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        The Stars Who Came to Hate Their Fame
        Spencer Kornhaber

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.The last time The Atlantic put a modern pop star on its cover was 2008, when Britney Spears, clad in oversize sunglasses, occupied a piece of media real estate usually devoted to probing the fate of democracy. Her appearance shocked many readers. "Everyone Officially a Tabloid or About to Become One," read the headline to an incredulous...

      

      
        Tech Leaders' Unfounded Reasons for Pushing Social Media on (Other People's) Kids
        Lennon Torres

        When the tobacco industry was accused of marketing harmful products to teens, its leaders denied the charge but knew it was true. Even worse, the industry had claimed that smoking made people healthier--by reducing anxiety, say, or slimming waistlines.The social-media industry is using a similar technique today. Instead of acknowledging the damage their products have done to teens, tech giants insist that they are blameless and that their products are mostly harmless. And at times, a more audaciou...

      

      
        Entitlement Is Not an Identity. It's a Trap.
        Tope Folarin

        In July of this year, a U.S.-based company called CrowdStrike released an update for its widely used cybersecurity software, inadvertently triggering a massive system crash. In the hours that followed, what has since been described as the "largest outage in history" affected nearly every facet of our global society. On X, the phrase Leave the world behind went viral. That is the title of Rumaan Alam's third novel, in which a catastrophic collapse of communications strands a group of people in a v...

      

      
        Netanyahu's Other War
        Gershom Gorenberg

        When Hamas invaded Israel on October 7, the most bitter political conflict in the country's history suddenly seemed to be on hold--as if an unseen finger had pushed a pause button with everyone's mouths still open in a shout."Judicial reform is not on the agenda," Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu declared at a press conference on October 28, referring to his government's program to eviscerate the supreme court and give the executive unconstrained power. Major  protest organizations that had risen...

      

      
        What John Stuart Mill Knew About Happiness
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Are you a liberal? I mean it not in the modern political left-right sense but under the post-Enlightenment philosophical definition of standing for the rights of individuals, consent of the governed, political equality, private-property rights, and equality before the law. If you are this kind of liberal, you have been influenced by the 19th-century English philosopher John Stuart Mill, who was p...

      

      
        'That's Something That You Won't Recover From as a Doctor'
        Sarah Zhang

        Photographs by Bethany MollenkofKylie Cooper has seen all the ways a pregnancy can go terrifyingly, perilously wrong. She is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients, also known as a maternal-fetal-medicine specialist, or MFM. The awkward hyphenation highlights the duality of the role. Cooper must care for two patients at once: mother and fetus, mom and baby. On good days, she helps women with complicated pregnancies bring home healthy babies. On bad days, she has to tell families that this...

      

      
        Does Kamala Harris Believe in Evolution?
        Daniel Engber

        On a presidential-debate stage 17 years ago, a moderator posed what was then a kind of  gotcha question: "Do you believe in evolution?" he asked John McCain. The senator froze for a moment before delivering a "yes." Then, after several other candidates expressed their disagreement, he clarified: "I believe in evolution," he said, "but I also believe, when I hike the Grand Canyon and see it at sunset, that the hand of God is there."Not a single synthetic theory that explains the history of life wa...

      

      
        The Supreme Court's Effort to Save Trump Is Already Working
        Quinta Jurecic

        Just months ago, it seemed conceivable that Donald Trump might spend the final stretch of the presidential campaign in a Washington, D.C., courtroom, on trial for his efforts to overturn the results of the 2020 election. Even a week ago, it was possible that voters might head to the polls on Election Day with Trump's sentencing in the New York hush-money case, then scheduled for September 18, fresh in their mind. But on Friday, New York Supreme Court Justice Juan Merchan pushed the sentencing dat...

      

      
        What I Saw on the January 6 Committee
        Jacob Glick

        Days after the January 6 attack on the Capitol, I joined the legal team supporting Representative Jamie Raskin and the other House managers as they prepared for President Donald Trump's second impeachment trial. At that point, relatively little was known about the origins of the attack. What was visible to us, as we scrambled to draft a presentation to the Senate, was a grim yet simple truth: Trump had set a violent mob upon Congress in order to stay in power. Later, I became part of the House Ja...

      

      
        Trump's Repetitive Speech Is a Bad Sign
        Richard A. Friedman

        Tuesday's presidential debate was, among other things, an excellent real-world test of the candidates' cognitive fitness--and any fair-minded mental-health expert would be very worried about Donald Trump's performance.The former president has repeatedly bragged over the past several years that he has passed various mental-status exams with flying colors. Most of these tests are designed to detect fairly serious cognitive dysfunction, and as such, they are quite easy to pass: They ask simple questi...

