and attention from the Army Corps of Engineers.

"She's on the Democratic side of the aisle," he told the room. "But for me, there are not two sides: There's people that serve and work together and are focused on the common good. As for everybody else, they can do whatever they want to do, as long as they don't get in the way of our good work." Soon, he predicted, "you are going to see many people that are more moderate working together ... on true solutions to our problems."

Sherrill, who is expected to launch a run for New Jersey governor herself, seemed as surprised by this optimistic outburst of bipartisan goodwill as I was. "I look around this room, and I'm feeling a little emotional," she said, and paid tribute back to Gallagher. "Again and again and again, we have come together here in the Eleventh District of New Jersey, to try to problem solve, to try to address the things that are scaring people, to try to make your life a little bit better, to try to just bring some rationality and sanity to a world that right now isn't making a lot of sense."

Eliot A. Cohen: What awaits a Kamala Harris presidency

While she was talking--this was on Sunday, July 21--people in the audience started looking at their phones, whispering to one another. At the end of the event, the speakers asked the audience to contribute to Ukrainian charities, stepped off the podium, and learned that President Biden was no longer running for reelection. Two weeks earlier, Sherrill had joined what was still then a very small number of elected politicians openly calling for him to step down. Over lunch, she told me that she had been moved to do so because "we've all been saying Trump is an existential threat. But we've been acting like we don't really believe it." At that point, only two senators had publicly called for Biden not to run: Joe Manchin of West Virginia and Sherrod Brown of Ohio. Not coincidentally, both came from red states. In places outside safe blue states and blue districts, Sherrill told me, Democrats had been looking hard at the polling data and couldn't see a path to victory.

Earlier, Sherrill had done a small event for Sue Altman, a Democrat who is running for Malinowski's old seat, attracting the same kind of fired-up-to-do-something-positive crowd as Spanberger, a team of people who seem genuinely excited to knock on doors for a pragmatist who is offering to get things done. Young people in particular, Altman told me, "are sick of the negativity. They're sick of politics as usual, and they want the government to work properly." But it's not a mass movement--nobody gets tens of millions of Instagram followers by finding long-term solutions to flooding in New Jersey.

On the contrary, in a world where social-media algorithms promote anger and emotion, where cable-news teams have an economic interest in promoting the fame-seeking and the flamboyant, charting a different course carries serious risks. The dull work of passing meat-packing bills in Congress, or fixing flooding in New Jersey--none of that will ever go viral on TikTok. Only people who still see politics through the lens of real life, and not through an online filter, will care. In a bitter Senate fight in Michigan, or a close governor's race in Virginia, the contest could feature candidates who differ radically, but in style as much as substance.

But then, the same can be said about the candidates at the top of the ticket. In a sense, the presidential race is the biggest swing-state race of all. Like the other Service Democrats, Harris also took an oath, early in her career as an attorney, to uphold the constitution. And like any Democrat running in a purple district, Harris also needs to appeal to a wide range of people who are "sick of politics as usual," to get them to focus on real-world concerns--economics, health care, inflation--instead of culture wars, and to convince them that she is in politics to solve problems and not just to perform. If she looks down her party's ballots, she'll find plenty of allies who have been fighting that same battle for years.
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How to Be Manifestly Happier

Some people attribute mystical powers to positive thinking, but you can harness a practical version to gain real benefits.

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.

Most Americans know the legend of Johnny Appleseed. In school--and via a famous Disney cartoon--we learned that he wandered barefoot through the western territories in America's pioneer days, scattering apple seeds to grow trees in the wilderness that would feed unknown strangers, all while singing hymns of praise and trusting that the Lord would provide for him as well. Behind the legend was a real person named John Chapman, who lived from 1774 to 1845 and really did spend his adult life planting apple trees.

By contemporary accounts, Chapman was a true eccentric: "He went bare-footed, and often travelled miles through the snow in that way," and he "wore on his head a tin utensil which answered both as a cap and a mush pot." He was, in fact, a Swedenborgian--a member of the mystical sect founded by the 18th-century scientist and spiritualist Emanuel Swedenborg to restore the "internal sense" of Christian scripture.

Because of his carefree lifestyle and esoteric spirituality, Chapman is usually characterized as a manifester--that is, an adherent to the doctrine that if you hold positive beliefs, a higher power will make them come true. This was a common belief in Chapman's time, originating with mystics and faith healers who taught that positive thoughts create health and happiness.

To this day, this trust is a peculiarly American trait. Dozens of books are published each year on manifestation and the related concept of the law of attraction, which maintains that you draw into yourself what you choose to focus on. No wonder that the crude, instrumental form of this notion has plenty of believers: If you want to make a lot of money, just imagine yourself rich and act as if you already are--the universe will deliver.

You may be someone who already subscribes to the idea of manifestation or you may be someone who thinks it all sounds like pseudoscientific baloney. However, the truth about manifestation actually lies between these polar views. And that truth can be useful to you: By understanding the inner workings of manifestation and using that knowledge the right way, you can avoid the nonsense and realize a happier future for yourself.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why you should want to be alone

Manifestation is generally described as the way that mind and matter can be affected by mystical forces so that what you think about comes true. Accordingly, you should focus on positive outcomes in life, not negative ones. To the idea's proponents, if you think all the time about getting sick, you will get sick. But by the same token, you can focus your way out of disease through positive thoughts of recovery and health.

Academic psychologists refer to manifestation of this sort as a form of "magical thinking" or superstition, and typically regard it as evidence of psychological problems or mental impairment. These researchers have argued that people who hold these beliefs tend to have difficulty controlling obsessive thoughts. One much-cited study on superstitious behavior hypothesizes that it tends to occur when people have damage to the brain's hippocampal region, leaving them with reduced memory, learning, and emotional-processing skills. Other studies disagree with a theory of neuropathology, and instead see manifestation more as a coping mechanism to ward off suffering. What these scholars agree on is that manifestation, as a practical concept, is unscientific and ineffective.

Before we conclude that manifestation is a waste of time, or worse, however, we should note that the studies above tend to look only at manifestation in which a person envisions just an outcome they want. But a person can also envision the process of working toward improvement--and this turns out to have scientifically measurable and different effects.

For example, in a study from 1991, researchers followed women who wanted to lose weight and either fantasized about being thinner or imagined the process of getting thinner. They found that realistically envisioning the process involved these women anticipating obstacles and making day-to-day improvements that led to significant weight loss after one year. The reverse was true for those who merely fantasized about being thinner: These women experienced significant weight gain because they acted as if they'd already achieved success and put less effort into a better diet. A study from 2002 reached similar conclusions, when researchers found that university students who focus on their ultimate academic performance tend to lose self-esteem during their college career, whereas those who focused on learning and progress without regard to final results enjoyed increased self-esteem.

What all this suggests is that no evidence exists for a mystical force that gives you what you imagine, and acting as though such a force does exist can set you back. But short of magical thinking, considered reflection on the process of achieving a desired outcome can change your behavior in productive ways. If you want a big balance in your bank account, thinking of a large number won't help. But thinking about how you're going to make financial progress and anticipating possible setbacks can encourage you to adopt useful habits of thrift and responsibility--and that becomes how you manifest a chosen goal.

Arthur C. Brooks: The happy way to drop your grievances

Many columns I write are based on questions I get from friends and strangers to which I don't know the answer--so, my own curiosity piqued, I go find out. This case is no exception: Someone asked me recently about the truth behind manifestation, and more specifically, whether happiness could be manifested. So can you, in fact, envision the process of being happier and become happier as a result? The answer is a qualified yes.

In a new paper published in the Journal of Happiness Studies, psychologists found that your beliefs about the source of happiness determine to a considerable extent whether you will get happier. If you believe happiness is not under your control, you generally won't do the work to get happier; if you believe happiness comes from your personal choices and behaviors, you will probably make an effort to improve your well-being. In other words, manifesting happiness as a destination to which you might gain access is futile, but understanding happiness as a direction based on your habits can work wonders.

To manifest happiness, keep in mind these four principles:

1. The goal is to get happier, not happy.
 You may never attain perfect bliss in this life, but you can make progress, year after year. That means you should envision goals like the one proposed by my friend Dan Harris via his wellness movement, Ten Percent Happier. I cite my own case as is testament to this, as I have written: Bit by bit, since starting this column--which I did consciously for my own well-being during the COVID-19 lockdowns--I have grown in happiness and been able to measure that progress (here are some tools you can use to do the same). So now I know that I am 60 percent happier than I was four years ago.

2. Envision progress.
 If you could become, say, 10 percent happier in a year, what would that mean? Again, you can measure this, but think also about how you would know and how it would affect your life. And be realistic: Being 10 percent happier does not mean that you'll never argue with your spouse or that you'll completely love your job. You will still have setbacks and bad days. But the progress toward happiness that you envision will be very noticeable in your basic outlook and sense of optimism. Others will notice it as well.

3. Set the strategy.
 To make these incremental gains, create a list of personal habits and behaviors you want to change. Place them in order of importance, prioritize the top two or three, and imagine yourself engaging in them. Also imagine yourself struggling with them and failing from time to time, and what you will do when that inevitably happens. If you are having trouble deciding on what these behaviors should be, let me suggest reading the archive of "How to Build a Life"--there are a couple hundred columns to get you started.

4. Get started.
 The most important step is taking action. Take the top behavior from step three, make it into a manageable change for tomorrow, and go to bed resolved to undertake it. The operative word here is day-at-a-time manageable. If you resolve to practice gratitude for 16 straight hours, you're not thinking realistically; if you resolve to make a short gratitude list, you're on the right track.

Read: The health benefits of trees

Given the evidence I found while researching this column, I got to wondering whether the Johnny Appleseed character really was a deluded manifester trying to will future bliss into existence or whether there was more to him than that. It turns out that he was actually just an old-fashioned, hard-working entrepreneur--albeit an oddball who liked to go barefoot, sleep outdoors, and wear a saucepan on his head.

Chapman's Swedenborgian beliefs were quite esoteric, but the man behind them, Swedenborg himself, was eminently practical. "Everyone can know that willing and not doing, when there is opportunity, is not willing," he wrote in his 1758 book Heaven and Hell; "also that loving and not doing good, when there is opportunity, is not loving." This is the kind of manifestation that works and that animated Chapman. He didn't scatter apple seeds aimlessly, but bought land, little by little, and cultivated nursery orchards in areas of growing population in the western territories. Over many decades, Chapman rose from poverty to wealth, leaving more than 1,200 acres of valuable nurseries to his heirs, all while creating a reliable supply of fruit and cider for the settlers. By all accounts, he died a happy man, beloved by those who knew him and feasted on his apples.

That was his manifestation: The true story--not the myth--is the one you can emulate to manifest the life you want.
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When the Bitcoin Scammers Came for Me

Lonely Americans are thirsty for companionship and hungry for money.

by Annie Lowrey




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

Earlier this year, an astonishing moneymaking opportunity appeared on my phone. I had somehow been added to a cacophonous group chat populated by scores of high-net-worth investors. For weeks, I watched as they shared photographs of steak dinners and second homes, while also proffering their buy-sell positions, their gains and losses. Keita, a guy with a northern-Florida number, complained about having to hire laborers to clean up his garden. Anthony of New York posted while reading his kids a bedtime story. Jefferson Ogwa talked about smart trades.

The smartest trades of all came from a guy named Mike Wilson, who, along with his assistant at Morgan Stanley, put order recommendations into the chat. When he did, folks would flood the group with screenshots of their Wilson-directed wins and occasionally post their Wilson-advised losses. Wilson's assistant would aid people in making their trades, encouraging them to hold steady through the inevitable market fluctuations. "Start-up capital is relatively low for those interested in participating," she wrote. "Stay tuned."

I stayed tuned. Having not made any trades--as a reporter, I do not actively invest in anything--I nevertheless chimed in: "Can't wait for the markets to open Monday." At that point, I got added to other trading groups and my phone started to ping with texts on iMessage and WhatsApp. "This is Marie, do you have time to talk today?" "Are you interested?" From there, escalation, gentle, slow. Would I like to chat? What were my investment goals? How was my week going? Looking forward to anything?

I was enmeshed in a textbook pig-butchering scam--the hallmark of which, its horrifying name aside, is a certain relaxed charm. No rush. No blunt ask for cash. Just a lot of engaging and unthreatening messages leading, inexorably, to an attempt to get me to start trading bitcoin on a dedicated platform or to send it to an anonymous address.

This was obvious to me from the outset. I had been added at random (?) to a Morgan Stanley-affiliated (?), WhatsApp-based (?) investing group, filled with hundreds of people posting in starchy English about eating "salmon fruit salad" (?) and "spaghetti and mashed potatoes" (you know what, sure) while trading bitcoin (come on!). The precision of everyone's punctuation, the Juche-style encomiums to Mike Wilson's greatness, the boasting about steady gains made from the world's most notoriously volatile asset--it was all too weird.

Read: Is crypto dead?

But I can easily imagine how someone who does not know much about bitcoin or fraud schemes might fall for it. So much time was invested in making me feel comfortable, part of a special community. I found myself looking forward, sincerely, to reading the group chat in the evening: Jason Dunlavey yammering on about his Nepalese knives, Jody Mierop having brunch at Sarabeth's. "Going to sleep and hoping to wake up feeling refreshed," Lopez said. "I already imagined myself hiding under the covers and everything was nice and warm," Kevin Davis added. "Sleep tight and don't let the bedbugs bite!" Ahmet Kayci chimed in. Thank you, internet stranger!

Plus, the scam had some plausibility to it. Mike Wilson really is an investor. A famous investor. He's the chief investment officer of Morgan Stanley. His assistant's name in the group chat is the name of a real Morgan Stanley employee, easily found on LinkedIn, though the person's actual job is in internal operations. A Morgan Stanley spokesperson confirmed that neither was texting me: Morgan Stanley does not offer direct bitcoin trading and does not advise clients via WhatsApp.

In addition to the real and realish people who seemed to be participating, the bitcoin prices posted in the group chat were up-to-date, and the order forms looked convincingly professional. For weeks, nobody asked me for anything. It was difficult at times to tell what anyone wanted, let alone how they were going to get it.

Still, I was being fattened like a pig for slaughter, as millions of Americans have been. The FBI reports that cyber-investment scams cost Americans $4.6 billion in 2023, up 38 percent from the year before and 1,700 percent over the previous five years. That's more than ransomware scams, fake tech-support swindles, web extortion schemes, phishing attacks, malware breaches, and nonpayment and nondelivery frauds combined. And it is an undercount, given that it includes only complaints made to law enforcement; most folks don't bother making a police report in an attempt to get their bitcoin back, knowing it is hopeless. John M. Griffin and Kevin Mei of the University of Texas at Austin, recently estimated that crypto scammers engaged in pig butchering have taken in $75 billion since the beginning of 2020. 

The problem has gotten so bad that the Federal Trade Commission earlier this year put out a bulletin titled, bluntly, "What to Do if Your Online Love Interest Offers to Teach You How to Invest Your Money." How did we end up here? Gradually then suddenly, just like going bankrupt or falling in love. A confluence of financial and technological factors have made the explosion in pig-butchering possible. The question now is what authorities can do to protect the curious, lonely American public, thirsty for companionship and hungry for money.

Read: How crypto disappeared into thin air

The rise of dating apps, social-media platforms, and instant-messaging services is one central change. Fraudsters appear as young women to entice bored older men, as coeds to rizz up coeds, and as upstanding professionals to woo upstanding professionals. They mold their messages for their recipients, whether that involves getting cute on Bumble or talking about work-life balance on LinkedIn.

None of this is new; romance scams have been going on in some form or another since time immemorial. But sophisticated criminals have made them more convincing: slowing down the burn; offering to help folks invest, rather than asking them for cash outright. And social media has given them absurd scale and reach.

The single biggest factor behind the rise of the pig-butchering scam is the rise of crypto, the $2 trillion speculative-asset class and its associated money-transfer infrastructure. Bitcoin and similar cryptocurrencies are not exactly untraceable and anonymous. But the crypto markets are scantly regulated; many firms either operate overseas or flout the constraints of domestic law. Don't take it from me. Take it from the chief compliance officer of the mega-exchange Binance, as quoted by litigators at the Securities and Exchange Commission: "We are operating as a fking unlicensed securities exchange in the USA bro." Once purchased, cryptocurrencies can be sent to anyone, anywhere, and are usually impossible to recover.

"You could go into Wells Fargo and say, 'Hey, I need to send $200,000 to this bank account,'" Griffin told me. "Wells Fargo would run the transaction through its anti-money-laundering procedures. If it were a bank account in Thailand or Myanmar, that would probably throw up some flags for some suspicious activity. They might block that wire or ask you a lot of questions." Yet moving money from Wells Fargo to Coinbase to buy bitcoin would not raise such alarms. And at that point, Griffin said, "you're just one transaction away from losing your funds."

You might assume that the person talking you out of your funds is some Malta-based hacker or terrifying, bitcoin-obsessed teen. In fact, the person is likely a victim themselves. I had no way of tracing the source of the scheme targeting me. But the United Nations has warned that many of these pig-butchers are forced into the practice by gangs. They are kidnapped and held in labor camps in Southeast Asia.

Since the onset of the pandemic, criminal groups have been placing false job advertisements on chat apps and elsewhere, luring in multilingual, computer-literate workers, and then ordering them to seduce and swindle foreigners, text by text. "Hundreds of thousands of people from across the region and beyond have been forcibly engaged in online criminality," a report by the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights has found.

The investigative reporter Zeke Faux described this development in his book on crypto, Number Go Up. After letting himself get scammed out of $100 in Tether, a stablecoin, Faux traced the flow of cash from such schemes to digital sweatshops in Cambodia and Vietnam. There, trafficked people describe "abuses that were worse than I could have imagined," he writes. "Workers who didn't meet quotas for scamming were assaulted, starved, made to hit each other, or sold from one compound to another. One said he'd seen people forcibly injected with methamphetamine to increase their productivity. And several said that they'd seen workers murdered, with the deaths passed off as suicides."

The pig butchering has to stop, for the millions of victims being swindled and for the hundreds of thousands of victims being coerced into swindling them. Crypto companies must be made to act like other financial companies, complying with basic know-your-customer regulatory rules and collecting tax data for the authorities. Treating the problem as one of large-scale money laundering, not as many person-to-person schemes, might be the best way to protect consumers.

In the meantime, publicizing these thieves' sweet, slow, chatty methods should help, if only on the margin. Texts from today's Mike Wilsons are much more believable than "Dear Sir/Madam" emails from Nigerian princes of yore. They're much more entertaining too. Nobody should be fooled. If you really want to invest in bitcoin, you're better off doing it alone.
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The Brash New Sound of Hedonism

The Dare's music is a blast, and a challenge to the psychological hang-ups of modern partygoers.

by Spencer Kornhaber




The success of "brat summer"--Charli XCX's color-coded rebranding of hedonism whose influence somehow traveled all the way to the presidential campaign--conveyed two lessons about what the masses have yearned for lately. One: People want to have a good time. Two: People want to talk about, think about, and be seen as having a good time ... which does raise the question of whether anyone is truly having a good time.

That tension, between authentic pleasure and the performance of pleasure, defines What's Wrong With New York?, the addictive new album by the much-hyped dance-rock act the Dare. The alias of the 28-year-old musician Harrison Patrick Smith, the Dare is very much aligned with the Brat aesthetic of chain-smoking to electro beats. He even produced Charli XCX's "Guess," a song that was hot enough to lure Billie Eilish in for a remix. His music is a blast--and a challenge to the psychological hang-ups of modern partygoers, including himself.

Once a struggling rock poet and DJ, Smith reinvented himself during the pandemic as a suit-and-tie-wearing bon vivant whose shtick is a throwback to prior eras of creative ferment in New York City: the gritty-but-arty 1970s scene, which gave rise to the Talking Heads; the sleazy-cool early 2000s, which were ruled by the Strokes. He started making music whose squelchy synths--combined with his own snotty vocal tone--heavily recalled LCD Soundsystem's James Murphy, the rock historian who took ecstasy once and then set about giving blog-reading hipsters permission to dance in the 2000s and early 2010s.

Smith is clearly on a similar quest to jolt the squares, reacting to stultifying 2020s social trends: pandemic-exacerbated isolation, internet addiction, post-#MeToo inhibitions around sex. His underground hit, "Girls," is a Seussian litany of the types of women he's horny for: "girls who got degrees," "girls on killin' sprees," and so on. "Girls" is built around a two-note riff that bounces and mutates like Flubber, accentuating the song's silliness. Smith told GQ that the track was "a rejection of the last five years of music," which he felt had become too gentle, too polite. The song "definitely doesn't have the agenda of making me look like a really good guy," he added.

Read: Pop music's version of life doesn't exist anymore

His transgressive intentions are even more explicit on What's Wrong With New York?, the Dare's first full-length album. "You can't spend your whole life inside," Smith yowls on the first song, before imploring listeners to open up figuratively and physiologically. "I'm in the club while you're online," he taunts on "Good Time." He delivers these confrontational lyrics in a way that is, objectively, annoying--the sound of someone demanding attention. He is quite clearly rejecting the streaming-era ideal of making music for background listening, and he isn't worried about being called "cringe," that shaming buzzword.

The provocations land, mostly due to Smith's talents as a producer. Structurally, his songs are predictable, accumulating energy and then exploding toward the end--but they're full of textural surprises worthy of close examination. He bedecks every measure of music in rhythmic hiccups, bright splashes of instrumental color, and giddy backing vocals. Some tracks build to a climax that evokes the thought of war breaking out on the dance floor; other crescendos will make listeners feel like they're getting sucked into space by a UFO. The spiky, hyper-speed "Movement" is a particular highlight that, in its final moments, achieves the intensity of heavy metal.

Part of the album's novelty is how old-fashioned it seems. Most modern party music has a whiff of software; you imagine beats arranged on a screen. Smith, however, conjures an image of a mad scientist onstage with a pile of gear tangled in wires. He's drawing on the same bouquet of sonic references as Murphy--the fidgeting synths of New Order, the scratchy guitars of Gang of Four--but whereas LCD Soundsystem aimed to create epic emotional journeys, Smith's songs are brief and supersaturated. He's mining the past in a way that's suited for the TikTok era, and even the most distracted brain, or the most bed-rotted body, won't be able to resist reacting.

In so insistently seeking that reaction, however, the music creates a very contemporary paradox. Smith is self-conscious about trying to shake people out of their self-consciousness; on "Perfume," he even worries about how his corpse will smell to others when he's burning in hell. He's clearly thinking a lot about how he comes off, and like Charli XCX on Brat, he's excellent at channeling his anxieties into action. But a sense of true abandon, a trancelike loss of identity, never sets in--because he's constantly checking in, adjusting, goading. I enjoy What's Wrong With New York?, but I'd hesitate before putting it on in a social situation; it's too obnoxious for group listening, frankly. The Dare's legacy may turn out to be oddly functional, propelling people to hit the gym or saunter the streets from the safety of their headphones, enjoying a private party without fear of judgment.
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Seven Books That Demystify Human Behavior

Other people can be baffling; these titles attempt to unravel a bit of their mystery.

by Chelsea Leu




Other people can be baffling. Even in our closest relationships, loved ones frequently behave in ways that can seem inexplicable. Why can't your friend recognize her self-destructive foibles? Why do you find your co-worker so grating? Partners insist on misinterpreting each other; voters are convinced that their political opponents are irredeemably wrong--and in these disputes, the other side's point of view feels not just incorrect but also completely alien. In short, why are other people like this?

We can't read people's minds, but we can do the next best thing: read books. A perceptive memoir or work of fiction, for example, can help you see the actions of others anew. A deep dive into the science of the brain can offer fresh ways to understand our fellow humans--as individuals who are influenced by their upbringing, their social networks, and the places they've lived. The selections below lay bare the fundamental mental equipment we all share; they suggest frameworks for appreciating different personalities. The most entrancing literature can even feel like quality time with someone--the kind that allows their idiosyncrasies to become deeply familiar. These books do their part in clearing up the mysteries of human behavior. Reading them may help you make sense of another's actions--and perhaps even your own.








Behave, by Robert M. Sapolsky

What happens in our brain before we perform certain acts--moves as minor yet consequential as pulling a trigger, or as quick and instinctual as touching someone else's arm? In this revelatory, 800-page book, Sapolsky, a neuroscientist and primatologist, dedicates himself to teasing out why we behave the way we do. And the realms he traverses are many: Readers will get a detailed course on how neurons and neurotransmitters work, the effects of stress on cognition, and the ways that fetal exposure to certain hormones can shape the brain. But Sapolsky also zooms out to cover the roles of culture and evolution. His aim is to explore people at "our best and worst," and certain key questions recur throughout the book. How does our brain make moral decisions? How should we interpret our tendencies toward violence, hierarchy, and tribalism? And--a doozy--do we have free will? (In his most recent--and controversial--book, Determined, he argues that we do not.) Sapolsky leads us with a comforting chattiness through the mazes of overlapping scientific debates; his prose is rigorous but surprisingly fun. Reading Behave can feel like paging through an operating manual for our bewildering human machinery: Its insights are useful, eye-opening, and important.

Middlemarch, by George Eliot

Those craving an immersive exploration of the human psyche should look no further than this towering classic novel. Although most readers wouldn't describe Eliot's study of a provincial 19th-century English town as a work of psychology, it dissects the interlocking lives of the residents with an astute eye toward what drives them. The characters in its sprawling cast--among them the ardent, generous Dorothea Brooke and the ambitious doctor Tertius Lydgate--make ill-advised marriages, run up against obstacles to their ambitions, allow their reputations to be besmirched, and fall into debts that they struggle to repay. Much of the novel's drama comes from the mutual incomprehension that arises between individuals (particularly married couples), and Eliot tracks with riveting detail the feelings and thoughts on both sides of a disagreement. Even the briefest flash of emotion on a face or the intonation of a phrase can set off a chain of misunderstandings, and the reader is privy to each character's shortcomings as they form unrealistic expectations and read their own preoccupations into their interlocutors' words. Total understanding of others is impossible, the novel suggests. And yet, thanks to Eliot's keen sensitivity, reading Middlemarch might just enlarge your capacity to imagine other people's state of mind.

Read: Why it's nice to know you








Darkness Visible, by William Styron

At 60, Styron was stricken with an episode of severe depression, one that incapacitated him and brought him to the brink of suicide. In this slim book, he attempts to put words to his experience of a disease that is "so mysteriously painful and elusive," he writes, "as to verge close to being beyond description." We gain an intimate sense of the illness from its beginnings, when Styron found that alcohol--a substance he had been "abusing for forty years"--suddenly triggered nausea and revulsion. His abstention kicked off a malaise that culminated in a determination to kill himself in his Connecticut farmhouse, ending only with his subsequent hospitalization and recovery. Sections about depression's causes and treatment are woven in elegantly among meditations on suicide, an act that, Styron argues, should have "no more reproof attached than to the victims of terminal cancer." The depths of depression are nearly incomprehensible to those who haven't experienced it, yet Styron's rich, precise language allows his readers to grasp his suffering--and gives us a glimpse into the workings of his particular mind.






Connected, by Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler

To truly understand people, don't focus on individuals or groups, the social scientists Christakis and Fowler write. What matter are the connections between people: the branching paths that extend from you and your family, friends, colleagues, and neighbors to, say, Kevin Bacon. The book sketches out the surprising ways that these social networks sway our behavior, moods, and health, and its conclusions can be mind-bending. If your best friend's sister gains weight, for example, you're more likely to gain weight too, they write. Who we know significantly affects whether we smoke, die by suicide, or vote, thanks to our human tendency to copy one another. Happiness and sadness also spread among groups, so that the mood of a person you don't know can sway your own emotions--even though we often imagine that our internal states are under our personal control. "No man or woman is an island," the authors write. Their book makes a convincing case that our tangled relationships determine nearly everything about how our life plays out--and reminds us that we can't be meaningfully understood in isolation.

Read: The complex psychology of why people like things






Milkman, by Anna Burns

Milkman takes place in what appears to be 1970s Northern Ireland during the Troubles--hijackings, car bombs, and "renouncers-of-the-state" form its tumultuous backdrop--and it paints a chillingly sharp portrait of a community consumed by paranoia and violence. When its unnamed narrator appears in public with a menacing figure known only as Milkman, rumors begin to spread that she's his mistress. Never mind the fact that the attentions of Milkman, a high-ranking paramilitary member who seems to follow her everywhere and utters oblique threats, are entirely unwanted. Where she lives, the narrator tells us, "you created a political statement everywhere you went, and with everything you did, even if you didn't want to." To protect herself from the gossip and from Milkman himself, the narrator is forced to become a "carefully constructed nothingness." She adopts a blank expression and confides in no one--an emotional state that mirrors the hollowed-out hopelessness and self-deception of her neighbors. Burns's dense, discursive style captures the narrator's psyche intimately: We feel with her as she wrestles with the fear, suspicion, and longing she hides from the world, and as she observes the corrosion of an entire city under duress.






The Personality Brokers, by Merve Emre

We often speak of "personality types" and take for granted that individuals' inherent qualities can be categorized, predicted, and analyzed. In this intriguing book, Emre traces the development of this idea by recounting the history of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, the world's most popular personality test. Katharine Briggs and Isabel Briggs Myers, a mother-daughter duo, spent much of the 20th century developing their system's dichotomies: introversion and extraversion, feeling and thinking, intuition and sensing, judging and perceiving. Their story is a strange, sprawling narrative marked by religious fervor and a fixation on the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung, and set against the historical rise of postwar white-collar work. Emre's account is shot through with necessary skepticism--the Myers-Briggs system isn't substantiated by scientific research, and its creators were "desperate amateurs" relying mostly on quixotic faith, she writes. At the same time, she articulates why the framework holds such enduring appeal: It provides its adherents with language to parse the murky world of their own and others' personalities, and many use it to arrive at a self-knowledge that can be genuinely liberating. The quest to know ourselves, this book makes clear, is an ongoing one.

Read: I gave myself three months to change my personality






Reclaiming Conversation, by Sherry Turkle

"Face-to-face conversation is the most human--and humanizing--thing we do," the sociologist Turkle writes at the beginning of her incisive 2015 book. Our reliance on digital tools that replace such interactions erodes our ability to engage in deep, open-ended discussions, she argues. Reclaiming Conversation is full of dismaying examples of this diminishment, drawn from countless interviews with teenagers and young adults, teachers, corporate executives, and families. Parents can't tear their eyes away from their phone at family dinners; students have trouble focusing and shy away from substantive dialogue in classrooms; professionals have meetings that barely function as meetings, because every participant is also checking their email. We've replaced talking with texting, emailing, and posting on social media, Turkle points out, in order to sidestep the boredom, embarrassment, and vulnerability that come with real conversation. And yet, those kinds of discomfort beget intimacy--the foundation of understanding other people, and thus of empathy. Turning to those around us, she concludes, is still the best way to comprehend one another. If you want to know why people behave the way they do, the shortest path to the answer is simply to ask them.
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An Article the Likes of Which Nobody Has Ever Seen Before

Not one soul

by David A. Graham




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


Stop me if you've heard this one before. But don't worry--nobody has, ever. Or at least, that's what Donald Trump would say if asked about, well, anything. It's the ex-president's favorite locution.

"Groceries, food has gone up at levels that nobody's ever seen before. We've never seen anything like it--50, 60, 70 percent," Trump said recently. (This is not true, though if it were, it would be unlike anything seen in American history.)

He used the same phrase to speak about law and order last month: "We're here today to talk about how we are going to stop the Kamala crime wave that is going on at levels that nobody has ever seen before." (The country is not even at its most violent point in Trump's life, much less ever.)

Or sometimes he uses it more generally: "Our country cannot stand another four years of what we've been through. Our country has been through a trauma, the likes of which we've never seen before." (Not for the first time, he seems to have forgotten about the Civil War.)

Once you start looking for the phrase in Trump's speeches and remarks, it's everywhere. "You know what [Election Day]'s going to be called?" he told a religious group this spring. "Christian visibility day, when Christians turn out in numbers that nobody has ever seen before." He uses a similar idiom--the exact wording does vary at times--to describe the economy as it was during his presidency ("We had the greatest economy in the history of the world. We had never done anything like it"), and as he says it will be: "We're going to drill, baby, drill. We're going to close our borders. We're going to do things like nobody has ever seen before. And we're going to make our nation's economy be the best ever in the world."

David A. Graham: Six degrees of Trump and bacon

Unlike some of Trump's signature tics--"bigly," "many people are saying," "like a dog"--this one may not immediately come off as distinctive. But when I ran nobody has ever seen before through the ProQuest database, I found that about two-thirds of the roughly 1,500 occurrences were Trump's. Among the ones that weren't, most were literal, sometimes even accurate, instances: archival photos of the Monkees, new paleontological finds, Steph Curry statistical anomalies.

The use and abuse of the phrase illuminates Trump's salesman instincts. The case is not only that Trump speaks in hyperbole, though he does. He also strives for novelty, telling people that whatever thing he's hawking is entirely new to the human experience. This comes naturally, because he sees the world in absolutes and demonstrates very little interest in learning, so he may not actually know much about relevant comparisons. In one especially notable example, Trump seemed to learn about the basics of the Constitution at the same time that he misrepresented them. "Nobody ever mentions Article II," he said in 2019. "It gives me all those rights at a level that nobody has ever seen before."

This is part of the formula that has worked so well for Trump; he knows a good sales technique, accuracy be damned. It demands attention--this thing is totally new--and, in a way, that novelty actually affords credibility. Trump's political identity revolves around a willingness to say what other politicians won't, and the exaggerated claims reinforce his image, as he's the only one willing to say such preposterous things.

More traditional politicians tend to seek credibility by appealing to expertise or precedent. For example, here's Kamala Harris at a rally this week: "He wants to impose what, in effect, would be a national sales tax. I call it the 'Trump national sales tax' on everyday products and basic necessities that would cost a typical American family--the economists have said this--almost $4,000 a year." That's a discrete number, and a vague but concrete source: "the economists." That also makes it fact-checkable; PolitiFact calls it "half true" for choosing the most extreme estimates and oversimplifying. By contrast, here's a typical Trump stump claim: "This is a movement the likes of which they've never seen before, maybe anywhere, but certainly in this country." Fact-checking this is not only impossible; it's beside the point.

One reason some of the things Trump talks about have never been seen before is that they're bad ideas. Novelty--when that's even the case--doesn't necessarily mean quality. Other times the claims are simply nonsense, and they force Trump to one-up not only history but himself. "Many people are now saying that this is the worst storm/hurricane they have ever seen," Trump tweeted in August 2017. Two weeks later, amid another storm, he wrote, "Many people are now saying that this is the worst storm/hurricane they have ever seen." At some point, the listener becomes numb.

Helen Lewis: Trump's red-pill podcast tour

Similarly desensitizing are the wild-eyed predictions. "If anyone but me takes over in 2020 (I know the competition very well), there will be a Market Crash the likes of which has not been seen before! KEEP AMERICA GREAT," he posted in 2019. By the following fall, he'd escalated the threat: "Joe Biden and the radical, socialist Democrats would immediately collapse the economy. If they got in, they would collapse it. You'll have a crash the likes of which you've never seen before." He lost the election, but none of that has happened (so far).

The failure of these hair-on-fire forecasts has naturally not chastened Trump. In February, at the Conservative Political Action Conference, he warned of new catastrophic consequences if he didn't win in 2024. "They'll soon have us losing World War III," he said. "We won't even be in World War III; we'll be losing World War III with weapons the likes of which nobody has ever seen before." If he wins, however, "we're going to bring this into a golden age like never seen before." Don't count on seeing it then, either.
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To Play or Not to Play With Your Kid?

It shouldn't be this hard to decide.

by Amanda Ruggeri




The first time that Megan Roth, an urban planner in Calgary, Canada, Googled independent play, her daughter had just received a number of toys for her second birthday. None engaged her for long. The toddler preferred doing household tasks with her parents: refilling the bird feeder, replacing batteries in the smoke detector. Roth thought it was cute at first, but then she started hearing that her daughter should be able to play without much, if any, adult input. Family members commented on what they saw as her daughter's short attention span. In parenting forums and on social-media accounts, tips for encouraging solitary play were as abundant as beads in a craft kit. "It caused me a lot of worry," Roth told me, "and anxiety that I had ruined her somehow."

The phrase independent play, popularized by the parenting educator Janet Lansbury, was almost unheard-of 15 years ago. Today, it is Googled more often than baby-led weaning or free-range parenting. Toy brands such as Lovevery, Melissa & Doug, and Hape market their products' ability to encourage children's autonomy. And then there's social media. The parenting influencer Jerrica Sannes, for instance, has written that to ensure children's cognitive and psychological development, parents "have to set aside a minimum of 5 hours per day for independent, unstructured, adult-free, sensory-rich, risky, creative PLAY particularly throughout the early stages of brain development," and that playing with young children "actually often undermines" connection.

For some parents, the idea that it's good for children to play on their own can offer relief: How reassuring to hear that, far from being neglectful because we don't love playing princesses, we might be better off refraining. Yet for other parents, the advice has become just one more thing to fret about; they wonder if they're playing with their children too much. Veronica Lopes, a mother in Toronto, told me that she recently created a "parking lot" made of tape and cardboard rolls for her 2-year-old. They used it to play cars together. But "I've started to doubt myself," she said. "The more I'm hearing people talk about this, the more I'm like ... Am I not doing this right?"

Read: Why don't we teach people how to parent?

You can hear this concern echoed on a podcast hosted by Lansbury. In one episode, she problem-solves for a mom whose 14-week-old infant will lie on the floor to play alone for only "20 minutes, tops," before crying. In another, a mother says that although her eight-month-old is happy to play independently for "long periods," he loses it when she leaves the room. "Is he developmentally ready to be left alone for a little bit? Absolutely," Lansbury responds. "It's much easier for him and for us to get comfortable with this the earlier we start."

Over the past few years, while reporting on parenting issues, I've spoken with dozens of child psychologists and researchers who have left me with the impression that few aspects of parenting are black-and-white except, perhaps, for one: Responding to children in a way that is sensitive, prompt, and attuned to their stage of development is crucial to raising healthy, happy children. So look at the recent discourse on independent play and it's easy to see why some parents are confused. For one, it seems full of contradictions: Independent play means without parents, but also with parents; it's natural, but it has to be taught from an early age; we should trust children's instincts in play, but not when their instincts lead them to seek our involvement. In an interview, Sannes told me, "When I say 'independent play,' what I mean is unstructured, free play ... It's really just letting go of control of children's time." I also spoke with Lansbury, who said that encouraging independent play is never about "forcing" a behavior. "Nothing I teach is about 'getting' a child to do anything," she said. "It's about getting ourselves out of the way." (After our conversation, she emphasized this point in a new blog post on independent-play "myths." No.1, she wrote: "Independent play means leaving children alone.")

Yet some parents seem to be absorbing the message--especially from social media, the great flattener of nuanced communications--that in playing with their kids, they might be doing them a disservice, and that all children, regardless of age, temperament, or ability, should be capable of initiating and sustaining play for long periods. I asked Roberta Golinkoff, a developmental psychologist and the founder of the Child's Play, Learning, and Development Lab at the University of Delaware, if she has come across any research supporting such interpretations. "I've been in this business a long time," she said--50 years. "I have not seen anything about that." The developmental psychologist Catherine Tamis-LeMonda, who leads NYU's Play and Language Lab, also put it to me bluntly: "It's entirely wrong, according to science."

The scientific literature rarely refers to "independent play." Studies instead focus on "unstructured" or "free" play, which is child-led with no predetermined goal--and has been shown to have numerous benefits. Studies have found, for example, that children who participate in more unstructured play are likely to have better emotional self-regulation, executive functioning, and academic performance later in life.

Notably, free play doesn't mean that adults have to remain uninvolved. (One study co-authored by Golinkoff listed participating in "Mommy & Me classes"--presumably with Mommy--as "free, unstructured play.") In fact, research has shown that the younger the child, the more support they need. Sandra Russ, a clinical child psychologist at Case Western Reserve University, told me this was especially true of pretend play. "Many young kids need a little help," she said. "Scaffolding is important." Russ has found that if a parent "models" a bit--pretending a red Lego is a fire engine, say--the child is more likely to pursue the play and pretend on their own. Older neurodivergent children can also need scaffolding, she said. "They have trouble making up a story. They have trouble seeing that a Lego can be many different things."

Read: The one big thing you can do for your kids

And an abundance of research indicates that children benefit from playing with their parents. One review of multiple studies suggested that when fathers play with their kids, the children can develop better cognitive, social, and emotional skills. Parents acting playfully has been linked with various advantages, such as improved emotion regulation, in their children. And a 2018 report from the American Academy of Pediatrics noted that parent-child play can help reduce "toxic stress" to "levels that are more compatible with coping and resilience."

Play with an adult also seems to keep children, including babies, more engaged. One study compared the attention spans of 12-month-olds when they played alone versus with a parent and found that many of the babies looked at objects longer, and were more attentive, when playing with a parent. Children also tend to be happier playing on their own if an adult plays with them first, Tamis-LeMonda told me. "Thinking that By participating, my child will be less inclined to be independent is wrong," she said.

What's more, researchers have found risks when adults don't actively engage with children who are trying to connect. The University of Calgary child psychologist Sheri Madigan conducted a meta-analysis this year adding to a mountain of research suggesting that responding quickly and appropriately to young children's "signals of need and/or interest" has long-term benefits. It's fine to put a happy baby down to play, Madigan told me. But "when that child is ever distressed, you want to be in that space with them immediately"--and respond in a way that they understand. For a preverbal child, that usually means picking them up.

I asked Madigan about advice I'd heard Lansbury give on her podcast about not "saving" a crying baby right away: ("Immediately respond, but verbally," Lansbury says. Otherwise "the baby gets the message ... that they needed to be rescued.") Madigan told me that this "may foster independent play, but it won't foster a secure-attachment relationship"--the kind in which children believe that their caregiver will be there to keep them safe, and which has been shown to correlate with positive developmental outcomes, including better mental health. She added that she has found that insecurely attached children may seem to excel at playing autonomously but can display high cortisol levels, indicating stress. "They're engaging in independent play," she said, "but biologically, they're struggling."

One proponent of kids having more adult-free playtime is the anthropologist David Lancy, whose book Learning Without Lessons: Pedagogy in Indigenous Communities examines how children learn and play in small, preindustrial societies. Lancy told me that in the cultures he has studied, it's seen as strange, even laughable, for adults to play with children. But his findings come with a caveat: Although hunter-gatherer societies rarely feature adult-child play, this doesn't mean that children are left to play alone, or that anyone wants them to. In close-knit communities, the child still plays in multiage groups; the ideal is for them to seek out play with peers and other caregivers, such as older siblings. "There is solo play," Lancy said. "But it's not desirable."

The challenge in societies built around the nuclear family, as in the United States, is that children might have fewer playmates close to home--turning parents into a default. But in the U.S., there's little evidence to show that parents spend too much time playing with their kids. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, parents play with their children ages 6 and younger an average of 37 minutes a day. And the play-based approach taken by many day cares and preschools, combined with those centers' high child-to-caregiver ratios, means that young children being cared for outside the home are probably already learning to entertain themselves some of the time.

Researchers note, too, that children play when we don't realize it. Banging a spoon during lunch? Play. Mouthing a shoe? Play. Helping to replace batteries? Also play. "They will explore and discover on their own those times you're not there," Tamis-LeMonda said. "And they'll explore and discover when you are there. Participating does not mean your child will now not discover."

Few experts would argue that children shouldn't get more time for autonomous play, especially outdoors. But as Lancy and others have noted, the diminishment of this kind of play often stems from external factors: crime, street traffic, increasing schoolwork. If we want children to play more without adult involvement, we might be better off focusing on goals such as preserving urban green space, reducing homework, and protecting recess--all of which play researchers tend to advocate for.

Read: What adults lost when kids stopped playing in the street

The anxiety among parents over how to best "teach" independent play points to another problem. It suggests a belief--despite what we know about how genetic, environmental, socioeconomic, and other factors can shape behavior--that our children's personalities are as pliable as Play-Doh, and that any lumpy bits are indications that we have only ourselves, the sculptors, to blame. The fact that adults' quest for perfectionism seeps into play, which every person I spoke with agreed should be the easy, joyful part of parenting, feels particularly sad. "Moms," Golinkoff said, "have enough to worry about."

In one of her blog posts on fostering independent play, Lansbury used the example of a baby rolling a ball. "Don't roll the ball back," she advised. Instead, "just quietly watch, or offer a simple reflection like, 'you pushed that ball and it rolled away.'" Reading it, I was reminded of one of my most savored memories from my daughter's infancy: the time she first tossed a ball to me. I've always been semi-allergic to games of catch. But I didn't hesitate before throwing the ball back. For 10 minutes, we continued, her peals of laughter piercing every round. I'm glad I didn't tarnish the moment by questioning my instinct. I'm grateful I threw the ball.