      

      
        The Sauron Problem
        Emma Stefansky

        When we return to the Second Age of Middle-earth, in the Season 2 premiere of The Lord of the Rings: The Rings of Power, we're treated to a little bit of backstory. Sauron's backstory, specifically, and it's probably not what viewers versed in J. R. R. Tolkien's supplemental material were expecting. The dark lord Sauron, scourge of Middle-earth, is giving a pep talk to his army of orcs when he is betrayed and seemingly slain by one of his lieutenants.Sauron's spirit survives, and he lingers in Mi...

      

      
        The Americans Who Yearn for Anti-American Propaganda
        Anne Applebaum

        Over the past decade, China has invested hundreds of millions of dollars in its international media network. The Xinhua News Agency, China Global Television Network, China Radio International, and the China Daily web portal produce material in multiple languages and use multiple social-media accounts to amplify it. This huge investment produces plenty of positive coverage of China and benign depictions of the authoritarian world more broadly. Nevertheless, Beijing is also aware that news marked "...

      

      
        She Won the Psychological Battle, But ...
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe most appropriate terms to describe how Kamala Harris triumphed over Donald Trump in Tuesday's debate come not from political punditry but from the field of psychology: triggered, baited, ego deflated. In answer after answer, Harris went straight for Trump's tender spots, calling him weak, saying that he was an easy target for dictators "who can manipulate you with flattery" and that he was having a "difficult time pro...

      

      
        Donald Trump Can't Stop Posting
        Ali Breland

        During last night's debate, Donald Trump said some strange things, even by his own standards. He praised the Hungarian leader Viktor Orban (using the antidemocratic term strongman approvingly); lamented that immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are "eating the dogs"; and falsely suggested that Kamala Harris wants to do "transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." This is not merely the stuff of normal Trumpian discourse. This is the stuff of someone who is merely spending way too mu...

      

      
        Trump Blames Everybody but Himself
        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.This morning found the former apex predator of American politics looking for some hand-holding. Donald Trump said on Fox & Friends that he is "not inclined" to do any more debates, but that if he does, he wants only the friendliest possible moderators--his suggestions were the Fox News hosts Sean Hannity...

      

      
        Trump Again Disgraces a Sacred American Space
        David A. Graham

        The bar for tastelessness in American politics has dropped precipitously in the past decade. It's even dropped in the past 24 hours. Nonetheless, it takes a unique kind of vulgarity to bring a 9/11 "truther" to events marking the 23rd anniversary of the September 11 attacks.The culprit is former President Donald Trump, who attended commemorative events in New York and Pennsylvania today. As part of his entourage, he brought along Laura Loomer, a right-wing activist and former Republican president...

      

      
        How Swing Voters Reacted to the Trump-Harris Debate
        Sarah Longwell

        Before last night's debate, I got a text from a friend who summed up Kamala Harris's predicament: She has to appear feminine but not dainty. She has to be firm but not nasty. She has to call out Donald Trump's lies but not be naggy. She has to dress presidentially but not be blah.Evidently, women candidates face challenges that men don't--voters question their toughness and are often ambivalent about how they should discuss identity. But at the debate, Harris showed that these hurdles aren't insur...

      

      
        The Real AI Threat Starts When the Polls Close
        Matteo Wong

        During last night's presidential debate, Donald Trump once again baselessly insisted that the only reason he lost in 2020 was coordinated fraud. "Our elections are bad," Trump declared--gesturing to the possibility that, should he lose in November, he will again contest the results.After every presidential election nowadays, roughly half the nation is in disbelief at the outcome--and many, in turn, search for excuses. Some of those claims are outright fabricated, such as Republican cries that 2020 ...

      

      
        Kamala Harris's Most Successful Power Play
        Megan Garber

        In the end, her face said it all.Before Kamala Harris and Donald Trump met in Philadelphia last night, they agreed to rules stipulating that each candidate's microphone would generally be muted while the other was speaking. The rules were meant to ensure, among other things, equal air time. Predictably, Trump ignored them. He talked out of turn, again and again, forging ahead until ABC's production staff relented, turning on his mic to let him have his say. As a result, the debate ended with, by ...

      

      
        This Election Actually Is About Taylor Swift
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Taylor Swift has been an outspoken Democrat for some time now. After publicly regretting that she'd not campaigned against Donald Trump in 2016, she endorsed liberal candidates in Tennessee in 2018 and baked Biden-themed cookies in 2020. In some ways, her endorsement of Kamala Harris, posted to Instagram after last night's presidential debate, is no surprise. But in 2024, she's more than just another entertainer voting blue. She is the celebrity who best encapsulates the tensions that this partic...