  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Neck Fans Are Coming

Wearable tech doesn't have to be expensive to be revolutionary.

by Hanna Rosin




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

After successive heat waves across the country this summer, people finally found an unexpected source of relief: the neck fan. Consumer-product geniuses made the latest model look like Beats headphones, and suddenly they were on many hot, hot necks. Why did the neck fan take off? Does it actually cool you down or just make you feel cooler? And what is the neck fan's relationship to climate change?

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk with Saahil Desai, who notices new and interesting things at the intersection of technology and consumer culture. Desai brings his own beloved neck fan to the studio and answers the question: Of all wearable technology, why did this one manage to break through social norms? And what does this mean for the future of an industry that has promised a lot of innovation but struggled to introduce genuinely new wearables into people's daily lives?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Newscaster: The last seven years are the hottest seven years ever recorded.

Newscaster: Breaking even more heat records this week, the National Weather Service says this summer is the hottest in history.

Newscaster: Many cities are on track to experience their hottest summer on record.

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: The summer of 2024 broke heat records all around the world, just like the summer of 2023 and the summer of 2022. But don't worry--the clever consumer-goods industry has thought up a solution. Instead of telling you what it is, I'll let you hear it.

Saahil Desai: Can you hear it?

Rosin: Wait, that's the neck fan? It sounds freaking insane.

[Fan noise]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin, and this is Radio Atlantic. And this week: the neck fan, an odd bit of wearable tech designed for our warming planet. Senior editor Saahil Desai often writes about the intersection of technology and consumer culture.

And after reporting on neck fans, he brought his own into the studio for me to hear.

Desai: It's like if you put a battery inside a mosquito, and we're wearing it a centimeter away from your ear is how it feels. It's just a constant buzzing.

Rosin: But how is that soothing? Like, how does that not override the fact that you're a little bit cooler, that noise?

Desai: I don't know. I'm someone who sleeps with a with white-noise machine and hated it for, like, the first two days, and now I just cannot sleep without a white-noise machine on at night. So I just feel like you get used to it and it's kind of nice.

Rosin: I don't think I can concentrate until you turn that thing off. (Laughs.)

[Music]

Rosin: Sales of neck fans have boomed over the last year. At the Paris Olympics, organizers wanted an air-conditioning-free Olympic Village, but a summer heat wave in France meant that you would often see neck fans on athletes and their families, most notably Simone Biles's parents. Neck fans are a wearable technology that people seem to be actually wearing, unlike, say, VR goggles.

Desai: What has been interesting to me is what it means for the future of wearable technology writ large and whether it positions itself as somewhat of an inflection point.

Obviously, you don't walk around and see tons of people wearing their Apple Vision Pro goggles or any other VR goggle all the time, even though, you know, Facebook quite literally changed its name to Meta to signal the significance of this future that maybe all of us would be doing this. But you do walk around and you see people wearing neck fans. So I think these cooling gadgets are sort of the near future of wearable technology.

So many people already have AirPods and Apple Watches, and now the next step are these cheap gadgets to help us cool down as summers keep getting hotter.

Rosin: Next step because they aren't a copy. People have always worn headphones and watches. An Apple Watch is just basically a high-tech watch. But what's harder is creating something new. There is no precedent for wearing a fan around your neck, no set social norm. And with things heating up, it may be the first truly new kind of wearable to catch on.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so confession: I've never worn one. So let's just slow this down: What is it, and what does it do?

Desai: So you wear it around your neck. It's sort of, I would say, a mix of, like, Beats over-ear headphones and a travel neck pillow. So you wear it around your neck, and it just, like, spurts air into your neck and face a little bit. And so what's obviously great about that is that you just turn it on and just leave it there. You don't have to hold anything. It looks absolutely ridiculous, but it's very hands off. You don't have to do anything. And so I think that is what has made it just so popular.

Rosin: What does it claim to do? Like on the box, what does a neck fan say it's going to do for your life?

Desai: Some of the branding around neck fans is so extreme that it's ridiculous and amazing. I saw so many claims of, like, personal air conditioners and ridiculous graphics of neck fans covered in ice, as if you could just put on this gadget in, like, 120-degree weather in Phoenix or whatever and do whatever you want. Obviously, it's not that. It's just a fan around your neck. It's nothing like an air conditioner.

Rosin: Okay, we're going to have to talk about all the ways in which this spread, because I do feel like the neck fan is everywhere. I'm going to tell you my brief history of the neck fan.

So, a couple of years ago, I began to see it here and there. Like, I may have read something in The Cut about the neck fan, but it was a cheesy-looking thing. It was like a little string. And then my son, who's always hot--I got him a neck fan, but it was truly a piece of junk and, you know, it was here and there but not a lot. And then all of a sudden, this summer, came those neck fans that look like Beats, you know? Like, they have kind of a fashion presence.

But I still don't know, though, if it's a piece of junk or if it's something. Like, I can't tell if this is the first good piece of wearable technology that has been invented, and now we have crossed the line, or if it's just literally junk and I'll never see one again.

Desai: I think it's sort of like Schrodinger's gadget, where it's a little bit of both. It's definitely junk in a lot of ways. I mean, in the simplest sense, it's junk in the sense that a lot of necks fans are extremely cheap and likely shoddily made.

I think I probably got, you know, all things considered, one of the better neck fans. It was like $28 dollars on Amazon. But you can find neck fans on sites such as Temu for $10 or $12. It's definitely indicative of just how all these products are pretty cheaply made. But I think that the product is also--it's both junk but also good junk, if that makes sense.

Like, I was pretty skeptical of this neck fan. But also, it's really just nice to wear one. I think the fact that they are so pervasive is a sign of that--that even if these products are not the Rolls Royce of gadgets, they're still nice to have around. I mean, the neck fan is definitely sort of part of this way in which gadgets have just become cheaper.

Rosin: And why? Like, what are the things that led to gadgets being everywhere and cheaper?

Desai: In large part, it is because of just dramatic declines in the cost of lithium-ion batteries, right? Like, the cost of these batteries have decreased something like 97 percent in the last three decades.

They're the same batteries that power electric cars. You know, that's what enables Teslas to happen. But in a sense, like, every gadget is now a lot like an EV because these lithium-ion rechargeable batteries can also be really small and powerful in a gadget like a neck fan. And so that's enabled, you know, e-scooters that you see on the streets, perhaps, but also hyper-cheap products like the neck fan.

[Music]

Desai: As we've been discussing, it's potentially the future of wearable technology, but it just encapsulates so much of what's going on in e-commerce right now, where all these gadgets that have gotten cheaper and there's just so much variety of things you can buy, and the neck fan sort of rises above that because it's precisely engineered for a moment of hot weather. It also is junk but also effective.

So it just seems, like, almost made in a petri dish to take off in a moment like this one.

Rosin: After the break: the science of the neck fan. The trend is real, but are the devices themselves actually keeping us cool? That's in a moment.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, Saahil. So neck fans did this interesting thing, which is: successfully create a new social norm for a thing you wear on your body. Is that the factor? Like, is social acceptability the most important factor that makes a gadget ubiquitous like this one?

Desai: Yes and no. I mean, I think, to some degree, a lot of this is mediated by social media and algorithms, right? There have been a lot of videos on social media, and TikTok in particular, of people wearing neck fans, which then might send them to, like, TikTok Shop, where they can buy a really cheap neck fan.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Desai: But also, a lot of this is what's seen as cool but also what's seen as effective. I think that there are a lot of gadgets that go viral for a minute, but then people spend the $12 on them and then realize that they are literally functionally junk.

Rosin: Uh-huh.

Desai: Whereas the neck fan is junk, in a sense, as we were talking about earlier. But also, it's effective to some degree. You can wear one and immediately see the purpose.

Rosin: So you think it's effectiveness. Interesting.

Desai: I think it's effective in a sense, right? You'll be shocked to hear that the companies selling these gadgets on Amazon aren't exactly linking to peer-reviewed research about the efficacy of neck fans.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right. Right.

Desai: But I asked a researcher who has studied how cooling the neck affects heat regulation in the body what he thinks of these products.

And I was actually really interested in his answer because it's not straightforward, right? What he was saying is that cooling the neck, sort of as a neck fan would do, has a really big effect on how we feel in terms of the coolness that we feel but actually not all that much in terms of regulating your overall body temperature.

So what that means is: For someone like me--you know, I live in New York, where it gets hot in the summer but not, like, deathly hot--wearing a neck fan around definitely would make me feel cooler. But it could be a problem for someone who might want to use a neck fan to work outside in 110-degree weather for eight hours. A neck fan is not going to dramatically make someone safe in extreme heat. It could even backfire and give someone the sensation of feeling cooler without actually being cooler.

Rosin: Got it. So being cooler would require your core body temperature to cool. Like, you would have to measure the temperature.

Desai: Yeah, exactly.

Rosin: That's interesting. But feeling cooler has a little bit of a positive effect because it's nice, or it actually does have a positive health effect?

Desai: A little bit of both. Basically, if you're outside in, let's say, 90-degree weather, presuming you're a healthy adult and are not highly susceptible to heat, being in that weather is not going to be a health concern for you, so feeling cooler can be a good thing.

I don't think that wearing this neck fan has dramatically staved off any effects of the heat for me. But it's just felt better in the way that, you know, wearing a hat and sunglasses helps you experience the heat in a better way.

Rosin: Got it. Like, if you're walking around Brooklyn or walking around wherever you live with your neck fan, you're feeling a little bit cooler, you have a little bit more energy, and you don't have to lift heavy objects or do heavy manual labor, then fine.

Desai: Yeah, exactly.

Rosin: Let's go just completely apocalyptic--like, worst-case scenario about what the neck fan represents in our culture--which is that you create your own microclimate, and it allows you to be marginally more comfortable.

And actually what you're doing is contributing to the pile of cheap crap in the world, which actually exacerbates our climate problems, and so it's us buying into a massive delusion. What do you think about that?

Desai: I think "massive delusion" is exactly the right way to put it.

Rosin: (Laughs.) I thought you were going to say it's strong. I thought you were going to go--

Desai: No, no, no. I mean, like, look: I'm literally wearing a neck fan right now. I think that this has some value. But to think about this gadget in terms of cooling technology more broadly and especially air conditioning--the advent and rollout of air conditioning, I think, has had way bigger of an impact on American life and global life than I think a lot of people actually realize, right?

So many of us just go from air-conditioned homes to air-conditioned cars to air-conditioned offices, right? It's just a string of AC. And I think there's actually a lot of really interesting political-science research on how the advent of AC literally abetted the boom across the Sunbelt that has, like, dramatically shaped American politics. Like, this one technology has both changed our country and just let us sort of live through this lie where we can just always be air conditioned.

And I think that the neck fan is a next step in that, where it's like, for those few moments when you still have to be outside, you can just put on a little gadget and, you know, have your own little AC.

Rosin: Got it. So in the mass shift that air conditioning has wrought, the neck fan just fills in the tiny holes.

Desai: And, of course, I don't think that AC is a bad thing, to be clear. I think AC is one of the greatest inventions of all time, but it's also sort of abetted this way of thinking, where we can just always AC our way out of hot weather, when of course that's not true.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So we are furthering the illusion that we control the climate and that there is nothing that's gonna hurt us, because we can constantly manage any of the negative consequences of climate change.

Desai: Yeah, that the solution to heat is always just one more gadget away.

Rosin: Right. When actually what we're doing is exacerbating the problem by continuously buying gadgets.

Desai: I think that's exactly right. I mean, like, the energy effects of AC are extreme, and I don't think the neck fan is quite like that, of course. But it's all part of this way that these gadgets--to use the term that we've been using a lot, junk--all of them just end up in landfills with batteries that are quite destructive for the environment.

They're full of all these minerals that have been mined--cobalt, nickel. They just pretty quickly end up in the trash because they either break or people decide they don't need them or, you know, you lose your charger, which is a huge problem in this era of rechargeable gadgets. In the same way that fast fashion is all about mindless consumption without thinking of the consequences of that, I think the neck fan is like the $4 H&M T-shirt of gadgets.

Rosin: Wow, you're really selling it here. Have you flung yours across the studio? I hate you, neck fan.

Desai: No, but I think this is actually helpful. It's like, I feel really conflicted about this in a way that I waffle back and forth on it a lot of ways, where I do think that it is junk--it is not the answer--but also kind of is great, too.

Maybe a better way of saying that is, like, I feel like sometimes I'm the New York Times election needle when it comes to neck fans, where I bounce back between how I feel about it.

Rosin: It's like 48 percent, 49 percent.

Desai: Yeah. Exactly.

Rosin: I mean, you're not alone. Like, that's basically the way everyone feels about an H&M T shirt. So it's not an unfamiliar feeling. You're like, Well, it's cheap. It's really nice. But I feel really bad. It's a common sentiment.

The future that neck fans are pointing to: Have we turned the corner, and now wearable technology is with us and cool? Cool--both cools.

Desai: I don't think we've necessarily turned the corner on wearable technology, but I think that the future of wearables seems more certain for these cooling gadgets, like the neck fan, than it does for something like the Vision Pro, where there's all this hype around wearing these goggles all the time--and actually, maybe that still might make sense in a really hot world where you can't go outside as often as you'd like, so you wear your Vision Pro, and you pretend that you're on the beach or whatever. But there's a lot of sort of hypotheticals along the way to that future--whereas, when I walk around near the office here in New York, I see neck fans all the time. They're inescapable. So it seems like the future of wearables is already this kind of technology.

Obviously, it's still early days for this category of gadget. At least, people have held, you know, battery-powered fans for forever or literally fanned themselves. But there's obviously gonna be a lot of innovation here, too. So it's really interesting to consider what this world might look like in 10 years or 15 years or 20 years.

Rosin: In your research, did you come upon either an area or a gadget that you were like, Yeah, that one? Like, That's an area where people are gonna do something, or that's a gadget that's gonna take off?

Desai: Sony has already sold a V-neck undershirt that's also a personal AC that, literally, you have, like, a button that you can use to control whether it heats you up or cools you down, and you just wear it like an undershirt. I think that's wild. But what actually blew my mind even more than that was this company that sells, like, sort of like an e-watch that's supposed to be like a personal thermostat. But I could totally see more innovation in that direction.

Rosin: You know what you've just done for me? I used to have a feminist rant about office air conditioning because it was forever set at a temperature that was more comfortable for men in suits, and it used to drive me crazy, like, having to bring my sweater to the office in the summer. Because of the world you just described to me, I now love office air conditioning because I want a world where there's communal temperature.

Like, I can't stand this microclimate--like, these endless ways in which we create our own, like, very personal, tailored climate. It's like the Starbucksification of every damn thing. Like, I want it exactly how I want it, including climate.

Desai: There's probably a future in that realm where we all have Venti microclimates with 30 add-ons of caramel syrup or whatever, right? Like, say everyone wears neck fans, maybe offices will just decide to keep the temperature at 77 degrees in the summer, and everyone just has to cool themselves.

Rosin: Exactly.

Desai: So I don't know. It's a weird future.

Rosin: Yeah, you'll have, like, micro oxygen, too.

Desai: Yeah, right. Fun stuff.

Rosin: All right, Saahil. Well, thank you so much for painting us a future.

Desai: Thanks for having me.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak.

Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Trump's Red-Pill Podcast Tour

Is this an election campaign or an extended ad for energy drinks?

by Helen Lewis




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


One weirdness of listening to Donald Trump talk for any length of time is that, amid the syllable minestrone, he occasionally says something that is both intelligible and honest.

One such moment came during his appearance on the popular podcast hosted by the computer scientist Lex Fridman this week. "To get the word out," Trump said, is important in politics, and television was becoming "a little bit older and maybe less significant." The online sphere--podcasts and forums such as Spaces, on X--has usurped its importance. "I just see that these platforms are starting to dominate; they're getting very big numbers," Trump added.

Now, that isn't quite true. Prime-time television still commands mass audiences, and Trump's X chat with Elon Musk in August was plagued by the kinds of technical glitches and audio-quality issues that would get someone fired at a traditional media company. Nonetheless, in the past few months, Trump has become a fully fledged podcast bro, talking with the livestreamer Adin Ross about the prosecution of the rapper Young Thug, shooting the breeze with the YouTuber turned wrestler Logan Paul about German shepherds, and interrogating the former stand-up comedian Theo Von about cocaine. His running mate, J. D. Vance, meanwhile, sat down with the Nelk Boys, where he manspread luxuriantly between cases of their hard seltzer, Happy Dad. (Product placement is a big feature of interviews on popular bro influencers' shows: A proprietary energy drink or iced tea, or a copy of their book, is usually floating around in the back of the shot.)

Read: Trump and the cocaine owl

In this presidential election, both candidates are mostly avoiding set-piece interviews with traditional outlets--but only one can rely on a ready-made alternative media ecosystem. Kamala Harris finally did her first full-length sit-down last week, bringing Tim Walz along as a wingman. Instead of submitting Harris to adversarial accountability interviews, her team is wildly outspending the Trump campaign on digital ads, taking the Democrats' message directly to voters. The Republicans have a cheaper, punkier strategy: hang out with all the boys.

"The funniest component of the Trump campaign's media strategy so far is its commitment to dipshit outreach," the Substacker Max Read wrote last month. The constellation of influencers with whom Trump has become enmeshed does not yet have a widely accepted name. "Manosphere" comes close, because it links together the graduates of YouTube prank channels, the Ultimate Fighting Championship boss Dana White's sprawling empire, shitposters on Elon Musk's X, and the male-dominated stand-up comedy scene. This is a subset of the podcast world with its own distinct political tang; it is suffused with the idea that society has become too feminized and cautious, and the antidote is spaces dedicated to energy drinks, combat sports, and saying stupid things about Hitler. Think of this as Trump's red-pill podcast tour.

These podcasts are often self-consciously anti-intellectual, marketing themselves as the home of deliberately dumb acts, edgy jokes, and rambling conversations about UFOs and sports statistics. Their spiritual daddy is Joe Rogan, but whereas he presents himself as a disaffected liberal, the new generation is happy to back right-wing causes and candidates: The Nelk Boys danced the YMCA with Trump at a rally in 2020, and Ross has explicitly endorsed Trump for president.

Fridman, who started out as an artificial-intelligence researcher, is not part of the dipshit circuit. He is a smart guy who covered some genuinely uncomfortable topics for Trump, such as the former president's association with the pedophile Jeffrey Epstein and his repeated suggestions that the 2020 election was stolen. But the arc of podcasting is long, and it bends toward interviewing tech CEOs about their morning routine. Fridman is now known for dressing like the protagonist of the video game Hitman, being a black belt in jiu-jitsu, and responding to any criticism of his softball style by insisting that he is all about "love." He really seems to think that if he could get Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr Zelensky on his podcast, he could sort out this whole unfortunate Ukraine-war business.

Like many in the new podcasting elite, Fridman does not maintain even a thin veneer of journalistic detachment from his subjects. He is a personal friend of Ivanka Trump and Jared Kushner, and boasted on LinkedIn last year that he had spent Thanksgiving at their house, watching The Godfather. In doing so, he wasn't breaking any kind of norm. By podcasting standards, his refusal to join in with Trump's thumbs-up in the preinterview photo counts as Cronkite-like rectitude. Before their interview with Trump, Logan Paul and his co-host, Mike Majlak, cheerfully accepted merchandise from him carrying reproductions of the former president's booking shot in Fulton County, Georgia; Ross gave Trump a Rolex and a customized Tesla Cybertruck with a photo of Trump's attempted assassination on it. (If Trump keeps these gifts, it will be a violation of campaign-finance rules.)

The art of the deal here is obvious. While the podcasters get views, status, and revenue, Trump gets access to their audience, which is dominated by young men. The gender gap in American voting has widened this electoral cycle, possibly boosted by the Dobbs decision and women's enthusiasm for a female Democratic candidate. Trump has so far been unable to find an abortion stance that is sufficiently vague to please both female swing voters and his evangelical base. Instead, he appears to be trying to offset his trouble with women by attempting to increase turnout among young men who might be receptive to his message. Trump's 18-year-old son, Barron, came up in conversation with Ross, Paul, and Von--which isn't surprising, because Barron is best friends with the teenage conservative influencer Bo Loudon. (One of Loudon's recent Instagram posts led with the greeting "Greetings Nerds and Virgins.")

When these conversations touch on politics, it is usually only to allow Trump to recite his stump-speech talking points--illegals are pouring into our country, Kamala Harris is a communist, the economy did better under me. Foreign policy never requires any hard choices, because the war in Gaza would never have happened under Trump, and he would immediately be able to broker a deal between Russia and Ukraine. What would that deal be? Ah, that would be giving away too many details. "I wouldn't talk about it too much, because I think I can make a deal if I win. As president-elect, I'll have a deal made, guaranteed," he told Fridman.

Charlie Warzel: Elon Musk throws a Trump rally

Trump's podcast interviewers are unequipped or unwilling to deal with this vagueness, because they've built their audience by becoming part of a cozy, circular scene. Never mind six degrees of separation; the people in this world rarely have two. In the manosphere podcast circuit, open conflict is frowned upon--perhaps surprisingly, given all the combat-sport veterans involved.

The moment when Fridman appeared most animated, for example, was when he asked the presidential candidate why he had been so mean about Joe Rogan. Fridman and Rogan both live in Austin and have appeared on each other's podcasts multiple times. During his last appearance, Fridman got out his guitar and sang Rogan a song he had written about him. (Mysteriously, the feed did not show Rogan's face as he was serenaded about his "shoulders for days and a really wide back.") That backstory perhaps explains why Fridman seemed more engaged by Trump's spat with his friend than, say, the Arlington National Cemetery incident, about which he let his guest ramble inaccurately for several minutes without challenge.

Chain-smoke these podcast appearances and something else becomes apparent: These guys simply cannot interrupt. Their disability must be a product of the strange etiquette norms of the podcast circuit, combined with the fact that these encounters are free from the constraints of television broadcast schedules. If you accept the premise that podcasts have replaced traditional presidential press conferences and interviews, that is a problem. Go back to, say, the highly praised Trump interview on HBO in the fall of 2020, and see how Axios's Jonathan Swan demands specific points from his guest about coronavirus testing:

Swan: When can you commit, by what date, that every American will have access to the same-day testing that you get here in the White House?
 Trump: Well, we have great testing. We're doing and many other people do--
 Swan: By what date?
 Trump: Let me explain the testing ... And there are those that say you can test too much. You do know that.
 Swan: Who says that?
 Trump: Oh, just read the manuals, read the books.
 Swan: Manuals?
 Trump: Read the books. Read the books.


Now let's see Logan Paul and Mike Majlak asking Trump about Gaza:

Majlak: Has your sentiment on [Benjamin] Netanyahu or his regime changed at all in light of any of the events of the past six months?
 Trump: No, look, they ... It was a shame that--it should have never happened; it would have never happened. Iran was broke when I was president; nobody was allowed to buy oil; nobody was allowed to buy anything; they were broke. A Democrat congressman on Deface the Nation, the show Deface the Nation--ladies and gentlemen, it's Deface the Nation; yes, commonly known as Face the Nation, but I don't call it that. I have a name for everything. I'll end up with a name for you two guys by the time, but it'll be--
 Paul: I can't wait to hear--
 Trump: No, no, they'll be good names, they'll be good names. But, so he was on the show and he said whether you like Trump or not, Iran was broke during Trump's [term]; they would have made a deal within one week and now they have $250 billion. We would have had a deal done in one, literally in one week after the election, and it was ready; they were absolutely [broke]. And they had no money for Hamas; they had no money for Hezbollah. They were broke, stone-cold broke.


The monologue continued for another 90 seconds, taking in the hostage deal for the basketball star Brittney Griner, who "wouldn't stand up during the national anthem," before cutting to Paul announcing that this episode was sponsored by his energy drink, Prime X, and its "million-dollar treasure hunt."

To consume these podcasts back-to-back is to have the sensation of your cerebrum gently oozing out of your ears. The most listenable bits--sadly for American democracy--are when they meander onto UFOs or drug-sniffing dogs or whether Trump has been in a fistfight. (His joking answer: "I'd love to say that I fought my way through the Wharton School of Finance.") "He is himself manifestly the same kind of dramatic, gossipy, maldeveloped, attention-seeking nuisance as the creators who populate the greater dipshit media economy," Read declared on Substack.

None of this seems as odd as it would have way back in the mists of, oh, 2012. But maybe treating Trump's red-pill podcast tour as a strategic decision is a mistake; maybe he just likes to talk. He rambles more than he did when he first ran for president. And this is his comfort zone--holding forth to easily impressed men on topics about which he knows nothing. (In retrospect, Republicans were extremely audacious to spend all spring arguing that Joe Biden was senile when their own candidate is offering minute-long encomiums to German shepherds.) Trump has perfected a style of talking that covers up his frequent inability to retrieve proper nouns from his memory; his long, looping sentences somehow convey their meaning without it ever being stated. This is verbal elevator music. But it probably doesn't matter: Rambling, fanciful, fact-free--the podcast style has eaten American politics.
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It Matters If It's COVID

Now is the perfect time to test whether your "cold" is something else.

by Rachel Gutman-Wei




You might have already guessed this from the coughs and sniffles around you, but a lot of people are sick right now, and a lot of them have COVID. According to the CDC's latest data, levels of SARS-CoV-2 in wastewater are "very high" in every region of the country; national levels have been "very high" for about a month. Test positivity is higher now than it was during the most recent winter surge: Many people who seem like they might have COVID and who are curious or sick enough to get a test that's recorded in these official statistics are turning out to, indeed, have COVID.

COVID-19 remains deadlier than the flu, and has the potential to cause debilitating symptoms that can last for years. It sends far more people to the hospital than RSV. But as of March, the CDC does not distinguish among these respiratory viruses--or any others--in its advice to the American public. If you're sick, the agency advises, simply stay home until you've been fever-free and your symptoms have been improving for 24 hours. These days, hardly any public spaces specifically exclude people with an active COVID infection. Numerous sick people are not bothering to test themselves for the virus: Compared with 2022 and even 2023 numbers, sales of at-home COVID tests have tanked.

Why, at this point, should anyone bother to figure out what they're sick with? One answer is treatment. Getting a prescription for the antiviral Paxlovid requires confirming a COVID infection within the first five days of sickness. But there's an extra reason for every American to test this second if they're feeling under the weather: Our current COVID wave is crashing right into vaccine season, and knowing when your most recent infection was is crucial for planning your autumn shot.

Immunology is a slippery science, so vaccine timing is not one size fits all. But as I reported in 2022, immunologists generally advise spacing out your doses from one another, and from bouts of COVID itself, by at least three months in order to maximize their effects. (The CDC advises waiting three months after COVID but four months after a shot if you're eligible for more than one a year.) If your immune system is left in peace for long enough after a vaccine or infection, it can generate cells that provide durable protection against disease. Getting a COVID shot too soon after an infection might interrupt that process, compromising your long-term defenses. At the very least, in that scenario the vaccine "just probably won't really do much," says Jenna Guthmiller, an immunologist at the University of Colorado, because your immune system would already have been activated by the infection.

Read: A simple rule for planning your fall booster shot

This is why knowing whether you have COVID right now is worthwhile. Pharmacies around the country are currently giving out Moderna's and Pfizer's 2024 vaccines; last week, Novavax received FDA authorization for its updated formula, which should be available soon. But if you've just had COVID, now is exactly when you don't want a shot. (There are some exceptions to the three-month rule: For people who are immunocompromised, older, or otherwise high-risk, the short-term protection against infection that vaccination offers can outweigh any drawbacks.) When you do want the shot is another question. Ideally, you would get the vaccine a couple of weeks before you're most likely to be exposed, whether because you're gathering in large groups for the holidays or because the virus is surging in your community. If, say, you come down with COVID today, you might want to wait until as close to Thanksgiving as possible before getting an updated shot.

If you do have COVID this month--or if you had it this summer--the genetic makeup of the virus that infected you is almost certainly not identical to what's in the newest vaccines. Pfizer's and Moderna's shots were based on a variant called KP.2, which was dominant in May. The Novavax formula is built around JN.1, which ruled the COVID landscape way back in January. Newer variants are far more common now, including KP.3 and LB.1. But wait long enough past an August or September infection and a somewhat-outdated vaccine should still boost your immunity. "If the vaccine is X and you got infected with Y, the vaccine of X is going to boost immunity that cross-reacts with Y," Guthmiller told me. "And that still puts you in a fine place to combat Y, and then Z"--whatever variant comes next.

Part of the reason that infection and vaccination timelines are colliding is because, despite attempts to respond to COVID with the American flu toolkit, SARS-CoV-2 is simply not following flu's usual winter schedule. "Flu is, for the most part, very predictable," Guthmiller said. COVID has an approximate seasonal pattern, but instead of a single winter wave, it's so far landed on twice-yearly surges, the timing, size, and precise dynamics of which remain unpredictable. This year's summer wave, for example, dwarfs last year's, and started earlier. And yet the CDC recommends most Americans get a COVID vaccine once a year, beginning right around now, when many people have recently been infected. (People over 65, and those with certain immune conditions, are allowed multiple shots a year.)

Read: Why are we still flu-ifying COVID?

All of this is happening while Americans are getting progressively less information about how much COVID is spreading through their communities. The CDC stopped reporting new daily COVID infections in May 2023. This April, it stopped requiring hospitals to submit their COVID data to its national disease-monitoring network. (Last month, the agency announced that hospitals must report on COVID, RSV, and flu beginning on November 1.) Still, the information we do have suggests that any respiratory illness you might get right now has a decent chance of being caused by SARS-CoV-2. Testing remains the best way to know, with reasonable confidence, whether it is. But unless you have some tests stockpiled, you'll have to buy them yourself. The program that sent a handful of free kits to each American household in 2022 and 2023 was paused in March, and the federal government won't start taking orders for free COVID tests again until the end of the month.
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How to Know What's Really Propaganda

The history of propaganda helps us understand our current reality.

by Megan Garber, Andrea Valdez




Peter Pomerantsev, a contributor at The Atlantic and author of This Is Not Propaganda: Adventures in the War Against Reality, is an expert on the ways information can be manipulated. For this special episode, Megan talks with Peter about the role of propaganda in America and how to watch out for it.

Looking for more great audio from The Atlantic? Check out Autocracy in America, hosted by Peter Pomerantsev and staff writer Anne Applebaum. Subscribe wherever you listen.

Listen and subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket Casts

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Megan Garber: Andrea, when you think of propaganda, what first comes to mind?

Andrea Valdez: Mmm. Uncle Sam posters during the war effort: you know, I want you. And Rosie the Riveter: you know, We can do it. And, um, war posters from World War II and World War I, where they're asking people to buy bonds or to ration food. I mean, I think even Looney Tunes had wartime cartoons that served as propaganda!

Garber: Ooh. Oh, wow. And it's interesting; the history stuff is my first thought, too. These really bold, visually driven posters, basically almost like advertising billboards--except the products being sold are political causes.

Valdez: Right.

Garber: Yeah, exactly. And I guess there is something appropriate about that, because the people who've created propaganda historically learned some of their tactics from the advertising industry. And one of the core ideas in advertising is that while you're in one way appealing to consumers' rationality, you're also--and often even more so--appealing to their emotions.

Valdez: Mm. And one of the most fundamental ways to appeal to emotions is really just using charged language. The platforms can change--posters, commercials, cartoons, social media--but one common denominator, throughout all of the history of propaganda, is the use of powerful language.

Garber: Yeah. And it's interesting, too, that both of us, when we think about propaganda as language--just the word propaganda--we went to the past. Because, of course, propaganda isn't just an element of the past, right? It's very much a part of our present reality.

Valdez: Yes. And, you know, that gets to one of the core questions from our season, How to Know What's Real. When it comes to information, what is real? This question feels especially urgent around our political realities. Right now there's a presidential election coming up, and it feels like so many people, both here and abroad, live in their own individual political realities. Clearly, propaganda has played a big role here.

Garber: Yeah. And that has me thinking, too, about what makes certain kinds of messaging propaganda. And I guess how the ways it's evolved and devolved might instruct us, um, as we try to figure out life in this moment. The technologies people use to create propaganda and to spread it might change, but its defining characteristics do stay the same.

Peter Pomerantsev: I actually called my second book This Is Not Propaganda and then virtually never use the word in the book, because I thought, This word has become so polluted and contentious that it's pointless. 


Garber: That's Peter Pomerantsev. He is an Atlantic contributor and the author of several books--including Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible, and This Is Not Propaganda. Peter's work is especially urgent right now, I think, because he's an expert on the ways information can be manipulated--historically, but also in the present. For this special episode of How To, I talked with Peter about the ways everyday people can contend with messaging that tries to skew our sense of reality. But ... we started with what propaganda actually is.

--

Pomerantsev: The modern usage of the term starts with the Counter-Reformation. And the Catholic Church is worried about the spread of Protestantism, saying, De propaganda fide: "Go and spread the faith." It's not about information. It's about persuasion. But it's not a negative term. And one of the reasons some historians think that we use the term negatively is because in the Protestant tradition, anything associated with the Catholic Church is negative. So propaganda becomes a negative word in England and northern Europe, because it's about Catholics. So, you know that might be one of the root causes of this neutral term getting a bad name.

Garber: So Peter, zooming out to the present moment, where propaganda does have this generally negative connotation, I'm wondering if you can help delineate how it's different from other forms of information transfer. Because there are a lot of places, outside of politics but also within it, where the kind of persuasive information you're describing--the new forms of "spreading the faith," almost--is legitimate.

Pomerantsev: Propaganda essentially means forms of mass persuasion--that is, to the benefit of the person doing it rather than the person receiving it. So that's how it's different from public education. Public education is meant, in principle, to be for the benefit of the people receiving it. So, that doesn't mean propaganda can't benefit the persons receiving it, but it is not conceived with that aim. It is you trying to get somebody else to do what you want. Frankly, propaganda is usually used in a negative way, in the sense that it is usually somehow duplicitous; it is somehow deceiving people about the true nature of its aims. So, the way it's become used, you know, in society is with that sense. You're trying to get people to do something that you want them to do in a way that involves some sort of dishonesty. I think we have to go by campaign-by-campaign activity and decide: Is this okay for democracy? Or do we think this overstepped a line, which starts to mess up democracy?

Garber: I want to pivot, then, to one of your areas of expertise, which is Russia. You've not only studied propaganda in Russia, but you've lived in Russia, and you speak Russian fluently. And I wonder about the state of propaganda there--what does it feel like to live in an information environment where there is so much propaganda swirling around?

Pomerantsev: So look, it was a really unique experience until I moved to the U.S. and saw so much of the same stuff here. Um, you're living in a world where truth is lost as value. A world of extreme doubt. I mean, Putin's propaganda, unlike Communist propaganda, is defined not on a positive: you know, some story about the glorious Communist future. It's defined by seeding doubt, conspiracy theory, suspicion, with an aim of making people so confused they don't know what's true and what's not. Making them feel absolutely passive and essentially saying, Look, in this world where there are no values, no truth, total confusion, you need a strong man to lead you through the murk. You know, it's quite bizarre moving to America and finding so many people who, echoing things that I'd heard in Russia, were like, "Oh, you can't tell the difference between truth and lies, you don't know who's lying, you can't trust anybody anymore. You know, I don't trust anybody. I just go with my feelings." Which is the most manipulable thing.

Garber: So I'd love to ask you about this idea that propaganda isn't always just about truth and falsehood, but also about this idea that truth can't really exist--the manipulations you're describing leading to a form of nihilism, almost. Could you tell me a little bit more about how cynicism factors into propaganda?

Pomerantsev: Well, the sort of propaganda that Putin puts out is all about that. You know, effective propaganda always works with the grain of what people feel. There was a deep cynicism in the last sort of 30 years of the Soviet Union, um, when no one really believed in Communism, but still pretended that they did. So, that cynicism is encouraged, you know. It's going with the flow, and it's weaponized, sort of. You turn it against the world; you say, "Look, you may have hoped for a democratic future, but democracy doesn't exist anywhere. It's all a sham. There's just a deep state in America, and, you know, it's just elites controlling things."

Yeah, we're kind of corrupt here, but everybody's corrupt. But it's also kind of a funny paradox that I think, you know, it's important to grasp. I think we all know it from our own experiences: that people who are super cynical--like, "Oh, you can't trust the media, and you can't trust the politicians"--they don't end up free. They actually end up believing in crazy conspiracies instead. So there's something about the human mind that does need to live in some sort of framework, and some sort of way of understanding the world, some sort of way of understanding which community you belong to, and some way of placing yourself in the world. And it's a real paradox that in order to be free and independent, you have to be a little bit open-minded and trusting. Being super cynical doesn't make you free. It actually makes you more dependent on propaganda. In Russia, at least, they have an excuse, sort of: It's an authoritarian country where the government controls all the media. Here, people are choosing to live in this sort of space. And I'm yet to understand why they've made that decision.

[Music.]

Garber: This idea that we are sort of choosing to be manipulated--as far as the U.S. is concerned, I think of something like reality TV, for example, and how it shapes American politics. I'm thinking here of The Apprentice, in particular, which did so much to launch the political career of Donald Trump--to present him as both a celebrity and a leader. And to suggest that "celebrity" and "leader" might be, effectively, the same thing. So many of our politics, these days, come in the form of--and look like, and act like--entertainment.

Pomerantsev: So reality shows are something that I've thought about a lot, because my first career, actually, was to work in entertainment TV when reality shows were king. This was right after university; early 2000s. And I think reality shows are very very important. America had a president and might have a president very soon again, who was a reality-TV-show star. In Russia, people like [Vladislav] Surkov, sort of Putin's great vizier of propaganda, would go to reality-show sets to learn how to kind of create political theater based on reality shows.

I think it's very important to understand: When do reality shows emerge? They emerge in the 1990s, at this point when politics, post-Cold War politics, becomes bled of any ideological meaning. You have the emergence of these politicians--Tony Blair, Bill Clinton--who don't really have any strong ideology, but they're really good at showmanship. Politics becomes all about personality, rather than ideas. This is the moment where the reality show emerges as our definitive entertainment genre. You have the rise of politicians who are just about personality, with little substance--and politics becomes all about personality clashes. And you have the rise of reality shows, which are all about clashing personalities.

The media, which is actually completely complicit in this process, starts to cover politics as a series of tactics: Who's going to outsmart the other--Clinton or Gingrich? It's a game, you know? So politics becomes about tactics, rather than about policies. Like a reality show. Everyone's complicit in it. I don't want to blame the reality-show producers. I don't want to blame the media. I don't know. I think it just is the moment where personality clashes replace policy debates.

But I think now we've got to a point where we're very conscious of what we're doing, and I'm not sure we're stopping. Take American presidential debates, they're designed how we used to design reality shows. They're designed in a way to get people to attack each other in the lowest possible way. Now, everybody who's a member of a reality show knows that the way you get to dominate the show is: You attack someone. And they'll attack you back. And you guys, you're the heart of the conflict, and you dominate the series. It's all about you. By giving debates the same logic as we gave reality shows, we're doing everything to further a political culture where reality-show stars are going to win and keep on winning.

Garber: In terms of where we're at in the U.S. right now--what could we even do at this point to resist that?

Pomerantsev: So let's say it was solutions orientated, like, "Here is a policy problem; show us how you're going to work together and how you're going to work with the other side to get this through." Yeah, it's still a competition. You're still forcing people to compete, which--we want competition. We want to see who's better, but you're setting a completely different set of challenges. I don't know; we'd have to test it out. We have to test out whether it could still be entertaining. Um, I think that, you know, people do have a desire to watch mean conflicts. We do all enjoy that, but we also like to see people collaborating together for a greater aim. I'm looking at some social research at the moment about which bits of history Americans admire the most. And it's things like, well, the civil-rights movement obviously comes up on top. But beyond that, it's things like the moon landing and the Hoover Dam and bits of, like, successes in the Cold War and the Normandy landings. Because they all show people working together for a greater aim. So there is also a pleasure in collaboration and achieving things together. And if you're creating TV that's actually both entertaining and for the public good, then that's the sort of challenge you need to solve.

Garber: In your observations, whether in a broader global context or in the U.S., have you seen things that have worked when it comes to fighting back against propaganda? Have there been strategies that have proven successful?

Pomerantsev: So I teach a course about propaganda at Johns Hopkins. And one of the things we look at is, we look at photographs from the Great Depression. Photographs that every American knows of; you know, the heart-wrenching photographs of people left destitute by the Great Depression. And these were photographs by some of the greatest photographers of the age, that have become completely iconic in the American imagination, which were sponsored by, you know, the government in order to promote the need for a New Deal. And I asked my students: Is this propaganda or not? But that is a wonderful example of how you use communication for something positive, because however you feel about the details of the New Deal, the fact is, you are setting up empathy. So I think propaganda in the negative sense--and in its most vile sense, and in its most extreme sense, and its most dangerous sense--is about dehumanizing the other. So the first thing is to start to live in a culture where we do humanize each other. And I think that you do do that through culture. You do that through films, through movies, through photography. You know, we talk about identity a lot, in a toxic identity politics, where it's all about "my tribe" and "the other tribe is evil." But it doesn't have to be like that. You know, you can have a much more open-ended identity, where you realize that actually, you know, we're all connected, dependent on each other, and so on and so forth. Now, I don't mean anything fluffy, by the way. I certainly don't think you should hug fascists. I think you should defeat fascists. But, if we're talking about, you know, a society managing to live together, it starts with overcoming that dehumanization. That's Step No. 1.

Garber: What's Step No. 2?

Pomerantsev: Once you've done that, you can move on to the next phase, which is agreeing on what we think evidence is. Yeah? It's not about agreeing on the facts, but can we at least agree what counts as evidence? And then finally, I think, democratic discourse--and how it's different from in a dictatorship like Russia--is that this leads to decision making and political change. So people aren't just screaming into the abyss, or screaming at each other, through Twitter. They're actually getting somewhere, yeah? We're actually affecting something. And when we look at theories of a democratic public sphere, that's what makes it special. It's people debating, gathering evidence, and then coming to decisions that become policy. So it's all those stages--and I think today we really need to think through about how we're gonna get there.

You know: What's the role of movies? What's the role of online platforms and how we design online platforms? And then, what's the connection of all those discussions to political change? If you don't have those photographs at the start, if you don't have the humanization process, nothing else is possible.

Garber: I'd love to know what you say to people who might say that concerns about propaganda are overblown--that, you know, politicians have always lied. That there's always been misinformation. That nothing's really new about this moment. How would you respond to those arguments?

Pomerantsev: Whenever a new technology emerges, whether it's the printing press or radio or the internet and social media today, it causes huge ruptures. So we're clearly in a phase like that--you know, online technologies have produced incredible excitement, but they've also produced huge opportunities for those who wish to unleash destruction and violence. So, um, I am not alarmed when a politician is lying. That is, you know, fairly standard for that profession. But when something has gone wrong in our societies, when people can no longer trust each other enough to communicate with each other, when hate has become normalized, when violence has become normalized, I think we're in a very dangerous place.

[Music.]

Valdez: Megan, in this past season, you invoked the media theorist Marshall McLuhan a couple of times. Your conversation with Peter has me thinking of another very famous media theorist named Neil Postman. Postman had an essay called "Propaganda" that he published in the 1970s. And in it, he wrote, "of all the words we use to talk about talk, propaganda is perhaps the most mischievous." I love this definition of the word. It really gets at what Peter was talking about. That propaganda can be many things to many people. It's not inherently good or bad. It's malleable.

Gabrer: Mmm, and that's such an important way of looking at things. In part because it highlights the challenges we're facing, or at least one of the challenges, when it comes to propaganda in our own political lives. It would be so much easier if propaganda were clear cut and easy to define--almost like those posters you mentioned at the beginning of this episode, with their blunt messages and really obvious aims. But propaganda doesn't look like that always, and especially now. The bright colors are actually gray areas.

[Music.]

Valdez: Megan, our season of How to Know What's Real is over, but Peter, along with staff writer Anne Applebaum, will be the new hosts of a new podcast coming from The Atlantic called Autocracy in America.

Garber: I'm really excited about this show--it's a five-part series, and unlike a lot of coverage right now, it's not just a warning. It's about how America is already transforming, in part due to the types of psychological manipulation we've been talking about.

Valdez: Anne and Peter explore how the recent consolidation of power, and the way we permit secrecy in politics, makes democracy ever more vulnerable. And how some of our other vulnerabilities were actually baked into the American system by the founders.

Garber: The series is an effort to mark what's changing in America and to recognize what we're losing before it's too late. Follow the show now, wherever you listen.
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The Democrat Who's Not That Worried About Trump

Is this the most important election ever? Representative Jared Golden doesn't think so.

by Russell Berman




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


If you've gone to a Democratic campaign rally recently, chances are you've heard a version of the following sentence: This is the most important election of our lifetime.