      

      
        Gullible Mr. Trump
        Adam Serwer

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Perhaps the most telling moment of last night's debate was when former President Donald Trump, desperate for a compelling attack line against Vice President Kamala Harris, repeated the right-wing canard that Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are stealing and eating people's pets."They're eating the dogs. The people that came in, they're eating the cats," Trump shouted into the microphone. "They're eating the pets o...

      

      
        Wildfires Rage in Southern California
        Alan Taylor

        There are currently several large wildfires burning in Southern California, in and around the Greater Los Angeles area, fueled by dry conditions and an intense heat wave. The Airport Fire, the Bridge Fire, and the Line Fire have each burned tens of thousands of acres in the mountains and wilderness and are encroaching on more populated areas, forcing thousands to evacuate. Gathered below are images from the past week of these destructive fires and those affected by them. See also "The Line Fire I...

      

      
        The Post-debate Challenge for Harris
        Ronald Brownstein

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The only way that last night's presidential debate could have gone better for Vice President Kamala Harris is if it had been held in late October, not early September. With a forceful, confident, needling performance, Harris did everything Democrats could have hoped for when they pressured President Joe Biden to leave the race earlier this summer. Former President Donald Trump, to a remarkable extent, marginalized himself...

      

      
        Kamala Harris's Secret Weapon
        Charlie Warzel

        The definitive image from last night's debate is a very specific split-screen view of Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. In the left frame, Trump is mid-monologue, lips pursed and gesticulating. Harris occupies the right box, clearly watching her opponent. She's leaning back ever so slightly, her hand on her chin. On her face is something halfway between a grimace and an incredulous smile--a facial expression that many Harris supporters likely recognize as a universal, exasperated response to a Trump...

      

      
        What Was He Even Talking About?
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Even in a debate full of bizarre statements from Donald Trump, the one about cats and dogs stuck out.The question to the former president was simple: Why did you work to kill an immigration bill that would have added thousands of border guards?His answer was not. He began with a mini-diatribe about his crowd sizes, responding to an earlier attack from Kamala Harris. Once that was out of his system, Trump turned to immigra...
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The Stars Who Came to Hate Their Fame

Celebrity worship comes at a cost.

by Spencer Kornhaber




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


The last time The Atlantic put a modern pop star on its cover was 2008, when Britney Spears, clad in oversize sunglasses, occupied a piece of media real estate usually devoted to probing the fate of democracy. Her appearance shocked many readers. "Everyone Officially a Tabloid or About to Become One," read the headline to an incredulous Gawker post about the cover, expressing concern that the internet was pushing the media in seedier directions than ever. (A bit rich from them, no?)

But our Spears story was not tabloid fare; it was about tabloid fare. In a reported feature titled "Shooting Britney," the writer David Samuels embedded himself with the paparazzi who were chasing the 26-year-old Spears around Los Angeles at the height of her public struggles with fame and family. Shortly before the story was published, those struggles led a judge to put her in a conservatorship for 13 years, under which her father and others controlled her personal and financial affairs. Samuels described the all-American economic forces underlying the aggressive snooping. The paparazzi tended to be entrepreneurial types, many of them immigrants. Their work satisfied a deep-seated public yearning--not just for gossip, but for reassurance.

"The paparazzi exist for the same reason that the stars exist: we want to see their pictures," Samuels wrote. "Happier, wealthier, wildly more beautiful, partying harder, driving better cars, they live the lives that the rest of us can only dream about, until the party ends and we are confirmed in our belief that it is better, after all, not to be them."

The article came to my mind recently when Chappell Roan--the 26-year-old pop sensation who's influenced by Spears--sent the public a stern warning: "Please stop touching me." In a blunt social-media video, she emphasized the bizarreness of strangers coming up to her as if they were her best friend: "I'm a random bitch; you're a random bitch--just think about that for a second, okay?" To some critics, these comments seemed ungrateful. To others, they called attention to toxic, even dangerous fan behaviors that, in the most extreme cases, can escalate to stalking or violence. Fame worship appears to have become more intense than ever in recent years, judging by the rise of neologisms such as stan and parasocial relationship. Amateurs with smartphones now act a lot like paparazzi, tracking the movements of Taylor Swift's jet or leaking details about Bad Bunny's dating life to the gossip account Deux Moi.

A review of The Atlantic's archives offers a reminder that being beloved hasn't ever been easy. Back in August 1973, The Atlantic's cover featured one of Spears's spiritual predecessors: Marilyn Monroe. The article was an excerpt from Norman Mailer's posthumous biography of the actress, who died in 1962. The opening passage focuses on Monroe's 1956 trip to the U.K., where admirers and journalists swarmed her, and judged her. "The British do not care if she is witty, or refreshingly dumb, but she must choose to be one or be the other," he wrote, describing her first press conference in the country. As Mailer saw it, the tragedy of Monroe was that she hungered to be respected, not just ogled. She wanted to make "a film that would bestow upon her public identity a soul," but the admiration she received never matched the validation she sought. Monroe, Mailer surmised pitilessly, lost the "biggest bet of her life."