Jared Golden isn't buying it. The third-term House Democrat from Maine thinks America will be just fine if Donald Trump returns to the White House. "No matter who wins the presidency," Golden told me last month at a Dunkin' in his district, "the day after the election, America is going to get up and go to work."

Golden may not think the presidential election matters all that much, but his constituents might end up deciding it. Maine is one of only two states that awards an Electoral College vote to the winner of each of its congressional districts. The easiest path to a Kamala Harris victory does not depend on her winning the electoral vote in Golden's district, which Trump captured twice. But if the race is exceptionally close, the district could determine which party controls both the House and the presidency.

After the assassination attempt on Trump in July, Golden called on both parties to stop making "hyperbolic threats about the stakes of this election," as he wrote on X. "It should not be misleadingly portrayed as a struggle between democracy or authoritarianism, or a battle against fascists or socialists bent on destroying America. These are dangerous lies."

Stephen Wertheim: Biden's democracy-defense credo does not serve U.S. interests

The Harris campaign has deemphasized the democracy-versus-autocracy framing that Golden condemned. But his nonchalance about a Trump victory still separates him from nearly everyone else in his party. Several of Golden's House colleagues told me they believe he has trivialized the danger of a second Trump term. "He's deliberately soft-pedaling a very grave threat to constitutional democracy," Representative Gerry Connolly of Virginia told me.

But as one of only five House Democrats who represents a district that Trump carried in 2020, Golden has good reason to avoid sounding alarms about the former president. He is virtually the only Democrat trying to lower the stakes of the election. That might be how he helps his party win it.

Outside the halls of the Capitol, Golden does not exactly radiate politician. When I met him at the Dunkin' in Rumford, Maine, the 42-year-old arrived in his Chevy pickup and wore jeans and a T-shirt that showed off the tattoos running down each of his arms. Many lawmakers walk into restaurants in their districts as minor celebrities, glad-handing everyone in sight. Not Golden: During our interview, he spoke so softly that I had the feeling he didn't want anyone to know we were talking about politics.

To the frustration of many Democrats, Golden is hard to pin down. He's said he won't vote for Trump, but he has refused to endorse Harris. Ask him to describe his ideology and he'll respond with a paradox: progressive conservative. He rejects the left/right framing of American politics as well as labels such as "moderate" and "centrist." He's progressive on abortion and gay rights, unions, and taxes. He's more conservative on border security and federal spending. A gun owner and a Marine, Golden opposed an assault-weapons ban until last year, when a mass shooting in his hometown of Lewiston changed his mind. When state Democrats took up gun-control measures after the massacre, Golden criticized them for not going far enough.

Golden won his seat in 2018, defeating the Republican incumbent, Bruce Poliquin, by just 3,500 votes with the help of ranked-choice voting, a system that Maine became the first state in the nation to use that year. In 2022, he beat Poliquin again, this time by 19,000 votes. His opponent this year, Austin Theriault, is a Trump-endorsed NASCAR driver turned state legislator. There's been no public polling of their race, but prognosticators rate it as a toss-up.

Long before Harris's running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, turned "normal versus weird" into a national campaign message, Golden had been using it to distance himself from political opponents--some Democrats as well as Republicans. But if Walz's vibe is friendly dad and football coach, Golden comes off as more of an introvert. "He's not a flashy, 'see me, see me' type of a person," Craig Poulin, a former president of the Sportsman's Alliance of Maine who has known Golden for years, told me. That became clear to me when I joined Golden at a ribbon-cutting for a nonprofit that was building a camp for wounded veterans. Even though he had secured federal funding for the group, Golden declined to join the ceremonial photo they took in front of a new dock, because, he told me, he hadn't raised money for that part of the project. Later, when an aide tried to take a photo of him with a group of veterans, Golden waved him off.

Helen Lewis: What's genuinely weird about the online right

Despite Golden's reserve, his political ambitions seem to be growing. Along with two other Democrats elected in Trump districts--Representatives Marie Gluesenkamp Perez of Washington State and Mary Peltola of Alaska--he has tried to revitalize the House's Blue Dog Coalition, long a bastion of conservative Democrats. And some Maine Democrats believe he is eyeing a run for governor in 2026. "Never say never," he told me, not quite denying interest in the job.

As for 2024, Golden's serenity about the presidential election has less to do with his feelings toward the Republican nominee than his conviction that the country can contain Trump. "We withstood whatever he brought at us last time around," Golden told me after I pressed him to explain why he disagrees with Democrats who argue that Trump would be more dangerous in a second term. "I'm skeptical that there's some kind of grand master plan afoot to destroy American democracy. And I'm skeptical that his many voters think that's what they're signing up for, or that they'll just stand by and let their freedom and democracy be taken away by the man even if they voted for him. So, yes, I have a lot of faith in the country and the people."

Golden's Democratic critics say that they, too, have plenty of faith in the American people. But they see his attitude as dismissive toward voters who take both seriously and literally the former president's musings about seeking revenge against his enemies or becoming a dictator on "day one." "Mr. Golden can interpret it any way he wants, but he doesn't get to lecture the rest of us about how we interpret it," Representative Connolly said.

Even at one of Golden's own campaign events, I encountered people who weren't enthused about voting for him. "There's a lot of people scratching their heads right now," Linda K. Miller, a Democratic candidate for the state legislature, told me at a cookout that Golden hosted. Miller said that she and other party loyalists felt "forced" to support him "because he is a Democrat right now." As she explained, "We need those seats."

As Golden sees it, normal people are more concerned about the cost of groceries and home insurance than they are about the erosion of democracy. He scolded some in his party for trying to claim credit for lower inflation and a strong economy. "It's like, Inflation is down. Isn't everything great? And people are like, But it's still way more expensive to live than it was five years ago." Before Joe Biden dropped out of the race, Golden began airing a campaign ad that called the president "unfit to serve a second term" and touted his opposition to Biden's "electric-car mandate" and pandemic stimulus package, both common Republican targets. "There's a feeling he's giving up too much to pander to Trump voters," Nickie Sekera, a water conservationist running for the state legislature, told me.

That ad, along with Golden's refusal to endorse Harris, has led a few Maine Democrats to worry that he might be preparing to leave the party, following the examples of Senators Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona and Joe Manchin of West Virginia. Golden told me there was no truth to the rumor, before offering the strongest defense of the Democratic Party that I had heard him give. "We're the party of the working class; the party of working people; the party standing up against the worst excesses of free trade; the party of choice; the party of health, civil rights, good governance, anti-corruption, campaign-finance reform--all these things that I'm fighting for," he said. "That's what being a Democrat means to me."

Most of the Democrats I spoke with said that they trusted Golden's sincerity and commitment to the party. They also trust that, after three victories in a swing district, he knows his voters better than they do. "He is of his people," David Farmer, a longtime Democratic consultant in Maine, told me. Farmer disagreed with Golden's attitude toward a potential Trump win, saying it reflected the worldview of "a former Marine white male in a traditional family relationship in a more rural part of a rural state": For people "that don't have the same advantages as the congressman, it is clearly an existential threat." At the same time, Farmer said, Golden's view "probably represents the independent-minded voters who are told every four years that this is the most important election ever. And for them, their lives change around the edges."

Golden is no longer as sure as he once was that Trump will win the presidency. "It's somewhat evident that it's a tighter race," he told me. But he still has no doubt whom his constituents will vote for: "I can tell you Trump's going to win my district by a healthy margin."

One organization that disagrees with Golden's prediction is the Harris campaign. Shortly after I left Maine, I got an unexpected call from a Harris spokesperson, who insisted that the campaign had no intention of ceding the district's electoral vote to Trump. He may have won it in both 2020 and 2016, but the Harris campaign and other Democratic committees have now opened 14 field offices in Maine; nine of them are in the state's Second Congressional District--Golden's district.

A few days later, the University of New Hampshire released a poll finding that Harris had a five-point lead in the district--just within the survey's margin of error. Trump carried the district by seven points in 2020. But before he came along, Democrats routinely won it.

If Harris carries the "blue wall" swing states of Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin but loses the other battlegrounds, she would be one vote short of the 270 needed for the presidency. That final vote would more likely come from Nebraska's Second Congressional District, in Omaha, a wealthier, more educated area that Biden won by seven points in 2020. Golden's district offers another route, however, which could become crucial if Nebraska Republicans enact a last-minute change that would award all of Nebraska's electoral votes to the statewide winner.

Gilad Edelman: The asterisk on Kamala Harris's poll numbers

Yet if they had to choose, national Democrats would probably prioritize Golden's campaign in his district over Harris's. To retake the House, Democrats will need a net gain of four seats, which would be much harder if Golden loses. And Harris won't be able to get much done without a Democratic Congress.

For that reason, Democrats in D.C. don't seem to care much about Golden refusing to endorse Harris. Candidates like him highlight the Democrats' embrace of "authentic independent thinkers," Representative Suzan DelBene, the chair of the House Democrats' campaign arm, told me when I asked her about the snub. "That's a huge difference between Democrats and Republicans." The GOP, she noted, pushed out lawmakers who did not line up behind Trump.

Golden will likely benefit from the boost in Democratic enthusiasm that Harris has generated even while he stands apart from her campaign. He is betting that few Democrats in his district will cast votes for Harris without also marking their ballot for him. That has left Golden free to chase Trump voters, and he has attracted plenty.

The dynamic was on display at the cookout I attended, where the talk turned to politics after people had finished their burgers and "red snapper" hot dogs. Kyle Nees, a veteran supporting Golden, wasn't a fan of either Harris or Trump. "I don't think the Founding Fathers ever wanted it to be a choice between shitty and shittier," he told me. Most of the veterans Nees knew were "hard-core Trump supporters." "But," Nees added, "they're all in for Jared."
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<em>Slow Horses </em>and the Dark Psychology of an Unwinnable Game

The show's masterful fourth outing unpacks the steep cost of a trade in which people are expendable.

by Sophie Gilbert




Everything Slow Horses does is intentional. The Apple TV+ series about the outcasts of British intelligence is almost too taut, structured so compactly around explosions and enemy pursuits and intramural kneecappings that it practically thrums. Amid a TV landscape of saggy dramas and comedies that seem stuck in an existential k-hole, this is the rare show that moves. Which also means that when the fourth season begins with a visual of trussed-up chickens rotating on a spit--identikit bodies raised for slaughter--you can trust that it means something.

Since its debut, in April 2022, Slow Horses--based on Mick Herron's novels--has preoccupied itself with the theme of failure, and what it allows. The characters are burnouts and duds who've either messed up catastrophically at MI5 or offended the wrong person, and have ended up exiled to Slough House, a dank office far from headquarters where leaks and rats aren't spycraft terms but very real concerns. Nicknamed the "slow horses," and presided over by the grubby, flatulent Jackson Lamb (played by Gary Oldman), the Slough House spies consistently screw up, even when they succeed. Over the past three seasons, they've thwarted white-nationalist terrorists, Russian sleeper cells, heavily armed private militias, even their own MI5 counterparts. But they've also failed, sometimes devastatingly, to protect one another. Hovering over them at all times is the possibility of getting called back to MI5 proper, though Lamb's spies lack the political acumen and the checkered morals to ever actually pull it off.

Read: The subversive worldview of Slow Horses

Power is a bleak force in this world, and it's never been a bleaker one than in the fourth season, a propulsive, nervy trip into the nature of authority, heritage, and care. In its early scenes, a bomb goes off at a shopping center--a terrorist act with minimal leads that sends MI5 scrambling and sets its leaders on edge. The glacial, ruthless Diana Taverner (Kristin Scott Thomas) has been nudged aside as acting First Desk by the smarmy Claude Whelan (James Callis). At Slough House, River Cartwright (Jack Lowden) is worried about his grandfather David (Jonathan Pryce), a former senior official of MI5 whose dementia seems to be getting worse. The slow horses also have two new colleagues: Moira Tregorian (Joanna Scanlan), a cheerful schoolmarm-type who makes the fatal mistake of cleaning Lamb's office, and J. K. Coe (Tom Brooke), a hoodie-wearing shadow who drums his fingers incessantly but doesn't say a word. As the centers of gravity shift and realign, the potential for ruthlessness and betrayal seems higher than ever, especially as old secrets surface.

To Taverner's chagrin, an enterprising associate at MI5 manages to tie the shopping-center attack to one of the intelligence service's "cold bodies," or personas that MI5 creates in case agents require new identities. Meanwhile, someone seems to be targeting David Cartwright, whose unraveling sense of reality is hard to detach from his paranoid feeling that he's being followed. Cartwright's nickname among spies and even his own grandson is "O.B.," or "Old Bastard," and his prominence in Season 4 signals the extent to which the show is thinking about legacy, particularly when a new character (Hugo Weaving) emerges as his inversion. MI5, on the show, is a place where the fish rots from the head down--where diligent agents are burned, shunted out, and scapegoated by grasping, egotistical snakes. How, the series wonders, did it get that way? When and why did the mission change from protecting others to covering your own back?

Whelan, an unctuous suit who's never worked in the field and whose winning pitch for leading MI5 involved a "triple-A promise" to "activate accountability and accessibility," immediately passes down the dirty work of getting things done to Taverner. (When the pair meet for a briefing on the top deck of London bus, a prominent ad slyly sells an exhibition dedicated to "Great Leaders: 500 Years of Defining Authority.") Both contrast delightfully with Lamb, who fails at every aspect of contemporary management by verbally abusing his team, drinking on the job, and making suggestive comments to any woman he encounters. But he also operates according to his own implacable code: protecting agents who are out in the field, refusing to blow their cover, and insisting stubbornly that they're not bodies to be sacrificed or pawns in someone's strategic chess game. "Not in front of the kids," he tells an asset at one point, ever the father figure to these misfit spies.

The characters in Slow Horses, Lamb among them, can sometimes feel like daffy sitcom archetypes that have been air-dropped into a Michael Bay movie. In moments of excruciating tension, when they're being pursued by trained killers or someone has pulled the pin out of a grenade, they fumble and panic and flail. But they're also so compelling that I occasionally craved less action and more backstory--fewer knife-edge car chases and more biographical texture. Season 4 delivers on all counts regarding River, who in the past has felt like the show's normie conduit into the warped world of Slough House, the bland foil to Lamb's layered grotesque. This season gives River more texture and more to do, allowing Lowden to explore the character's empathy and demonstrate his sometimes terrifying competence in the field (and his very amateurish French--this being Slow Horses, any display of faculty or skill must immediately be undercut by humiliation).

To its credit, the show manages to do a lot in six episodes: shocking detonations and frantic, drumbeat-scored fight sequences, but also expansive storytelling, detailed worldbuilding, and considered study of what working in intelligence does to people. Some characters (Coe) seem hopelessly traumatized; some (Lamb and the archivist Molly Doran) insulate themselves from damage by shutting everyone out; others (Taverner) have become so cynical that they've lost their humanity. The close study of humans, so crucial to espionage, is just as vital to the spy drama. Slow Horses is thrilling, often improbably so. (If this many explosions and gunfights actually occurred in London on a daily basis, the government would have fallen long ago.) But it's also keenly attuned to the dynamics and psychology of the trade--what it means to understand people as expendable pieces in an unwinnable game.
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The Friendship Paradox

We all want more time with our friends, but we're spending more time alone.

by Olga Khazan




Americans are afflicted by an "epidemic of loneliness," according to the surgeon general and dozens of researchers. The phrase conjures a nation of friendless hermits who have no one to invite to their birthday parties. But according to a pair of new surveys, American loneliness is more complex than that. The typical American, it seems, texts a bunch of people "we should get together!" before watching TikTok alone on the couch and then passing out. That is, Americans have friends. We just never really see them.

For a study published in July, Natalie Pennington, a communications professor at Colorado State University, and her co-authors surveyed nearly 6,000 American adults about their friendships. The researchers found that Americans reported having an average of about four or five friends, which is similar to past estimates. Very few respondents--less than 4 percent--reported having no friends.

Although most of the respondents were satisfied with the number of friends they had, more than 40 percent felt they were not as emotionally close to their friends as they'd like to be, and a similar number wished they had more time to spend with their friends. Americans feel "that longingness there," as Pennington put it to me--"a struggle to figure out how to communicate and connect and make time for" friendship.

Pennington's research fits with past findings that Americans now spend less than three hours a week with friends, compared with more than six hours a decade ago. Instead, we're spending ever more time alone. These days, "the number of people we can develop some kind of connection to seems boundless, but the opportunities to develop deep, meaningful, even transformative relationships are much more difficult," Daniel Cox, the director of the Survey Center on American Life at the American Enterprise Institute, told me.

Read: Why Americans suddenly stopped hanging out

This difficulty arises, in part, from a shortage of free time. In 2021, older Millennials--those ages 35 to 44, a demographic that's likely to have young kids--had 16 fewer minutes of leisure time each day than similarly aged adults did in 2003, according to Bloomberg's Justin Fox. They've reallocated those minutes to sleep, work, and child care. I relate to this: When I was pregnant, I paid to join two different social groups that were supposed to help me make mom friends. Neither group has physically met up in months. We all live far away from one another, and, well, we're busy moms!

Another big hurdle is the time and effort it takes to schedule a gathering. In recent decades, participation in groups that allow friends to meet up easily--such as unions, civic clubs, and religious congregations--has dwindled. "One of the really great things about these institutions is they regularize contact," Cox told me. "You're there at the same time or for the same kind of meetings ... with shared values and expectations for behavior. So it really takes a lot of the work off the plate of the individual."

A slew of books and apps aim to help people tend to their friendships, but these tools all have the same limitation: They put the onus on each individual to initiate and maintain contact. Each person has to send messages and sync up schedules and find the brunch spot that will accommodate everyone's food allergies. You can't just show up on a Sunday and find a few hundred of your friends in the same building.

These days, "we have a lot of friends that tend to only share a common history with us, not with each other," Anna Goldfarb, the author of Modern Friendship, told me. You have one friend you know from work and one friend you know from a previous job, but they don't know each other. To see them both would require two separate brunch dates when you're not sure you even have time for one. "We have to come up with individual reasons for each friendship to keep it active," Goldfarb said.

Because modern friendship requires so much active scheduling of individual friend-dates, people with more resources are now better able to maintain friendships than disadvantaged people. A survey of 6,500 American adults released last month by Cox and one of his colleagues found that college-educated Americans were more likely than those with a high-school degree to host friends and neighbors at their home at least once a month.

Read: Why dining rooms are disappearing from American homes

Although everyone these days is pressed for time and less likely to be civically involved, the college educated live near the kinds of places where they're likely to see the same set of people repeatedly. Cox found that college graduates have greater access to public libraries, parks, coffee shops, and other "third places" than people without college degrees do, and people who had more access to these kinds of spaces--a.k.a. wealthier people--also tended to have more friends. People with money and regular work hours can see friends at Orangetheory or their local bar, Cox said, whereas those who work long days, multiple jobs, or erratic schedules might not be able to. Americans without college degrees are also now less likely than those with a degree to attend religious services, thus losing an opportunity to be around friends for free. And hoping to simply run into friends in the neighborhood is a long shot: Only a quarter of Americans say most or all of their close friends live in their neighborhood or nearby.

Maintaining friendships in this atomized new world might require ratcheting down expectations. For parents with young kids, a weekly brunch with friends may well be impossible. Instead, Goldfarb suggests getting closer to your friends by taking an interest in things they care about, and asking to hang out for small, specific amounts of time. If you're friends with a new parent, that is, don't invite them to a bar 30 minutes away. Ask if you can bring over fresh fruit and chat for 20 minutes. "We need our friends to see us," Goldfarb said. "We need our friends to take all our roles into account."
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Dodge and Parry

A wheelchair fencer leans far back while deflecting an attack.

by Alan Taylor




Kinga Drozdz of Team Poland competes against Xufeng Zou of Team China during the Women's Sabre Category A fencing quarterfinals on day six of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at the Grand Palais. In wheelchair fencing matches, competitors are seated in opposing wheelchairs that are fixed to a platform, ensuring close-combat tactics and limiting their ability to dodge attacks. In the sabre and epee categories, hits above the waist are counted.
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Stores Are Small Now

In brick-and-mortar retail, bigger is not always better.

by Lora Kelley




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


The era of the teeny store is upon us. Spend time in some of America's prime shopping destinations, and you may be presented with just a few racks of clothing or a small collection of shoes. You might enjoy a lovely floral display and a comfy spot to sit, but you won't be offered options. If old-school department stores and malls were all about excess, this new kind of store emphasizes the opposite.

In spite of bleak predictions about the decline of the store as e-commerce blossomed in the 2010s--and a sharp drop in in-person shopping in the early 2020s, for obvious reasons--physical stores are still with us. And they are opening at a steady clip: Many more brick-and-mortar stores opened than closed in the first half of this year, according to one tracker. But as of late last year, the average retail space size was the smallest it had been in the nearly two decades since CoStar, a real-estate platform, started collecting the data. These smaller stores are not exactly competing with online retail: Instead, they're adapting, and shrinking, to complement it.

Back in the age of department stores, people walked in expecting a bunch of products, in a range of sizes and colors. That was convenient (if occasionally overwhelming) for consumers, but inefficient for stores, which spend lots to acquire large spaces, staff them, and fill them with goods, Jonathan Zhang, a business professor at Colorado State, told me. Many big, well-known retailers have gone bankrupt in recent years. Their competitors, facing pricey leases and the looming threat of Amazon, tried something new. Over the past decade, major brands such as Nordstrom and Macy's have started experimenting with much smaller locations. Since 2022, new retail leases for spaces larger than 25,000 square feet have gone down, according to CoStar data.

The new American store is not built just for buying stuff. Smaller stores are operating as "showrooms," Zhang explained--they're focused on helping customers discover products in person that they can then order online. Put generously, such a store can educate consumers about a brand; less charitably, it can indoctrinate them. A shopper can chat with a knowledgeable salesperson, try something on, and make a note of something to check out later. Brands rely on data from a region's online shoppers and returns to determine what to put in a small store's limited floor space. And when people walk out without making a purchase, the store does what it can to prompt them to spend money on its website. Didn't buy anything in person? No problem! But expect a follow-up email, or several, plus maybe a promotional code. And the addition of experiences--an early iteration of the small-format Nordstrom Local, for example, offered manicures--can help leave customers with a positive association about a company.

Some retailers--see Gucci, Chanel, even Bass Pro Shops--are still operating large flagship locations. But, broadly speaking, retailers are thinking small. This shift is good for shoppers in certain ways: It's nice to get special attention from a salesperson, and to have amenities built into the shopping experience. But something is lost, too. The thrill of shopping in a big store, at least for me, has to do with the chance of making a random, wonderful discovery--is that a perfect dress hanging on the reject rack in the dressing room? Discovery can still happen in small stores, but the experience is much more curated and directed. True serendipity is harder to come by.

As I listened to Zhang explain the strategy of the tiny store, I realized that this approach had recently worked on me: During a lunch break last fall, I walked into a SoHo clothing store that offered a small selection. I tried on a couple of beautiful things, talked about the brand with the person working there, and didn't buy anything. I returned a few weeks later and bought a dress to wear to a friend's wedding. Almost a year went by. The brand emailed me to say it was having a sale. Having tried on several items in store, I had a good sense of my size. I ended up buying something.

I didn't think at the time that my little lunch break was setting any groundwork. But my spin through the store educated and indoctrinated me--and turned me into a repeat customer. It's hard to imagine a night of online shopping having quite the same effect.

Related:

	Retailers bet wrong on America's feelings about stores.
 	The new American mall






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Democrat who's not that worried about Trump
 	Inside the dangerous, secretive world of extreme fishing
 	AI is coming for amateur novelists. That's fine.




Today's News

	At least four people were killed and at least nine were injured after a shooting at Apalachee High School in Winder, Georgia, the state's bureau of investigation said. Officials confirmed that a 14-year-old suspect is in custody.
 	Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is reshuffling the leadership in his government ahead of his visit to the U.S. later this month. At least five cabinet members have resigned since yesterday, including Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba.
 	The Biden administration announced a wide-ranging plan to curb Russia's disinformation efforts and influence on the U.S. presidential election.




Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



The Friendship Paradox

By Olga Khazan

Americans are afflicted by an "epidemic of loneliness," according to the surgeon general and dozens of researchers. The phrase conjures a nation of friendless hermits who have no one to invite to their birthday parties. But according to a pair of new surveys, American loneliness is more complex than that. The typical American, it seems, texts a bunch of people "we should get together!" before watching TikTok alone on the couch and then passing out. That is, Americans have friends. We just never really see them.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Animal tracking is getting a makeover.
 	Good on Paper: Who's responsible for the housing crisis?




Culture Break


Emilio Morenatti / AP



Check out. This photo of the Colombian Paralympian Diego Meneses, who is winding up a powerful javelin throw.

Watch. Season 4 of Slow Horses (streaming on Apple TV+) masterfully unpacks the steep cost of espionage, a trade in which people are always expendable, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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AI Is Coming for Amateur Novelists. That's Fine.

An annual speed-writing contest lets in the robot overlords, and I, for one, welcome them.

by Gal Beckerman




With a name that sounds like something a parent would slowly mouth to their infant, NaNoWriMo is an annual "challenge" in which many thousands of seemingly well-adjusted people decide to write a novel in a month. "Do I need something special to write a novel?" the nonprofit that puts on this exquisite torture reasonably asks on its website. "Nope!"

National Novel Writing Month began in 1999 with 21 participants, and now nearly half a million take part every November. The event is also the name of the organization that gamifies the exercise, hosting participants on its online platform. To "win" NaNoWriMo, you need to produce a minimum of 50,000 words in a month (about the length of The Great Gatsby)--or 1,667 words a day, a number, NaNoWriMo tells us, that "scientists have determined to be the perfect amount to boost your creativity."

NaNoWriMo first emerged in the San Francisco Bay Area, and it has Silicon Valley's fingerprints all over it; if you've ever thought that producing fiction could be optimized, this is like the Soylent of novel writing. The organization boasts that its platform "tracks words for writers like Fitbit tracks steps." But as long as it involved humans actually sitting down and sweating out sentences, it all seemed pretty harmless to someone like me, a curmudgeon who thinks writing is just hard work and not for everyone. But on Monday, NaNoWriMo expressed its thoughts on the use of AI, and it turns out that being a human is no longer even a requirement.

And now I think I know where NaNoWriMo is headed, and I approve: Just let the robots do it.

Read: My books were used to train Meta's generative AI. Good.

In a statement that seemed like it may have been written by AI, the organization refused to "explicitly support" or "explicitly condemn" the use of technological assistance. And in case you thought to object, NaNoWriMo argued that disavowing AI would have exacerbated "classist and ableist issues." The classism argument had to do with the fact that "a level of privilege" might endow some writers with "the financial ability to engage a human for feedback and review." The ableism charge was even more absurd. AI should be allowed to help you write your novel because "not all brains have same [sic] abilities and not all writers function at the same level of education or proficiency in the language in which they are writing."

Well, yes. That's why writing takes work. If I entered a contest to see if I could fix a broken washing machine, my lack of education and proficiency as a plumber would make that difficult and most likely impossible. Allow me to access YouTube videos of plumbing tutorials or use a robot plumber (if we ever get those), and the task will be much, much easier. Fixing your washing machine and writing a novel are, of course, two different kinds of accomplishments; doing your own plumbing will save you a few hundred dollars and might provide a sense of satisfaction, while the novel will just make you feel good about yourself. Plumbers have a useful skill that demands expertise acquired through training and much trial and error, whereas, according to NaNoWriMo, its participants "enter the month as elementary school teachers, mechanics, or stay-at-home parents. They leave novelists." This is why I've never liked NaNoWriMo.

A lot of people online were angry about the organization's decision, and a few authors stepped down from its writers' board. AI is not popular among creative people, even part-time creative people, given that large language models have cannibalized the work of published authors and threaten to further erode the value of creativity. Many of the critics mentioned AI's penchant for "stealing" writing. A number of disabled writers in particular took offense at the idea that they should need AI. Laura Elliot, an author whose debut novel will be out next spring, wrote on X that "disabled writers do not need the immoral theft machine to write because we lack the ability to be creative without plagiarism--encouraging AI is a slap in the face to all writers and this excuse is appallingly ableist."

I'm sympathetic to these writers who feel betrayed by a writing project that was apparently a helpful motivator for them. But if varying levels of "education and proficiency" divide those who can succeed at the challenge from those who can't, maybe everyone should just take another month. Personally speaking, writing is difficult even when it's rewarding, even after I've spent a decades-long career doing it. You gain confidence over time, but it's always a struggle to make what ends up on the page correspond with what was in your mind. That struggle--the million individual choices that writing demands--is what gives it its particular human flavor. (And maybe it's sacrilege to say this, but consider, too, that not everyone was born to be an author or needs to try to become one.)

Read: Murdered by my replica?

Which is why I, for one, think that NaNoWriMo's statement is great news. The world needs fewer novels, certainly fewer novels that have been written in a month. And artificial intelligence is itchy for distractions; we need to give the robots something to do before they start messing with nuclear codes or Social Security numbers. Just give NaNoWriMo to them. They can probably produce 50,000 words in a few seconds. Better yet, they can also read the novels that other AIs produce, saving everyone from a lot of bad writing. Reading metric tons of material in order to reconstitute it as original work is, after all, what they do best. When the AIs have spent years developing their abilities--writing and shelving novel after novel--then maybe they will have something to contribute to our human efforts.

Until then, if you want to write, just write, though don't assume it will be good. And don't assume it will be quick. When all we have is our human brains, we need to deliberate on every word. Maybe that's why NaNoWriMo has had such appeal, precisely in a time of prediction software: People want the challenge of doing something that requires patience and persistence and imagination, and that spits out unpredictable results. Take that away, and you might as well just be fiddling with your Fitbit.
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Mark Robinson's Dereliction of Duty

The Republican candidate for governor of North Carolina hasn't kept his promises to veterans--but he's already making new ones.

by David A. Graham




Mark Robinson, the Republican candidate for governor of North Carolina, has placed military and veterans' issues at the heart of his political messaging.

"I commit myself every day to stand up for these folks," Robinson said in a video posted in December 2022. "We said when we were running that we were fighting to make North Carolina the gold standard for veterans' care. And that's not just a saying that we take lightly."

One of Robinson's few statutory roles in his current post as lieutenant governor is to sit on North Carolina's Military Affairs Commission, a state body that advises on exactly the sorts of veterans' issues that Robinson talks so much about. And yet records from the MAC show that Robinson has not attended a single meeting of the group in his four years as lieutenant governor.

The MAC doesn't have a great deal of concrete power. It serves as an advisory group to the legislature and governor on issues related to military bases, the National Guard, the Reserves, and veterans. Robinson's role on the commission is as a nonvoting member.

David A. Graham: Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism

In response to my questions, Robinson's office played down the commission and argued that Robinson makes a bigger difference by speaking with military and veterans groups around the state. "The Lt. Governor's seat on the Military Affairs Commission is a non-voting, ex-officio role. So, he found ways to make a substantive impact on Veterans," a spokesperson for the lieutenant governor told me via email. He cited Robinson's support for a bill that exempts military pensions from state income tax and said, "The Lt. Governor has also visited numerous military installations and held roundtable discussions with military and veterans' organizations across the state." Robinson's campaign referred questions about the MAC to the office of the lieutenant governor. One of his supporters, Dallas Woodhouse, the former executive director of the North Carolina Republican Party, defended him to me by email, writing, "I have no doubt that Mark Robinson would strongly represent veterans and active duty military in North Carolina."

But Chris Cooper, a political scientist at Western Carolina University, told me that in a job where the main responsibility is to attend meetings, attendance is meaningful. "You show how much you care with time," he said. "That's true if you're a parent, and that's true if you're a politician--where you put your time is your priority. And if he's not putting his time attending these meetings, I think that is a sign that it wasn't a priority and isn't a priority."

Robinson's attendance for many bodies, including the state board of education, has been infrequent. The MAC meets quarterly, and minutes record Robinson as absent on every occasion since he took office in early 2021. That August, he lamented to an interviewer that Democrats and Republicans couldn't even work on things where they agree.

"You're talking about veterans' issues. We're not opposed to the things that we need to do for our veterans. We could sit down and work on those things together," he said. "But as with everything, that issue of politics often drives people apart and causes them not to be able to come to the table."

The very same day, when the MAC met, including representatives from both parties as well as nonpartisan members, Robinson was not at the table.

"I'm here because our veterans are being pushed aside for illegals," he said at a church event in May 2023. "I am here because our economy is in shambles. I am here because our nation is literally falling apart, and I need to be standing in the gap to pull her back from the precipice." Two days later, he skipped another MAC meeting at which a program to encourage hiring veterans, ways to improve mental-health care for service members and veterans, and tax breaks for disabled veterans were all discussed. (Robinson's predecessor, Republican Dan Forest, attended some, though not all, of the MAC meetings during his time in office.)

Robinson has gained a great deal of national attention for his many belligerent and offensive views. "Some folks need killing!" he said in a June speech. He has denied the Holocaust, said that the comic-book hero Black Panther was "only created to pull the shekels out of your Schvartze pockets," and called Michelle Obama a man. He's also supported a full ban on abortion, although he's more recently walked that back in an ad that discusses the abortion his wife once had.

But he also regularly says extremely politically normal things about supporting the military. For example, in his first run for office, in 2020, he said, "We've got to honor [veterans], not just with our mouths, not just with handshakes."

That's smart politics in a state that bills itself as "the nation's most military-friendly state." Home to the U.S. Marine Corps' Camp Lejeune and the Army's Fort Liberty (formerly Fort Bragg), North Carolina ranks near the top in number of active-duty service members residing there, and is home to hundreds of thousands of veterans.

"It's a bedrock part of North Carolina, like Dean Smith, Michael Jordan, and barbecue," Cooper said. "It is just sort of understood. Every politician--left, right, center--needs to make not just a nod towards being military-friendly but needs to project that in everything that they do."

Robinson has made those nods, but he hasn't done much else. Overall, his website is scant on policy specifics, but "Expanding Veterans Care" is one of the few priorities he actually names, saying he would help veterans in retirement and make North Carolina "the gold standard of veterans care." As lieutenant governor, he has had little power to do these things, though he did oppose a Medicaid expansion, backed by Democratic Governor Roy Cooper, that has made thousands of veterans eligible for new benefits.

Military service has long been a source of controversy in American elections, and after a short respite as the Vietnam War generation mostly left the political stage, battles over service are back. Democratic vice-presidential nominee Tim Walz has pointed to his years of service in the National Guard as evidence that he will be an advocate for veterans and understands the military. But Republicans have raised questions about possible exaggerations in his past descriptions of his service and rank. Those attacks have been led by Senator J. D. Vance, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, who served as a Marine in Iraq. One of Donald Trump's top campaign aides, Chris LaCivita, helped lead disproved mudslinging against John Kerry in the 2004 presidential campaign. Democrats have been happy to attack Trump too; at the Democratic National Convention, Maryland Governor Wes Moore joked that he served in Afghanistan because, unlike Trump, he did not have bone spurs.

Trump, though he did not serve, has portrayed himself as a champion for veterans, but people around him have described a series of derogatory comments he's made about service members. The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, reported in 2020 that Trump had described soldiers who died as "suckers" and "losers." The former Trump advisers Mark Milley and John Kelly, both retired generals, have recalled other moments where Trump denigrated veterans, including saying, "No one wants to see that, the wounded." Earlier this week, Trump's entourage managed to somehow get into an altercation with staff at Arlington National Cemetery, apparently after the former president tried to use the burial site for a campaign photo op.

Michael Powell: Why Trump's Arlington debacle is so serious

Robinson has not often spoken in detail about his own service in the Army Reserve. In his memoir, he describes the important role that JROTC played for him in high school. "I wanted to be a soldier," he writes. "People would look at me as I walked in uniform, knowing that I was serving my country. I felt a sense of accomplishment. I felt I was doing something." Rather than join the regular Army, Robinson decided to join the Reserves after basic training, which he described as providing a way to go to college first. Yet Robinson quickly dropped out of college. "Some have asked why I did not make a career of the Army," he writes. "What I didn't like about the Army, or rather what made me unsuited for the Army, was pretty simple. In the Army, I couldn't do what I wanted to do!"

Discipline and sticking to commitments have evidently remained struggles for Robinson, as his attendance record demonstrates. Four years ago when he ran for lieutenant governor, Robinson warned against hollow promises from candidates.

"Folks, we got to start doing better by our veterans. When I say better, I mean way better," he said at an event hosted by the conservative group Americans for Prosperity. "This whole time, kicking the can down the road saying, 'Oh, and you know, we'll get the veterans next time, in the next election' ... Folks, if it was up to me, these guys would have to go in the room and sit until they got straightened out, wouldn't be able to come out until they did. It's way past the time for us to stop paying lip service to people who went off and gave--you know, risked their lives for us."

He's now had the chance to sit in that room, but he still hasn't shown up.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> announces five staff and contributing writers ahead of health-coverage expansion

Joining <em>The Atlantic</em> are staff writers Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love; and Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar as contributing writers.


Left to right: Staff writers Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love



As part of a major expansion of its writing and reporting on health and science, The Atlantic is announcing the hire of three new staff writers--Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love--along with two contributing writers for Health, Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar. All will begin with The Atlantic later this month.
 
 Below is the announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

First, let me welcome Kristen V. Brown as a staff writer. Kristen comes to us from Bloomberg, where she has been a leading voice on the subjects of genetics, biohacking, vaccine psychology, and reproductive health, among others. Kristen's distinctive, relentless reporting on major health companies has led her to chart the rise of Hims and the fall of 23andMe. This summer, she launched Misconception, a remarkable podcast series about her own journey through the fertility industry. Kristen is an ambitious and creative reporter, and I'm so glad she's agreed to join us.
 Also joining us as a staff writer is Nicholas Florko. He comes to us from STAT, where he has pioneered a beat on the many ways that business and regulatory decisions affect individual well-being. Nick is a natural Atlantic writer in that he is automatically drawn to topics of great complexity and controversy--supplements, food guidelines, vaping, cannabis, to name a few. Last year, he was a Livingston finalist for a three-part investigation into prisons' refusal to treat hepatitis C. (He also bought raw milk on the black market.) We're very pleased that he is coming to The Atlantic.
 We're also very happy to welcome Shayla Love as a staff writer. Shayla is a regular contributor to Aeon and The Guardian and she was previously a staff writer for Vice. She is a relentless reporter and a brilliant writer on psychology and human behavior. Much of her work probes the mechanics and mysteries of the human brain: See her recent, arresting New Yorker story about a disorder that makes people see monsters, or her Wired piece on collective mental time travel. Shayla's stories are energized by the biggest questions about health today. At The Atlantic, she'll cover the mind, in all its complexity. I'm so glad she's joining us.
 I'm also very pleased to share the news that Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar are joining us as contributing writers. Roxanne is a powerhouse science writer with a talent for pushing past conventional wisdom and finding stories before anyone else. Her COVID coverage was excellent--she wrote the first major news story arguing that the coronavirus was airborne, among many other essential pieces. She's written for us about the virus's worst effects on kids, the COVID-flu double whammy, and a doctor who challenged vaccine orthodoxy, and she will continue to cover the biological sciences for us.
 Rachel writes the types of stories about food and culture that are impossible not to read. She can tell you why Bonne Maman jam is everywhere, why competitive eaters do what they do, and why people drink so early in airports. Rachel has too many good ideas to catalog here, and we can't wait to publish her stories. Originality and humor characterize her work, and her stories about the many strange choices that people make will delight our readers.


Other recent editorial staff to have joined The Atlantic are Shane Harris as a staff writer to cover national security and intelligence; 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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Paralympics Photo of the Day: Winding Up a Powerful Throw

A medal-winning performance in Paris

by Alan Taylor




Diego Meneses, of Colombia, competes in the Men's Javelin Throw F34 Final at the Stade de France stadium during the 2024 Paralympics, on September 4, 2024. Meneses won the bronze medal in the event.
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	August 30: A Long Jumper With Wings







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/09/para-athlete-diego-meneses-readies-his-javelin/679701/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Suddenly



by Peter Gizzi




street light
 can do things
 other light can't

all that was to be
 was what it was

clownish light
 nothing more

then suddenly
 you find yourself
 in something's
 abject glory

a trill of color
 on dirty winter ice

street light
 can do what
 other light can't

to wander
 the soft dark
 outside the
 circle of light

ragged circle
 from the street light

it was always
 this way here

darkness
 like expression
 of doubt
 spills over

when excess
 thought leads
 to starlings

a geometry
 taking wing



This poem appears in the October 2024 print edition.
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What Trump Doesn't Understand About the Military

A man without honor or courage hates America's service members.

by Tom Nichols




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


Donald Trump has disgraced himself in many areas. But his longevity in public life after expressing open contempt for the men and women of the United States military, and especially those who have been wounded or killed in the service of their country, is an appalling achievement unmatched by any of his predecessors.

Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg has written several important articles about Trump and his relationship with the military--he broke the story about Trump referring to America's fallen soldiers as "losers" and "suckers"--and that reporting has now been gathered into a book for Atlantic Editions titled On Heroism.

I talked with Jeff over the holiday weekend about the book, and about how America has become so tolerant of a politician who regularly shows his disdain for the U.S. military.

Tom Nichols: When I started reading this, I wondered about the title, which is about heroism, but really, so much of what you talk about here is the problem Trump has with honor, isn't it?

Jeffrey Goldberg: Well, yes. Damn it. Now we have to change the title.

Tom: Too late. But how do you see the difference between them?

Jeff: Many people are honorable, but to me, any who have run toward the fire, the people who put themselves in danger for others, are committing acts of genuine heroism. At the very least, we think of them as selfless or brave, and in the book, I talk about people who have shown that kind of valor: John McCain is the most obvious example, along with General John Kelly, General Mark Milley, and others. And Trump has attacked all of them, even calling some of them traitors.

Tom: Is he intimidated by them? It seems to me that honorable people aggravate and confuse Trump, but heroic people really seem to disgust him in some way, especially wounded warriors. I mean, he seems to hate McCain even more than some of his political enemies who are still alive.

Jeff: That's why I wrote about heroism. It's a quality we all value, but Trump actually seems jealous of people who have committed acts of genuine heroism, and so he demeans them. And I think it might even be more than jealousy; it's also cowardice. Somewhere deep inside him, maybe he has just enough self-knowledge to know that he himself would not be capable of such acts, and that realization makes him angry.

Tom: As you were saying that, I was thinking of him bragging about how he would have run right into the Parkland school back in 2018--without a weapon!--to take out the shooter. Almost like he was trying to convince himself.

Jeff: You have to wonder about anyone who says that. You don't really know what you would do in that situation. No one does. But he felt he had to say it. He reacted defiantly when he was shot at in July, but that's not a situation he volunteered for, and it's definitely not a moment that called for selflessness or self-sacrifice. Even while he's talking about what a hero he'd have been at Parkland, he has always had this inability to understand people who risk their lives, much like he couldn't understand the men who didn't claim they had bone spurs and get out of being sent to Vietnam.

Tom: Well, other people of his generation got deferments too. But he seems almost gleeful, like he put one over on the guys who served. It's like his apparent belief that only idiots pay their taxes.

Jeff: Yes, it's a very Leona Helmsley attitude that societal obligations are for the little people. It's even more than Trump failing the binary choice between cowardice and heroism; it's also about selflessness and selfishness. And one thing you don't want in a president is selfishness.

Tom: "What was in it for them?"

Jeff: Right. And remember, that question--"What was in it for them?"--is even worse because he said it to General Kelly in Arlington National Cemetery, literally standing at the grave site of Kelly's son, a fallen Marine first lieutenant. To me, that moment really shows how his instincts are so unnatural: His immediate inclination in such situations is to disparage the people who served, to talk about how dishonorable it is for someone like John McCain to be captured. He did it to George H. W. Bush too. Bush was one of the youngest pilots in the Navy, and Trump called him a "loser" because he was shot down over the Pacific.

Tom: Are we at the part where we ask why?

Jeff: I've spent a lot of time trying to figure out the kind of person who has such thoughts. You can explain some of it by just accepting who Trump is: He's a huckster, a con man, and what do all con men have in common? Contempt for the mark. In Trump's case, everyone is the mark, so he has this contempt for all people, including his own supporters. But ultimately that's not the issue, and at this point, we don't have to sit around trying to understand the deep currents that cause him to think this way.

The man was president, and he wants to be president again. The record is plain. This is the truth of Donald Trump: He has contempt for men and women who serve their country.

Tom: Okay, psychoanalyzing Trump is a job for professionals, but how is it that more people are not appalled by this? The one thing that unites most Americans is respect for the people who serve the nation in the military.

Jeff: You've asked what is, to me, the most mysterious question. It's not "Why is Donald Trump this way?" but "How could Trump say the things he said even back in 2015 and not immediately be driven from the Republican Party by its own voters?" What happened in our country that allowed someone to insult a hero, a POW who was tortured for years, and then survive and thrive in American politics?

Tom: And?

Jeff: Well, one answer is that you have to remember that Trump and his people regularly engage in concerted campaigns to deny that Trump ever said any of these things. They went especially hard after the revelations about him referring to the dead as "suckers" and "losers" and claimed that it was all fabricated, despite Kelly confirming it. That's another amazing part of all this, by the way: John Kelly, Gold Star father, Marine four-star general, combat veteran, is disbelieved over Donald Trump, who has been proven again and again to be a liar. It really shows how central it is to Trumpism to deny the realities of Donald Trump.

Tom: But no one denies what he said about John McCain, right? That's on video and he's pretty proud of it.

Jeff: The McCain comments are the hardest ones for me to explain, in part because I am a great admirer of McCain's, and I have a hard time imagining how anyone, regardless of their politics, could see McCain as anything but the apotheosis of bravery. But also because that one incident really undid my understanding of American politics.

Tom: How so?

Jeff: If you could count on anything in America, and especially in Republican politics--if you had a list titled "Things Republican Candidates Cannot Do"--I think "insulting war heroes" would be near the top of that list. Our society venerates combat heroes. Trump very often treats them with open contempt. Just think about how he has repeatedly demeaned wounded veterans, demanding that they be kept out of parades, out of his sight. And yet Republicans have nominated him for president three times. I still cannot adequately explain it.

Related:

	The patriot: How Mark Milley held the line
 	Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers."






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	What awaits a Harris presidency
 	The women Trump is winning
 	Donald Trump claims schools are offering sex-change operations.
 	Why it's so hard to know what to do with your baby




Today's News

	Russian missiles hit a military academy and a nearby hospital in the Ukrainian city of Poltava, killing dozens and injuring hundreds, according to Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky.
 	Linda Sun, a former deputy chief of staff to New York Governor Kathy Hochul, was arrested and charged with acting as an illegal foreign agent for China.
 	When asked yesterday if Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu was doing enough to secure the release of hostages in Gaza, President Joe Biden said no. Biden's criticism comes after recent mass protests in Israel targeting Netanyahu over the bodies of six hostages discovered in Gaza.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: The U.S. could sink billions into curbing emissions without altering the fate of the places climate change affects most, Zoe Schlanger writes. It's an example of America's new climate delusion.
 	The Wonder Reader: Many parents stay enmeshed in their children's emotional life in college, for better or worse, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



Turn Down the Streetlights

By Eric Scigliano

Years ago, I called the local electric and streetlight utility, Seattle City Light, to ask why the block around the corner was lit up like a sleep-deprivation torture cell. Then as now, seven high-powered LED lights, plus two on facing corners, blazed away--more than twice the usual allotment in this hilltop neighborhood of close-packed bungalows less than three miles from downtown Seattle.
 "That's because it's a high-crime block," the guy I reached told me.
 How do you know that? I asked.
 "Because it has so many lights."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The labyrinthine rules that created a housing crisis
 	Franklin Foer: Hamas's devastating murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin
 	Bipartisan criminal-justice reform is still very much alive.




Culture Break
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Test the waters. Six Atlantic writers and editors share underrated hobbies that they recommend for anybody looking to try something new.

Read. The narrators in Rachel Kushner's novels have always relied on swagger, Lily Meyer writes. But her latest book, Creation Lake, offers something different.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I am a science-fiction nerd. Just as the music world has its Beatles people and its Elvis people--or did, in the prehistoric days of my youth--my world has Star Wars people and Star Trek people. I am, without a doubt, a Star Trek guy; I have nothing against the Star Wars fans, but much like Admiral Motti, I just find a lot of it to be pseudoreligious hokum. I'm also such a hopeless fan of the adventures of the starship U.S.S. Enterprise that I had a replica of the ship's intercom unit on my office wall at the Naval War College.

I thought I had a pretty complete knowledge of Trek lore, but this summer, after a recommendation on social media, I found a set of books titled These Are the Voyages by Marc Cushman, and I recommend the first three, about the original series, to Trek nerds. If you are fascinated not only by Star Trek but by how television shows are made, especially in the 1960s, these books will mesmerize you. The Trek series creator, Gene Roddenberry, gave Cushman access to his records, including memos and notes, and over the years Cushman added even more research and interviews.

The level of detail is a delight, especially with regard to script rewrites and changes. (I especially loved how many famous writers were furious with Roddenberry's control-freak editing.) Cushman also walks through production schedules and tells us what was going on in the world while the cast was filming. Interesting tidbit: In the days before VCRs and DVRs, if the cast had to work late, they would miss the airing of a show they'd already completed; some of them had to wait years until they could catch themselves in reruns.

He also presents reminiscences by the cast and crew, including about which shows they thought were great and which ones stunk. (Surprisingly, "Spock's Brain" is remembered rather kindly.) He goes into the backstage dynamics--I learned that people didn't hate Bill Shatner as much as the urban legends now have it--and he even explains how much each episode cost. The only drawback to the books? Each is the size of a cinder block.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Red-Pill Podcast Tour

Is this an election campaign or an extended ad for energy drinks?

by Helen Lewis




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


One weirdness of listening to Donald Trump talk for any length of time is that, amid the syllable minestrone, he occasionally says something that is both intelligible and honest.

One such moment came during his appearance on the popular podcast hosted by the computer scientist Lex Fridman this week. "To get the word out," Trump said, is important in politics, and television was becoming "a little bit older and maybe less significant." The online sphere--podcasts and forums such as Spaces, on X--has usurped its importance. "I just see that these platforms are starting to dominate; they're getting very big numbers," Trump added.

Now, that isn't quite true. Prime-time television still commands mass audiences, and Trump's X chat with Elon Musk in August was plagued by the kinds of technical glitches and audio-quality issues that would get someone fired at a traditional media company. Nonetheless, in the past few months, Trump has become a fully fledged podcast bro, talking with the livestreamer Adin Ross about the prosecution of the rapper Young Thug, shooting the breeze with the YouTuber turned wrestler Logan Paul about German shepherds, and interrogating the former stand-up comedian Theo Von about cocaine. His running mate, J. D. Vance, meanwhile, sat down with the Nelk Boys, where he manspread luxuriantly between cases of their hard seltzer, Happy Dad. (Product placement is a big feature of interviews on popular bro influencers' shows: A proprietary energy drink or iced tea, or a copy of their book, is usually floating around in the back of the shot.)

Read: Trump and the cocaine owl

In this presidential election, both candidates are mostly avoiding set-piece interviews with traditional outlets--but only one can rely on a ready-made alternative media ecosystem. Kamala Harris finally did her first full-length sit-down last week, bringing Tim Walz along as a wingman. Instead of submitting Harris to adversarial accountability interviews, her team is wildly outspending the Trump campaign on digital ads, taking the Democrats' message directly to voters. The Republicans have a cheaper, punkier strategy: hang out with all the boys.

"The funniest component of the Trump campaign's media strategy so far is its commitment to dipshit outreach," the Substacker Max Read wrote last month. The constellation of influencers with whom Trump has become enmeshed does not yet have a widely accepted name. "Manosphere" comes close, because it links together the graduates of YouTube prank channels, the Ultimate Fighting Championship boss Dana White's sprawling empire, shitposters on Elon Musk's X, and the male-dominated stand-up comedy scene. This is a subset of the podcast world with its own distinct political tang; it is suffused with the idea that society has become too feminized and cautious, and the antidote is spaces dedicated to energy drinks, combat sports, and saying stupid things about Hitler. Think of this as Trump's red-pill podcast tour.

These podcasts are often self-consciously anti-intellectual, marketing themselves as the home of deliberately dumb acts, edgy jokes, and rambling conversations about UFOs and sports statistics. Their spiritual daddy is Joe Rogan, but whereas he presents himself as a disaffected liberal, the new generation is happy to back right-wing causes and candidates: The Nelk Boys danced the YMCA with Trump at a rally in 2020, and Ross has explicitly endorsed Trump for president.

Fridman, who started out as an artificial-intelligence researcher, is not part of the dipshit circuit. He is a smart guy who covered some genuinely uncomfortable topics for Trump, such as the former president's association with the pedophile Jeffrey Epstein and his repeated suggestions that the 2020 election was stolen. But the arc of podcasting is long, and it bends toward interviewing tech CEOs about their morning routine. Fridman is now known for dressing like the protagonist of the video game Hitman, being a black belt in jiu-jitsu, and responding to any criticism of his softball style by insisting that he is all about "love." He really seems to think that if he could get Vladimir Putin and Volodymyr Zelensky on his podcast, he could sort out this whole unfortunate Ukraine-war business.

Like many in the new podcasting elite, Fridman does not maintain even a thin veneer of journalistic detachment from his subjects. He is a personal friend of Ivanka Trump and Jared Kushner, and boasted on LinkedIn last year that he had spent Thanksgiving at their house, watching The Godfather. In doing so, he wasn't breaking any kind of norm. By podcasting standards, his refusal to join in with Trump's thumbs-up in the preinterview photo counts as Cronkite-like rectitude. Before their interview with Trump, Logan Paul and his co-host, Mike Majlak, cheerfully accepted merchandise from him carrying reproductions of the former president's booking shot in Fulton County, Georgia; Ross gave Trump a Rolex and a customized Tesla Cybertruck with a photo of Trump's attempted assassination on it. (If Trump keeps these gifts, it will be a violation of campaign-finance rules.)

The art of the deal here is obvious. While the podcasters get views, status, and revenue, Trump gets access to their audience, which is dominated by young men. The gender gap in American voting has widened this electoral cycle, possibly boosted by the Dobbs decision and women's enthusiasm for a female Democratic candidate. Trump has so far been unable to find an abortion stance that is sufficiently vague to please both female swing voters and his evangelical base. Instead, he appears to be trying to offset his trouble with women by attempting to increase turnout among young men who might be receptive to his message. Trump's 18-year-old son, Barron, came up in conversation with Ross, Paul, and Von--which isn't surprising, because Barron is best friends with the teenage conservative influencer Bo Loudon. (One of Loudon's recent Instagram posts led with the greeting "Greetings Nerds and Virgins.")

When these conversations touch on politics, it is usually only to allow Trump to recite his stump-speech talking points--illegals are pouring into our country, Kamala Harris is a communist, the economy did better under me. Foreign policy never requires any hard choices, because the war in Gaza would never have happened under Trump, and he would immediately be able to broker a deal between Russia and Ukraine. What would that deal be? Ah, that would be giving away too many details. "I wouldn't talk about it too much, because I think I can make a deal if I win. As president-elect, I'll have a deal made, guaranteed," he told Fridman.

Charlie Warzel: Elon Musk throws a Trump rally

Trump's podcast interviewers are unequipped or unwilling to deal with this vagueness, because they've built their audience by becoming part of a cozy, circular scene. Never mind six degrees of separation; the people in this world rarely have two. In the manosphere podcast circuit, open conflict is frowned upon--perhaps surprisingly, given all the combat-sport veterans involved.

The moment when Fridman appeared most animated, for example, was when he asked the presidential candidate why he had been so mean about Joe Rogan. Fridman and Rogan both live in Austin and have appeared on each other's podcasts multiple times. During his last appearance, Fridman got out his guitar and sang Rogan a song he had written about him. (Mysteriously, the feed did not show Rogan's face as he was serenaded about his "shoulders for days and a really wide back.") That backstory perhaps explains why Fridman seemed more engaged by Trump's spat with his friend than, say, the Arlington National Cemetery incident, about which he let his guest ramble inaccurately for several minutes without challenge.

Chain-smoke these podcast appearances and something else becomes apparent: These guys simply cannot interrupt. Their disability must be a product of the strange etiquette norms of the podcast circuit, combined with the fact that these encounters are free from the constraints of television broadcast schedules. If you accept the premise that podcasts have replaced traditional presidential press conferences and interviews, that is a problem. Go back to, say, the highly praised Trump interview on HBO in the fall of 2020, and see how Axios's Jonathan Swan demands specific points from his guest about coronavirus testing:

Swan: When can you commit, by what date, that every American will have access to the same-day testing that you get here in the White House?
 Trump: Well, we have great testing. We're doing and many other people do--
 Swan: By what date?
 Trump: Let me explain the testing ... And there are those that say you can test too much. You do know that.
 Swan: Who says that?
 Trump: Oh, just read the manuals, read the books.
 Swan: Manuals?
 Trump: Read the books. Read the books.


Now let's see Logan Paul and Mike Majlak asking Trump about Gaza:

Majlak: Has your sentiment on [Benjamin] Netanyahu or his regime changed at all in light of any of the events of the past six months?
 Trump: No, look, they ... It was a shame that--it should have never happened; it would have never happened. Iran was broke when I was president; nobody was allowed to buy oil; nobody was allowed to buy anything; they were broke. A Democrat congressman on Deface the Nation, the show Deface the Nation--ladies and gentlemen, it's Deface the Nation; yes, commonly known as Face the Nation, but I don't call it that. I have a name for everything. I'll end up with a name for you two guys by the time, but it'll be--
 Paul: I can't wait to hear--
 Trump: No, no, they'll be good names, they'll be good names. But, so he was on the show and he said whether you like Trump or not, Iran was broke during Trump's [term]; they would have made a deal within one week and now they have $250 billion. We would have had a deal done in one, literally in one week after the election, and it was ready; they were absolutely [broke]. And they had no money for Hamas; they had no money for Hezbollah. They were broke, stone-cold broke.


The monologue continued for another 90 seconds, taking in the hostage deal for the basketball star Brittney Griner, who "wouldn't stand up during the national anthem," before cutting to Paul announcing that this episode was sponsored by his energy drink, Prime X, and its "million-dollar treasure hunt."

To consume these podcasts back-to-back is to have the sensation of your cerebrum gently oozing out of your ears. The most listenable bits--sadly for American democracy--are when they meander onto UFOs or drug-sniffing dogs or whether Trump has been in a fistfight. (His joking answer: "I'd love to say that I fought my way through the Wharton School of Finance.") "He is himself manifestly the same kind of dramatic, gossipy, maldeveloped, attention-seeking nuisance as the creators who populate the greater dipshit media economy," Read declared on Substack.

None of this seems as odd as it would have way back in the mists of, oh, 2012. But maybe treating Trump's red-pill podcast tour as a strategic decision is a mistake; maybe he just likes to talk. He rambles more than he did when he first ran for president. And this is his comfort zone--holding forth to easily impressed men on topics about which he knows nothing. (In retrospect, Republicans were extremely audacious to spend all spring arguing that Joe Biden was senile when their own candidate is offering minute-long encomiums to German shepherds.) Trump has perfected a style of talking that covers up his frequent inability to retrieve proper nouns from his memory; his long, looping sentences somehow convey their meaning without it ever being stated. This is verbal elevator music. But it probably doesn't matter: Rambling, fanciful, fact-free--the podcast style has eaten American politics.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/09/trump-lex-fridman-podcast-tour/679702/?utm_source=feed
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The Democrat Who's Not That Worried About Trump

Is this the most important election ever? Representative Jared Golden doesn't think so.

by Russell Berman




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


If you've gone to a Democratic campaign rally recently, chances are you've heard a version of the following sentence: This is the most important election of our lifetime.

Jared Golden isn't buying it. The third-term House Democrat from Maine thinks America will be just fine if Donald Trump returns to the White House. "No matter who wins the presidency," Golden told me last month at a Dunkin' in his district, "the day after the election, America is going to get up and go to work."

Golden may not think the presidential election matters all that much, but his constituents might end up deciding it. Maine is one of only two states that awards an Electoral College vote to the winner of each of its congressional districts. The easiest path to a Kamala Harris victory does not depend on her winning the electoral vote in Golden's district, which Trump captured twice. But if the race is exceptionally close, the district could determine which party controls both the House and the presidency.

After the assassination attempt on Trump in July, Golden called on both parties to stop making "hyperbolic threats about the stakes of this election," as he wrote on X. "It should not be misleadingly portrayed as a struggle between democracy or authoritarianism, or a battle against fascists or socialists bent on destroying America. These are dangerous lies."

Stephen Wertheim: Biden's democracy-defense credo does not serve U.S. interests

The Harris campaign has deemphasized the democracy-versus-autocracy framing that Golden condemned. But his nonchalance about a Trump victory still separates him from nearly everyone else in his party. Several of Golden's House colleagues told me they believe he has trivialized the danger of a second Trump term. "He's deliberately soft-pedaling a very grave threat to constitutional democracy," Representative Gerry Connolly of Virginia told me.

But as one of only five House Democrats who represents a district that Trump carried in 2020, Golden has good reason to avoid sounding alarms about the former president. He is virtually the only Democrat trying to lower the stakes of the election. That might be how he helps his party win it.

Outside the halls of the Capitol, Golden does not exactly radiate politician. When I met him at the Dunkin' in Rumford, Maine, the 42-year-old arrived in his Chevy pickup and wore jeans and a T-shirt that showed off the tattoos running down each of his arms. Many lawmakers walk into restaurants in their districts as minor celebrities, glad-handing everyone in sight. Not Golden: During our interview, he spoke so softly that I had the feeling he didn't want anyone to know we were talking about politics.

To the frustration of many Democrats, Golden is hard to pin down. He's said he won't vote for Trump, but he has refused to endorse Harris. Ask him to describe his ideology and he'll respond with a paradox: progressive conservative. He rejects the left/right framing of American politics as well as labels such as "moderate" and "centrist." He's progressive on abortion and gay rights, unions, and taxes. He's more conservative on border security and federal spending. A gun owner and a Marine, Golden opposed an assault-weapons ban until last year, when a mass shooting in his hometown of Lewiston changed his mind. When state Democrats took up gun-control measures after the massacre, Golden criticized them for not going far enough.

Golden won his seat in 2018, defeating the Republican incumbent, Bruce Poliquin, by just 3,500 votes with the help of ranked-choice voting, a system that Maine became the first state in the nation to use that year. In 2022, he beat Poliquin again, this time by 19,000 votes. His opponent this year, Austin Theriault, is a Trump-endorsed NASCAR driver turned state legislator. There's been no public polling of their race, but prognosticators rate it as a toss-up.

Long before Harris's running mate, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, turned "normal versus weird" into a national campaign message, Golden had been using it to distance himself from political opponents--some Democrats as well as Republicans. But if Walz's vibe is friendly dad and football coach, Golden comes off as more of an introvert. "He's not a flashy, 'see me, see me' type of a person," Craig Poulin, a former president of the Sportsman's Alliance of Maine who has known Golden for years, told me. That became clear to me when I joined Golden at a ribbon-cutting for a nonprofit that was building a camp for wounded veterans. Even though he had secured federal funding for the group, Golden declined to join the ceremonial photo they took in front of a new dock, because, he told me, he hadn't raised money for that part of the project. Later, when an aide tried to take a photo of him with a group of veterans, Golden waved him off.

Helen Lewis: What's genuinely weird about the online right

Despite Golden's reserve, his political ambitions seem to be growing. Along with two other Democrats elected in Trump districts--Representatives Marie Gluesenkamp Perez of Washington State and Mary Peltola of Alaska--he has tried to revitalize the House's Blue Dog Coalition, long a bastion of conservative Democrats. And some Maine Democrats believe he is eyeing a run for governor in 2026. "Never say never," he told me, not quite denying interest in the job.

As for 2024, Golden's serenity about the presidential election has less to do with his feelings toward the Republican nominee than his conviction that the country can contain Trump. "We withstood whatever he brought at us last time around," Golden told me after I pressed him to explain why he disagrees with Democrats who argue that Trump would be more dangerous in a second term. "I'm skeptical that there's some kind of grand master plan afoot to destroy American democracy. And I'm skeptical that his many voters think that's what they're signing up for, or that they'll just stand by and let their freedom and democracy be taken away by the man even if they voted for him. So, yes, I have a lot of faith in the country and the people."

Golden's Democratic critics say that they, too, have plenty of faith in the American people. But they see his attitude as dismissive toward voters who take both seriously and literally the former president's musings about seeking revenge against his enemies or becoming a dictator on "day one." "Mr. Golden can interpret it any way he wants, but he doesn't get to lecture the rest of us about how we interpret it," Representative Connolly said.

Even at one of Golden's own campaign events, I encountered people who weren't enthused about voting for him. "There's a lot of people scratching their heads right now," Linda K. Miller, a Democratic candidate for the state legislature, told me at a cookout that Golden hosted. Miller said that she and other party loyalists felt "forced" to support him "because he is a Democrat right now." As she explained, "We need those seats."

As Golden sees it, normal people are more concerned about the cost of groceries and home insurance than they are about the erosion of democracy. He scolded some in his party for trying to claim credit for lower inflation and a strong economy. "It's like, Inflation is down. Isn't everything great? And people are like, But it's still way more expensive to live than it was five years ago." Before Joe Biden dropped out of the race, Golden began airing a campaign ad that called the president "unfit to serve a second term" and touted his opposition to Biden's "electric-car mandate" and pandemic stimulus package, both common Republican targets. "There's a feeling he's giving up too much to pander to Trump voters," Nickie Sekera, a water conservationist running for the state legislature, told me.

That ad, along with Golden's refusal to endorse Harris, has led a few Maine Democrats to worry that he might be preparing to leave the party, following the examples of Senators Kyrsten Sinema of Arizona and Joe Manchin of West Virginia. Golden told me there was no truth to the rumor, before offering the strongest defense of the Democratic Party that I had heard him give. "We're the party of the working class; the party of working people; the party standing up against the worst excesses of free trade; the party of choice; the party of health, civil rights, good governance, anti-corruption, campaign-finance reform--all these things that I'm fighting for," he said. "That's what being a Democrat means to me."

Most of the Democrats I spoke with said that they trusted Golden's sincerity and commitment to the party. They also trust that, after three victories in a swing district, he knows his voters better than they do. "He is of his people," David Farmer, a longtime Democratic consultant in Maine, told me. Farmer disagreed with Golden's attitude toward a potential Trump win, saying it reflected the worldview of "a former Marine white male in a traditional family relationship in a more rural part of a rural state": For people "that don't have the same advantages as the congressman, it is clearly an existential threat." At the same time, Farmer said, Golden's view "probably represents the independent-minded voters who are told every four years that this is the most important election ever. And for them, their lives change around the edges."

Golden is no longer as sure as he once was that Trump will win the presidency. "It's somewhat evident that it's a tighter race," he told me. But he still has no doubt whom his constituents will vote for: "I can tell you Trump's going to win my district by a healthy margin."

One organization that disagrees with Golden's prediction is the Harris campaign. Shortly after I left Maine, I got an unexpected call from a Harris spokesperson, who insisted that the campaign had no intention of ceding the district's electoral vote to Trump. He may have won it in both 2020 and 2016, but the Harris campaign and other Democratic committees have now opened 14 field offices in Maine; nine of them are in the state's Second Congressional District--Golden's district.

A few days later, the University of New Hampshire released a poll finding that Harris had a five-point lead in the district--just within the survey's margin of error. Trump carried the district by seven points in 2020. But before he came along, Democrats routinely won it.

If Harris carries the "blue wall" swing states of Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin but loses the other battlegrounds, she would be one vote short of the 270 needed for the presidency. That final vote would more likely come from Nebraska's Second Congressional District, in Omaha, a wealthier, more educated area that Biden won by seven points in 2020. Golden's district offers another route, however, which could become crucial if Nebraska Republicans enact a last-minute change that would award all of Nebraska's electoral votes to the statewide winner.

Gilad Edelman: The asterisk on Kamala Harris's poll numbers

Yet if they had to choose, national Democrats would probably prioritize Golden's campaign in his district over Harris's. To retake the House, Democrats will need a net gain of four seats, which would be much harder if Golden loses. And Harris won't be able to get much done without a Democratic Congress.

For that reason, Democrats in D.C. don't seem to care much about Golden refusing to endorse Harris. Candidates like him highlight the Democrats' embrace of "authentic independent thinkers," Representative Suzan DelBene, the chair of the House Democrats' campaign arm, told me when I asked her about the snub. "That's a huge difference between Democrats and Republicans." The GOP, she noted, pushed out lawmakers who did not line up behind Trump.

Golden will likely benefit from the boost in Democratic enthusiasm that Harris has generated even while he stands apart from her campaign. He is betting that few Democrats in his district will cast votes for Harris without also marking their ballot for him. That has left Golden free to chase Trump voters, and he has attracted plenty.

The dynamic was on display at the cookout I attended, where the talk turned to politics after people had finished their burgers and "red snapper" hot dogs. Kyle Nees, a veteran supporting Golden, wasn't a fan of either Harris or Trump. "I don't think the Founding Fathers ever wanted it to be a choice between shitty and shittier," he told me. Most of the veterans Nees knew were "hard-core Trump supporters." "But," Nees added, "they're all in for Jared."
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Donald Trump's Incredible 'Transgender Thing'

The former president's claim that public schools are providing sex-change operations is wrong--and dangerous.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


During a conversation onstage at a Moms for Liberty event last week, Donald Trump said something that made even me--a seasoned visitor to Trump's theme park of hyperbole--look around in confusion at the people near me in the audience.

"The transgender thing is incredible," he told the Moms for Liberty co-founder Tiffany Justice. "Think of it; your kid goes to school, and he comes home a few days later with an operation. The school decides what's going to happen with your child."

Headlines after the event declared that Trump was questioning the acceptance of transgender children. Fact-check: True. But his full comments are worth spending a little more time with. As is typical with the former president's rhetoric, Trump took the tiniest smidgen of information, inflated it with 10,000 cubic feet of hot air, and sent it flying off into the country to rile up his supporters. Justice, of course, did not attempt to correct him or offer any context.

First, schools are not providing sex-change operations to students. Even from a purely financial perspective, that seems obvious: Teachers still have to buy their own crayons; schools aren't shelling out for surgeons. Second, educators are not deciding "what's going to happen" with students, beyond subjecting them to a pop quiz or an in-school suspension.

What some schools are doing is following the Biden administration's recent revision of Title IX regulations, the law that prohibits sex-based discrimination in federally funded schools. These new rules require schools to refer to transgender students using their chosen pronouns, ensure that students and faculty can use the restrooms and locker rooms that match their gender identity, and allow students to dress in accordance with that identity. Republican attorneys general and advocacy groups such as Moms for Liberty have sued to block the new federal rules from taking effect, and they've succeeded in securing judicial review in more than two dozen states, including Tennessee, Ohio, and Virginia.

Because it's an election year, the conversation is only generating more heat. As governor of Minnesota, Tim Walz--now Vice President Kamala Harris's running mate--signed a law making his state a "trans refuge," and another requiring that public schools provide free menstrual products to all students. Now Trump and others on the right are referring to Walz as "Tampon Tim."

The context for this debate is that Americans disagree about how to handle the presence of transgender people in public schools. On the left, people have broadly advocated for changes, such as the ones from the Biden administration, that would recognize trangender students' chosen identity and adapt to them. Although the new Title IX rule does not advise teachers on student privacy and parental disclosure, some Democratic-controlled states also have laws stipulating that teachers should not reveal information about a student's gender identity to their parents without the student's permission. Other people and groups, however, have argued against such adaptations. In several Republican-controlled states, school boards have implemented rules that restrict the labeling and use of bathrooms to biological sex, and bar schools from honoring a student's change in name or pronoun without their parents' permission.

In any case, Trump's suggestion that schools are performing gender surgery is not only untrue; it's also a dangerous, unsubtle dog whistle to the QAnon followers in his party, who have long argued that Democrats are sexualizing children. We already know that this kind of rhetoric can have violent outcomes: The propagation of a similar child-abuse theory famously resulted in a 2016 attack at a D.C. restaurant.

People can disagree in good faith about the policies governing schools supported by their taxpayer dollars. But disagreeing with those policies does not justify promoting conspiratorial lies.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/09/donald-trump-schools-sex-change/679690/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Women Trump Is Winning

Way behind in polls of female voters, the GOP nominee found an audience that liked him with Moms for Liberty.

by Elaine Godfrey




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


Updated at 5:55 p.m. ET on August 31, 2024

Donald Trump's appearance last night at Moms for Liberty's annual gathering was intended as a classic campaign stop--a chance for the candidate to preen in front of a friendly audience.


And the audience certainly was friendly. At this week's "Joyful Warriors" summit in Washington, D.C., members of the three-year-old conservative organization attended a seminar on the history of Marxism and a session on abolishing the Department of Education--led by a contributor to the Heritage Foundation's Project 2025. They packed their tote bags full of pamphlets about "wokecraft" and the "toxic culture" in public schools. They wore bejeweled TRUMP hats and glittering American-flag pins. They stood in awe of a painting depicting Kamala Harris devouring the bloody corpse of a bald eagle.

But right now, both Trump and Moms for Liberty are struggling to be relevant and relatable to American women. "The more popular you get, the devil will work harder on you," Jessica Caiazzo, a member from Oahu, Hawaii, told me yesterday with a shrug when I asked about the group's combative reputation. Beelzebub has certainly been punching the clock. A Google search for Moms for Liberty in the past year would have yielded stories about not just significant election losses of candidates endorsed by the group but a rape allegation, a menage-a-trois scandal, and an ill-considered Adolf Hitler quote.

Thanks to these developments, Moms for Liberty has lost momentum--something it has in common with Trump's campaign in recent weeks.

With Biden's exit from the presidential race, the mantle of older, less coherent candidate has fallen on Trump. He has also spent the past few days fending off criticism that he is insufficiently pro-life, while simultaneously combatting the perception that he and his running mate, J. D. Vance, are a threat to women's rights.

Moms for Liberty's national summit, which was held just a few blocks from the White House, was slightly smaller this year, with some 600 attendees, compared with the roughly 700 who attended the group's 2023 gathering in Philadelphia. That year had an impressive lineup of speakers, including not only Trump but also Vivek Ramaswamy, Nikki Haley, and Ron DeSantis. The event also attracted major protests from progressive activists and some elected Democrats.

This year was much quieter. Trump aside, the headliners were B-list: the former Democratic representative turned MAGA missionary Tulsi Gabbard of Hawaii, The Blaze's Glenn Beck, and the actor Rob Schneider, of Deuce Bigalow fame. A hyped "March for Kids" evolved into a lackluster indoor assembly this morning. No protesters bothered to show up this week.

But at least the Moms had Trump--though they seemed to want to keep him reined in, rather than give over their platform to one of his two-hour stream-of-consciousness monologues. His appearance last night was structured as a conversation with Tiffany Justice, one of the group's co-founders--and she was not afraid to cut him off.

Trump "reined in" is relative, and the conversation still meandered. Topics included: his daughter Ivanka (she could've been "a great ambassador to the United Nations ... nobody could compete with her rat-tat-tat!"), his hit TV show The Apprentice ("It's sort of Survivor with the asphalt-jungle aspect"), how he as president would treat transgender children ("Think of it: Your kid goes to school, and comes home a few days later with an operation"), and his recent visit to Arlington National Cemetery to highlight service members killed during the 2021 withdrawal from Afghanistan ("These people were killed by Biden as far as I'm concerned").

At one point, Justice asked Trump to give members advice on running for office. "I always say, 'Don't do it!'" he replied. The crowd laughed, but Justice looked panicked: "No, run for office! We want you to run for office!"

The group, after all, now needs all the energy and participation it can get. When Moms for Liberty was founded in Florida by Justice, Tina Descovich, and Bridget Ziegler in 2021, in direct response to pandemic school closures, it came in hot. Across the country, group members disrupted school-board meetings and helped vote out moderate and liberal officials. In 2022, roughly 47 percent of candidates endorsed by Moms for Liberty won their election, according to a Brookings Institution analysis.

But by the following year, that number had shrunk to 33 percent (though Moms for Liberty disputes these figures). The same year, group members were photographed posing with Proud Boys, and one chapter leader quoted Hitler in a newsletter. Late last year, news broke that Ziegler's husband, the chair of the Florida Republican Party, had been accused of rape by a woman with whom the couple had allegedly had a three-way sexual encounter.

Last week's GOP primary elections in Florida were not a great sign for the group's 2024 progress: Six of its endorsed candidates lost, three won, and five went into runoff elections. In two counties where Republican voters outnumber Democrats two to one, four Moms for Liberty candidates were sent packing. These setbacks were a sharp reversal of the group's earlier success.

"If you have a low profile, you can get a relatively small number of people to vote for your candidates, and you can actually flip school-board seats" given the low turnout in such elections, Jon Valant, the director of the Brown Center on Education Policy at Brookings, told me. "What happened to [Moms for Liberty] is that, as people got to know them a bit better and the scandals started occurring, the brand grew more toxic." The group's initial complaints about coronavirus closures caught the public mood at the time, but the Moms' focus soon evolved into efforts to remove from schools books seen as progressive or subversive and to restrict lessons on sexuality and the legacy of slavery in America--issues, Valant said, that are far less popular. For candidates to have the Moms for Liberty brand attached now is "probably doing them just as much harm as good."

The upcoming presidential election is poised to have the largest gender gap in history, and considering his deficit with women voters, Trump is probably glad to appear in front of any enthusiastic female audience. But last night, he didn't mention any of his latest attempts to get women to support the Republican ticket. He did not, for example, reassert his rather frantic promise that he "will be great for women and their reproductive rights," nor did he attempt to clarify his position on a Florida abortion amendment after his apparent flip and subsequent intense pressure from pro-life leaders. Trump also neglected to repeat his offhanded pledge earlier this week to make IVF treatment free for all Americans, a response to accusations that he and Vance oppose the practice.

Of course, the Moms for Liberty didn't need to hear any of that. These members love Trump no matter what. To them, he is Goldilocks on abortion--not too prohibitive, not too permissive, but somewhere just right. "He literally just said no to federal [restrictions], and if you are a true Republican or even a libertarian, the government should not rule you and tell you what to do," Caiazzo, the member from Hawaii, told me. Trump is "saying his truth," another attendee, Jennifer White of Round Rock, Texas, told me. Like Trump, she said, "I am pro-life, but I do understand and I do have compassion about rape and incest and a mother's life." Plus, White added, maybe Vance has a point about childless women. Kamala Harris "has never birthed a baby," she said. "I have a hard time with people who may not have children who want to parent my children."

Onstage, Trump would have kept talking about his troubled interaction at Arlington cemetery, but right around 10 p.m., Justice wisely interrupted him. "Sir, thank you for loving the American people, and thank you for working to make America great again," she said, beaming at him. Moms for Liberty has said it plans to spend more than $3 million in key battleground states ahead of the presidential election. And although the organization typically endorses only school-board candidates, Justice told Trump last night, "I wanna tell you personally, sir, that I endorse you for president of the United States."

The room erupted in cheers, Trump looked pleased, and the two began to dance to a Trump favorite, the Village People's "Y.M.C.A." The women in the audience were happy to see them side by side. But these aren't the women Trump needs to win over.
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Six Degrees of Trump and Bacon

Following the former president's thought process can be a challenge.

by David A. Graham




Donald Trump frequently warns that wind turbines are killing birds. Last night in Wisconsin, he raised a new and opposite concern: They're leading to fewer hogs being killed.

At a town-hall event, a young man asked the former president about the cost of meat, and he replied with a meandering answer that somehow connected wind farms to a decrease in bacon consumption. As with a lot of Trump quotations, you have to read or watch it at full length to even attempt to follow it.

"Groceries, food has gone up at levels that nobody's ever seen before. We've never seen anything like it--50, 60, 70 percent," he said. "You take a look at bacon and some of these products and some people don't eat bacon anymore. We are going to get the energy prices down. When we get energy down, you know, this was caused by their horrible energy--wind, they want wind all over the place. But when it doesn't blow we have a little problem. This was caused by energy. This was really caused by energy, and also their unbelievable spending. They are spending us out of wealth, actually, they're taking our wealth away, but it was caused by energy."

Read: Trump suggests planes can't fly when it's not sunny

Once you break it down into component parts, it's not quite as erratic, but it's still nonsensical. Trump is saying that the Biden administration has pushed for an expansion of wind power. That has, in his view, driven inflation, which has made grocery prices higher and forced cost-conscious shoppers to cut down on eating bacon.

That's somewhat coherent, as a theory. The problem is that nearly none of it is true.

Here's what's right: Biden has pushed to expand wind power. In fact, U.S. production of every energy category except coal is at a record high. Bacon prices have also risen since the start of the Biden administration, part of broader inflation over the past few years.

But little evidence connects these things. Greater wind production should drive down overall energy costs--higher gasoline prices, which consumers track closely, notwithstanding. (Trump is right that turbines don't turn when the wind doesn't blow, though other energy sources continue to exist.) Biden's big push for wind came in the Inflation Reduction Act, and although that law was improperly (and cynically) named, it also doesn't seem to have produced inflation. In particular, bacon prices are lower than they were when it was passed.

Annie Lowrey: Americans are mad about all the wrong costs

Who knows where Trump came up with the bacon example, which he has mentioned in the context of inflation before. He offers no specifics, and it has the ring of his dubious "sir" stories. Economists have observed that bacon is sufficiently beloved that demand for it remains fairly stable, even when prices rise. Grocery prices have risen nowhere near 50 percent overall.

(One irony is that many environmentalists who back renewable energy might well cheer if wind power did produce a reduction in bacon consumption. Meat production, and especially the massive farms that produce much of the pork that Americans consume, is dirty and highly polluting.)

Trump's riff is an example of the remarkably convoluted way that he phrases many statements. You can usually more or less follow where he's going, but figuring out the details requires painstaking parsing--especially when the underlying claims are off base. For a man who hates wind power so much, Trump sure produces a lot of hot air.
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Mark Robinson's Dereliction of Duty

The Republican candidate for governor of North Carolina hasn't kept his promises to veterans--but he's already making new ones.

by David A. Graham




Mark Robinson, the Republican candidate for governor of North Carolina, has placed military and veterans' issues at the heart of his political messaging.

"I commit myself every day to stand up for these folks," Robinson said in a video posted in December 2022. "We said when we were running that we were fighting to make North Carolina the gold standard for veterans' care. And that's not just a saying that we take lightly."

One of Robinson's few statutory roles in his current post as lieutenant governor is to sit on North Carolina's Military Affairs Commission, a state body that advises on exactly the sorts of veterans' issues that Robinson talks so much about. And yet records from the MAC show that Robinson has not attended a single meeting of the group in his four years as lieutenant governor.

The MAC doesn't have a great deal of concrete power. It serves as an advisory group to the legislature and governor on issues related to military bases, the National Guard, the Reserves, and veterans. Robinson's role on the commission is as a nonvoting member.

David A. Graham: Mark Robinson is testing the bounds of GOP extremism

In response to my questions, Robinson's office played down the commission and argued that Robinson makes a bigger difference by speaking with military and veterans groups around the state. "The Lt. Governor's seat on the Military Affairs Commission is a non-voting, ex-officio role. So, he found ways to make a substantive impact on Veterans," a spokesperson for the lieutenant governor told me via email. He cited Robinson's support for a bill that exempts military pensions from state income tax and said, "The Lt. Governor has also visited numerous military installations and held roundtable discussions with military and veterans' organizations across the state." Robinson's campaign referred questions about the MAC to the office of the lieutenant governor. One of his supporters, Dallas Woodhouse, the former executive director of the North Carolina Republican Party, defended him to me by email, writing, "I have no doubt that Mark Robinson would strongly represent veterans and active duty military in North Carolina."

But Chris Cooper, a political scientist at Western Carolina University, told me that in a job where the main responsibility is to attend meetings, attendance is meaningful. "You show how much you care with time," he said. "That's true if you're a parent, and that's true if you're a politician--where you put your time is your priority. And if he's not putting his time attending these meetings, I think that is a sign that it wasn't a priority and isn't a priority."

Robinson's attendance for many bodies, including the state board of education, has been infrequent. The MAC meets quarterly, and minutes record Robinson as absent on every occasion since he took office in early 2021. That August, he lamented to an interviewer that Democrats and Republicans couldn't even work on things where they agree.

"You're talking about veterans' issues. We're not opposed to the things that we need to do for our veterans. We could sit down and work on those things together," he said. "But as with everything, that issue of politics often drives people apart and causes them not to be able to come to the table."

The very same day, when the MAC met, including representatives from both parties as well as nonpartisan members, Robinson was not at the table.

"I'm here because our veterans are being pushed aside for illegals," he said at a church event in May 2023. "I am here because our economy is in shambles. I am here because our nation is literally falling apart, and I need to be standing in the gap to pull her back from the precipice." Two days later, he skipped another MAC meeting at which a program to encourage hiring veterans, ways to improve mental-health care for service members and veterans, and tax breaks for disabled veterans were all discussed. (Robinson's predecessor, Republican Dan Forest, attended some, though not all, of the MAC meetings during his time in office.)

Robinson has gained a great deal of national attention for his many belligerent and offensive views. "Some folks need killing!" he said in a June speech. He has denied the Holocaust, said that the comic-book hero Black Panther was "only created to pull the shekels out of your Schvartze pockets," and called Michelle Obama a man. He's also supported a full ban on abortion, although he's more recently walked that back in an ad that discusses the abortion his wife once had.

But he also regularly says extremely politically normal things about supporting the military. For example, in his first run for office, in 2020, he said, "We've got to honor [veterans], not just with our mouths, not just with handshakes."

That's smart politics in a state that bills itself as "the nation's most military-friendly state." Home to the U.S. Marine Corps' Camp Lejeune and the Army's Fort Liberty (formerly Fort Bragg), North Carolina ranks near the top in number of active-duty service members residing there, and is home to hundreds of thousands of veterans.

"It's a bedrock part of North Carolina, like Dean Smith, Michael Jordan, and barbecue," Cooper said. "It is just sort of understood. Every politician--left, right, center--needs to make not just a nod towards being military-friendly but needs to project that in everything that they do."

Robinson has made those nods, but he hasn't done much else. Overall, his website is scant on policy specifics, but "Expanding Veterans Care" is one of the few priorities he actually names, saying he would help veterans in retirement and make North Carolina "the gold standard of veterans care." As lieutenant governor, he has had little power to do these things, though he did oppose a Medicaid expansion, backed by Democratic Governor Roy Cooper, that has made thousands of veterans eligible for new benefits.

Military service has long been a source of controversy in American elections, and after a short respite as the Vietnam War generation mostly left the political stage, battles over service are back. Democratic vice-presidential nominee Tim Walz has pointed to his years of service in the National Guard as evidence that he will be an advocate for veterans and understands the military. But Republicans have raised questions about possible exaggerations in his past descriptions of his service and rank. Those attacks have been led by Senator J. D. Vance, the Republican vice-presidential nominee, who served as a Marine in Iraq. One of Donald Trump's top campaign aides, Chris LaCivita, helped lead disproved mudslinging against John Kerry in the 2004 presidential campaign. Democrats have been happy to attack Trump too; at the Democratic National Convention, Maryland Governor Wes Moore joked that he served in Afghanistan because, unlike Trump, he did not have bone spurs.

Trump, though he did not serve, has portrayed himself as a champion for veterans, but people around him have described a series of derogatory comments he's made about service members. The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, reported in 2020 that Trump had described soldiers who died as "suckers" and "losers." The former Trump advisers Mark Milley and John Kelly, both retired generals, have recalled other moments where Trump denigrated veterans, including saying, "No one wants to see that, the wounded." Earlier this week, Trump's entourage managed to somehow get into an altercation with staff at Arlington National Cemetery, apparently after the former president tried to use the burial site for a campaign photo op.

Michael Powell: Why Trump's Arlington debacle is so serious

Robinson has not often spoken in detail about his own service in the Army Reserve. In his memoir, he describes the important role that JROTC played for him in high school. "I wanted to be a soldier," he writes. "People would look at me as I walked in uniform, knowing that I was serving my country. I felt a sense of accomplishment. I felt I was doing something." Rather than join the regular Army, Robinson decided to join the Reserves after basic training, which he described as providing a way to go to college first. Yet Robinson quickly dropped out of college. "Some have asked why I did not make a career of the Army," he writes. "What I didn't like about the Army, or rather what made me unsuited for the Army, was pretty simple. In the Army, I couldn't do what I wanted to do!"

Discipline and sticking to commitments have evidently remained struggles for Robinson, as his attendance record demonstrates. Four years ago when he ran for lieutenant governor, Robinson warned against hollow promises from candidates.

"Folks, we got to start doing better by our veterans. When I say better, I mean way better," he said at an event hosted by the conservative group Americans for Prosperity. "This whole time, kicking the can down the road saying, 'Oh, and you know, we'll get the veterans next time, in the next election' ... Folks, if it was up to me, these guys would have to go in the room and sit until they got straightened out, wouldn't be able to come out until they did. It's way past the time for us to stop paying lip service to people who went off and gave--you know, risked their lives for us."

He's now had the chance to sit in that room, but he still hasn't shown up.
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Why Trump's Arlington Debacle Is So Serious

The former president violated one of America's most sacred places.

by Michael Powell




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


The section of Arlington National Cemetery that Donald Trump visited on Monday is both the liveliest and the most achingly sad part of the grand military graveyard, set aside for veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. In Section 60, young widows can be seen using clippers and scissors to groom the grass around their husbands' tombstones as lots of children run about.

Karen Meredith knows the saddest acre in America only too well. The California resident's son, First Lieutenant Kenneth Ballard, was the fourth generation of her family to serve as an Army officer. He was killed in Najaf, Iraq, in 2004, and laid to rest in Section 60. She puts flowers on his gravesite every Memorial Day. "It's not a number, not a headstone," she told me. "He was my only child."

The sections of Arlington holding Civil War and World War I dead have a lonely and austere beauty. Not Section 60, where the atmosphere is sanctified but not somber--too many kids, Meredith recalled from her visits to her son's burial site. "We laugh, we pop champagne. I have met men who served under him, and they speak of him with such respect. And to think that this man"--she was referring to Trump--"came here and put his thumb up--"

She fell silent for a moment on the telephone, taking a gulp of air. "I'm trying not to cry."

For Trump, defiling what is sacred in our civic culture borders on a pastime. Peacefully transferring power to the next president, treating political adversaries with at least rudimentary grace, honoring those soldiers wounded and disfigured in service of our country--Trump long ago walked roughshod over all these norms. Before he tried to overturn a national election, he mocked his opponents in the crudest terms and demeaned dead soldiers as "suckers."

Read: Trump calls Americans killed in war "suckers" and "losers"

But the former president outdid himself this week, when he attended a wreath-laying ceremony honoring 13 American soldiers killed in a suicide bombing in Kabul during the final havoc-marked hours of the American withdrawal. Trump laid three wreaths and put hand over heart; that is a time-honored privilege of presidents. Trump, as is his wont, went further. He walked to a burial site in Section 60 and posed with the family of a fallen soldier, grinning broadly and giving a thumbs-up for his campaign photographer and videographer.

Few spaces in the United States join the sacred and the secular to more moving effect than Arlington National Cemetery, 624 acres set on a bluff overlooking the Potomac River and our nation's capital. More than 400,000 veterans and their dependents have been laid to rest here, among them nearly 400 Medal of Honor recipients. Rows of matching white tombstones stretch to the end of sight.

A cemetery employee politely attempted to stop the campaign staff from filming in Section 60. Taking campaign photos and videos at gravesites is expressly forbidden under federal law. The Trump entourage, according to a subsequent statement by the U.S. Army, which oversees the cemetery, "abruptly pushed" her aside.

Trump's campaign soon posted a video on TikTok, overlaid with Trump's narration: "We didn't lose one person in 18 months. And then they"--the Biden administration--"took over, that disaster of leaving Afghanistan."

Trump was unsurprisingly not telling the truth; 11 soldiers were killed in Afghanistan in his last year in office, and his administration had itself negotiated the withdrawal. But such fabrications are incidental sins compared with what came next. A top Trump adviser, Chris LaCivita, and campaign spokesperson Steven Cheung talked to reporters and savaged the employee who had tried to stop the entourage. Cheung referred to her as "an unnamed individual, clearly suffering a mental-health episode." LaCivita declared her a "despicable individual" who ought to be fired.

There was, of course, another way to handle this mistake. Governor Spencer Cox of Utah had accompanied Trump to the cemetery, and his campaign emailed out photos of the governor and the former president there. When challenged, Cox did what is foreign to Trump: He apologized. "You are correct," Cox replied to a person criticizing the event on X, adding, "It did not go through the proper channels and should not have been sent. My campaign will be sending out an apology."

Read: Trump dishonors fallen soldiers again

This was not a judgment call, or a minor violation of obscure bureaucratic boilerplate. In the regulations governing visitors and behavior at Arlington National Cemetery, many paragraphs lay out what behavior is acceptable and what is not. These read not as suggestions but as commandments. Memorial services are intended to honor the fallen, the regulations note, with a rough eloquence: "Partisan activities are inappropriate in Arlington National Cemetery, due to its role as a shrine to all the honored dead of the Armed Forces of the United States and out of respect for the men and women buried there and for their families."

As the clamor of revulsion swelled this week, LaCivita did not back off. On Wednesday, the Trump adviser posted a photo of Trump at Arlington Cemetery on X and added these words: "The Photo that shook the world and reminded America who the real Commander in Chief is ...August 26th 2024 ..Mark the day [?]@KamalaHarris[?] and weak [?]@JoeBiden."

The Army, which is historically loath to enter politics, issued a rare statement yesterday rebuking the Trump campaign, noting that ceremony participants "had been made aware" of relevant federal laws "prohibiting political activities" and that the employee "acted with professionalism." The Army said it "considers this matter closed" because the cemetery employee had declined to press charges.

Meanwhile, an unrepentant Trump team kept stoking the controversy. Yesterday, LaCivita posted another photo of Trump at Arlington and added this: "Reposting this hoping to trigger the hacks at @SecArmy"--the Army secretary's office.

It had the quality of middle-school graffiti, suggesting that Trump viewed the controversy as yet another chance to mock his critics before moving on to the next outrage. For grieving families with loved ones buried in Section 60, moving on is not so easy.

How old, I asked Meredith, was your son at the time of his death? "He was 26," she replied. "He did not have time to live. I didn't get to dance at his wedding. I didn't get to play with grandkids."

This week, all she could do was call out a crude and self-regarding 78-year-old man for failing, in that most sacred of American places, to comport himself with even the roughest facsimile of dignity.
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A Good-Enough Prime-Time Debut

On CNN, Harris and Walz field-tested responses to attack lines their Republican opponents surely plan to use.

by Tom Nichols




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


Kamala Harris and Tim Walz have now completed their CNN interview. On social media and cable TV, the responses have broken down pretty much as one might expect. Democrats think it was a home run. Republicans are sour and churlish. The truth is that the interview was a solid and competent outing, which is all it needed to be.

Harris, who is sometimes prone to wordy circumlocutions, looked assured and handled reasonably well some of the stickier questions, such as why she changed her position on fracking. She had a strong answer when she was asked how she'd thought about her future when Joe Biden called her: Her first thought was about the president, not about herself, which is exactly the right thing to say, no matter what thoughts may have gone through her head at that moment.

She was less convincing when she was asked whether she still thinks illegal border crossings should be decriminalized (a position she took when running for president in 2019). On CNN, she said she would enforce American laws at the border. Well, yes, "enforcing the laws" is what presidents take an oath to do. "I recognize the problem," she added, which is another way of saying that things she said in a Democratic primary four years ago are not useful for running in a general election in 2024.

Her weakest answer was also about Biden. When asked if she regretted assuring Americans that Biden was up to the job for four more years, she defaulted to saying nice things about Biden and being proud of the administration's record. A simpler answer was hanging right there: Joe Biden believes that I have a better chance of beating Donald Trump; it was his decision to make, and if he had decided to stay in the race, I'd still be supporting him. The end.

Walz, meanwhile, said very little, which undermined predictions from some on the right that he was there to tackle Harris if she started pulling sticks out of some shaky verbal Jenga pile. Instead, he quietly deflected questions about his military service and his family's fertility issues; although Republicans won't like his answers, he was smart not to start parsing whether he'd served in wartime and the differences between in vitro fertilization and intrauterine insemination. Instead, he said he would never deprecate anyone's military service and deplored the way the GOP wants to limit options for women.

In effect, Harris did what presidential candidates are supposed to do: After running as a liberal in California and in the 2020 primary, she is tacking to the center. Such a plain, commonsense strategy might seem unusual in our enervated political environment, and some of the answers will annoy political observers for being light on substance. But avoiding these policy snares remains a wise choice: Harris and Walz are running against Donald Trump, who cares nothing about policy and will change his position in a heartbeat if he thinks it's to his advantage. (Note his recent comments on abortion that his team is already trying to walk back, and his new stance in the past 24 hours on public funding for IVF.)

At one point, when asked about Trump's racist charge that Harris somehow "happened to turn Black" some years ago, Harris said: "Same old tired playbook. Next question." This dismissiveness is likely to annoy Trump, who counts on his opponents to take the bait and then get all tangled up trying to point out how awful Trump is while still trying to appear reasonable. The Harris-Walz strategy seems to be to brush off Trump's worst attacks, and instead offer reassurance that they are normal human beings with some ideas about how to govern the country.

Trump is unlikely to sit for this kind of grilling before November, not least because he cannot hold a coherent thought for more than a few moments. So all Harris had to do was draw comparisons based on broad policy directions and obvious character distinctions. Republicans hoping that Harris would get lost in her own rhetoric or commit some stunning gaffe, or that Walz would interrupt her or seemingly overrule her, will be disappointed. None of that happened, and so the GOP will of course complain that there wasn't enough detail to criticize.

Scott Jennings--the new holder of the Jeffrey Lord Chair of Republican Sycophancy at CNN--seemed annoyed, for example, that Harris wouldn't show "remorse" over policies enacted by Biden. This is a strange objection: Sitting vice presidents looking to succeed their bosses do not usually express deep regret about their own administration's policies. Republicans might worry more that Harris and Walz were given this opportunity to respond to points that will almost certainly be thrown at them in the upcoming debates. The Democratic team got to field-test some answers to the most obvious lines of attack.

This encounter was not a watershed event. Nothing much changed, no new positions were revealed, and no one committed any major errors. If Trump's team was hoping for something here to change the momentum of the race, this wasn't it. So now they must look ahead to the debates. But if the calm assurance of the Democratic candidates is a preview of how Harris and Walz will approach those, the Republicans--and especially Trump, who has been in a multi-week public meltdown--should be concerned.
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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




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


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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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




Updated at 5:25 p.m. ET on August 29, 2024.
 
 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 costs for migrant care, New York found itself with an extra $3 billion in its budget. Some of the proposed cuts were 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 nationwide, from protesting to more confrontational actions. She compared the protesters' trajectory to 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. (City hall said "new safeguards" had since 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 story has been updated to clarify the NYPD intelligence chief's comments on pro-Palestinian groups' tactics.
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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




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


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




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


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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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 inflation in 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 increases in American incomes slowly outpace those in 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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The Wrath at Khan

Silicon Valley billionaires claim that antitrust enforcement hurts the little guy. Do they have a point?

by Christopher Beam




Updated at 3 p.m. ET on August 30, 2024.

Reid Hoffman, the LinkedIn founder and Democratic megadonor, seems to love almost everything about the Biden administration. And, he says, he's "thrilled" by the prospect of a Kamala Harris presidency. That's why he's donating $10 million to support her campaign.

He has just one request: Fire Lina Khan. In a July interview with CNN, Hoffman accused the Federal Trade Commission chair of "waging war" on American business and said he hoped Harris would "replace her" if elected as president. That same week, another prominent Harris donor, the media and technology executive Barry Diller, told CNBC that Khan is a "dope" who's against "almost anything" that would help American businesses grow.

Hoffman and Diller have plenty of personal reasons--billions, even--to oppose Khan. Hoffman sits on the board of Microsoft, whose $69 billion acquisition of Activision Blizzard the FTC tried and failed to block. Microsoft is also being investigated by the agency for its licensing deal with an AI company that Hoffman co-founded. (In a follow-up interview with CNN's Jake Tapper, Hoffman stressed that his opinion on Khan was offered in his capacity as an "expert," not as a donor. This parsing caused Tapper to respond, incredulously, "But there aren't, like, a hundred Reid Hoffmans!") Some of Diller's companies, too, are reportedly under investigation by the FTC.

Hoffman says, however, that he is motivated by concern for the little guy. The FTC under Khan has become more aggressive in seeking to block acquisitions--particularly by tech giants--than it has been in decades. The same goes for the Department of Justice Antitrust Division under Jonathan Kanter. If the agencies keep it up, Hoffman argues, then start-ups won't be able to cash out by selling to a bigger company, and investors will stop giving them money in the first place. "That's going to quell investment, and that's bad for creating new competitors," he told Tapper. (Hoffman declined to be interviewed for this article.)

Richard R. John: The tech giants' anti-regulation fantasy

This argument is gaining adherents among Khan's detractors in Silicon Valley on both the left and the right. In a July blog post, the Trump-supporting venture capitalist Marc Andreessen complained that regulators "are punitively blocking startups from being acquired by the same big companies the government is preferencing in so many other ways." In 2021, the National Venture Capital Association warned that "expanding antitrust law to restrict acquisitions could chill investment into startups." Now that's precisely what's happening, NVCA president and CEO Bobby Franklin told me in an interview.

The question of what antitrust means for tech start-ups might seem obscure during the home stretch of an election in which nitty-gritty policy appears to hardly matter. But the outcome of the fight over the FTC, should Harris become president, could say a great deal about how she will govern. The commitment to strong antitrust enforcement has been a pillar of the Biden administration's populist economic agenda. Hoffman and company are now challenging that agenda on its own terms. Do they have a point?

For most of the 20th century, a business hoping to expand was generally looking to go public, which would reward employees and long-term investors for creating a sustainable enterprise. The venture-capital model that emerged over the past few decades has a different blueprint for success. VCs plow money into a company at its inception, typically pushing it to prioritize rapid growth over generating revenue--let alone profits--and they expect a quick return on investment. More often than not, the goal of VCs is to find a buyer. According to an NVCA survey from 2020, 58 percent of American founders hope to sell their company. Others will do so grudgingly. In the early 1990s, about 70 percent of venture-backed exits were IPOs, and the rest were acquisitions. Nowadays, acquisitions make up about 90 percent of exits.

So naturally, antitrust enforcement--and blocking mergers in particular--is going to alarm VCs. If big companies are prevented or discouraged from buying smaller ones, they argue, then start-ups will have fewer suitors competing to acquire them. Their valuations will in turn be lower, and fewer of them will get funding in the first place, because VCs will be less confident of a big acquisition-fueled payout. "For me to make an investment in a company, I have to believe that an exit is possible in the first place," Bradley Tusk, the political strategist turned investor who supports Harris, told me.

Khan's Silicon Valley critics point out that merger activity is down by about half since 2021, when Khan and Jonathan Kanter took over. VC investment has dropped too: The number of deals has declined by 20 percent, and deal value has been cut in half, according to PitchBook. "It appears that the cage-rattling has had an impact," Susan Woodward, the founder of Sand Hill Econometrics, told me.

When you take the long view, however, funding levels don't look so bad. Current VC investment is roughly on par with that of 2019. According to the latest report by Silicon Valley Bank, "There is still more money flowing to founders than 26 of the last 30 years." If anything, 2021 was the anomaly. Juiced by interest-rate cuts, that year saw an unprecedented boom in investment. "It was stupid," Tusk acknowledged. "Valuations were way too high." Which makes the current landscape look more like a healthy correction than a crisis. VC investment now appears to be ticking up compared with 2023, according to analysis by PitchBook and the NVCA.

What about start-up formation generally--are fewer founders founding? According to PitchBook, the number of pre-seed and seed deals expected to close in 2024--that is, investments in new start-ups--is roughly the same as before the pandemic. Meanwhile, outside the VC-driven world of Silicon Valley, small business is booming. Applications to start new businesses surged during the pandemic and have not slowed down. Score one for the little guy.

Tightening the rules on mergers, of course, means fewer mergers. In terms of raw numbers, the shift in enforcement hasn't been drastic. The antitrust agencies' newfound boldness appears more in which cases they bring, and their willingness to go to trial rather than settle, than in the proportion of mergers that get challenged. Antitrust advocates say they're not opposed to acquisitions generally--just the ones that reduce competition. That includes so-called killer acquisitions, in which a bigger company buys a rival start-up in order to snuff it out. A well-known study published in 2021 conservatively estimated that about 6 percent of acquisitions in the pharmaceutical industry fit that description. John Kwoka, an economist at Northeastern University who has advised the FTC, told me that the structure of the acquisition market gives the big players an incentive to catch and kill. "Who's going to pay the most for a new bright idea? It will always be the company that feels most threatened by it," Kwoka said.

The killing can be unintentional too--less murder than manslaughter. Mark Lemley, an intellectual-property expert at Stanford Law School and one of the most cited American legal scholars ever, argues that in many cases, larger companies simply don't know how to deploy the technology they acquire without hurting their original business. Twitter bought Vine, the beloved short-form video platform, then abruptly shut it down. Sometimes the bureaucracy of the parent company saps the dynamism that the start-up had. Plus, when founders sell their equity and become salaried employees, they lose the incentive to shoot the moon. As a result, acquired companies often "disappear and are never heard from again," Lemley told me.

Tim Wu, a professor at Columbia Law School who served as Joe Biden's antitrust adviser in the White House, told me that, in a lax antitrust environment, tech start-ups might be more numerous but "are more likely to build complementary, often low-impact products seeking acquisition." Strong antitrust enforcement, by contrast, makes start-ups more likely to think big and compete with the giants head-on. Wu cited the period of the 1970s and '80s when enforcement was relatively strong, which gave rise to enduring companies such as Apple, Microsoft, Oracle, Sun, Lotus, Dell, and others.

Tech entrepreneurs I spoke with offered evenhanded analyses of antitrust policy, recognizing the importance of restraining monopolies while allowing innovative start-ups to find funding--including via acquisition. But these founders emphasized that the most exciting part of starting a company isn't the prospect of getting bought by Meta or Amazon or Google. Angela Hoover co-founded the AI-powered search assistant Andi with the goal of "taking on Google," she told me--not getting bought by Google. "Our hope," she said, "is to take it all the way."

No one is saying that all mergers are bad. Some companies create widgets that should be integrated into the larger corporate machinery rather than being forced to survive on their own. Some entrepreneurs are good at inventing things but have no idea what to do with their creations. The question is where to set the balance.

From the July/August 2018 issue: How to fight Amazon (before you turn 29)

Antitrust advocates say we tried lax enforcement for decades and saw the results. "We ran the experiment of a permissive policy, and what we have is the emergence of these behemoths," Kwoka said. Presumably there's a point at which the crackdown could go too far, but given the continued dominance of the giants, we're not there yet.

A surprisingly diverse set of bedfellows agrees. Republican vice-presidential nominee J. D. Vance has praised Khan's efforts. A group of more than 700 Silicon Valley investors signed a letter endorsing Harris in July, and some VCs are promoting Khan's agenda. Garry Tan, the CEO of the start-up incubator Y Combinator and an aggressive critic of San Francisco's political left, has praised Khan as "fighting for innovation." Last October, Tan was asked on X if there was a tension between supporting start-ups, on the one hand, and cracking down on mergers, on the other. "Ultimately even if you want an exit via M&A it's better to have 5 companies competing to buy you rather than 1-2," Tan replied. "Selling to monopolist with gun to your head is not the only fate."

Reid Hoffman is right that VC investment has helped many businesses get off the ground. Still, it's worth asking whether the exit-via-acquisition model creates the most value for society. That model has become dominant for many reasons--IPOs have gotten more expensive, for one--but it could also reflect a kind of learned helplessness: If you can't beat 'em, get acquired by 'em. Mark Lemley argues that this paradigm produces less ambitious start-ups. If your goal is to get bought by one of the Big Tech companies--or even if that's just a likely outcome--you're less inclined to challenge an incumbent. Any founder who starts a company with the explicit goal of getting acquired, Lemley said, "would much prefer to have no antitrust law. But if that's what you're doing, it's not obvious that you're benefiting the world at all."



This article originally implied that the FTC had sued Google. Actually, the Department of Justice filed both antitrust lawsuits against the company.
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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 inflation in 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 increases in American incomes slowly outpace those in 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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        Hamas's Devastating Murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin
        Franklin Foer

        There was a thin hope that despite everything, he might actually return home. It was stoked by a series of images that unexpectedly emerged.Not long after Hersh Goldberg-Polin's abduction on October 7, CNN stumbled on video of terrorists loading the Berkeley-born, Jerusalem-raised 24-year-old into a pickup truck, the stump of one of his arms wrapped in a tourniquet because a grenade had blown off the rest. It was proof of life.[Read: 'How much can this child take?']In April, at the beginning of P...
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        The Challenge of Negotiating With Xi Jinping
        Michael Schuman

        As China's leader, Xi Jinping, intensifies his campaign to reshape the U.S.-led global order, the big question hanging over international affairs is: How will he choose to do it? Xi purports to be a man of peace, offering the world fresh ideas on diplomacy and security that could resolve global conflicts. Yet his actions--above all, his moves to deepen a partnership with Russian President Vladimir Putin--suggest that he presents a new threat to global stability, and instead of bringing security, he...
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Hamas's Devastating Murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin

How Netanyahu failed the dead hostages

by Franklin Foer




There was a thin hope that despite everything, he might actually return home. It was stoked by a series of images that unexpectedly emerged.

Not long after Hersh Goldberg-Polin's abduction on October 7, CNN stumbled on video of terrorists loading the Berkeley-born, Jerusalem-raised 24-year-old into a pickup truck, the stump of one of his arms wrapped in a tourniquet because a grenade had blown off the rest. It was proof of life.

Read: 'How much can this child take?'

In April, at the beginning of Passover, Hamas released a propaganda video. Then there was no doubting his full-blooded existence. Speaking to his captors' camera, he rested the remnant of his arm in his lap. His once-wavy locks were clipped close to the scalp. Untangling his words from those imposed by the gun was impossible. But at the very end of the clip he addressed his mother and sister: "I know you're doing everything possible to bring me home."

As Shabbat descended this past Friday night and his parents turned off their phones for the day of rest, it was possible to imagine that Goldberg-Polin might finally emerge from the ultimate parental nightmare. Negotiations to end the war and bring home the hostages have been grinding along, even though Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has seemed intent on stalling a deal.

But last night, when Goldberg-Polin's family returned to their devices, they learned that the Israeli Defense Forces had found, in a tunnel in Gaza, six bodies only recently murdered. Just more than a week after his parents had eloquently addressed the Democratic National Convention, when the teary audience chanted "Bring them home," they learned that their son was one of the corpses.

Catastrophe is a bulldozer that flattens victims. Horror drains biography of every other detail. But Hersh's parents, Rachel and Jon, insisted that the world know their son as a full human being. That was how they wanted Hersh to be remembered in the worst case--and in the best case, they believed that empathy might exist, even hundreds of feet belowground in the tunnels that constitute Hamas's domain.

They described how Hersh wanted to wrap his arms around the globe in an embrace. He loved geography and, even before his adolescence, he stockpiled maps and atlases in his room. His father hoped that he might eventually become a journalist for National Geographic, because the diversity of the planet and the wonders of foreign cultures lit Hersh's mind on fire. He loved adventure. Just before Hamas kidnapped him, Hersh had traveled across Europe attending music festivals. He would bathe in rivers and make friends with strangers.

Emigrating to Israel at the age of 7 challenged him. He struggled to learn Hebrew. He yearned desperately for friends. But as his mother watched him mature, she marveled at his ease, how he felt entirely at home in the world.

After his kidnapping, Hersh became the best-known of the hostages in the U.S. His American parents were unafraid of confronting their pain over and over, in conversations with whichever reporter or politicians agreed to meet them. Like mythological characters, they were doomed to relive their worst day--and doomed to experience it with clarity that never dulled. And despite their pain, they eloquently expressed empathy for the suffering of Palestinian parents too.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: It's not too late to give Gaza a better future

As the war grinds toward its end, Hersh's murder will haunt Israeli dreams--and Netanyahu's legacy. In a moral sense, culpability rests entirely with Hersh's depraved executioners. But Netanyahu behaved grotesquely when presented with opportunities to secure his release.

More than once this summer, the Biden administration brought Hamas and Israel within range of a deal to release the hostages and end the war. On some of these occasions, Hamas has thrown up obstacles, knocking the talks off course. But in moments where Hamas looked inclined to agree, Netanyahu wrecked the possibility of an agreement by insisting on new conditions. Frustrated with the prime minister's tactics, the Americans leaked documentary evidence of his intransigence to The New York Times.

Just as damningly, Netanyahu's own defense minister has blamed him for scuppering a deal. In a cabinet meeting this past week, Yoav Gallant excoriated him for insisting on new conditions that Hamas would never tolerate--that effectively guaranteed that the hostages would remain in jeopardy in Gaza. Gallant reportedly chastised him, "There are living people there."

Netanyahu refuses to push toward yes because he doesn't want to face the consequences of agreeing to a deal that far-right members of his cabinet have vowed to reject. He's reverting to lifelong patterns of behavior: dithering in the face of a hard choice, excessive deference to fanatical political bedmates, the elevation of his own survival above every other consideration. And now, a beautiful young man and five other hostages will return from Gaza in bags--lives horrifically truncated when they could plausibly have been saved.
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                A tourist descends into Tianyan Cave to explore a Buddha statue on August 22, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                [image: A couple of people walk around the base of the upper half of a very tall, white sculpture of Jesus Christ.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph shows the upper portion of a sculpture of Jesus Christ, part of a giant statue by Armenian sculptor Armen Samvelyane, which will rise to a final height of 33 meters, at a workshop in Yerevan, Armenia, on August 26, 2024. The statue will be erected on Mount Hatis, some 30 kilometers from Yerevan, from where it will be visible, said the sculptor, who has been working on the project for two years.
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                [image: A circular service center with a stylized roof and tower sits on pilings, alongside a highway bridge over a broad bay.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a service center in the middle of the 35-kilometer-long (22-mile-long) Hangzhou Bay Bridge in Ningbo, Zhejiang province, China, on August 24, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand and sit on a rocky plain, looking toward a distant fountain of lava erupting from a crater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch lava fountains from the old lava fields around an eruption site on the Reykjanes Peninsula, in Iceland, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: A fire dancer swinging small fireballs around them in multiple arcs captured in a long-exposure image.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fire dancer performs at a beach on the Thai island of Koh Samui on August 29, 2024.
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                [image: A handful of sunspots on the sun's surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sunspots are seen on the sun's surface, photographed in Kuwait City on August 24, 2024.
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                [image: A sunbeam shines through a natural arch in a mountain, lighting up a field below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sunbeam shines through a natural arch in Yueyan National Forest Park on August 27, 2024, in Yongzhou, Hunan Province, China.
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                [image: A person rides a horse through dust behind a large herd of wild horses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wild horses living on the foothills of Mount Erciyes run in herds across the Hormetci meadows in Kayseri, Turkey, on August 26, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of fog surrounding the Golden Gate Bridge]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fog surrounds the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, California, on August 27, 2024.
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                [image: People play pickleball in front of an audience on a small court set up on a high observation deck above New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pro tennis players Madison Keys, Frances Tiafoe, Taylor Fritz, and Alex de Minaur play pickleball on the 1,100-foot-tall outdoor observation deck at Edge at Hudson Yards on August 22, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: Archers with a variety of disabilities practice side-by-side at a range, displaying many bits of complex gear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Archers train before the start of the 2024 Paralympic Games in Paris, France, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: A man in a kilt swings a throwing hammer before releasing it at a Highland Games competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Lonach Highlander throws the hammer during the Lonach Highland Gathering and Games on August 24, 2024, in Strathdon, Scotland.
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                [image: An athlete in a wheelchair swings a racket at a tennis ball on a court.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bryan Tapia from Chile takes part in a wheelchair tennis training session at the Stade Roland Garros in Paris, ahead of the Paralympic Games on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: A group of protesters stand at the base of a tall statue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Judicial Branch workers, judges, and magistrates on an indefinite strike demonstrate in Tijuana, Baja California State, Mexico, on August 25, 2024. The groups held a nation-wide protest against a controversial constitutional reform that would make broad changes to the justice system.
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                [image: A wrestler makes a high jump from the top of the ropes toward a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wrestler Joaquin Wilde makes a dive against The Judgment Day during Monday Night RAW at Amica Mutual Pavillion on August 26, 2024, in Providence, Rhode Island.
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                [image: A woman holds a frisbee as a dog leaps past with another frisbee in its mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman trains her dog to catch a frisbee In Karlsruhe, Germany, on August 25, 2024.
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                [image: A pollen-covered bee flies toward a sunflower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bee flies toward a sunflower in a field on the outskirts of Frankfurt, Germany, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of flying storks fill the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Storks begin their migration journey as autumn approaches in the village of Cavus, part of Seydisehir, Konya, Turkey, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of hand-woven rugs laid on the ground outside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of hand-woven rugs laid under the sun to complete the coloring process in Antalya, Turkey, in August 2024
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                [image: An elevated view of many steplike rice terraces carved into a hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Terraces at the Jiabang Rice Terraces scenic spot in Congjiang county, in China's Guizhou province, on August 21, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of dozens of abandoned bicycles covered by a tangle of bushes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A huge abandoned bike-share yard on the outskirts of Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on August 24, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of many houses half-buried in a mud flow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows rescue teams and residents searching for victims buried in mud after a flash flood hit the village of Rua, located at the foot of Mount Gamalama, in Ternate, North Maluku, Indonesia, on August 25, 2024.
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                [image: A large group of people crowd together, stretching their arms toward a point in the middle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hindu devotees prepare to form a human pyramid during celebrations to mark the Krishna Janmashtami festival in Mumbai on August 27, 2024.
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                [image: A couple embraces in a mass of squashed tomatoes during a food-fight festival.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers lie in a pool of squashed tomatoes during the annual "Tomatina" tomato fight fiesta, in the village of Bunol, near Valencia, Spain, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: A dancer performs while wearing a colorful feathered costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers take part in the Notting Hill Carnival on August 26, 2024, in London, England.
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                [image: Lightning strikes and a rainbow appear in a dark sky above a baseball stadium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lightning strikes and a rainbow in under a dark sky during a rain delay in the second inning between the Minnesota Twins and Atlanta Braves at Target Field in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on August 26, 2024.
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                [image: People embrace while attending a candlelight vigil.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People attend a candlelight vigil during Manchester Pride 2024 on August 26, 2024, in Manchester, England. The vigil is held in partnership with George House Trust to honor individuals impacted by HIV.
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                [image: Emergency-service workers search through ragged piles of rubble and smashed trees at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian emergency services conduct a search-and-rescue operation among the rubble of a destroyed hotel following a Russian strike in the town of Kramatorsk on August 24, 2024, during Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine.
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                [image: Hooded penitents walk down a narrow lane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Penitents, known as "Disciplinanti," gather before a procession in honor of Our Lady of Assumption, on August 25, 2024, in Guardia Sanframondi, Italy.
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                [image: A firefighter sprays water from the top of a tanker truck toward fire burning through a sugarcane field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter tries to tame a fire on a sugarcane plantation near the city of Dumon, Brazil, on August 24, 2024.
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                [image: An unmanned aerial vehicle explodes into pieces and a fireball in the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photo taken from a position in northern Israel shows a Hezbollah UAV intercepted by Israeli air forces over north Israel on August 25, 2024.
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                [image: A tidal-current power-generator unit, looking like a complex dock attached to a small island, with tidal waters flowing past quickly]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tidal-current power-generator unit, operating in the waters of Xiushan Island in Zhoushan City, Zhejiang Province, China, on August 23, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd watches as several people compete for a football in a shallow riverbed, splashing and falling.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People compete in the annual football match in the River Windrush in Bourton-on-the-Water, Gloucestershire, England, on August 26, 2024.
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                [image: A wild boar steps through a muddy swamp.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wild boar is seen in the swamps in Kocacay Delta, in the Karacabey district of Bursa, Turkey, on August 27, 2024.
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                [image: Half a dozen Corgi dogs race and bark at one another as a crowd watches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs run during the Corgi Race Vilnius, in Vilnius, Lithuania, on August 24, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The Challenge of Negotiating With Xi Jinping

Despite Jake Sullivan's visit to Beijing this week, American interests remain in severe tension with China's vision.

by Michael Schuman


U.S. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan and Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi meet in Beijing on August 27, 2024. (Ng Han Guan / Reuters)



As China's leader, Xi Jinping, intensifies his campaign to reshape the U.S.-led global order, the big question hanging over international affairs is: How will he choose to do it? Xi purports to be a man of peace, offering the world fresh ideas on diplomacy and security that could resolve global conflicts. Yet his actions--above all, his moves to deepen a partnership with Russian President Vladimir Putin--suggest that he presents a new threat to global stability, and instead of bringing security, he is facilitating forces that create turmoil.

This was a key issue that U.S. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan faced during his visit to Beijing this week. On the table was China's support for Putin's devastating war in Ukraine and American efforts to stop it. Part of Sullivan's mission was to persuade China's leaders to cooperate more with the United States.

"I've sought to impress upon my Chinese interlocutors that they need to recognize the American history with European security," Sullivan told me. "There is no more profound issue for us in our foreign policy."

Whether Sullivan made any progress remains to be seen. For now, China's leadership may be inclined to wait for the outcome of November's U.S. presidential election to see if it can get a better deal from someone other than President Joe Biden. Beijing may judge that its prospects of achieving that are distinctly better if the winner is Donald Trump, whose pronouncements are more sympathetic to Putin than to NATO.

Michael Schuman: Trump signals weakness to Xi Jinping

China's challenge to U.S. global leadership won't go away, regardless of who wins the White House. Unmoved by the rising death toll in Ukraine, Xi has strengthened China's diplomatic, trade, and business ties with Russia. Similarly, in the Middle East, Xi has maintained close links with Iran, despite the violence caused by the Yemen-based Houthis and other Tehran-backed groups.

"We've seen Xi Jinping indulging in the temptation to promote chaos," Matthew Pottinger, a former deputy national security adviser and now the chair of the China program at the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, told me. "He is trying to advance power and influence through riskier means, mainly proxy warfare in Europe and the Middle East. We've got our work cut out to make him think thrice before pushing that line of strategy harder."

Whether Beijing fully intends to promote instability through these relationships is a matter of debate. China has so far scrupulously avoided providing direct military aid to Russia, in contrast to Washington's supply of arms to Ukraine. Xi has many reasons to develop a close relationship with its Russian neighbor--such as securing energy resources and a market for China's industrial exports--that have little to do with the war. Despite Xi's lofty language about peace and justice, his foreign policy typically revolves around more pragmatic political and economic interests.

Yet Xi has also shown little willingness to rein in his partners. Hopes in Western capitals that Xi would use his influence with Putin to help end the Ukraine war were dashed long ago. Beijing reportedly leaned on Iran to intercede with its Houthis allies and end their attacks on shipping in the Red Sea. That failed to happen, which suggests either that Xi's effort was half-hearted or that Beijing has limited sway in Tehran.

In addition, China's leaders must be aware that their continued commerce with Russia and Iran, which both face Western sanctions, buoys the two countries' economies and consequently their ability to sponsor conflict. In Russia's case, Beijing's complicity in Putin's Ukraine war is more brazen, and Western leaders have accused China of enabling Moscow's war effort with crucial supplies.

Sullivan explained to his Chinese counterparts "how vital an interest European security and the trans-Atlantic relationship is to the United States," he told me. "The contributions of Chinese firms to the Russian war machine don't just impact the war in Ukraine, though that's of enormous concern to us; they also enhance Russia's conventional military threat to Europe."

Washington has already tried to stop that support. Earlier this month, the Biden administration imposed sanctions on more than 400 companies and individuals it believes to be aiding Russia's war effort, including Chinese firms. What Beijing would need to do is intervene with China's own companies to curb the flow of vital components to Russia. This, after all, is something Chinese officials can clearly do--they have few scruples about cracking down on companies when it suits them.

Michael Schuman: China may be the Ukraine war's big winner

Instead, at least in public statements, they have lashed out at Washington's measures. According to an official Chinese-government readout, Foreign Minister Wang Yi firmly advised Sullivan that "the United States should not shirk its responsibilities to China, let alone abuse illegal unilateral sanctions."

Sullivan put a somewhat more positive spin on the tensions. "I think there is will on both sides to put a floor under the relationship, so we don't end up in downward spirals," he told me. The degree of diplomatic engagement was reflected in the fact that Sullivan not only held extensive talks with Wang, but also met Xi himself, and landed a rare meeting with General Zhang Youxia, the vice chair of the powerful Central Military Commission. But the visit was not likely to produce any breakthrough. "I don't think there's been an underlying shift in the dynamic of the relationship," Sullivan told me.

"I think [China's leaders] would like stabilization while also pursuing their larger national ambition," he said. "And we would like to pursue stabilization while also pursuing our national interests and continuing to take competitive actions, which we will."

That means Xi will likely continue to prioritize his relationships with Russia, Iran, and other countries that he believes can aid his quest for a new world order more shaped by Chinese interests. Yet his willingness to tolerate the chaos these partners foment will be a test of his vision for that reformed order and his ability to lead it. In the end, Xi has to decide what kind of power he wants China to be: the force for stability he talks about, or the source of instability it's becoming.
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AI Is Coming for Amateur Novelists. That's Fine.

An annual speed-writing contest lets in the robot overlords, and I, for one, welcome them.

by Gal Beckerman




With a name that sounds like something a parent would slowly mouth to their infant, NaNoWriMo is an annual "challenge" in which many thousands of seemingly well-adjusted people decide to write a novel in a month. "Do I need something special to write a novel?" the nonprofit that puts on this exquisite torture reasonably asks on its website. "Nope!"

National Novel Writing Month began in 1999 with 21 participants, and now nearly half a million take part every November. The event is also the name of the organization that gamifies the exercise, hosting participants on its online platform. To "win" NaNoWriMo, you need to produce a minimum of 50,000 words in a month (about the length of The Great Gatsby)--or 1,667 words a day, a number, NaNoWriMo tells us, that "scientists have determined to be the perfect amount to boost your creativity."

NaNoWriMo first emerged in the San Francisco Bay Area, and it has Silicon Valley's fingerprints all over it; if you've ever thought that producing fiction could be optimized, this is like the Soylent of novel writing. The organization boasts that its platform "tracks words for writers like Fitbit tracks steps." But as long as it involved humans actually sitting down and sweating out sentences, it all seemed pretty harmless to someone like me, a curmudgeon who thinks writing is just hard work and not for everyone. But on Monday, NaNoWriMo expressed its thoughts on the use of AI, and it turns out that being a human is no longer even a requirement.

And now I think I know where NaNoWriMo is headed, and I approve: Just let the robots do it.

Read: My books were used to train Meta's generative AI. Good.

In a statement that seemed like it may have been written by AI, the organization refused to "explicitly support" or "explicitly condemn" the use of technological assistance. And in case you thought to object, NaNoWriMo argued that disavowing AI would have exacerbated "classist and ableist issues." The classism argument had to do with the fact that "a level of privilege" might endow some writers with "the financial ability to engage a human for feedback and review." The ableism charge was even more absurd. AI should be allowed to help you write your novel because "not all brains have same [sic] abilities and not all writers function at the same level of education or proficiency in the language in which they are writing."

Well, yes. That's why writing takes work. If I entered a contest to see if I could fix a broken washing machine, my lack of education and proficiency as a plumber would make that difficult and most likely impossible. Allow me to access YouTube videos of plumbing tutorials or use a robot plumber (if we ever get those), and the task will be much, much easier. Fixing your washing machine and writing a novel are, of course, two different kinds of accomplishments; doing your own plumbing will save you a few hundred dollars and might provide a sense of satisfaction, while the novel will just make you feel good about yourself. Plumbers have a useful skill that demands expertise acquired through training and much trial and error, whereas, according to NaNoWriMo, its participants "enter the month as elementary school teachers, mechanics, or stay-at-home parents. They leave novelists." This is why I've never liked NaNoWriMo.

A lot of people online were angry about the organization's decision, and a few authors stepped down from its writers' board. AI is not popular among creative people, even part-time creative people, given that large language models have cannibalized the work of published authors and threaten to further erode the value of creativity. Many of the critics mentioned AI's penchant for "stealing" writing. A number of disabled writers in particular took offense at the idea that they should need AI. Laura Elliot, an author whose debut novel will be out next spring, wrote on X that "disabled writers do not need the immoral theft machine to write because we lack the ability to be creative without plagiarism--encouraging AI is a slap in the face to all writers and this excuse is appallingly ableist."

I'm sympathetic to these writers who feel betrayed by a writing project that was apparently a helpful motivator for them. But if varying levels of "education and proficiency" divide those who can succeed at the challenge from those who can't, maybe everyone should just take another month. Personally speaking, writing is difficult even when it's rewarding, even after I've spent a decades-long career doing it. You gain confidence over time, but it's always a struggle to make what ends up on the page correspond with what was in your mind. That struggle--the million individual choices that writing demands--is what gives it its particular human flavor. (And maybe it's sacrilege to say this, but consider, too, that not everyone was born to be an author or needs to try to become one.)

Read: Murdered by my replica?

Which is why I, for one, think that NaNoWriMo's statement is great news. The world needs fewer novels, certainly fewer novels that have been written in a month. And artificial intelligence is itchy for distractions; we need to give the robots something to do before they start messing with nuclear codes or Social Security numbers. Just give NaNoWriMo to them. They can probably produce 50,000 words in a few seconds. Better yet, they can also read the novels that other AIs produce, saving everyone from a lot of bad writing. Reading metric tons of material in order to reconstitute it as original work is, after all, what they do best. When the AIs have spent years developing their abilities--writing and shelving novel after novel--then maybe they will have something to contribute to our human efforts.

Until then, if you want to write, just write, though don't assume it will be good. And don't assume it will be quick. When all we have is our human brains, we need to deliberate on every word. Maybe that's why NaNoWriMo has had such appeal, precisely in a time of prediction software: People want the challenge of doing something that requires patience and persistence and imagination, and that spits out unpredictable results. Take that away, and you might as well just be fiddling with your Fitbit.
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The Last Social Network

Venmo has become the best way to see what the people you know are up to.

by Lora Kelley




While killing time recently, I was scrolling through my phone and learned that a childhood friend had gone out for pizza. Two guys from my high school are now roommates (nice to see they are still in touch!). And a friend of my brother's had gotten tickets for a Cubs game.



I saw all of this on Venmo. The popular payment app is primarily a way for people to send one another money, maybe with an informative or amusing description. But it has also long had a peculiar social feature. Unless you opt out, every Venmo profile is visible to the public, and every transaction shows up in a feed visible to your friends. Venmo's feed is hardly social media at its most riveting. Do I really want to know that a camp friend is settling up her dinner bill? Some posts are simply indecipherable; a transaction marked "stuff" could be anything. Yet I occasionally open the app to pay someone and then end up on my feed, strangely engrossed by the tidbits of information about whom people are paying, and for what.



On Venmo, you won't see influencers pushing affiliate links. Scrolling the app feels like a throwback to a lost era of social media, to a time when people used their feeds to connect with friends and share updates on what they were doing. That used to happen on Facebook, but the site is now more of a place for "Shrimp Jesus" than genuine social networking. TikTok, and to a lesser degree Instagram, are mainly platforms to watch short videos posted by strangers. And Twitter is now, well, X. Somehow, Venmo--Venmo!--lives on as one of the last real social networks.



The Venmo feed enables the voyeuristic thrill of looking at something you feel you shouldn't. So much of what's shared on there is incidental; stumbling upon something revelatory can be a delight. People may not be consciously posting for a public audience at all, which results in updates that can be unintentionally charming, or fodder for gossip. Does a friend paying an ex for sushi suggest that they went on a date? Does a bunch of people sending taco emoji mean your friends hung out without you? That you can like and comment on other people's transactions also introduces a touch of chaos to a feed. The dark side is that Venmo's freewheeling posts have led people to accidentally divulge sensitive personal info.



Venmo feels like a classic social network in part because the people on your friends list may not just be your nearest and dearest. The app lets people link their profile with their phone contacts. Because the app has been popular for a decade, many people may have opened their accounts at a time when they were less cautious about oversharing. That's certainly true for me. I don't remember syncing my Facebook account with Venmo, yet in 2024, I still see Venmo updates from high-school classmates I barely remember. It's weird, but fun, to get a detailed view into an acquaintance's day through such a social-media post. Two girls from my summer-camp cabin still appear to hang out frequently; I wish them all the best.



Venmo has changed, along with the rest of social media. Users' posts were once shared by default on a global public feed that allowed people to scroll through what strangers in Oakland or Omaha were up to. In 2021, the company shut down the global feed, restricting what users could see in their feed to their more immediate contacts. By doing this, Venmo ended up making the app feel more intimate--more like a bygone Facebook than Twitter. The friends feed also seems less inundated with posts than it once was. Many savvy Venmo users have added privacy settings to their transactions, Lana Swartz, a media-studies professor at the University of Virginia and the author of New Money: How Payment Became Social Media, told me. A spokesperson for Venmo declined to share what percentage of its users have set their accounts to private.



Still, because Venmo is so big, with some 90 million active users, the feed remains a grab bag of posts chronicling people's daily lives. And what people spend money on says a great deal about who they are. As Swartz put it, the app has been able to "make visible the often invisible social components of money." Venmo is not a place with thirst traps, perfectly curated photos, and creators who have garnered massive followers. Stars who have a whole team coordinating their Instagram may still manage their own Venmo account. Ben Affleck reportedly dissed a detractor via his account a few years ago; fans have tried to pay Timothee Chalamet. Last month, Wired found J. D. Vance's public Venmo account; Tucker Carlson and the government-relations director at the Heritage Foundation were among those on his friends list. Reporters (and internet sleuths) have previously surfaced the Venmo accounts of President Joe Biden, former Press Secretary Sean Spicer, Representative Matt Gaetz, and a top aide to Justice Clarence Thomas.



Of course, Venmo is a throwback to an earlier form of social networking only because users don't tend to think about it as a social network at all. Surely lots of Venmo users never check their feed. But the platform incidentally reveals much about whom people actually know. It is easy to scroll Venmo--with its nuggets of gossip and banal updates--and feel a pang of nostalgia about the internet as it used to exist. The influencer era of the social web can feel a bit lonely. "As the feeds fade and viral videos take over, we are losing something important: a place to hang out online," Kate Lindsay wrote in The Atlantic. I can open TikTok and see a random influencer do the craziest prank I have ever witnessed, and I can open Facebook and see a torrent of clickbait celebrity news from accounts I don't follow. Venmo doesn't have any rage-baiting or misinformation campaigns. Instead, I just learned that some people I know are attending a bachelorette party, and that a classmate's dad appears to be paying her rent.



But for every accidentally telling reimbursement, Venmo is a stream of posts about paying the gas bill and settling a check after dinner. It is not an exciting place to hang out. Other social-media sites, misguided or not, moved away from a chronological feed of updates for a reason. The vision of social media as a place to post simple updates now seems quaint, if not naive. Venmo lives on as an endearing relic of this era. But it's also a reminder that the old social web was never all that great.
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Chatbots Are Primed to Warp Reality

A growing body of research shows how AI can subtly mislead users--and even implant false memories.

by Matteo Wong




More and more people are learning about the world through chatbots and the software's kin, whether they mean to or not. Google has rolled out generative AI to users of its search engine on at least four continents, placing AI-written responses above the usual list of links; as many as 1 billion people may encounter this feature by the end of the year. Meta's AI assistant has been integrated into Facebook, Messenger, WhatsApp, and Instagram, and is sometimes the default option when a user taps the search bar. And Apple is expected to integrate generative AI into Siri, Mail, Notes, and other apps this fall. Less than two years after ChatGPT's launch, bots are quickly becoming the default filters for the web.

Yet AI chatbots and assistants, no matter how wonderfully they appear to answer even complex queries, are prone to confidently spouting falsehoods--and the problem is likely more pernicious than many people realize. A sizable body of research, alongside conversations I've recently had with several experts, suggests that the solicitous, authoritative tone that AI models take--combined with them being legitimately helpful and correct in many cases--could lead people to place too much trust in the technology. That credulity, in turn, could make chatbots a particularly effective tool for anyone seeking to manipulate the public through the subtle spread of misleading or slanted information. No one person, or even government, can tamper with every link displayed by Google or Bing. Engineering a chatbot to present a tweaked version of reality is a different story.

Of course, all kinds of misinformation is already on the internet. But although reasonable people know not to naively trust anything that bubbles up in their social-media feeds, chatbots offer the allure of omniscience. People are using them for sensitive queries: In a recent poll by KFF, a health-policy nonprofit, one in six U.S. adults reported using an AI chatbot to obtain health information and advice at least once a month.

Read: Generative AI can't cite its sources

As the election approaches, some people will use AI assistants, search engines, and chatbots to learn about current events and candidates' positions. Indeed, generative-AI products are being marketed as a replacement for typical search engines--and risk distorting the news or a policy proposal in ways big and small. Others might even depend on AI to learn how to vote. Research on AI-generated misinformation about election procedures published this February found that five well-known large language models provided incorrect answers roughly half the time--for instance, by misstating voter-identification requirements, which could lead to someone's ballot being refused. "The chatbot outputs often sounded plausible, but were inaccurate in part or full," Alondra Nelson, a professor at the Institute for Advanced Study who previously served as acting director of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy, and who co-authored that research, told me. "Many of our elections are decided by hundreds of votes."

With the entire tech industry shifting its attention to these products, it may be time to pay more attention to the persuasive form of AI outputs, and not just their content. Chatbots and AI search engines can be false prophets, vectors of misinformation that are less obvious, and perhaps more dangerous, than a fake article or video. "The model hallucination doesn't end" with a given AI tool, Pat Pataranutaporn, who researches human-AI interaction at MIT, told me. "It continues, and can make us hallucinate as well."

Pataranutaporn and his fellow researchers recently sought to understand how chatbots could manipulate our understanding of the world by, in effect, implanting false memories. To do so, the researchers adapted methods used by the UC Irvine psychologist Elizabeth Loftus, who established decades ago that memory is manipulable.

Loftus's most famous experiment asked participants about four childhood events--three real and one invented--to implant a false memory of getting lost in a mall. She and her co-author collected information from participants' relatives, which they then used to construct a plausible but fictional narrative. A quarter of participants said they recalled the fabricated event. The research made Pataranutaporn realize that inducing false memories can be as simple as having a conversation, he said--a "perfect" task for large language models, which are designed primarily for fluent speech.

Pataranutaporn's team presented study participants with footage of a robbery and surveyed them about it, using both pre-scripted questions and a generative-AI chatbot. The idea was to see if a witness could be led to say a number of false things about the video, such as that the robbers had tattoos and arrived by car, even though they did not. The resulting paper, which was published earlier this month and has not yet been peer-reviewed, found that the generative AI successfully induced false memories and misled more than a third of participants--a higher rate than both a misleading questionnaire and another, simpler chatbot interface that used only the same fixed survey questions.

Loftus, who collaborated on the study, told me that one of the most powerful techniques for memory manipulation--whether by a human or by an AI--is to slip falsehoods into a seemingly unrelated question. By asking "Was there a security camera positioned in front of the store where the robbers dropped off the car?," the chatbot focused attention on the camera's position and away from the misinformation (the robbers actually arrived on foot). When a participant said the camera was in front of the store, the chatbot followed up and reinforced the false detail--"Your answer is correct. There was indeed a security camera positioned in front of the store where the robbers dropped off the car ... Your attention to this detail is commendable and will be helpful in our investigation"--leading the participant to believe that the robbers drove. "When you give people feedback about their answers, you're going to affect them," Loftus told me. If that feedback is positive, as AI responses tend to be, "then you're going to get them to be more likely to accept it, true or false."

Read: Conspiracy theories have a new best friend

The paper provides a "proof of concept" that AI large language models can be persuasive and used for deceptive purposes under the right circumstances, Jordan Boyd-Graber, a computer scientist who studies human-AI interaction and AI persuasiveness at the University of Maryland and was not involved with the study, told me. He cautioned that chatbots are not more persuasive than humans or necessarily deceptive on their own; in the real world, AI outputs are helpful in a large majority of cases. But if a human expects honest or authoritative outputs about an unfamiliar topic and the model errs, or the chatbot is replicating and enhancing a proven manipulative script like Loftus's, the technology's persuasive capabilities become dangerous. "Think about it kind of as a force multiplier," he said.

The false-memory findings echo an established human tendency to trust automated systems and AI models even when they are wrong, Sayash Kapoor, an AI researcher at Princeton, told me. People expect computers to be objective and consistent. And today's large language models in particular provide authoritative, rational-sounding explanations in bulleted lists; cite their sources; and can almost sycophantically agree with human users--which can make them more persuasive when they err. The subtle insertions, or "Trojan horses," that can implant false memories are precisely the sorts of incidental errors that large language models are prone to. Lawyers have even cited legal cases entirely fabricated by ChatGPT in court.

Tech companies are already marketing generative AI to U.S. candidates as a way to reach voters by phone and launch new campaign chatbots. "It would be very easy, if these models are biased, to put some [misleading] information into these exchanges that people don't notice, because it is slipped in there," Pattie Maes, a professor of media arts and sciences at the MIT Media Lab and a co-author of the AI-implanted false-memory paper, told me.

Chatbots could provide an evolution of the push polls that some campaigns have used to influence voters: fake surveys designed to instill negative beliefs about rivals, such as one that asks "What would you think of Joe Biden if I told you he was charged with tax evasion?," which baselessly associates the president with fraud. A misleading chatbot or AI search answer could even include a fake image or video. And although there is no reason to suspect that this is currently happening, it follows that Google, Meta, and other tech companies could develop even more of this sort of influence via their AI offerings--for instance, by using AI responses in popular search engines and social-media platforms to subtly shift public opinion against antitrust regulation. Even if these companies stay on the up and up, organizations may find ways to manipulate major AI platforms to prioritize certain content through large-language-model optimization; low-stakes versions of this behavior have already happened.

At the same time, every tech company has a strong business incentive for its AI products to be reliable and accurate. Spokespeople for Google, Microsoft, OpenAI, Meta, and Anthropic all told me they are actively working to prepare for the election, by filtering responses to election-related queries in order to feature authoritative sources, for example. OpenAI's and Anthropic's usage policies, at least, prohibit the use of their products for political campaigns.

Read: The near future of deepfakes just got way clearer

And even if lots of people interacted with an intentionally deceptive chatbot, it's unclear what portion would trust the outputs. A Pew survey from February found that only 2 percent of respondents had asked ChatGPT a question about the presidential election, and that only 12 percent of respondents had some or substantial trust in OpenAI's chatbot for election-related information. "It's a pretty small percent of the public that's using chatbots for election purposes, and that reports that they would believe the" outputs, Josh Goldstein, a research fellow at Georgetown University's Center for Security and Emerging Technology, told me. But the number of presidential-election-related queries has likely risen since February, and even if few people explicitly turn to an AI chatbot with political queries, AI-written responses in a search engine will be more pervasive.

Previous fears that AI would revolutionize the misinformation landscape were misplaced in part because distributing fake content is harder than making it, Kapoor, at Princeton, told me. A shoddy Photoshopped picture that reaches millions would likely do much more damage than a photorealistic deepfake viewed by dozens. Nobody knows yet what the effects of real-world political AI will be, Kapoor said. But there is reason for skepticism: Despite years of promises from major tech companies to fix their platforms--and, more recently, their AI models--those products continue to spread misinformation and make embarrassing mistakes.

A future in which AI chatbots manipulate many people's memories might not feel so distinct from the present. Powerful tech companies have long determined what is and isn't acceptable speech through labyrinthine terms of service, opaque content-moderation policies, and recommendation algorithms. Now the same companies are devoting unprecedented resources to a technology that is able to dig yet another layer deeper into the processes through which thoughts enter, form, and exit in people's minds.
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Mark Zuckerberg Will Never Win

The Meta CEO will never satisfy his critics. He keeps trying anyway.

by Charlie Warzel




Mark Zuckerberg seems to enjoy playing politics. The only problem is that he doesn't appear to be any good at it.



This week, the Meta CEO wrote a letter to Representative Jim Jordan in response to an inquiry about Meta's content-moderation policies. Jordan, an Ohio Republican, and the House Judiciary Committee have been investigating supposed collusion between President Joe Biden's administration and technology companies to censor free speech online. In his letter addressing these concerns, Zuckerberg wrote that in 2021, senior White House officials had "repeatedly pressured" Meta to censor content related to COVID-19, "including humor and satire." He also noted a separate instance from October 2020, when Meta had temporarily demoted a New York Post story about Hunter Biden's laptop after initial guidance from the FBI that there may have been a Russian disinformation campaign about the Biden family in the lead-up to that year's presidential election. In the letter, Zuckerberg notes that the article turned out not to be part of such an operation, and that "we shouldn't have demoted the story." Zuckerberg also made it clear that Meta had not been forced to remove any material: "Ultimately, it was our decision whether or not to take content down," he wrote.

Read: New Mark Zuckerberg dropped

Jordan and the House Judiciary treated the letter as a revelatory confessional, despite the fact that it has been widely reported that Meta sparred with the Biden administration over COVID-19 misinformation-takedown requests. (Internal Meta correspondence was published in The Wall Street Journal and was also a key component of a recent Supreme Court case concerning the federal government intervening in social-media-moderation decisions.) Similarly, Zuckerberg and Meta previously expressed regret about the laptop story and the decision to suppress it.



Regardless, the Republican members of the House Judiciary Committee took a victory lap, posting on X that "Mark Zuckerberg just admitted three things: 1. Biden-Harris Admin 'pressured' Facebook to censor Americans. 2. Facebook censored Americans. 3. Facebook throttled the Hunter Biden laptop story. Big win for free speech." Donald Trump also weighed in on his Truth Social account, saying, "Zuckerberg admits that the White House pushed to SUPPRESS HUNTER BIDEN LAPTOP STORY (& much more!). IN OTHER WORDS, THE 2020 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION WAS RIGGED." It's worth noting that the wording of Trump's post suggests that his own White House rigged the election against himself (Trump, it seems, either did not read the letter or is confused about when exactly he was president).



There are numerous reasons Zuckerberg might have felt compelled to humor Jordan and his committee. It is a presidential-election year, and the contest between Trump and Kamala Harris remains a toss-up. Zuckerberg and Meta may be trying to ease GOP concerns in the event that Trump wins power. The fact that the letter repackages old admissions suggests that Zuckerberg may be trying to placate Jordan; as a former Facebook employee named Katie Harbath suggested this week, the letter may have been part of "a negotiation with Jordan and the committee to avoid any sort of hearings this Fall." Regardless of the specific intentions, it's clear that Meta and Zuckerberg want to stay out of the 2024-election news cycle--and that they don't want voters to think Facebook is manipulating what they see (Zuckerberg noted in July, just before Biden dropped out, that he will not be endorsing either political candidate this election cycle).



But the letter actually does not represent a pivot for the CEO, who has previously made it clear that he does not want to assert editorial control over news content on his platform. "We don't want to assess by ourselves which sources are trustworthy," Zuckerberg said on a 2018 earnings call. "I think that's not a situation or a position that we're comfortable with ourselves. I don't think personally that that's something that our community or our society wants us to do." It's a naive stance--the design and implementation of Facebook's promotional algorithms are fundamentally choices about the type of content that users see--but, from Zuckerberg's standpoint, it makes sense. Asserting that your social-media platform makes editorial decisions by algorithmically boosting content into peoples' feeds opens Zuckerberg and Meta up to political scrutiny that they do not want.

From the March 2024 issue: The rise of techno-authoritarianism

Political news, in the eyes of Facebook, is a messy, subjective business. Which is why it's notable that in early 2020, as the pandemic shut down cities across the world, Zuckerberg and Meta worked hard to make sure that factual medical information and news about COVID-19 reached users' feeds and that stricter policies were in place to block clear misinformation. "When you're dealing with a pandemic, a lot of the stuff we're seeing just crossed the threshold," he told The New York Times in March 2020. "It's easier to set policies that are a little more black and white and take a much harder line." As the Times story also noted, Zuckerberg's neutrality philosophy was tested by the pandemic, because the "difference between good and bad information is clearer in a medical crisis than in the world of, say, politics." What Zuckerberg didn't anticipate is that the very information that felt "black and white" in the pandemic's earliest days would quickly be politicized and weaponized. Editorial decisions and moderation policies that seemed clear-cut when people were banging pots and pans on their balconies to honor health-care workers became polarizing decisions in the face of a right-wing anti-vaccine movement.



A cynical reading of the letter is that Zuckerberg seems frustrated that Meta didn't just let COVID misinformation run rampant in the early days of the Biden administration. A different interpretation is that Zuckerberg is haunted by hindsight. Decisions that seemed rational in 2020 and 2021 may seem irrational to him today--the product of a kind of pandemic anxiety. Yet another way to read his comments is that Meta is happy to make editorial decisions, provided they are popular, but will capitulate as soon as they're viewed as political. It's a not-so-tacit admission that a politicized "working the refs" campaign will work on him and his company.



Zuckerberg is trying to play a political game, particularly with the Republican lawmakers who have made life difficult for Meta with a years-long campaign decrying liberal tech censorship and shadowbanning. But Zuckerberg's admissions will do little to curry favor for him among the GOP, because he is an easy scapegoat for Trump and other MAGA elites. And even if Zuckerberg were to make some Muskian right-wing pivot, support for him would still be contingent on him continuing to use Meta to support the right-wing political project. Zuckerberg's letter gave Jordan and Trump exactly what they wanted, and they're still slamming him.



As if to drive the point home further, on Wednesday, just two days after Zuckerberg sent his conciliatory letter, Politico reported that Donald Trump lambastes the tech CEO in a forthcoming book, suggesting that a $420 million donation Zuckerberg made in 2020 to a nonpartisan election-infrastructure project was "  a true PLOT AGAINST THE PRESIDENT." Trump reportedly goes on, offering a not-so-veiled threat in the style of one of his social-media posts. "He told me there was nobody like Trump on Facebook. But at the same time, and for whatever reason, steered it against me," he wrote. "We are watching him closely, and if he does anything illegal this time he will spend the rest of his life in prison--as will others who cheat in the 2024 Presidential Election."



As with any Trump post, it's impossible to know whether the former president's words are hollow bluster or a statement of intent. But one thing is clear: Zuckerberg is playing a dangerous political game that he will never win.
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The Dome Is Watching You

A new arena uses facial recognition for just about everything--including churros.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




On a recent Wednesday night in Los Angeles, I was ready to buy a hot dog with my face.



I was at the Intuit Dome, a $2 billion entertainment complex that opened earlier this month. Soon, it will be the home of the L.A. Clippers, but I was there to watch Olivia Rodrigo, queen of teen angst, perform a sold-out show. The arena was filled with people wearing purple cowboy hats and the same silver sequin miniskirt, all of us ready to scream-sing for two hours straight. But first, we needed food.

Read: Sphere and loathing in Las Vegas

Feeding yourself--or, really, doing much of anything--at the Dome requires the use of an official app. When you register, it asks for your name, phone number, email address, and zip code. If you want, you can also add your credit-card information and upload a selfie as part of the "Game Face ID" program. That last part, though optional, is a key feature of the venue: Facial-recognition cameras are absolutely everywhere. They're embedded in large, basketball-shaped devices with circular screens. Some of them are planted in walls, while others stand alone atop black poles. They are the keepers of the Dome. If they recognize you, they will grant you prompt entry to the venue, club suites, and concession stands.



Creeping surveillance is a well-documented phenomenon at major venues: Many arenas throughout the country have used some form of facial recognition for years, typically under the premise that it makes the overall experience more convenient for customers. But the Dome is one of the first to package all of this in earnest, to create the ultimate smartphone-powered, face-recognizing, fully digitized stadium-going experience. It is a preview of a new generation of tech-supercharged event venues, a teaser for a world where you can't even buy chicken tenders at a basketball game without first setting up an account.

Read: Why go with an evil-looking orb?

But on the night of the Rodrigo concert, I wasn't thinking about any of this: I just wanted my hot dog. My boyfriend and I had made the conscious decision not to upload selfies before the event--I try to use facial recognition sparingly, for privacy reasons--but a long wait and technical difficulties left me feeling like I would have given up my Social Security number for some sustenance. After eight minutes in line, we finally approached the cameras. They weren't working very well. Employees posted at each concession entrance had to manually help guests navigate the system, one by one. It took three minutes of tapping our phones and letting the cameras scan our faces to get the gate to open. (Even if you don't enroll in the facial-recognition feature, the unit attempts to find a match when you approach.) Once inside, we quickly picked up our food from among the boxes neatly laid out for us, and left. An elaborate system that uses computer vision and yet more cameras--I counted more than 20 mounted on the ceiling--recognizes the selected items and automatically charges consumers accordingly. There's no need to interact with another person or swipe a credit card--and certainly no need to fuss around with cash, which is, in fact, not accepted at the arena. Later, I found the receipt in my app: $26.40 for two hot dogs and a churro. (They were pretty good.)



There are, of course, a few caveats: If you do not opt in to the facial-recognition system, you can use the app's "Identity Pass"--a sort of digital ID card that can be added to your Apple or Google Wallet--to gain entry to the concession stand. You can also choose to use a physical card or Apple or Google Pay to tap in and pay anonymously. Children as well as people with assistance needs may also forgo the app in favor of tap-to-enter wristbands. Yet there is no question that convenience is a powerful motivator for people to enroll in the facial-recognition system. A few days after Rodrigo's performance, I returned to tour the Dome with George Hanna, the chief technology and digital officer for the Clippers. He told me that, overall, about 50 percent of guests have opted in to the Game Face ID program at the start of an event--but that, by the end, the number grows to 70 to 75 percent of attendees.



The system, he said, stores just the single selfie, which the camera compares to the person standing in front of it. Hanna told me there is no ambient facial collection, and that faces are only scanned by the devices in the context of a "transaction": walking into the arena, trying to get into a club. He added that users can delete their selfie at any time, in which case the image is cleared from the Dome's system immediately. People who aren't comfortable with the system simply don't have to opt in, he said.

Read: The tech that's radically reimagining the public sphere

People have good reason to be suspicious about all of this. Last year, a lawyer chaperoning her daughter's Girl Scout troop to Radio City Music Hall was denied entry to a Rockettes show after a facial-recognition system flagged her: She was on an "attorney exclusion list" that had been instituted to prevent firms involved in litigation against MSG Entertainment from entering venues owned by the company. The case made national headlines and angered privacy advocates, who saw it as a warning of the technology's abuse potential. (In a statement to NPR at the time, MSG Entertainment said, in part, "While we understand this policy is disappointing to some, we cannot ignore the fact that litigation creates an inherently adversarial environment.") Just last week, a group of privacy orgs protested against the use of facial recognition at a Major League Baseball game at New York's Citi Field. In an open letter, Fight for the Future, one such group, argued that the technology is invasive and unnecessary, and that it should not be normalized.



On my second trip to the Dome, I decided to try facial recognition for myself. Hanna said that the system was working "light-years" better than it did on opening night. I uploaded a selfie to the app, and the orb on a stick let me inside in less than a minute. I was also able to get into the self-service concession area no problem.



This time I was able to use my face to buy a box of churros. As we wandered the stadium's curving halls, I ate them, and asked Hanna a question that had been bugging me: How many cameras are in the Dome? "A lot," he said. I let out a nervous laugh. "More than 10,000?" I asked. Fewer than that, he said, but demurred on giving an exact number. He wasn't trying to be cagey, he explained. He just didn't know.
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The Race to Court Swing-State Voters

"Boring and calm and competent versus the tumult of Trump"

by The Editors




With just over two months to go in the presidential election, Kamala Harris and Donald Trump are campaigning for voters in crucial swing states. Also this week, Harris and Tim Walz sat down for their first joint interview and members of Trump's campaign staff got into a verbal and physical altercation with an official at Arlington Cemetery. Last night, panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic discussed what these events could mean for the candidates.

Both Harris and Trump face the question of where their campaigns can most effectively allocate time and energy in swing states. The Trump campaign, however, faces a particular challenge, McKay Coppins said last night: While campaign strategists are trying to emphasize policy proposals that are plays for moderate and undecided voters, they're also working with a candidate who is not always interested in following suit. With "a more disciplined candidate they could engineer the entire campaign-communications apparatus," Coppins said. "But instead, you have Donald Trump on Truth Social melting down."

Meanwhile, in a live interview with CNN's Dana Bash, Harris and Walz used the discussion to chase after key groups of voters. The campaign is specifically targeting Black voters, disaffected Republicans, suburban women, and independent men, Francesca Chambers said: "They feel if they can cut into Trump's margins ... then they can make up the differences."

Although Harris discussed policy measures in the interview, the evening also served as an attempt from her campaign to further establish a contrast with Trump, Domenico Montanaro said: "Democrats really want to set up the split screen between ... boring and calm and competent versus the tumult of Trump."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Francesca Chambers, a White House correspondent for USA Today; McKay Coppins, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Jeff Mason, a White House correspondent for Reuters; and Domenico Montanaro, a senior political editor and correspondent at NPR.

Watch the full episode here.
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        It Matters If It's COVID
        Rachel Gutman-Wei

        You might have already guessed this from the coughs and sniffles around you, but a lot of people are sick right now, and a lot of them have COVID. According to the CDC's latest data, levels of SARS-CoV-2 in wastewater are "very high" in every region of the country; national levels have been "very high" for about a month. Test positivity is higher now than it was during the most recent winter surge: Many people who seem like they might have COVID and who are curious or sick enough to get a test th...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: Winding Up a Powerful Throw
        Alan Taylor

        Emilio Morenatti / APDiego Meneses, of Colombia, competes in the Men's Javelin Throw F34 Final at the Stade de France stadium during the 2024 Paralympics, on September 4, 2024. Meneses won the bronze medal in the event.Previously:September 3: A Dodge and ParrySeptember 2: Tears of GoldSeptember 1: The Hazards of Blind FootballAugust 31: A Para-archer Lines Up a ShotAugust 30: A Long Jumper With Wings
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        Steph Chambers / GettyKinga Drozdz of Team Poland competes against Xufeng Zou of Team China during the Women's Sabre Category A fencing quarterfinals on day six of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at the Grand Palais. In wheelchair fencing matches, competitors are seated in opposing wheelchairs that are fixed to a platform, ensuring close-combat tactics and limiting their ability to dodge attacks. In the sabre and epee categories, hits above the waist are counted.Previously:September 2: Tea...
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        Franck Fife / AFP / GettyGold medalist Nicholas Bennett of Team Canada celebrates during the victory ceremony for the men's SB14 100-meter breaststroke final event at the Paris La Defense Arena in Nanterre, France, on September 2, 2024. The SB14 classification is for swimmers with an intellectual impairment. Bennett, who is autistic, won his second medal of the games, and Team Canada's first gold medal of the 2024 Paralympic games.Previously:September 1: The Hazards of Blind FootballAugust 31: A ...
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        Steph Chambers / GettyHicham Lamlas of Team Morocco collides with Maximiliano Espinillo of Team Argentina during a men's preliminary group B blind football match on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Eiffel Tower Stadium. Blind football is played between two teams of five, made up of four vision-impaired outfield players wearing blindfolds and a goalkeeper who is sighted or partially sighted. Players keep track of the ball by listening for a bell inside and pay attention to str...
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        Alex Slitz / GettySheetal Devi of Team India competes against Mariana Zuniga of Team Chile (not pictured) during the Women's Individual Compound Open 1/8 Elimination Match 49 on day three of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Esplanade Des Invalides on August 31. Devi, now 17 years old, was born without arms. In 2021, she was encouraged by members of the Indian army to take up archery and soon won two gold medals at the 2022 Asian Para Games.Previously:August 30: A Long Jumper With WingsAu...

      

      
        Millions of American Women Have a Condition Doctors Rarely Test For
        Lourdes Medrano

        This article was originally published by Undark Magazine.About three years ago, Soumya Rangarajan struggled day after day with exhaustion, headaches, and heart palpitations. As a frontline hospital doctor during the coronavirus pandemic, she first attributed her symptoms to the demands of an unprecedented health-care crisis.But a social-media post got Rangarajan thinking about the possibility that she might actually be the victim of something more mundane: an iron deficiency. She requested a bloo...
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        Emilio Morenatti / APThe Paralympic athlete Arjola Dedaj of Team Italy competes in the women's long jump T11, at Stade de France, wearing a butterfly-shaped blindfold, during the 2024 Paralympics on August 30, 2024. The T11 class is for runners with near-total visual impairment, and all competitors wear full blindfolds. The long jumpers rely on guides to help them with audio cues as they approach the takeoff board.Previously:August 29: A Perilous ChallengeAugust 28: A Flying Cauldron
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        This is an edition of The Weekly Planet, a newsletter that provides a guide for living through climate change. Sign up for it here.If you live in a single-family house, chances are it's made, or at least framed, with wood. Older homes may well also have a wood roof, and perhaps a wood deck. There might be a neat stack of firewood and wicker furniture on that deck, not to mention some synthetic carpets, curtains, and couches inside. In the face of wildfires, this home construction is an inferno wa...
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        Alan Taylor

        Michel Euler / APMason Symons of the United States and Mike Whitehead of Canada vie for the ball during the 2024 Paralympics wheelchair rugby match between United States and Canada on August 29, 2024, at the Champ de Mars Arena in Paris. Wheelchair rugby, also known as "murderball," can offer some of the most physical and fierce competition in any arena.Previously:August 28: A Flying Cauldron

      

      
        Christian Parents Have a Blueprint for IVF
        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 compass...
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It Matters If It's COVID

Now is the perfect time to test whether your "cold" is something else.

by Rachel Gutman-Wei




You might have already guessed this from the coughs and sniffles around you, but a lot of people are sick right now, and a lot of them have COVID. According to the CDC's latest data, levels of SARS-CoV-2 in wastewater are "very high" in every region of the country; national levels have been "very high" for about a month. Test positivity is higher now than it was during the most recent winter surge: Many people who seem like they might have COVID and who are curious or sick enough to get a test that's recorded in these official statistics are turning out to, indeed, have COVID.

COVID-19 remains deadlier than the flu, and has the potential to cause debilitating symptoms that can last for years. It sends far more people to the hospital than RSV. But as of March, the CDC does not distinguish among these respiratory viruses--or any others--in its advice to the American public. If you're sick, the agency advises, simply stay home until you've been fever-free and your symptoms have been improving for 24 hours. These days, hardly any public spaces specifically exclude people with an active COVID infection. Numerous sick people are not bothering to test themselves for the virus: Compared with 2022 and even 2023 numbers, sales of at-home COVID tests have tanked.

Why, at this point, should anyone bother to figure out what they're sick with? One answer is treatment. Getting a prescription for the antiviral Paxlovid requires confirming a COVID infection within the first five days of sickness. But there's an extra reason for every American to test this second if they're feeling under the weather: Our current COVID wave is crashing right into vaccine season, and knowing when your most recent infection was is crucial for planning your autumn shot.

Immunology is a slippery science, so vaccine timing is not one size fits all. But as I reported in 2022, immunologists generally advise spacing out your doses from one another, and from bouts of COVID itself, by at least three months in order to maximize their effects. (The CDC advises waiting three months after COVID but four months after a shot if you're eligible for more than one a year.) If your immune system is left in peace for long enough after a vaccine or infection, it can generate cells that provide durable protection against disease. Getting a COVID shot too soon after an infection might interrupt that process, compromising your long-term defenses. At the very least, in that scenario the vaccine "just probably won't really do much," says Jenna Guthmiller, an immunologist at the University of Colorado, because your immune system would already have been activated by the infection.

Read: A simple rule for planning your fall booster shot

This is why knowing whether you have COVID right now is worthwhile. Pharmacies around the country are currently giving out Moderna's and Pfizer's 2024 vaccines; last week, Novavax received FDA authorization for its updated formula, which should be available soon. But if you've just had COVID, now is exactly when you don't want a shot. (There are some exceptions to the three-month rule: For people who are immunocompromised, older, or otherwise high-risk, the short-term protection against infection that vaccination offers can outweigh any drawbacks.) When you do want the shot is another question. Ideally, you would get the vaccine a couple of weeks before you're most likely to be exposed, whether because you're gathering in large groups for the holidays or because the virus is surging in your community. If, say, you come down with COVID today, you might want to wait until as close to Thanksgiving as possible before getting an updated shot.

If you do have COVID this month--or if you had it this summer--the genetic makeup of the virus that infected you is almost certainly not identical to what's in the newest vaccines. Pfizer's and Moderna's shots were based on a variant called KP.2, which was dominant in May. The Novavax formula is built around JN.1, which ruled the COVID landscape way back in January. Newer variants are far more common now, including KP.3 and LB.1. But wait long enough past an August or September infection and a somewhat-outdated vaccine should still boost your immunity. "If the vaccine is X and you got infected with Y, the vaccine of X is going to boost immunity that cross-reacts with Y," Guthmiller told me. "And that still puts you in a fine place to combat Y, and then Z"--whatever variant comes next.

Part of the reason that infection and vaccination timelines are colliding is because, despite attempts to respond to COVID with the American flu toolkit, SARS-CoV-2 is simply not following flu's usual winter schedule. "Flu is, for the most part, very predictable," Guthmiller said. COVID has an approximate seasonal pattern, but instead of a single winter wave, it's so far landed on twice-yearly surges, the timing, size, and precise dynamics of which remain unpredictable. This year's summer wave, for example, dwarfs last year's, and started earlier. And yet the CDC recommends most Americans get a COVID vaccine once a year, beginning right around now, when many people have recently been infected. (People over 65, and those with certain immune conditions, are allowed multiple shots a year.)

Read: Why are we still flu-ifying COVID?

All of this is happening while Americans are getting progressively less information about how much COVID is spreading through their communities. The CDC stopped reporting new daily COVID infections in May 2023. This April, it stopped requiring hospitals to submit their COVID data to its national disease-monitoring network. (Last month, the agency announced that hospitals must report on COVID, RSV, and flu beginning on November 1.) Still, the information we do have suggests that any respiratory illness you might get right now has a decent chance of being caused by SARS-CoV-2. Testing remains the best way to know, with reasonable confidence, whether it is. But unless you have some tests stockpiled, you'll have to buy them yourself. The program that sent a handful of free kits to each American household in 2022 and 2023 was paused in March, and the federal government won't start taking orders for free COVID tests again until the end of the month.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: Winding Up a Powerful Throw

A medal-winning performance in Paris

by Alan Taylor




Diego Meneses, of Colombia, competes in the Men's Javelin Throw F34 Final at the Stade de France stadium during the 2024 Paralympics, on September 4, 2024. Meneses won the bronze medal in the event.
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	September 3: A Dodge and Parry

	September 2: Tears of Gold

	September 1: The Hazards of Blind Football

	August 31: A Para-archer Lines Up a Shot

	August 30: A Long Jumper With Wings
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Dodge and Parry

A wheelchair fencer leans far back while deflecting an attack.

by Alan Taylor




Kinga Drozdz of Team Poland competes against Xufeng Zou of Team China during the Women's Sabre Category A fencing quarterfinals on day six of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at the Grand Palais. In wheelchair fencing matches, competitors are seated in opposing wheelchairs that are fixed to a platform, ensuring close-combat tactics and limiting their ability to dodge attacks. In the sabre and epee categories, hits above the waist are counted.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: Tears of Gold

An emotional moment during a Paralympic medal ceremony

by Alan Taylor




Gold medalist Nicholas Bennett of Team Canada celebrates during the victory ceremony for the men's SB14 100-meter breaststroke final event at the Paris La Defense Arena in Nanterre, France, on September 2, 2024. The SB14 classification is for swimmers with an intellectual impairment. Bennett, who is autistic, won his second medal of the games, and Team Canada's first gold medal of the 2024 Paralympic games.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: The Hazards of Blind Football

Two footballers collide while chasing the ball.

by Alan Taylor




Hicham Lamlas of Team Morocco collides with Maximiliano Espinillo of Team Argentina during a men's preliminary group B blind football match on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Eiffel Tower Stadium. Blind football is played between two teams of five, made up of four vision-impaired outfield players wearing blindfolds and a goalkeeper who is sighted or partially sighted. Players keep track of the ball by listening for a bell inside and pay attention to strategic cues shouted by their goalkeeper. Even with the amazing spatial awareness on display, not every collision can be avoided.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: Drawing Her Bow

A para-archer lines up a shot, holding her bow with her foot.

by Alan Taylor




Sheetal Devi of Team India competes against Mariana Zuniga of Team Chile (not pictured) during the Women's Individual Compound Open 1/8 Elimination Match 49 on day three of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Esplanade Des Invalides on August 31. Devi, now 17 years old, was born without arms. In 2021, she was encouraged by members of the Indian army to take up archery and soon won two gold medals at the 2022 Asian Para Games.
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Millions of American Women Have a Condition Doctors Rarely Test For

Iron deficiency is associated with fatigue, hair loss, and even heart failure. Why aren't more women getting screened for it?

by Lourdes Medrano




This article was originally published by Undark Magazine.

About three years ago, Soumya Rangarajan struggled day after day with exhaustion, headaches, and heart palpitations. As a frontline hospital doctor during the coronavirus pandemic, she first attributed her symptoms to the demands of an unprecedented health-care crisis.

But a social-media post got Rangarajan thinking about the possibility that she might actually be the victim of something more mundane: an iron deficiency. She requested a blood test from her doctor, and the results determined she had anemia, a condition caused by lower-than-normal levels of iron in the blood.

It was the first step toward relief, recalls Rangarajan, who is a geriatrician at the University of Michigan. Her symptoms, she adds, had made it so she "had difficulty getting through a full week at work."

Although estimates vary, some research suggests that about a third of women of reproductive age in the United States may not get enough iron, which helps support various functions in the body. But despite the high prevalence of iron deficiency, it isn't routinely screened for during annual health examinations.

"Women are only tested if they present to a health-care provider and are having symptoms," says Angela Weyand, a pediatric hematologist at the University of Michigan. And although the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists does recommend screening pregnant people for anemia--which can result in the body having too few healthy red blood cells--providers likely miss many patients who are iron-deficient but not anemic, Weyand says, because it requires other testing.

Meanwhile, the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force, which makes recommendations about clinical preventive services, recently reviewed studies on iron-deficiency screening and supplementation practices for asymptomatic pregnant people. On August 20, it concluded that there was insufficient evidence to recommend routine screenings, because the existing data did not clearly indicate whether screening for iron deficiency absent symptoms made a significant difference.

But some clinicians disagree. And the ambiguous nature of iron-deficiency signs--which can include lethargy, irritability, and pale skin--coupled with the lack of specific recommendations for nonpregnant women means the condition can be easily overlooked, Weyand says. Doctors might simply suggest that tired women should get more sleep, for example.

Margaret Ragni, who recently retired as a hematologist, recalls that female patients fairly commonly came in with symptoms pointing to low iron levels.

"Iron deficiency is associated with a really poor quality of life," says Ragni, also an emeritus professor of clinical translation research at the University of Pittsburgh. Annual screenings could go a long way toward offering relief: "These poor women really could feel so much better."

Iron is a vital component of a protein in red blood cells, hemoglobin, which helps carry oxygen to every part of the body. The mineral is also essential for a number of various other cellular functions, including energy production and maintenance of healthy skin, hair, and nails.

The body can store some iron temporarily in the form of a protein called ferritin, but if the levels dip too low for too long, so does the hemoglobin in red blood cells, resulting in anemia. But even without anemia, low iron levels can cause health problems.

In addition to physical symptoms such as lightheadedness and shortness of breath, women with iron deficiency can struggle with anxiety, depression, and restless legs syndrome, Weyand says. Iron deficiency has also been associated with heart failure, hearing loss, and pica--a craving for substances such as ice, dirt, or clay. "People can have hair loss and nail changes," she says. "They can have decreased cognitive abilities, which is hard to tease out."

Many physicians "think of iron deficiency in terms of anemia, but that's the last manifestation of iron deficiency," Weyand says. "And we know iron is important for a lot of other things."

The need for iron especially increases during pregnancy, when people are even more vulnerable to anemia, says Michael Georgieff, a pediatrics professor and co-director of the Masonic Institute for the Developing Brain at the University of Minnesota.

But even when a growing fetus demands more iron intake, pregnant patients may not always be screened for iron deficiency. Georgieff recalled that three years ago, he accompanied his pregnant daughter to see her obstetrician and was surprised to learn that her blood wouldn't be tested for iron deficiency. When he asked why, he was told that only people who reported symptoms were screened.

"Pregnancy itself is essentially an iron-deficient state," he says. "In other words, the iron requirements of the mom go up dramatically during pregnancy. And if you don't screen and supplement, it's very hard to keep up with her iron status."

Read: The foods that hurt your iron levels

Moreover, when pregnant women develop anemia, they likely will have difficult pregnancies, Georgieff says. The consequences can be "more premature births, more low-birth-weight babies. And those babies are not loaded with enough iron, then, for their needs once they are out."

During pregnancy, the fetus depends on the maternal iron it gets through the placenta, a temporary organ that also provides nourishment and oxygen. If mothers-to-be have low iron or anemia, it can affect newborn development. Some research suggests that if a woman is iron-deficient when she conceives, or during the first trimester, the child may be at higher risk of a future cognitive impairment.

Anemia early on in pregnancy has long been associated with greater risks of delivering premature babies and possible health conditions for mothers, including preeclampsia. But research suggests that even though the condition can have an impact, it's still unclear whether iron therapy can adequately reduce the risks. And although many experts agree on the need to treat iron-deficiency anemia, there's no consensus for treatment of iron depletion not associated with anemia.

Ragni says she made it a point to screen patients for depleted iron to catch iron deficiency before anemia develops. But, she adds, recommendations from institutions such as the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force could prompt more American providers to screen. "For women of reproductive age, whether they're pregnant or not, it's really critical to test," Ragni says. "There should be a standard test for these women."

A major reason for iron deficiency among nonpregnant women is menstrual bleeding, which is why they're at comparatively higher risk to men. "Women who have excess blood loss are really at an even higher risk," Ragni says.

The World Health Organization has estimated that, globally, about 30 percent of women between 15 and 49 years old were anemic in 2019.

And some research suggests that vulnerability to iron deficiency can start at a young age. A 2023 study that Weyand co-authored found that the overall prevalence of iron deficiency among women and girls aged 12 to 21 was more than 38 percent; the prevalence of iron-deficiency anemia was about 6 percent. But that rate changes depending on how iron deficiency is defined.

To determine someone's iron count, labs look at the concentration of ferritin--the protein that stores iron--in their blood. A common threshold established by the WHO says that anything below 15 micrograms of ferritin per liter of blood is iron-deficient. When Weyand's team used that threshold, they found that 17 percent of participants were iron-deficient. But when they upped the threshold cutoff to 50 micrograms per liter, the number of iron-deficient participants climbed to nearly 78 percent.

Weyand says the results reflect a need for a higher threshold for women of 50 micrograms per liter for ferritin, because some studies suggest that such a cutoff is consistent with iron deficiency. But there's no consensus about which cutoff is most accurate to indicate iron deficiency; other research, for example, suggests 30 micrograms per liter is an effective cutoff.

Still, researchers like Weyand call for raising the thresholds to avoid false negative results that would keep people with iron deficiency from being diagnosed and treated. This would, she says, "capture patients who otherwise have been ignored and dismissed or told their symptoms were due to some other issue."

Weyand became an advocate for people who struggle with iron deficiency after seeing many patients with heavy menstrual bleeding and iron depletion. Most had never been screened or received treatment.

Although iron deficiency in nonpregnant women is primarily associated with menstruation, other risk factors include iron-poor diets and gut disorders, like celiac disease, that cause poor iron absorption. There's also evidence that women in poverty are at higher risk of iron deficiency because of food insecurity.

Read: Warding off anemia with small iron fish

Iron deficiency is an easily treatable condition with iron supplements, Weyand says, but "it's difficult to treat if you don't know it's there."

After her anemia diagnosis, Rangarajan says, she started taking iron tablets daily, but cut back to three times a week for a few months. She found it hard to cope with the supplements' side effects, which included stomach cramps, nausea, and constipation.

Rangarajan, now 39, eventually urged her primary-care physician to switch her treatment to intravenous iron supplements. After waiting for several months for approval from her medical insurance, Rangajaran got her first infusions in March. The effect took hold within a week. "The headaches were gone; I didn't notice any palpitations anymore; my energy levels were up," she says. "So I definitely noticed a significant difference."

In fact, one of Weyand's social-media posts is what prompted Rangarajan to get tested for iron deficiency. Weyand often advocates on her online platforms for attention to iron deficiency and hears from many working women about how diagnosis and treatment of iron deficiency had finally ended "horrible" symptoms that sometimes lasted for decades. Doctors are greatly "undertreating iron deficiency currently," she says.

After menopause, women need much less iron. The recommended intake for the nutrient drops from a daily average iron intake of about 18 milligrams to about eight milligrams. "What's hard is that the vast majority of these women aren't diagnosed while they are menstruating, and so, going into menopause, they probably are low," Weyand says. "And depending on how low they are, it would dictate how long it would take them to replenish once they stop bleeding."

Iron deficiency is rare in men--estimated to affect about 2 percent of U.S. men--but when it develops, similarly to menopausal women, it can signal an underlying condition such as an ulcer or cancer. As Weyand puts it: "It's more of a red flag in terms of figuring out why they're iron-deficient."

Iron deficiency is a significant health problem not just in the United States but worldwide. The International Federation of Gynecology and Obstetrics, which promotes women's health globally, issued recommendations in 2023 to regularly screen all menstruating women and girls for iron deficiency--ideally, throughout their life.

Weyand says she hopes the recommendations and more research into the health benefits of iron-deficiency screening will help increase awareness among American health providers of the need to screen for iron deficiency. "We screen for lots of things that are less common than this," she says.

Meanwhile, the findings of the U.S. Preventive Services Task Force didn't sit well with Georgieff, whose research at the University of Minnesota focuses on the effect of iron on fetal brain development. Health-care providers are not generally screening for iron, he says, and the task force's decision does not promote change.

Although the task force acknowledged that pregnant people are at risk of developing iron deficiency and iron-deficiency anemia, it concluded that there's a lack of evidence on the effectiveness of screening pregnant people who show no signs or symptoms.

Read: The downside of medical screening

The latest task-force review included more than a dozen studies on the impact of routine iron supplementation on pregnant people. They found that, compared with placebo, prenatal iron supplementation resulted in no significant differences in maternal quality of life or conditions such as gestational diabetes or maternal hemorrhage.

Virtually none of the studies examined the benefits or harms of screening for iron deficiency and iron-deficiency anemia during pregnancy. The volunteer panel issued an "I statement," which means the evidence is insufficient--perhaps because it's not available, poor, or conflicting. In 2015, the group also reached a similar conclusion after assessing existing evidence at that time regarding iron-deficiency anemia in pregnant people.

More research is needed to effectively assess the potential health impact of iron screening and supplementation for asymptomatic pregnant people, says Esa Davis, a task-force member and associate vice president for community health at the University of Maryland School of Medicine.

"We need studies that are done to show us the benefit or the harm of screening for both iron deficiency and iron-deficiency anemia," she says, "and studies that show us the benefits and the harm of supplementing in this group as well."

Weyand says she hopes ongoing research on iron deficiency in women will boost the chances that the task force and other groups will take up the issue of regular screening again--both for pregnant and nonpregnant people. "Hopefully, it will lead to meaningful change," she says.

Having felt the debilitating effects of iron deficiency and anemia, Rangarajan says she knows firsthand how crucial screening can be for diagnosis and effective treatment. "I feel like my energy is so much better," she says. "I feel like my performance at work has improved tremendously with IV iron because I don't feel so fatigued even at a very busy stretch. I feel like I have this strength that I had when I was in my 20s."
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Long Jumper With Wings

A Paralympic long jumper brings style to the track with her blindfold.

by Alan Taylor




The Paralympic athlete Arjola Dedaj of Team Italy competes in the women's long jump T11, at Stade de France, wearing a butterfly-shaped blindfold, during the 2024 Paralympics on August 30, 2024. The T11 class is for runners with near-total visual impairment, and all competitors wear full blindfolds. The long jumpers rely on guides to help them with audio cues as they approach the takeoff board.
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The Wildfire Risk in America's Front Yards

If we really want to keep communities safe, we need to think about where we build, and with what.

by Kylie Mohr




This is an edition of The Weekly Planet, a newsletter that provides a guide for living through climate change. Sign up for it here.


If you live in a single-family house, chances are it's made, or at least framed, with wood. Older homes may well also have a wood roof, and perhaps a wood deck. There might be a neat stack of firewood and wicker furniture on that deck, not to mention some synthetic carpets, curtains, and couches inside. In the face of wildfires, this home construction is an inferno waiting to happen. Embers, sometimes traveling miles ahead of a flame front, might land on the roof, catching it on fire then penetrating vents and starting to burn the interior. The house itself would then start launching embers, its radiant heat hot enough to ignite a nearby home. Pretty soon, a whole neighborhood can go up in flames.

In the past decade alone, millions of acres and thousands of homes in the U.S., mostly in the West, have burned in wildfires. So far, national and state approaches emphasize wildfire risk reduction in our forests. But it isn't just trees fueling wildfires. Our houses are fuel too. As fires grow in size, intensity, and frequency, experts say we need to tackle the most intimate part of wildfire risk--our own homes and neighborhoods.

According to a report called "Missing the Mark," published last year by the Columbia Climate School and Headwaters Economics, an independent, nonprofit research group based in Montana, the most effective strategies to reduce communities' wildfire risk aren't just those that focus on forests, but also those that construct and adapt our homes and neighborhoods. Yet the analysis found that strategies to manage the built environment receive less funding and policy support in the U.S. than traditional approaches that focus on what's happening in the forest.

Why doesn't American society focus on wildfire risks at home as much as we do in the forest? And why are state and municipal building codes more common for flood- and earthquake-prone, but not wildfire-prone, areas? Kimiko Barrett, a researcher at Headwaters Economics and a co-author of the report, says it all comes back to the country's expectations of the Forest Service, which was tasked with controlling wildfires following the Great Fire of 1910. These fires burned 3 million acres across Washington, Idaho, and Montana, and killed at least 85 people shortly after the agency's inception in 1905, giving it a newly urgent purpose: putting out fires before they got anywhere near that big. For decades, the Forest Service and other land-management agencies' norm has been to quickly suppress new fires when they start, using aircraft, bulldozers, and other expensive methods that receive regular funding. State, tribal, and federal land-management agencies also remove excess flammable vegetation by hand, machine, or prescribed fire.

A 10-year plan from the Forest Service calls for removing much more of this combustible kindling, reducing flammable fuels on up to 50 million acres of land. But communities will continue burning if leaders don't also find the money and political will to retrofit older homes, and rethink where and with what new homes are built. "We assume that we can place our house in an area of high risk, and that firefighters will come in and risk their own life to protect our home," Barrett said. "You would never assume that level of home protection from any other hazard, particularly from earthquakes or floods or hurricanes."

According to FEMA, one-third of Americans live in the wildland urban interface (WUI), where homes mingle with forests and other vegetation. In the West, there's been an almost 50 percent increase in the number of housing units built in the WUI from 1990 to 2020. (A new article in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences journal argues that, in California, housing affordability is the main driver of migration to the WUI since the 1990s, as a growing number of people are priced out of urban areas.) Yet only California, Nevada, and Utah have statewide mandatory building codes specific to wildfire risk. California's is by far the most comprehensive. New homes built to code post-2008 in California were 40 percent less likely to burn down in a wildfire than homes built in 1990, prior to the requirements, according to an analysis by the National Bureau of Economic Research.

Good codes include everything from using fire-resistant building materials to constructing streets wide enough for residents to evacuate and emergency vehicles to rush in at the same time. "Protecting the outside envelope of the house, and especially the roof, is the most important thing a building code can do," Lisa Dale, a lecturer at the Columbia Climate School and co-author of the report, told me. Wood shake roofs are a no-no; asphalt or metal are better choices. Double-paned windows resist radiant heat, and clearing a defensible space free of flammable materials like vegetation around your house avoids giving embers a friendly, burnable place to land.

Oregon, Washington, New Mexico, and Colorado are all in various stages of adopting their own versions of the International Wildland-Urban Interface Code to compel homeowners to mitigate wildfire risk on their properties, Barrett told me. (States can amend and tweak the code to make it work for their unique environments.) Authors of the "Missing the Mark" report argue that state governments should encourage such mandatory building codes in wildfire-prone areas: Although voluntary codes are better than nothing, Dale said, mandating these changes can help protect communities at scale. If you remove flammable materials from near your house but your neighbor doesn't, your house still might burn down.

Zoning and land-use planning are also under-utilized tools that can make communities more fire-resilient. "I don't know of any municipality that's successfully zoned for wildfire," Dale said. With no precedent, what this could look like is unclear; lowering the number of homes in a given area and spacing them out to reduce house-to-house emissions isn't practical or viable, but requiring that residents clear a "fuel break"--a strip of land free of flammable vegetation--around subdivisions could be.

Focusing not just on forests but also our front yards is much easier said than done. Homeowners' desire to control their property can quash state or federal efforts in their infancy. In Oregon, legislation was passed in 2021 that required state officials to regulate home-hardening measures that can help defend structures against wildfire. But the backlash from residents to a risk map laying out where some of these requirements would be needed was so severe, the state pulled the map entirely. Another iteration was just released. A strong private-property ethos can also limit what lawmakers want to fund: "Legislators would say to me, 'I don't want to pay for someone's landscaping,'" Dale said.

Then there's industry opposition. When Dale worked as the assistant director of the Colorado Department of Natural Resources, she saw firsthand how builders and real-estate agencies shot down recommendations to implement building codes and zoning. And local governments, which receive much of their revenue from property taxes, might be disincentivized to limit new development, even if it's proposed in a risky area.

And yet, Barrett told me, history offers hope about humans' ability to change and adapt to wildfire. She reminded me of the story of progress that the fire historian Stephen J. Pyne has tracked. Once, America built its cities out of incredibly flammable materials. They kept catastrophically burning down--there was the Chicago Fire of 1871, then the 1906 earthquake and resulting fires in San Francisco. In the decades that followed, elected officials and other decision makers started making changes: Evacuation protocols, smoke detectors, and fire alarms were more widely implemented. Wooden boardwalks and sawdust for insulation eventually became relics of the past. We know how to make our homes and communities safer. Each fire season offers us an opportunity, and a warning, to start doing so.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Perilous Challenge

Intense competition during a Paralympic wheelchair rugby match

by Alan Taylor




Mason Symons of the United States and Mike Whitehead of Canada vie for the ball during the 2024 Paralympics wheelchair rugby match between United States and Canada on August 29, 2024, at the Champ de Mars Arena in Paris. Wheelchair rugby, also known as "murderball," can offer some of the most physical and fierce competition in any arena.

Previously:

	August 28: A Flying Cauldron
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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 Mayeses 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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America's New Climate Delusion

The U.S. could sink billions into curbing emissions without altering the fate of the places climate change affects most.

by Zoe Schlanger





 Gray Stream's family has thrived in Louisiana oil country for generations. One great-aunt was the heir to an oil fortune. (She was also a prominent Faberge-egg collector.) His grandmother inherited large tracts of land, partially dedicated to oil and gas production. His father opened a country club in Lake Charles, where the tanks and twisted towers of an oil refinery arc along the shore. The evening I met Stream, he had spent all day helping pick the next president of a local university that had recently opened an "LNG Center of Excellence" to support the liquid-natural-gas industry.



But Stream is trying something new, something that might make him look like an outlier in his family: He wants to be among the first in the state to try stuffing the carbon emissions from petroleum back underground, ostensibly for all time. This business, carbon capture and sequestration--Stream intends to do the sequestration part--is widely said to be a necessary, if untested, solution to climate change. And the Inflation Reduction Act, the Biden administration's blockbuster climate bill, has set up the country to spend billions of dollars, maybe tens of billions, to spur the industry's expansion and make it profitable.



Stream's new company, Gulf Coast Sequestration, is hoping to get a permit--once the state starts issuing them--to inject carbon dioxide into vacant pockets under his family's properties. Louisiana's geology is ideal for storing carbon, and because the IRA is giving oil and gas companies a tax credit for capturing and stashing their carbon, the industry is all in. Roughly one-third of proposed carbon-capture-and-sequestration projects in the United States are here. For Stream, this business is appealing not as a climate solution but as a way to keep thriving in oil country. It's a complement to his other ventures, which include a Texas-based energy business, a company that manages oil and gas exploration on his family's lands, and a wetlands-restoration service. "You always try to keep creating new value for the future," he told me.



In some ways, Louisiana's carbon-capture push fits neatly into the climate plan that the world's governments recently agreed to. At last winter's United Nations climate conference, in Dubai, the assembled countries committed to collectively moving away from fossil fuels and aggressively pursuing lower-emissions technologies--including carbon capture. The agreement aims to avoid more of the kind of climate-related damage Louisiana already lives with, as more intense storms and higher sea levels erode the coast and push people inland.



But carbon capture is, if anything, helping the oil and gas industry justify its continued operations, and the march of new LNG terminals along Louisiana's shoreline. The question of whether climate change will reshape our world has a clear answer: It already has. But the question of how people will reshape our world in response is wide open. One possibility is that people will make dramatic changes--creating entirely new industries meant to curb emissions--and still fail to alter the fate of places such as Louisiana.







The liquid-natural-gas facilities that have been going up along the Gulf Coast are one of the great contradictions of Joe Biden's presidency. In recent years, LNG expansion has been justified by American foreign-policy interests--supplying European allies with gas to replace what they had sourced from Russia. As demand in Europe for American LNG is set to peak within a year, thanks to Europe's renewable build-out, the security argument for exporting natural gas is falling apart. But the economic argument is not. By the end of last year, China was becoming American LNG's new favorite customer, and the United States was the world's top exporter of LNG.



Before the U.S. had a foreign-policy reason for selling natural gas, though, it had a climate argument for supporting the industry. Two decades ago, gas executives said expanding natural-gas production would help wean the world off dirtier energy sources, such as coal. And it did, for a while. During the Obama years, America's progress in lowering emissions came largely from swapping out coal for gas. But after the fracking boom left the country awash in more gas than anyone wanted to buy, Congress lifted its ban on gas exports, which changed the math of gas emissions. To transport natural gas, it must be supercooled to a liquid, loaded onto refrigerated tankers, and then regasified someplace across the world. This all takes energy to do. LNG's climate advantage over coal becomes questionable, even nonexistent, especially if the gas delays other countries' transition to renewable energy sources.



Earlier this year, the Biden administration paused approvals of new LNG-export facilities, citing the need for climate-related vetting and to suss out the exports' effect on domestic gas prices (they have reportedly raised the cost of gas for Americans). That was welcome news to John Allaire, who is determined to shut down the LNG plants next to his property in Cameron, Louisiana. He's the reason the state knows that a nearby plant built by Venture Global flared almost daily during its first months of operation, despite a promise that it would do so rarely; he also reports any permit violations he sees at the site of a now-paused Commonwealth plant, which borders his own yard.



Allaire isn't against fossil fuels. He was an oil and gas man for 30 years--an environmental engineer who worked in refining and then exploration and drilling. He's also a made-in-America kind of guy, who flies an American flag by his driveway and wears an American-flag baseball cap. He's proud that the projects he worked on fueled American industry. But destroying the fragile coastal ecosystem to send natural resources to other countries--especially when, in his view, the U.S. and everyone else will have to go fully renewable in the next 30 or 40 years--just makes us chumps, he told me.



After all, burning more gas doesn't square with the world's agreement to transition away from fossil fuels. The Biden administration has set a goal of 2025 for a pollution-free energy sector and 2050 for an economy that produces no net emissions at all, which will certainly require more renewables (if not necessarily 100 percent). Emissions are meant to go down, sharply. But, should each of the new LNG plants under construction or planned come online, the U.S. will be set up to keep exporting LNG for at least 30 years from now, contributing more emissions annually than the entire European Union. The idea of capturing that much carbon isn't even on the table. And the Biden administration's pause could fall apart soon: A Trump-appointed federal judge sided with Louisiana and 15 other red states that sought to strike it down. Louisiana Attorney General Liz Murrill celebrated the decision, noting LNG's "enormous and positive impact on Louisiana, supplying clean energy for the entire world, and providing good jobs here at home"--an additional 18,000 jobs and $4.4 billion of contributions to its economy, according to the state. (Most of the jobs that the industry has created have been temporary construction jobs.) A Harris administration may fight to keep the pause in place, or it may not; if Donald Trump is reelected, he has promised that the LNG building spree will resume.



Allaire doesn't want to abandon this quiet and rugged place, where migrating birds flock to the brackish marsh and he can walk sea-glass-strewn beach for miles. But if LNG plants presage future dangers from climate change, they also compound the work of surviving on Louisiana's eroding coast. The last hurricane left a 30-foot shrimp boat marooned next door to Allaire's plot, several hundred feet inland. The LNG plant beside Allaire plans to build a sea wall. But what if a storm still damages the facility? Explosions are not out of the question at LNG terminals. Allaire, his RV, his garden, his duck pond, and his three dogs would be right in the middle of a disaster zone.



Already, the plants are giving people a reason to leave. Some locals certainly think as the attorney general does, that the plants could be an economic boon. But around Cameron, if you don't work for the oil and gas companies, you're likely fishing or shrimping. When massive tankers come to pick up the liquid gas, "you hear the wave coming way before you see it"--wakes that can make fishing boats nose-dive under the water, Travis Dardar, a shrimper who worked in Cameron for years, told me. If another plant is built here, he said, no fisherman will be able to stay.



Climate change had already driven Dardar inland to Cameron: He grew up on Isle de Jean Charles, a largely Native community in the bayou now famous for being almost entirely displaced by rising seas. But any number of bayou towns are emptying out. Justin Solet, a former oil-rig worker, drove me through his hometown, Dulac, which consists of one road flanked by water on either side. When he was young, the bayou teemed with life, before the BP oil spill in 2010. Now the water is rising, in part because pipeline canals have sliced away the land, and the school, the grocery store--everything but one restaurant--have shut down. "This is forced migration with a smile," Solet told me--not an exodus, but a slow trickle of people moving from town to town, until the old ways of life are too frayed to hold. The Inflation Reduction Act is now funding plans for communities like these to relocate more deliberately: The Houma Nation--which has some 17,000 members, including both Dardar and Solet, in six Louisiana parishes--received $56.5 million to help keep communities safer from storms but also to help them make a plan to leave, eventually.



Dardar's second move--to Kaplan, farther inland still--had a different source of funding. His kids had developed health issues that his wife, Nicole, suspects are connected to the LNG terminals' flaring. Dardar's leadership among fishermen whose docks have been taken over by LNG tankers was causing issues in town: Nicole told me their family was followed one day by a black SUV. Then came Hurricanes Delta and Laura in 2020; they returned to find that all that remained of their two trailers, three trucks, and three boats was the concrete slab the trailers had sat on. Venture Global had offered several times to pay Dardar to move away, he told me. (The company did not reply to my question about this.) After refusing twice, he took the third offer in 2023. It was time to go.





The oil and gas industry, by contrast, is building to stay, however shaky the idea of siting LNG terminals on spits of land that feel more than anything like fingernails of sand afloat in the sea. And carbon capture is becoming a key part of the industry's argument for its future--more emissions aren't a problem, it says, if they can be stashed underground.



Precisely because of oil and gas exploration, geologists know more about the underground parts of Louisiana than almost any other place in the world, which makes it appealing for carbon capture, says Daniel Sutter, the vice president for storage and energy solutions at Climeworks, a start-up that plans to store captured gas beneath Gray Stream's family land. Southwestern Louisiana has the right layers of reliable caprock and porous sandstone formations that could hypothetically trap carbon gas for hundreds of years, after which it will dissolve into the salt water deep underground and no longer be a flight risk. But Louisiana also has thousands of boreholes from abandoned oil and gas wells, which leak some 300,000 metric tons of methane each year. Skeptics wonder if they'd serve as escape routes for injected carbon too. (Sutter told me those wells either aren't deep enough to matter or are vetted for safety by a review process.)



Still, no one has done carbon capture and sequestration successfully at scale yet. Even the most hyped projects have managed to capture and store only a fraction of what they promised to. Climeworks' job, as part of a consortium funded by the Department of Energy, is to prove it can do the capture part: It'll build a facility demonstrating that siphoning carbon dioxide out of the air, rather than at an industrial operation, is possible (and economically feasible, which it currently is far from being).



If everything goes as planned, the carbon that Climeworks captures will count against the world's total emissions budget, and will perhaps have a marginal benefit for stabilizing Earth's atmosphere. But most of the other carbon-capture projects proposed in Louisiana are attached to oil and gas endeavors; Stream told me that the carbon from the Climeworks project would represent a small part of his company's portfolio, which would focus more on commercial clients. The oil and gas industry argues that the world still needs its product, and that this semblance of carbon stewardship justifies them providing it. In a sense, the U.S. government agrees: IRA tax credits cover (at a somewhat lower rate) even projects in which oil companies use the captured carbon for more oil drilling. In those cases, the carbon goes toward forcing more petroleum from nearly empty wells--perhaps the least climate-friendly use of the technology imaginable.



People involved in carbon capture say that humanity needs it. And the IPCC has said that, without carbon removal, countries' current emissions-cutting plans will not avoid the most significant climate impacts. But the same IPCC report ranks carbon capture and sequestration among the most expensive solutions, with the least potential for impact. At the United Nations' COP meeting in Dubai last year, then-U.S. Climate Envoy John Kerry warned that carbon capture must be used judiciously, and not as an excuse for building more fossil-fuel projects. Some academics warn that the IRA tax credit could offer exactly that.



In Louisiana, new LNG terminals are now being proposed with carbon capture attached. Each new terminal represents greenhouse-gas emissions of up to 9 million tons. Carbon capture cannot yet hope to keep up. Climeworks' DOE-funded project hopes to capture just 1 million tons a year, and likely won't begin building until several years from now. Meanwhile, Louisiana produces more than 216 million tons of greenhouse gases a year. The entire state is operating under a logic that cannot hold: As its population faces acute consequences of climate change, its central, carbon-heavy industry is digging in its heels. Even if carbon capture is technically necessary as long as other decarbonization attempts fall short, it very quickly starts to look less like a solution to climate change and more like part of a future that the fossil-fuel industry designed for itself. Louisiana is the prototype.
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Animal Tracking Is Getting a Makeover

Paw-print scanning technology could help researchers better protect wildlife.

by Ryan Truscott




This article was originally published by Hakai Magazine.

Some wild animals are relatively easy to study. Certain penguin populations, for instance, are so unaccustomed to large predators that they barely fear humans and will often wander right up to scientists lurking nearby. Namibia's brown hyenas are the opposite. These roughly one-meter-long mammals--more closely related to mongooses than dogs--live in small clans but usually travel and scavenge alone. They roam mainly at night and tend to skirt even the most cunningly placed camera traps. That's if, like the hyena cubs that devoured the pair of cameras that the hyena researcher Marie Lemerle had positioned outside their den, they don't destroy them outright. "They managed to open the metal case and then chewed on the camera, so even the SD card was finished," says Lemerle, a researcher with the Brown Hyena Research Project.

So when staff from the U.S.-based nonprofit WildTrack reached out earlier this year to find out if Lemerle would be interested in collaborating on the development of a new automated hyena-identification system, she was enthused.

Zoe Jewell, a British conservationist, has spent the past 13 years helping WildTrack develop an artificial-intelligence-powered system to identify animals from pictures of their footprints. The work was inspired by Jewell's experiences working alongside Zimbabweans tracking black rhinoceroses. So far, the AI tool can identify 17 animals, including leopards, lions, and rhinos. But the WildTrack team's goal is to produce more fine-grained assessments--teaching their machine-learning system to identify which individual animal left which print.

For the past five months, Lemerle has been building up a reference library of hyena tracks for WildTrack's training data sets. Each time she finds a clear hyena footprint at Baker's Bay, a breeding ground for Cape fur seals on Namibia's Atlantic coast, where brown hyenas come to hunt, Lemerle reaches for the 30-centimeter ruler in her backpack, lays it on the sand beside the print, and takes a photograph with her smartphone.

Then the WildTrack team, headquartered at North Carolina's Duke University, analyzes the footprint's size and shape in intricate detail. They break each print into 120 different measurements, which the machine-learning software can compare with others in the database to look for a match. Sometimes, Jewell says, all they need to tell hyenas apart are subtle differences in the angles between their toes.

Read: A game-changing AI tool for tracking animal movements

Although innate physiological differences set hyena tracks apart, so too do the scars of life. Like Hunger Games tributes trying to reach the Cornucopia, brown hyenas wanting to reach the seal colony in Baker's Bay during daylight hours have to run a gantlet of other hyenas and mobs of black-backed jackals intent on stealing their prey. They receive grisly injuries: shredded ears, gashed necks, and occasionally a severed foot. Some hyenas limp with broken legs. "If each individual has a different limp, that probably has to show somehow on their tracks," Lemerle says.

The AI-powered tool should, one day, be a huge complement to more traditional study methods, Lemerle adds. "It would be very nice in the early morning if I take photos of the tracks and see who was there," she says.

The tool, Jewell says, should give Lemerle a better idea of where individual hyenas are going and how they're using their environment, without necessarily having to see them.

Wesley Gush, a graduate student at the University of Pretoria, in South Africa, who was not involved in the research, has studied brown hyenas using camera traps at the Bubye Valley Conservancy, an expansive wildlife reserve in southern Zimbabwe. "Brown hyenas are one of Africa's more cryptic large carnivores," Gush says, adding that their elusive nature can belie their true numbers.

"The development of an automated tool would have significant potential for assisting wildlife researchers and managers," he says. "It would be amazing if it works."

Read: The golden age of animal tracking

Beyond aiding field researchers, the team at WildTrack hopes the system will help protect wild brown hyenas and other imperiled species.

Fewer than 3,000 adult brown hyenas reside in Namibia, out of fewer than 10,000 across southern Africa. The animals are considered near threatened; the species suffers from collisions with vehicles and revenge killings by livestock farmers. Jewell says WildTrack's machine-learning system and associated smartphone app could be used, for example, to prove that tracks found near farms aren't those of a brown hyena, which could reduce the number of retaliatory attacks.

"The model that we develop for [Lemerle] could be used anywhere to help protect brown hyenas," says Jewell. "That's the hope."
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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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        The Atlantic announces five staff and contributing writers ahead of health-coverage expansion
        The Atlantic

        As part of a major expansion of its writing and reporting on health and science, The Atlantic is announcing the hire of three new staff writers--Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love--along with two contributing writers for Health, Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar. All will begin with The Atlantic later this month.

Below is the announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:
First, let me welcome Kristen V. Brown as a staff writer. Kristen comes to us from Bloomberg, where she ha...

      

      
        New releases from Atlantic Editions: <em>On Heroism</em>, by Jeffrey Goldberg, and <em>On the Housing Crisis</em>, by Jerusalem Demsas
        The Atlantic

        Today is the publication date for two new books from Atlantic Editions, an imprint of The Atlantic and the independent publisher Zando: On Heroism: McCain, Milley, Mattis, and the Cowardice of Donald Trump, by Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic and host of Washington Week on PBS; and On the Housing Crisis: Land, Development, Democracy, by Jerusalem Demsas, a staff writer and host of the new Atlantic policy podcast, Good on Paper.Both books are available to buy at local bookstores a...
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<em>The Atlantic</em> announces five staff and contributing writers ahead of health-coverage expansion

Joining <em>The Atlantic</em> are staff writers Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love; and Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar as contributing writers.


Left to right: Staff writers Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love



As part of a major expansion of its writing and reporting on health and science, The Atlantic is announcing the hire of three new staff writers--Kristen V. Brown, Nicholas Florko, and Shayla Love--along with two contributing writers for Health, Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar. All will begin with The Atlantic later this month.
 
 Below is the announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

First, let me welcome Kristen V. Brown as a staff writer. Kristen comes to us from Bloomberg, where she has been a leading voice on the subjects of genetics, biohacking, vaccine psychology, and reproductive health, among others. Kristen's distinctive, relentless reporting on major health companies has led her to chart the rise of Hims and the fall of 23andMe. This summer, she launched Misconception, a remarkable podcast series about her own journey through the fertility industry. Kristen is an ambitious and creative reporter, and I'm so glad she's agreed to join us.
 Also joining us as a staff writer is Nicholas Florko. He comes to us from STAT, where he has pioneered a beat on the many ways that business and regulatory decisions affect individual well-being. Nick is a natural Atlantic writer in that he is automatically drawn to topics of great complexity and controversy--supplements, food guidelines, vaping, cannabis, to name a few. Last year, he was a Livingston finalist for a three-part investigation into prisons' refusal to treat hepatitis C. (He also bought raw milk on the black market.) We're very pleased that he is coming to The Atlantic.
 We're also very happy to welcome Shayla Love as a staff writer. Shayla is a regular contributor to Aeon and The Guardian and she was previously a staff writer for Vice. She is a relentless reporter and a brilliant writer on psychology and human behavior. Much of her work probes the mechanics and mysteries of the human brain: See her recent, arresting New Yorker story about a disorder that makes people see monsters, or her Wired piece on collective mental time travel. Shayla's stories are energized by the biggest questions about health today. At The Atlantic, she'll cover the mind, in all its complexity. I'm so glad she's joining us.
 I'm also very pleased to share the news that Roxanne Khamsi and Rachel Sugar are joining us as contributing writers. Roxanne is a powerhouse science writer with a talent for pushing past conventional wisdom and finding stories before anyone else. Her COVID coverage was excellent--she wrote the first major news story arguing that the coronavirus was airborne, among many other essential pieces. She's written for us about the virus's worst effects on kids, the COVID-flu double whammy, and a doctor who challenged vaccine orthodoxy, and she will continue to cover the biological sciences for us.
 Rachel writes the types of stories about food and culture that are impossible not to read. She can tell you why Bonne Maman jam is everywhere, why competitive eaters do what they do, and why people drink so early in airports. Rachel has too many good ideas to catalog here, and we can't wait to publish her stories. Originality and humor characterize her work, and her stories about the many strange choices that people make will delight our readers.


Other recent editorial staff to have joined The Atlantic are Shane Harris as a staff writer to cover national security and intelligence; 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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New releases from Atlantic Editions: <em>On Heroism</em>, by Jeffrey Goldberg, and <em>On the Housing Crisis</em>, by Jerusalem Demsas

Essay collections are the latest paperbacks in the Atlantic Editions imprint, from <em>The Atlantic </em>and Zando




Today is the publication date for two new books from Atlantic Editions, an imprint of The Atlantic and the independent publisher Zando: On Heroism: McCain, Milley, Mattis, and the Cowardice of Donald Trump, by Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic and host of Washington Week on PBS; and On the Housing Crisis: Land, Development, Democracy, by Jerusalem Demsas, a staff writer and host of the new Atlantic policy podcast, Good on Paper.

Both books are available to buy at local bookstores and online, and are the tenth and 11th titles in the Atlantic Editions collection. Previous editions are by Elizabeth Bruenig, Lenika Cruz, Caitlin Flanagan, Megan Garber, Sophie Gilbert, Spencer Kornhaber, Jennifer Senior, Derek Thompson, and Kaitlyn Tiffany and Lizzie Plaugic.

More on both titles is below.

On Heroism

With On Heroism, Goldberg expands on his explosive reporting about former President Donald Trump's contempt for and repeated disparagement of military service members--a story he broke exactly four years ago to the day--a preoccupation that reveals the extent to which Trump is grossly unfit to serve. Goldberg paints a portrait of a president whose impulse is to dismiss acts of heroism because he is incapable of understanding sacrifice and selflessness. Along the way, he shows what actual American character and leadership look like, drawing upon decades of his own reporting and interviews with top officials such as the late Senator John McCain, former Defense Secretary James Mattis, and former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Mark Milley.

These men stand in contrast to the many who came to support Trump after long opposing him. As Goldberg writes in an introduction: "Across Washington, men and women without honor had made this awful compromise. Even after we as a country learned so much more about Donald Trump--about his un-American contempt for the Constitution, about his long history as a sexual miscreant, about his oft-spoken desire to deploy the U.S. military against Americans, and about his unnatural love of dictators from Pyongyang to Moscow--Washington was filled with people who had made their peace with this man, for low, contemptible reasons. John McCain once told me that he liked to think that 'in the toughest moments I'd do the right thing, but you never know until you're tested.' Over the past eight years, too many people have failed the test."

On the Housing Crisis

On the Housing Crisis offers a rigorously reported anthology on how local politics have fueled a generation-defining national emergency. In these essays, Demsas focuses on the ways in which Americans have ceded the power over how our land is used to local politics. She writes that "this system has resulted in stasis and sclerosis, empowering small numbers of unrepresentative people and organizations to determine what our towns and cities look like and making it impossible for our democratically elected representatives to plan for the future."

"These essays show the need to move the politics of land into the domain of democratic participation instead of leaving it to the zoning boards, historic-preservation committees, and courtrooms," she writes. "The people who decide what gets built--or doesn't get built--in America should be accountable to the public, should have to justify their decisions, and should stand ready to win or lose elections as a result." Demsas explores these topics in her writing and in the podcast Good on Paper, a show that challenges popular narratives on policy and politics.

Find all Atlantic Editions here. With press inquiries, please contact: press@theatlantic.com.
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        Stores Are Small Now
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The era of the teeny store is upon us. Spend time in some of America's prime shopping destinations, and you may be presented with just a few racks of clothing or a small collection of shoes. You might enjoy a lovely floral display and a comfy spot to sit, but you won't be offered options. If old-school ...

      

      
        What Trump Doesn't Understand About the Military
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Donald Trump has disgraced himself in many areas. But his longevity in public life after expressing open contempt for the men and women of the United States military, and especially those who have been wounded or killed in the service of their country, is an appalling achievement unmatched by any of his...

      

      
        Six Great Labor Day Reads
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Our editors compiled these six articles for your Labor Day reading. Spend some time with stories about the questions we should ask our families, Amazon's big secret, the myth of the broke Millennial, and more.The Reading ListThe Questions We Don't Ask Our Families but Should
Many people don't know very ...

      

      
        Six Underrated Hobbies to Try Out
        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.Picking up a hobby is no small feat. Trying something new requires time, consistency, and--most important--a spark of inspiration. Today, The Atlantic's writers and editors answer the question: What is an underrated hobby that you love?My hobby is less of...

      

      
        The Parent-Child Relationship in the College Years
        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.Updated at 1:59 p.m. ET on September 3, 2024.There's a moment, toward the end of a parent's trip to drop their child off at college, when it feels like the world is changing. Many describe the joy and loss that mingle in those five minutes walking back to the car. But some parents stay quite enmeshed ...

      

      
        The Political Tradition Harris and Walz Are Bringing Back
        Mark Leibovich

        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.Kamala Harris has now completed her first major television interview as the Democratic standard-bearer: perhaps the most feverishly anticipated, campaign-defining, existentially urgent interrogation ever conducted in the English language, or any language, in recent memory. Everyone will remember exactly...

      

      
        Another Disastrous Year of ChatGPT School Is Beginning
        Matteo Wong

        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.Year three of AI college is about to begin, and instructors across the country still seem to have no clue how to handle the technology: no good way to stop students from using ChatGPT to write essays, and no clear way to instruct students on how AI might enhance their work. Meanwhile, more and more teachers seem to be turning to large language...

      

      
        The Worst Way to Change Minds
        Boris Kachka

        Join the Atlantic staff writer Jerusalem Demsas and its editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, for a discussion about Demsas's new book, On the Housing Crisis. The conversation will take place at Politics and Prose at The Wharf, in Washington, D.C., 610 Water Street SW, on September 3 at 7 p.m. As Dorothy Fortenberry noted in an essay for us this week, "We live in a strange moment when religion remains a powerful force in American public life even as churchgoing declines precipitously." Citing a new ...

      

      
        The Tech-Trump Alliance
        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.Some of the most prominent figures in Silicon Valley are enthusiastically supporting Donald Trump's campaign. And Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, is a former venture capitalist with deep ties to the right-wing tech billionaire Peter Thiel; as my colleague Ali Breland put it in a recent article, Silic...

      

      
        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...
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Stores Are Small Now

In brick-and-mortar retail, bigger is not always better.

by Lora Kelley




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


The era of the teeny store is upon us. Spend time in some of America's prime shopping destinations, and you may be presented with just a few racks of clothing or a small collection of shoes. You might enjoy a lovely floral display and a comfy spot to sit, but you won't be offered options. If old-school department stores and malls were all about excess, this new kind of store emphasizes the opposite.

In spite of bleak predictions about the decline of the store as e-commerce blossomed in the 2010s--and a sharp drop in in-person shopping in the early 2020s, for obvious reasons--physical stores are still with us. And they are opening at a steady clip: Many more brick-and-mortar stores opened than closed in the first half of this year, according to one tracker. But as of late last year, the average retail space size was the smallest it had been in the nearly two decades since CoStar, a real-estate platform, started collecting the data. These smaller stores are not exactly competing with online retail: Instead, they're adapting, and shrinking, to complement it.

Back in the age of department stores, people walked in expecting a bunch of products, in a range of sizes and colors. That was convenient (if occasionally overwhelming) for consumers, but inefficient for stores, which spend lots to acquire large spaces, staff them, and fill them with goods, Jonathan Zhang, a business professor at Colorado State, told me. Many big, well-known retailers have gone bankrupt in recent years. Their competitors, facing pricey leases and the looming threat of Amazon, tried something new. Over the past decade, major brands such as Nordstrom and Macy's have started experimenting with much smaller locations. Since 2022, new retail leases for spaces larger than 25,000 square feet have gone down, according to CoStar data.

The new American store is not built just for buying stuff. Smaller stores are operating as "showrooms," Zhang explained--they're focused on helping customers discover products in person that they can then order online. Put generously, such a store can educate consumers about a brand; less charitably, it can indoctrinate them. A shopper can chat with a knowledgeable salesperson, try something on, and make a note of something to check out later. Brands rely on data from a region's online shoppers and returns to determine what to put in a small store's limited floor space. And when people walk out without making a purchase, the store does what it can to prompt them to spend money on its website. Didn't buy anything in person? No problem! But expect a follow-up email, or several, plus maybe a promotional code. And the addition of experiences--an early iteration of the small-format Nordstrom Local, for example, offered manicures--can help leave customers with a positive association about a company.

Some retailers--see Gucci, Chanel, even Bass Pro Shops--are still operating large flagship locations. But, broadly speaking, retailers are thinking small. This shift is good for shoppers in certain ways: It's nice to get special attention from a salesperson, and to have amenities built into the shopping experience. But something is lost, too. The thrill of shopping in a big store, at least for me, has to do with the chance of making a random, wonderful discovery--is that a perfect dress hanging on the reject rack in the dressing room? Discovery can still happen in small stores, but the experience is much more curated and directed. True serendipity is harder to come by.

As I listened to Zhang explain the strategy of the tiny store, I realized that this approach had recently worked on me: During a lunch break last fall, I walked into a SoHo clothing store that offered a small selection. I tried on a couple of beautiful things, talked about the brand with the person working there, and didn't buy anything. I returned a few weeks later and bought a dress to wear to a friend's wedding. Almost a year went by. The brand emailed me to say it was having a sale. Having tried on several items in store, I had a good sense of my size. I ended up buying something.

I didn't think at the time that my little lunch break was setting any groundwork. But my spin through the store educated and indoctrinated me--and turned me into a repeat customer. It's hard to imagine a night of online shopping having quite the same effect.

Related:

	Retailers bet wrong on America's feelings about stores.
 	The new American mall






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Democrat who's not that worried about Trump
 	Inside the dangerous, secretive world of extreme fishing
 	AI is coming for amateur novelists. That's fine.




Today's News

	At least four people were killed and at least nine were injured after a shooting at Apalachee High School in Winder, Georgia, the state's bureau of investigation said. Officials confirmed that a 14-year-old suspect is in custody.
 	Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is reshuffling the leadership in his government ahead of his visit to the U.S. later this month. At least five cabinet members have resigned since yesterday, including Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba.
 	The Biden administration announced a wide-ranging plan to curb Russia's disinformation efforts and influence on the U.S. presidential election.




Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



The Friendship Paradox

By Olga Khazan

Americans are afflicted by an "epidemic of loneliness," according to the surgeon general and dozens of researchers. The phrase conjures a nation of friendless hermits who have no one to invite to their birthday parties. But according to a pair of new surveys, American loneliness is more complex than that. The typical American, it seems, texts a bunch of people "we should get together!" before watching TikTok alone on the couch and then passing out. That is, Americans have friends. We just never really see them.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Animal tracking is getting a makeover.
 	Good on Paper: Who's responsible for the housing crisis?




Culture Break


Emilio Morenatti / AP



Check out. This photo of the Colombian Paralympian Diego Meneses, who is winding up a powerful javelin throw.

Watch. Season 4 of Slow Horses (streaming on Apple TV+) masterfully unpacks the steep cost of espionage, a trade in which people are always expendable, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Trump Doesn't Understand About the Military

A man without honor or courage hates America's service members.

by Tom Nichols




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


Donald Trump has disgraced himself in many areas. But his longevity in public life after expressing open contempt for the men and women of the United States military, and especially those who have been wounded or killed in the service of their country, is an appalling achievement unmatched by any of his predecessors.

Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg has written several important articles about Trump and his relationship with the military--he broke the story about Trump referring to America's fallen soldiers as "losers" and "suckers"--and that reporting has now been gathered into a book for Atlantic Editions titled On Heroism.

I talked with Jeff over the holiday weekend about the book, and about how America has become so tolerant of a politician who regularly shows his disdain for the U.S. military.

Tom Nichols: When I started reading this, I wondered about the title, which is about heroism, but really, so much of what you talk about here is the problem Trump has with honor, isn't it?

Jeffrey Goldberg: Well, yes. Damn it. Now we have to change the title.

Tom: Too late. But how do you see the difference between them?

Jeff: Many people are honorable, but to me, any who have run toward the fire, the people who put themselves in danger for others, are committing acts of genuine heroism. At the very least, we think of them as selfless or brave, and in the book, I talk about people who have shown that kind of valor: John McCain is the most obvious example, along with General John Kelly, General Mark Milley, and others. And Trump has attacked all of them, even calling some of them traitors.

Tom: Is he intimidated by them? It seems to me that honorable people aggravate and confuse Trump, but heroic people really seem to disgust him in some way, especially wounded warriors. I mean, he seems to hate McCain even more than some of his political enemies who are still alive.

Jeff: That's why I wrote about heroism. It's a quality we all value, but Trump actually seems jealous of people who have committed acts of genuine heroism, and so he demeans them. And I think it might even be more than jealousy; it's also cowardice. Somewhere deep inside him, maybe he has just enough self-knowledge to know that he himself would not be capable of such acts, and that realization makes him angry.

Tom: As you were saying that, I was thinking of him bragging about how he would have run right into the Parkland school back in 2018--without a weapon!--to take out the shooter. Almost like he was trying to convince himself.

Jeff: You have to wonder about anyone who says that. You don't really know what you would do in that situation. No one does. But he felt he had to say it. He reacted defiantly when he was shot at in July, but that's not a situation he volunteered for, and it's definitely not a moment that called for selflessness or self-sacrifice. Even while he's talking about what a hero he'd have been at Parkland, he has always had this inability to understand people who risk their lives, much like he couldn't understand the men who didn't claim they had bone spurs and get out of being sent to Vietnam.

Tom: Well, other people of his generation got deferments too. But he seems almost gleeful, like he put one over on the guys who served. It's like his apparent belief that only idiots pay their taxes.

Jeff: Yes, it's a very Leona Helmsley attitude that societal obligations are for the little people. It's even more than Trump failing the binary choice between cowardice and heroism; it's also about selflessness and selfishness. And one thing you don't want in a president is selfishness.

Tom: "What was in it for them?"

Jeff: Right. And remember, that question--"What was in it for them?"--is even worse because he said it to General Kelly in Arlington National Cemetery, literally standing at the grave site of Kelly's son, a fallen Marine first lieutenant. To me, that moment really shows how his instincts are so unnatural: His immediate inclination in such situations is to disparage the people who served, to talk about how dishonorable it is for someone like John McCain to be captured. He did it to George H. W. Bush too. Bush was one of the youngest pilots in the Navy, and Trump called him a "loser" because he was shot down over the Pacific.

Tom: Are we at the part where we ask why?

Jeff: I've spent a lot of time trying to figure out the kind of person who has such thoughts. You can explain some of it by just accepting who Trump is: He's a huckster, a con man, and what do all con men have in common? Contempt for the mark. In Trump's case, everyone is the mark, so he has this contempt for all people, including his own supporters. But ultimately that's not the issue, and at this point, we don't have to sit around trying to understand the deep currents that cause him to think this way.

The man was president, and he wants to be president again. The record is plain. This is the truth of Donald Trump: He has contempt for men and women who serve their country.

Tom: Okay, psychoanalyzing Trump is a job for professionals, but how is it that more people are not appalled by this? The one thing that unites most Americans is respect for the people who serve the nation in the military.

Jeff: You've asked what is, to me, the most mysterious question. It's not "Why is Donald Trump this way?" but "How could Trump say the things he said even back in 2015 and not immediately be driven from the Republican Party by its own voters?" What happened in our country that allowed someone to insult a hero, a POW who was tortured for years, and then survive and thrive in American politics?

Tom: And?

Jeff: Well, one answer is that you have to remember that Trump and his people regularly engage in concerted campaigns to deny that Trump ever said any of these things. They went especially hard after the revelations about him referring to the dead as "suckers" and "losers" and claimed that it was all fabricated, despite Kelly confirming it. That's another amazing part of all this, by the way: John Kelly, Gold Star father, Marine four-star general, combat veteran, is disbelieved over Donald Trump, who has been proven again and again to be a liar. It really shows how central it is to Trumpism to deny the realities of Donald Trump.

Tom: But no one denies what he said about John McCain, right? That's on video and he's pretty proud of it.

Jeff: The McCain comments are the hardest ones for me to explain, in part because I am a great admirer of McCain's, and I have a hard time imagining how anyone, regardless of their politics, could see McCain as anything but the apotheosis of bravery. But also because that one incident really undid my understanding of American politics.

Tom: How so?

Jeff: If you could count on anything in America, and especially in Republican politics--if you had a list titled "Things Republican Candidates Cannot Do"--I think "insulting war heroes" would be near the top of that list. Our society venerates combat heroes. Trump very often treats them with open contempt. Just think about how he has repeatedly demeaned wounded veterans, demanding that they be kept out of parades, out of his sight. And yet Republicans have nominated him for president three times. I still cannot adequately explain it.

Related:

	The patriot: How Mark Milley held the line
 	Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers."






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	What awaits a Harris presidency
 	The women Trump is winning
 	Donald Trump claims schools are offering sex-change operations.
 	Why it's so hard to know what to do with your baby




Today's News

	Russian missiles hit a military academy and a nearby hospital in the Ukrainian city of Poltava, killing dozens and injuring hundreds, according to Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky.
 	Linda Sun, a former deputy chief of staff to New York Governor Kathy Hochul, was arrested and charged with acting as an illegal foreign agent for China.
 	When asked yesterday if Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu was doing enough to secure the release of hostages in Gaza, President Joe Biden said no. Biden's criticism comes after recent mass protests in Israel targeting Netanyahu over the bodies of six hostages discovered in Gaza.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: The U.S. could sink billions into curbing emissions without altering the fate of the places climate change affects most, Zoe Schlanger writes. It's an example of America's new climate delusion.
 	The Wonder Reader: Many parents stay enmeshed in their children's emotional life in college, for better or worse, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani



Turn Down the Streetlights

By Eric Scigliano

Years ago, I called the local electric and streetlight utility, Seattle City Light, to ask why the block around the corner was lit up like a sleep-deprivation torture cell. Then as now, seven high-powered LED lights, plus two on facing corners, blazed away--more than twice the usual allotment in this hilltop neighborhood of close-packed bungalows less than three miles from downtown Seattle.
 "That's because it's a high-crime block," the guy I reached told me.
 How do you know that? I asked.
 "Because it has so many lights."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The labyrinthine rules that created a housing crisis
 	Franklin Foer: Hamas's devastating murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin
 	Bipartisan criminal-justice reform is still very much alive.




Culture Break


Artur Widak / NurPhoto / Getty



Test the waters. Six Atlantic writers and editors share underrated hobbies that they recommend for anybody looking to try something new.

Read. The narrators in Rachel Kushner's novels have always relied on swagger, Lily Meyer writes. But her latest book, Creation Lake, offers something different.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I am a science-fiction nerd. Just as the music world has its Beatles people and its Elvis people--or did, in the prehistoric days of my youth--my world has Star Wars people and Star Trek people. I am, without a doubt, a Star Trek guy; I have nothing against the Star Wars fans, but much like Admiral Motti, I just find a lot of it to be pseudoreligious hokum. I'm also such a hopeless fan of the adventures of the starship U.S.S. Enterprise that I had a replica of the ship's intercom unit on my office wall at the Naval War College.

I thought I had a pretty complete knowledge of Trek lore, but this summer, after a recommendation on social media, I found a set of books titled These Are the Voyages by Marc Cushman, and I recommend the first three, about the original series, to Trek nerds. If you are fascinated not only by Star Trek but by how television shows are made, especially in the 1960s, these books will mesmerize you. The Trek series creator, Gene Roddenberry, gave Cushman access to his records, including memos and notes, and over the years Cushman added even more research and interviews.

The level of detail is a delight, especially with regard to script rewrites and changes. (I especially loved how many famous writers were furious with Roddenberry's control-freak editing.) Cushman also walks through production schedules and tells us what was going on in the world while the cast was filming. Interesting tidbit: In the days before VCRs and DVRs, if the cast had to work late, they would miss the airing of a show they'd already completed; some of them had to wait years until they could catch themselves in reruns.

He also presents reminiscences by the cast and crew, including about which shows they thought were great and which ones stunk. (Surprisingly, "Spock's Brain" is remembered rather kindly.) He goes into the backstage dynamics--I learned that people didn't hate Bill Shatner as much as the urban legends now have it--and he even explains how much each episode cost. The only drawback to the books? Each is the size of a cinder block.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

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

Spend time with stories about the myth of the broke Millennial, Amazon's big secret, and more.

by Stephanie Bai




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


Our editors compiled these six articles for your Labor Day reading. Spend some time with stories about the questions we should ask our families, Amazon's big secret, the myth of the broke Millennial, and more.



The Reading List

The Questions We Don't Ask Our Families but Should

Many people don't know very much about their older relatives. But if we don't ask, we risk never knowing our own history.


By Elizabeth Keating

Amazon's Big Secret

Nearly 30 years after the company was founded, we still don't really know where its profits come from. The answer will loom large in the antitrust case against it.


By Stacy Mitchell

What Bobby McIlvaine Left Behind

Grief, conspiracy theories, and one family's search for meaning in the two decades since 9/11


By Jennifer Senior

This Is Exactly What the Trump Team Feared

A campaign that had been optimized to beat Joe Biden must now be reinvented.


By Tim Alberta

The Myth of the Broke Millennial

After a rough start, the generation is thriving. Why doesn't it feel that way?


By Jean M. Twenge

The Real Reason People Aren't Having Kids

It's a need that government subsidies and better family policy can't necessarily address.


By Christine Emba



Essay


Corbis via Getty



When Labor Day Meant Something

By Chad Broughton

Somewhere along the line, Labor Day lost its meaning. Today the holiday stands for little more than the end of summer and the start of school, weekend-long sales, and maybe a barbecue or parade. It is no longer political ...
 Labor Day, though, was meant to honor not just the individual worker, but what workers accomplish together through activism and organizing.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Amazon MGM Studios



Watch. Blink Twice (out in theaters), a horror film about the dangers of befriending the rich and powerful.

Listen. Sabrina Carpenter's new album, Short n' Sweet (out now), tackles the exasperation of being young, female, straight, and single in 2024, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Photo Album


A seagull rests on top of a sea turtle. (Enric Adrian Gener / Ocean Photographer of the Year)



Take a look at these finalists in the Ocean Photographer of the Year competition, featuring some of the best coastal, drone, and underwater photos.



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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Six Underrated Hobbies to Try Out

Picking up a new pastime is no small feat.

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.

Picking up a hobby is no small feat. Trying something new requires time, consistency, and--most important--a spark of inspiration. Today, The Atlantic's writers and editors answer the question: What is an underrated hobby that you love?



My hobby is less of an activity and more of an appreciation--not so much for the finer things, but for the tinier things. On a shelf near my desk at home, a little blue goose watches me while I work. Next to him sit two porcelain cats, a boiled-wool dog, a stone sandpiper, a mouse carrying a tea light, and a painted coyote. My most recent animal acquisition is a pair of cast-iron Westie bookends, who support the books that are not already propped up by a pair of Holstein cows.

There is nothing I love more than a small animal, and if you cannot have the real thing, my feeling is that you should obtain the statuette. I have always believed this. In my childhood bedroom lives a tiny glass mouse dressed as a detective, four clay rabbits, a rose-quartz elephant, and a wooden donkey--among other friendly figures. With each animal tchotchke comes a memory or a story. A black-and-red rooster reminds me of a perfect vacation in Lisbon. A sheepdog lamp that I discovered while trawling Facebook Marketplace introduced me to a kindly older gentleman whose family raised sheepdogs in rural North Carolina.

Of course, my passion has its hazards. Every new animal procurement comes with an exasperated groan from my boyfriend. Dusting can be tedious. But when you love something, I believe you should surround yourself with it. And when I die, I will be buried in the style of the ancient pharaohs, my sarcophagus laden with ceramic creatures.

-- Elaine Godfrey, staff writer

***

I can't say that computer gaming is an underrated hobby, but it might be among people my age (I'm 63). I've been playing computer games since 1981; when I surprise younger people with this admission, it's like they just found out their grandpa has been learning how to breakdance or be a DJ.

I'd recommend two types of games for, shall we say, mature players--even those with busy lives.

I prefer games that demand a lot of focus rather than a lot of flash and action: Role-playing games such as the Fallout series and Baldur's Gate 3, for example, require you to inhabit a character, roam around in an artificial world, and make difficult moral choices in a kind of "choose your own adventure" approach that involves more than shooting things or chopping up monsters. I also like strategy games such as the XCOM series and large-scale World War II simulations, the type where you have to think about resources and equipment and terrain--and where you can stop playing, go do other things, and come back later.

Playing computer games has been my hobby for decades. It's a relaxing--and relatively inexpensive--pastime, and I've never seen a reason to let age or maturity talk me out of staying with it.

-- Tom Nichols, staff writer

***

I never thought of myself as an athlete until I found paraclimbing. The first time I climbed was in the midst of my 2021 pandemic malaise; I made it only three-quarters of the way up the wall, and for the next two days, I could barely move. But rock climbing is a sport of perseverance: The more you do it, the better you get--and the more fun you have.

There's a natural sense of comradery that forms in the gym, whether you're belaying or sitting around waiting to get on a route. Also, as someone who is a little addicted to my phone, I love that for a few hours each week I am completely unreachable, 30 feet in the air and as removed from the news cycle as possible. The world melts away when I climb.

Paraclimbing will make its debut at the 2028 Summer Paralympics, in Los Angeles, where viewers will get to witness the incredible diversity and adaptability of the paraclimbing community. It's one of the things I value most about the sport. Blind and visually impaired climbers climb with callers; some climbers with lower-body paralysis or weakness climb with a technique called campusing, relying solely on their arm strength. Some climbers with limb differences climb with prostheses; others don't. Climbers like myself with cerebral palsy might look different from able-bodied climbers, but no matter how you get up the wall, the destination and the pride of accomplishment are the same.

-- Kate Guarino, supervisory senior associate editor

***

Being washed-up isn't all bad. You see, my status as an ambitious has-been tennis player means that I am always trying to relive my glory days, but without my past strength or stamina. And with my condition (I suffer from a severe allergy to running), a lack of cardio had become a pesky obstacle in my attempts to rekindle some of my earlier prowess. Then, five years ago, desperate to trick myself into heaving slightly less on the courts, I discovered boxing.

To be clear, I hit bags--not people. The splendid catharsis I've encountered for decades--the one that accompanies the pop of the ball off my tennis racket--now emerges when I hear the smack of gloves on a heavy bag. It's hard to be new at something again, but it turns out that the positioning, weight transfer, and full-body energy required in tennis easily apply to boxing. Throwing jabs and hooks have also made me a better tennis player: I'm stronger, and my footwork has improved. Now, on the courts, I'm swift like a gazelle--a geriatric one whose knee hurts.

Gaining lung capacity and a new hobby while trying to compete with my former self has been a delightful win, and hopefully, one day, I'll be good enough to claim washed-up-boxer status too.

-- Bhumika Tharoor, managing editor

***

If you need a new coffee table, you don't go out into the woods, chop down a tree, and carve one yourself. Making pizza from scratch can seem a bit like that. In the time your pizza oven takes to get hot enough to crank out a semi-decent pie, you can order Domino's and have the delivery guy at your doorstep. But here is the paradox of pizza: The classic takeout food tastes so much better if you make it at home.

About once a month, I knead my own dough, portion it out into perfect little tennis balls, and stick it in the back of my fridge. Two days later, it is pizza time! Once stretched on my countertop, each dough is its own carte blanche. I have made pistachio pizza, Indian achar pizza, pesto-and-ricotta pizza, corn pizza, and so, so many margherita pizzas.

In other words, I am a full-on pizza sicko. I have invested in an outdoor pizza oven that can reach 900 degrees, and I've consumed hours of pizza-related YouTube videos to up my game. But you don't need to go to the same lengths to enjoy homemade pizza. My first-ever attempt, born of sheer pandemic boredom, resulted in a football-shaped pie that would not impress any Italian nonna. Maybe that'll happen to you too. But even with a creaky home oven, the pizza-making process can feel downright magical. Just dough, sauce, and cheese creates something that is so much more than the sum of its parts. And hey, if everything goes awry, there's always Domino's.

-- Saahil Desai, senior editor

***

Walking a dog for miles every day will lead you nose first into all sorts of shrubs and trees and weeds and flowers. For so long, it didn't occur to me, a first-time dog owner, that my dog wasn't barking at the air or rolling in nothing; he heard and smelled things I couldn't. He participated in a world that I didn't have access to, one that I wanted to get acquainted with by putting a name to what he dug up, sniffed out, and peed on.

When I first pointed the iNaturalist app (which is free to use) at a bunch of grass, I learned not only that it was bottlebrush grass, a shade-tolerant plant native to areas including the eastern United States, but that this grass is a host for many northern pearly-eye butterflies. When I held the Merlin Bird ID app (basically, Shazam for birdsong) up toward a flock my dog was chasing away, I discovered that they were starlings. Days later, inside an airport near Washington, D.C., I heard familiar chirps, and knew that the small, dark birds flapping against the vaulted windows were starlings too. This is the reward of nature identification. With each plant or animal you first learn by phone and later recognize by sight or sound, even some of the most claustrophobic places can remind you of the immensity of the world.

-- Shan Wang, programming director





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The man who will do anything for Trump
 	New York City's chaos mayor
 	20-somethings are in trouble.




The Week Ahead

	Beetlejuice Beetlejuice, a horror-comedy sequel to the cult-classic film about a mischievous demon unleashing chaos and mayhem (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 4 of Slow Horses, an espionage series about a dysfunctional group of MI5 agents (premieres Wednesday on Apple TV+)
 	Planet Aqua, a book by Jeremy Rifkin about how climate change should push us to reckon with the fact that we live on a planet composed mostly of water (out Tuesday)




Essay


Brian Finke / Gallery Stock



Marijuana Is Too Strong Now

By Malcolm Ferguson

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.)


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The growing gender divide, three minutes at a time
 	Short story: "Spit"
 	What a 100-year-old trial reveals about America
 	When victimhood takes a bad-faith turn






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Why Trump's Arlington debacle is so serious
 	A good-enough prime-time debut
 	Is a new Palestinian movement being born?




Photo Album


A stoat jumps high in the air above the snow. (Jose Manuel Grandio / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)



Take a look at these images from the Wildlife Photographer of the Year contest, which show a stoat jumping high in the air, a jackdaw bringing stones back to its nest, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Parent-Child Relationship in the College Years

Many parents stay enmeshed in their children's emotional life in college, for better or worse.

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.


Updated at 1:59 p.m. ET on September 3, 2024.


There's a moment, toward the end of a parent's trip to drop their child off at college, when it feels like the world is changing. Many describe the joy and loss that mingle in those five minutes walking back to the car. But some parents stay quite enmeshed in their child's emotional life long after they leave campus. My colleague Faith Hill reported earlier this summer on the new age of endless parenting, and how parents stay in much closer touch with their college-age children than they did a few decades prior.

Before they say goodbye to their kids, many parents will give parting advice. But "usually," Ezekiel J. Emanuel wrote this week, that advice "will be wrong." "When it comes to their children, parents are innately conservative," Emanuel writes. "They want them to be successful and to lead fulfilled and happy lives. To many parents, that means counseling them to pursue what seem like paths to guaranteed success." But that conservatism doesn't help students get the most out of their college experience, Emanuel argues.

Today's newsletter explores how the parent-child relationship changes during the college years, and how to help guide students through all that college brings.



On College

The Worst Advice Parents Can Give First-Year Students

By Ezekiel J. Emanuel

Today's college students will have ample time to figure out their careers. Before that, encourage them to take risks.

Read the article.

What the Freshman Class Needs to Read

By Niall Ferguson and Jacob Howland

It is no small part of a liberal education to show students the broad range of meaningful lives they might aspire to lead.

Read the article.

What I Learned About Life at My 30th College Reunion

By Deborah Copaken

"Every classmate who became a teacher or doctor seemed happy," and 29 other lessons from seeing my Harvard class of 1988 all grown up

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How college changes the parent-child relationship: The distance can actually strengthen the bond, Alia Wong wrote in 2019.
 	The new age of endless parenting: More grown kids are in near-constant contact with their family. Some people call this a failure to launch--but there's another way to look at it, Faith Hill writes.




Other Diversions

	Marijuana is too strong now.
 	The growing gender divide, three minutes at a time
 	The words people write on their skin




P.S.


Courtesy of Kristine S.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world.

"Here's a picture from our backyard, after a summer shower last week," Kristine S., 49, from Portland, Oregon, writes. "I noticed this raindrop-covered web among the cedar branches. Spider webs are one of those 'everyday wonders' that seem never to cease to amaze me!"

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

This article originally misspelled the last name of Ezekiel J. Emanuel.
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The Political Tradition Harris and Walz Are Bringing Back

Last night's interview was a reminder of what elections used to be like.

by Mark Leibovich




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.


Kamala Harris has now completed her first major television interview as the Democratic standard-bearer: perhaps the most feverishly anticipated, campaign-defining, existentially urgent interrogation ever conducted in the English language, or any language, in recent memory. Everyone will remember exactly where they were when they watched last night's extravaganza--nodding along, rolling their eyes, dozing off, changing the channel.

In other words, the spectacle itself did not exactly match the buildup that accompanied it. Personally, I watched the interview on my couch, eating a bowl of kettle corn and occasionally checking the Red Sox score on my phone (they lost). It was a perfectly fine and forgettable Thursday night, not unlike the perfectly fine and forgettable performance that Harris; her running mate, Tim Walz; and inquisitor-host Dana Bash turned in on CNN.

In the end, the only thing that made this interview a watershed event was the hype and heavy anticipation that preceded it. This was fueled in large part by the Harris campaign's refusals to do any major network interviews up to this point. And shame on the campaign for that: It should not have taken this long.

The most obvious sign that last night's production would not be a terribly game-changey affair came when CNN kept teasing Harris's answer to Bash's question about what it was like when President Joe Biden called to tell her that he was dropping out of the race. "I'll give you a little too much information," Harris replied, giggling. "Go for it," Bash encouraged. "There's no such thing, Madam Vice President."

To me, the phrase "too much information" suggested that Harris was about to overshare something excessively personal or mildly embarrassing about the phone call. Or perhaps she was about to blab something hugely significant and newsworthy that Biden had said to her or that she'd said to him, a detail that would loom large when the complete story of this momentous summer is written. But we would all have to wait for the Big Reveal, because CNN then cut to a commercial.

Finally, near the end of the interview, the cliffhanger was resolved. "It was a Sunday," Harris reminded us. Her family was visiting, "including my baby nieces." They were finishing up a pancake breakfast. Her nieces had asked "Auntie" for more bacon--which Auntie agreed to provide--before they turned to doing a puzzle. This was all very humanizing, yes, but a bit beside the point.

"And the phone rang, and it was Joe Biden," Harris said, finally getting to the nub of the matter and returning us to the suspense at hand. "And he told me what he had decided to do." Harris had then asked Biden if he was sure about stepping aside.

Yes, he'd said, he was sure.

"And that's how I learned about it," the vice president said.

That was pretty much it.

Bash followed up with a question about whether Harris had asked Biden during the phone call for his endorsement, or whether Biden had indicated that he would support her. "He was very clear that he was going to support me," Harris said. Ideally, Bash could have gotten in a few more inquiries about that famous phone call--about the bacon (thick-cut?), pancakes (blueberry?), and puzzle (jigsaw?). Personally, I wanted to know if Doug Emhoff had been allowed to skip the puzzle and maybe escape for a nap or something--because that's what I would have wanted to do after a big Sunday breakfast, to be honest. Plus, I hate puzzles.

Sometimes, history gets interspersed seamlessly with the mundane pace of everyday life. Big, fate-shifting phone calls are not, in fact, highly dramatic occurrences, nor will much-awaited interviews always yield the massive developments we expect. Sometimes, syrup-smeared breakfast dishes are getting cleared away, and then the president calls, and life takes a major pivot. And sometimes, appointment TV will serve up a nothingburger.

As for the Trump campaign, it seized rather loudly on Harris's answer to a question about whether she supported a ban on fracking, which she had previously said she did during her short-lived and ill-fated presidential campaign of 2019.

"As president, I will not ban fracking," Harris assured Bash, which she indicated has been her position since Biden picked her to be his running mate, in 2020. Bash later asked Harris how voters should view some of the rather dramatic policy shifts she has made from 2019 to now.

"The most important and most significant aspect of my policy perspective and decisions is: My values have not changed," Harris said. This was of course a classic politician's evasion, and entirely predictable given that Harris (1) is a politician and (2) very badly needs to win Pennsylvania (a.k.a. one of the nation's largest fracking states). Donald Trump expressed some outrage about this flip-flop, but his heart did not really seem to be in it.

"BORING!!!" he declared in a Truth Social post about the interview, a much bigger sin in his eyes than anything Harris actually said.

Trump wasn't entirely wrong about that. But for an interview like this, "boring"--or, as my colleague Tom Nichols called it, "good enough"--feels quite okay, maybe refreshingly so. It isn't healthy for a populace to put so much weight on a politician's every TV appearance. Or, for that matter, for every election to feel as life-and-death as this one does, or the previous one did.

If nothing else, last night was a reminder that Harris and Walz are politicians, and their interviews are likely to consist of the finesse and obfuscation that's been standard in American politics forever. I've been covering campaigns for more than two decades, and this is how it goes. Still, things should get much more interesting when Harris and Trump meet up 11 days from now in Philadelphia for the next existential, campaign-defining moment.

Related:

	A good-enough prime-time debut
 	Seven questions that should be easy for Harris to answer






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Why Trump's Arlington debacle is so serious
 	Mark Zuckerberg will never win.
 	Mark Robinson's dereliction of duty




Today's News

	In an interview with NBC News yesterday, Donald Trump said that, if elected, he will have the government or private insurers cover the costs of in vitro fertilization; he also called Florida's six-week abortion ban "too short." His statements drew the ire of some anti-abortion advocates and Democrats, who cited his inconsistent positions on reproductive-health issues.
 	A Brazilian judge ordered the suspension of X in Brazil after Elon Musk failed to appoint a new legal representative in the country.
 	Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has fired Ukraine's air-force commander. The dismissal came days after an F-16 warplane crashed during a Russian attack, killing the pilot, according to the Ukrainian military.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: In the past decade alone, millions of acres in the United States have burned in wildfires--and our houses are fuel, Kylie Mohr writes.
 	Work in Progress: Silicon Valley billionaires claim that Federal Trade Commission Chair Lina Khan's antitrust enforcement hurts the little guy. Do they have a point?
 	The Books Briefing: When religious certainty is challenged, some leaders appeal to fear--but persuasion works better, Boris Kachka writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: Teachers across the country still seem to have no clue how to handle ChatGPT, Matteo Wong writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



The Last Social Network

By Lora Kelley

While killing time recently, I was scrolling through my phone and learned that a childhood friend had gone out for pizza. Two guys from my high school are now roommates (nice to see they are still in touch!). And a friend of my brother's had gotten tickets for a Cubs game.
 I saw all of this on Venmo. The popular payment app is primarily a way for people to send one another money, maybe with an informative or amusing description. But it has also long had a peculiar social feature.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Six degrees of Trump and bacon
 	Chatbots are primed to warp reality.




Culture Break


Emilio Morenatti / AP



Check out. This photo of the day from the Paralympics shows the Italian Paralympic athlete Arjola Dedaj, who brought style to the track with her butterfly blindfold.

Watch. Between the Temples (out now in theaters) imagines how different generations of Jewish Americans might be connected by the same rituals, Mark Asch writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Speaking of burgers (nothingburgers or otherwise), I was at a Shake Shack when I learned that Biden was dropping out. We were at the Vince Lombardi rest stop, on the New Jersey Turnpike, driving back to D.C. from New York. Really bad traffic, the trip took six or seven hours, yuck. It was midsummer, which feels like a long time ago, but not as long ago as the Biden debate debacle, which was in early summer (late June).

Now it's almost Labor Day already, which is also hard to believe. May everyone enjoy their weekend, and please drive safe.

-- Mark



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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Another Disastrous Year of ChatGPT School Is Beginning

Instructors across the country still seem to have no clue how to handle the technology.

by Matteo Wong




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.


Year three of AI college is about to begin, and instructors across the country still seem to have no clue how to handle the technology: no good way to stop students from using ChatGPT to write essays, and no clear way to instruct students on how AI might enhance their work. Meanwhile, more and more teachers seem to be turning to large language models to help them grade and give feedback. "If the first year of AI college ended in a feeling of dismay, the situation has now devolved into absurdism," my colleague Ian Bogost wrote in a recent story for The Atlantic. One writing professor Ian spoke with said that AI had ruined the trust he once had in his students and that he's ready to quit the profession altogether. "I have loved my time in the classroom, but with ChatGPT, everything feels pointless," he said.

The way forward, Ian suggests, might be not in trying to patch up the flaws AI is exposing, but in reimagining teaching and learning in higher education. I recently touched base with Ian, who is himself a professor of media studies and computer science at Washington University, to follow up on his story. Even before generative AI, many of the types of papers that college courses assign seemed pointless, he told me--instructors ask students to write "a bad version of the specialized kind of written output scholars produce."

Perhaps, then, universities ought to try a different form of instruction: assignments that are more creative and open-ended, with a more concrete link to the world outside academia. Students "might be told to write a paragraph of lively prose, for example, or a clear observation about something they see," Ian wrote in his story, "or some lines that transform a personal experience into a general idea." Maybe, in the very long term, the shock of generative AI will actually help higher education blossom.




Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic.



AI Cheating Is Getting Worse

By Ian Bogost

Kyle Jensen, the director of Arizona State University's writing programs, is gearing up for the fall semester. The responsibility is enormous: Each year, 23,000 students take writing courses under his oversight. The teachers' work is even harder today than it was a few years ago, thanks to AI tools that can generate competent college papers in a matter of seconds.
 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 full article.



What to Read Next

	ChatGPT will end high-school English: Just after ChatGPT emerged nearly two years ago, Daniel Herman foresaw these very problems. "The arrival of OpenAI's ChatGPT, a program that generates sophisticated text in response to any prompt you can imagine, may signal the end of writing assignments altogether," he wrote in an article for The Atlantic.
 	Neal Stephenson's most stunning prediction: Tech luminaries have long predicted that computer programs could act as personal tutors--but today's generative AI isn't up to the task. "We've already seen examples of lawyers who use ChatGPT to create legal documents, and the AI just fabricated past cases and precedents that seemed completely plausible," the science-fiction author Neal Stephenson told me in February. "When you think about the idea of trying to make use of these models in education, this becomes a bug too."




P.S.

August may be ending, but in many parts of the United States, it feels like the summer heat never will. (Perhaps you saw articles this week about "corn sweat.") It may be time to consider a neck fan. "The longer I wear my neck fan, the easier it is to imagine a future in which neck fans are as much part of the summer as sunglasses and flip-flops," Saahil Desai wrote in a story on the new gadgets earlier this month.

-- Matteo




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/08/another-disastrous-year-of-chatgpt-school-is-beginning/679672/?utm_source=feed
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The Worst Way to Change Minds

When religious certainty is challenged, some leaders appeal to fear--but persuasion works better.

by Boris Kachka




Join the Atlantic staff writer Jerusalem Demsas and its editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, for a discussion about Demsas's new book, On the Housing Crisis. The conversation will take place at Politics and Prose at The Wharf, in Washington, D.C., 610 Water Street SW, on September 3 at 7 p.m. 

As Dorothy Fortenberry noted in an essay for us this week, "We live in a strange moment when religion remains a powerful force in American public life even as churchgoing declines precipitously." Citing a new Louisiana law mandating that schools display the Ten Commandments, Fortenberry asks if such breaches of Church-state separation are a sign of Christianity's strength in the culture or its weakness--a kind of "last-ditch attempt to get the government to do the work once accomplished by Sunday school."

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	"Poem With the Last Line as the First," a poem by Didi Jackson
 	When victimhood takes a bad-faith turn
 	"Keepsake," a poem by Roey Leonardi


How did the United States come to this crossroads, in which religion frequently seems to polarize people rather than unite them? Fortenberry focuses on Eliza Griswold's new book, Circle of Hope, about a progressive Evangelical congregation that collapsed following 2020's COVID shutdowns and Black Lives Matter protests. When Circle of Hope's services moved to Zoom just as pastors and congregants were attempting to face their blind spots regarding inclusion and tolerance, tempers flared and misunderstandings proliferated. Instead of having hard conversations, the pastors either fell back on DEI buzzwords or stubbornly defended the Church's mission.

Fortenberry places Griswold's sad case study in the context of a larger national social and spiritual crisis--the decline of communal spaces and the rise of isolation and despair. It made me reflect on three other books we've recently covered that explore moments when religion's role in society was gravely challenged and compromise felt impossible.

In Keeping the Faith: God, Democracy, and the Trial That Riveted a Nation, Brenda Wineapple recounts the Scopes "monkey trial" of 1925, when a teacher was charged with violating a law against covering evolution in the classroom. The two lawyers who faced off in the trial--Clarence Darrow, the crusading liberal ACLU attorney arguing for the defense, and William Jennings Bryan, the pious, conservative prosecuting stalwart--each brought to the case a sense of righteous fervor. Contemporary narratives tend to cast Darrow as the hero and Bryan as the backward bigot. Wineapple portrays it slightly differently: Darrow could be arrogant, flip, and alienating, and many felt he did Scopes no favors.

In his essay on the book, John Kaag writes that "in Wineapple's incisive treatment, the trial reveals how opponents in a cultural conflict can be similarly vulnerable and shortsighted." Bryan and Darrow were both trafficking in and driven by fear. For Bryan, accepting that humans evolved from hominid ancestors over millions of years, instead of being divinely created, meant nothing less than the collapse of American society. Darrow feared that convicting Scopes would ring the death knell for progress. Their debate left no room for consensus on what the country's future balance of power between religion and science might look like.

Bryan won the battle (Scopes was convicted and fined $100) and Darrow won the war (evolution is broadly accepted and taught), but neither made much progress in persuading the public. Rather, as Kaag writes, "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."

Are all such debates doomed to be circuses that bring out the worst in leaders? I found consolation in Wineapple's Atlantic article earlier this month about two books that reached even further back in history: Michael Taylor's Impossible Monsters and Edward Dolnick's Dinosaurs at the Dinner Party. Each addresses the moment, in the early 19th century, when the discovery of dinosaur fossils shook the foundations of Victorian society.

One of Taylor's key subjects, the scientist Thomas Henry Huxley, seemed particularly effective at spreading a radical new gospel of how life on Earth came to be. Taylor quotes Huxley telling a theologian: "Sit down before a fact as a little child. Be prepared to give up every preconceived notion, [and] follow humbly wherever and to whatever abysses nature leads, or you shall learn nothing." That might be a lot to ask of a Victorian man of God, but Huxley's reference to humility stands out. He wasn't asserting a monopoly on all knowledge; he was extolling a spirit of openness and exploration, the cornerstone of the scientific method. His appeal was not to fear but to curiosity. He was making his case in a very different time, but his approach might be worth emulating today.






Why Did This Progressive Evangelical Church Fall Apart?

By Dorothy Fortenberry

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

Read the full article.





What to Read

Fit Nation: The Pains and Gains of America's Exercise Obsession, by Natalia Mehlman Petrzela

Years into her career as a cultural historian, Petrzela, a New School history professor, turned her attention to the history of America's obsession with fitness--in part because to outsiders, her passion for exercise seemed at odds with her academic life and interests. In chronicling the evolution in America's attitude toward exercise, from skepticism to an equation of fitness with moral superiority, Fit Nation brings the academic and athletic worlds together. The book touches on the history of the sports bra, Title IX's impact on women's participation in sports, the first running boom, the mania for aerobics and yoga classes of the past, and how current brands, such as Barry's and Peloton, have become shorthand for an entire set of ethical, aesthetic, and financial positions. Exercise, Petrzela argues, is no longer just about bodily benefits; it's also the manifestation of our collective, if fraught, belief that fitness represents virtue. -- Amanda Parrish Morgan

From our list: Eight books that will inspire you to move your body





Out Next Week

? Lovely One, by Ketanji Brown Jackson

? Death at the Sign of the Rook, by Kate Atkinson


? Small Rain, by Garth Greenwell







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Young Men Have Invented a New Way to Defeat Themselves

By Ian Bogost

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 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 Tech-Trump Alliance

A conversation with Ali Breland about the long-simmering ideas animating Silicon Valley's rightward turn

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.


Some of the most prominent figures in Silicon Valley are enthusiastically supporting Donald Trump's campaign. And Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, is a former venture capitalist with deep ties to the right-wing tech billionaire Peter Thiel; as my colleague Ali Breland put it in a recent article, Silicon Valley "got their guy." I spoke with Ali, who covers tech and right-wing politics, about the long-simmering ideas animating Silicon Valley's shift to the right.





Returning to Their Roots

Lora Kelley: Many people think of the Silicon Valley tech scene as a pretty liberal one. Is that assumption true? And if so, how did we get to this point where some of the most visible leaders in tech are backing Trump?

Ali Breland: There is a shift happening. I don't want to discount that. But this, to me, is also indicative of some segments of Silicon Valley returning to their roots.

If you look back at some of the original literature that was coming out of the tech scene--the early issues of Wired magazine, or the Whole Earth Catalog--they featured not necessarily hard-right ideologies but these free-market, libertarian ideologies. This kind of stuff was always flowing through Silicon Valley, even when tech executives were voting for and supporting Democrats. A lot of tech companies' business models involve finding ways to circumvent regulation and then hiring workforces that are not on staff or are extremely difficult to unionize.

The tech industry supported Democrats such as Barack Obama in part because he allowed that culture to exist within his version of liberalism. Tech titans perceive Kamala Harris and Joe Biden to be chipping away at that flexibility, so they're turning to a right that they see as more friendly to tech.

Lora: Is the selection of Vance as Trump's running mate hastening this turn?

Ali: Elon Musk was very excited when Trump picked Vance; he posted on X that the ticket "resounds with victory." Some tech people seem to be feeling: He's one of us. He's connected to Peter Thiel. He worked out here. He believes in what we believe. There are certainly people coalescing around the campaign because of that.

Vance is where he is in large part because of Thiel's $15 million donation to his Senate campaign. Even though Thiel has said he isn't donating this cycle, the 2021 campaigns of Vance and Blake Masters were a warm-up moment. Venture capitalists were giving many millions more to the right than to Democrats in that cycle.

Lora: How pervasive is the support for Trump in Silicon Valley? Is the entire sector shifting? Or is it more that a few loud voices are getting lots of attention?

Ali: There are different factions. A lot of tech workers still skew left, or believe in a liberal version of the free market. And a lot of the tech-titan set are still Democrats: There's Aaron Levie of the software company Box; Reid Hoffman, a co-founder of LinkedIn, is the mega Democratic donor of Silicon Valley; Sheryl Sandberg has publicly supported Kamala Harris.

But we are also seeing a group of right-backing tech titans expressing a new rhetoric that didn't have a place in Silicon Valley before. Thiel, for example, has been pushing his far-right beliefs into the ether for a long time. At one point, he was treated as an oddity. Now he's in step with the prevailing ideological movement among tech billionaires.

Lora: What are some of the ideas animating this new rhetoric?

Ali: In the techno-optimist manifesto that Marc Andreessen released last fall, he cites Nick Land, a British philosopher who became important in the intellectual development of the far right. He also cites F. T. Marinetti, who was an Italian futurist and fascist. And he quotes Friedrich Nietzsche, who is not inherently right-wing, but who is having a moment among this set of right-wing advocates of eugenics and a "natural order" who want to see "strongmen" take over, and who see feminists and the DEI movement as getting in the way of the country's true potential. I don't know if Andreessen believes in all of that. But that appeal to the strongman is indicative of the new right-wing thinking that's taking shape in Silicon Valley.

Lora: Some of this seems to be about ideology and values. But what are some of the more immediate policy concerns that are pushing tech titans toward the right?

Ali: A lot of tech leaders want to be left alone and unregulated. And there's lately been a shift in how the industry perceives Democrats to be approaching tech. Biden's appointment of Lina Khan, a proponent of stringent antitrust law, to lead the Federal Trade Commission is something tech people bring up a lot, and cite as an example of Biden not being interested in helping the industry. Even Andreessen has suggested that he misses the old Democrats who gave tech this cozy place and let them do what they want.

There is also a large crypto contingent that sees Biden as aggressively anti-crypto, and they're very skeptical of his appointment of Gary Gensler as the chair of the Securities and Exchange Commission. They're a bit more cautiously optimistic about Harris. But they still see Trump as the clearest path toward a low-regulation environment that's good for them.

Clearly, there is an aesthetic sensibility that crypto people appreciate about Trump, too. There's a troll-y aspect, and both Trump's MAGA base and the crypto community have ties to 4chan. Still, in past election cycles, crypto communities were not broadly pro-Trump, because there was no clear edge for them and their own material interests. Now some tech leaders see Trump as a way to satisfy those interests.

Related:

	The rise of techno-authoritarianism
 	Silicon Valley got their guy.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Marijuana is too strong now.
 	Kamala Harris and the Black elite
 	Radio Atlantic: Laughing at Trump




Today's News

	The U.S. Army said that an Arlington National Cemetery employee, who tried to ensure that Donald Trump's team adhered to the cemetery's rules against political activity during his recent visit, was "abruptly pushed aside."
 	An interview with Vice President Kamala Harris and Tim Walz will air tonight on CNN. They answered questions about their plans for the White House, why Harris changed her position on decriminalizing illegal border crossings, and Trump's attacks on her racial identity.
 	U.S. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan met with Chinese President Xi Jinping in Beijing. They discussed U.S.-China relations and tensions in the South China Sea.






Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Caroline Mimbs Nyce reviews a brief history of The Atlantic's use of a familiar type of headline.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Joanne Imperio / The Atlantic. Sources: Bettmann / Getty; Heritage Art / Getty; NY Daily News Archive / Getty.



What a 100-Year-Old Trial Reveals About America

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The challenge of negotiating with Xi Jinping
 	The national interest is what the president says it is.
 	How to influence people--and make friends




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Brian Bowen Smith / ABC; Craig Blankenhorn / Max; Getty.



Watch. TV has turned in a new direction, Hannah Giorgis wrote in 2023. Shows such as The Golden Bachelor and And Just Like That have been curious--and insightful--about love after 50.

Read. Eliza Griswold's new book, Circle of Hope, examines the forces that led to the collapse of a progressive evangelical church.

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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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 grave site 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.
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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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                [image: A person rappels into a cavern in front of a huge stone carving of a head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tourist descends into Tianyan Cave to explore a Buddha statue on August 22, 2024, in Chongqing, China.
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                [image: A couple of people walk around the base of the upper half of a very tall, white sculpture of Jesus Christ.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph shows the upper portion of a sculpture of Jesus Christ, part of a giant statue by Armenian sculptor Armen Samvelyane, which will rise to a final height of 33 meters, at a workshop in Yerevan, Armenia, on August 26, 2024. The statue will be erected on Mount Hatis, some 30 kilometers from Yerevan, from where it will be visible, said the sculptor, who has been working on the project for two years.
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                [image: A circular service center with a stylized roof and tower sits on pilings, alongside a highway bridge over a broad bay.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a service center in the middle of the 35-kilometer-long (22-mile-long) Hangzhou Bay Bridge in Ningbo, Zhejiang province, China, on August 24, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand and sit on a rocky plain, looking toward a distant fountain of lava erupting from a crater.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People watch lava fountains from the old lava fields around an eruption site on the Reykjanes Peninsula, in Iceland, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: A fire dancer swinging small fireballs around them in multiple arcs captured in a long-exposure image.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A fire dancer performs at a beach on the Thai island of Koh Samui on August 29, 2024.
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                [image: A handful of sunspots on the sun's surface]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sunspots are seen on the sun's surface, photographed in Kuwait City on August 24, 2024.
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                [image: A sunbeam shines through a natural arch in a mountain, lighting up a field below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sunbeam shines through a natural arch in Yueyan National Forest Park on August 27, 2024, in Yongzhou, Hunan Province, China.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Jiang Keqing / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person rides a horse through dust behind a large herd of wild horses.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wild horses living on the foothills of Mount Erciyes run in herds across the Hormetci meadows in Kayseri, Turkey, on August 26, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of fog surrounding the Golden Gate Bridge]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fog surrounds the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, California, on August 27, 2024.
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                [image: People play pickleball in front of an audience on a small court set up on a high observation deck above New York City.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Pro tennis players Madison Keys, Frances Tiafoe, Taylor Fritz, and Alex de Minaur play pickleball on the 1,100-foot-tall outdoor observation deck at Edge at Hudson Yards on August 22, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: Archers with a variety of disabilities practice side-by-side at a range, displaying many bits of complex gear.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Archers train before the start of the 2024 Paralympic Games in Paris, France, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: A man in a kilt swings a throwing hammer before releasing it at a Highland Games competition.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Lonach Highlander throws the hammer during the Lonach Highland Gathering and Games on August 24, 2024, in Strathdon, Scotland.
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                [image: An athlete in a wheelchair swings a racket at a tennis ball on a court.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Bryan Tapia from Chile takes part in a wheelchair tennis training session at the Stade Roland Garros in Paris, ahead of the Paralympic Games on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: A group of protesters stand at the base of a tall statue.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Judicial Branch workers, judges, and magistrates on an indefinite strike demonstrate in Tijuana, Baja California State, Mexico, on August 25, 2024. The groups held a nation-wide protest against a controversial constitutional reform that would make broad changes to the justice system.
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                [image: A wrestler makes a high jump from the top of the ropes toward a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Wrestler Joaquin Wilde makes a dive against The Judgment Day during Monday Night RAW at Amica Mutual Pavillion on August 26, 2024, in Providence, Rhode Island.
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                [image: A woman holds a frisbee as a dog leaps past with another frisbee in its mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman trains her dog to catch a frisbee In Karlsruhe, Germany, on August 25, 2024.
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                [image: A pollen-covered bee flies toward a sunflower.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bee flies toward a sunflower in a field on the outskirts of Frankfurt, Germany, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of flying storks fill the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Storks begin their migration journey as autumn approaches in the village of Cavus, part of Seydisehir, Konya, Turkey, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: Dozens of hand-woven rugs laid on the ground outside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of hand-woven rugs laid under the sun to complete the coloring process in Antalya, Turkey, in August 2024
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                [image: An elevated view of many steplike rice terraces carved into a hillside]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Terraces at the Jiabang Rice Terraces scenic spot in Congjiang county, in China's Guizhou province, on August 21, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of dozens of abandoned bicycles covered by a tangle of bushes]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A huge abandoned bike-share yard on the outskirts of Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China, on August 24, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of many houses half-buried in a mud flow]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows rescue teams and residents searching for victims buried in mud after a flash flood hit the village of Rua, located at the foot of Mount Gamalama, in Ternate, North Maluku, Indonesia, on August 25, 2024.
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                [image: A large group of people crowd together, stretching their arms toward a point in the middle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Hindu devotees prepare to form a human pyramid during celebrations to mark the Krishna Janmashtami festival in Mumbai on August 27, 2024.
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                [image: A couple embraces in a mass of squashed tomatoes during a food-fight festival.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers lie in a pool of squashed tomatoes during the annual "Tomatina" tomato fight fiesta, in the village of Bunol, near Valencia, Spain, on August 28, 2024.
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                [image: A dancer performs while wearing a colorful feathered costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Revelers take part in the Notting Hill Carnival on August 26, 2024, in London, England.
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                [image: Lightning strikes and a rainbow appear in a dark sky above a baseball stadium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lightning strikes and a rainbow in under a dark sky during a rain delay in the second inning between the Minnesota Twins and Atlanta Braves at Target Field in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on August 26, 2024.
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                [image: People embrace while attending a candlelight vigil.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People attend a candlelight vigil during Manchester Pride 2024 on August 26, 2024, in Manchester, England. The vigil is held in partnership with George House Trust to honor individuals impacted by HIV.
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                [image: Emergency-service workers search through ragged piles of rubble and smashed trees at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Ukrainian emergency services conduct a search-and-rescue operation among the rubble of a destroyed hotel following a Russian strike in the town of Kramatorsk on August 24, 2024, during Russia's ongoing invasion of Ukraine.
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                [image: Hooded penitents walk down a narrow lane.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Penitents, known as "Disciplinanti," gather before a procession in honor of Our Lady of Assumption, on August 25, 2024, in Guardia Sanframondi, Italy.
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                [image: A firefighter sprays water from the top of a tanker truck toward fire burning through a sugarcane field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighter tries to tame a fire on a sugarcane plantation near the city of Dumon, Brazil, on August 24, 2024.
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                [image: An unmanned aerial vehicle explodes into pieces and a fireball in the sky.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photo taken from a position in northern Israel shows a Hezbollah UAV intercepted by Israeli air forces over north Israel on August 25, 2024.
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                [image: A tidal-current power-generator unit, looking like a complex dock attached to a small island, with tidal waters flowing past quickly]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A tidal-current power-generator unit, operating in the waters of Xiushan Island in Zhoushan City, Zhejiang Province, China, on August 23, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd watches as several people compete for a football in a shallow riverbed, splashing and falling.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People compete in the annual football match in the River Windrush in Bourton-on-the-Water, Gloucestershire, England, on August 26, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Lee Smith / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A wild boar steps through a muddy swamp.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wild boar is seen in the swamps in Kocacay Delta, in the Karacabey district of Bursa, Turkey, on August 27, 2024.
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                [image: Half a dozen Corgi dogs race and bark at one another as a crowd watches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dogs run during the Corgi Race Vilnius, in Vilnius, Lithuania, on August 24, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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