The challenges of fame would inspire another Atlantic cover in November 1999, though this one was centered on a relatively un-glamorous figure: the psychoanalyst Erik Erikson. His adult daughter, Sue Erikson Bloland, wrote about being raised by the scholar who had coined the idea of an "identity crisis"--and who eventually suffered from one himself. After the publication of his acclaimed book Childhood and Society in 1950, Bloland noticed a change in how people regarded her dad: "In his presence they became mysteriously childlike: animated, eager, deferential." The fascination even extended to her. She wrote, "Upon first learning that he was my father, someone might say, 'Really? Can I touch you?'"

But her dad never seemed satisfied with the fame, and his personal relationships suffered as a result. Bloland, a therapist herself, theorized that people like her father were driven to seek public recognition in order to compensate for their own flaws and insecurities, creating an image that "reflects what the private person most longs to be." But that performance has limitations. Bloland speculated that her father couldn't escape feeling like a fraud who might be exposed at any moment.

But what about Erickson's admirers? Why do normal people try to make gods out of mortals? Bloland saw fannish impulses as a seductive psychological coping mechanism: "We imagine that our heroes have transcended the adversities of the human condition," she wrote. We want to believe "that achieving recognition--success--can set us all free from gnawing feelings of self-doubt." But the idealization of others rests on a fantasy, one that comes at great "cost to interpersonal relationships."

That cost seems to be inherent to fame in any era. Mailer certainly thought that the public idealization of Monroe heightened her own insecurities and unhappiness. Today, Roan has made a point to say that she thinks of herself as a drag queen; she is, in essence, trying to set a hard boundary between her persona and her personhood. But the division between the private and the public is exactly what entices people to scrutinize celebrities so fiercely in the first place. Fans want to scratch the veneer they admire and get to the truth of the person who's underneath. And being scratched, as many stars have learned, doesn't feel so good.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/09/fame-has-always-been-a-trap/679805/?utm_source=feed
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Tech Leaders' Unfounded Reasons for Pushing Social Media on (Other People's) Kids

Many in Silicon Valley claim that regulation would hurt teens from historically disadvantaged communities. They're wrong.

by Zach Rausch, Jonathan Haidt, Lennon Torres




When the tobacco industry was accused of marketing harmful products to teens, its leaders denied the charge but knew it was true. Even worse, the industry had claimed that smoking made people healthier--by reducing anxiety, say, or slimming waistlines.

The social-media industry is using a similar technique today. Instead of acknowledging the damage their products have done to teens, tech giants insist that they are blameless and that their products are mostly harmless. And at times, a more audacious claim is made: that social media helps teens, even as mounting evidence suggests that it's harming many of them and playing a substantial role in the mental-health crisis afflicting young people in numerous countries around the world.

When Mark Zuckerberg was asked in 2022 about Meta's own finding that Instagram made many teen users feel worse about their body, for instance, he cleverly reframed the result. After noting other, more favorable findings in the same study, he proclaimed that his platform was "generally positive" for teens' mental health, even though at least one in 10 teen girls reported that Instagram worsened each of the following: body image, sleep, eating habits, and anxiety. (Zuckerberg also failed to mention internal data demonstrating the other dangers that social media poses for teens.)

Derek Thompson: America's teenage girls are not okay

Tech lobbyists have gone further, deploying the dual argument that social media is especially beneficial to teens from historically marginalized communities, and therefore nearly any regulation would harm them. Through their funding and, at times, their own statements, many leaders in Silicon Valley have used these claims as part of their efforts to oppose a pair of bills--now before Congress--aimed at strengthening online protections for minors, referred to collectively as the Kids Online Safety and Privacy Act. (KOSPA combines the Kids Online Safety Act, widely known as KOSA, and the Children and Teens' Online Privacy Protection Act.)

The talking point plays into a long-running strand of progressive thought that sees digital technology as a means of empowering disadvantaged groups. The early internet did in fact help many Black, low-income, and LGBTQ+ Americans--among others--find resources and community. And even today, surveys find that LGBTQ+ teens report experiencing more benefits from social media than non-LGBTQ+ teens.

That's a good reason to be careful about imposing new regulation. But the wholesale opposition to legislation ignores strong evidence that social media also disproportionately harms young people in those same communities.

KOSPA could help. The legislation would require social-media companies to develop a version of their platforms that's safe for children--eliminating advertising that targets minors, for example, and allowing users to scroll feeds that aren't generated by personal-recommendation algorithms. It would demand that social-media companies take reasonable measures to mitigate potential harms such as sexual exploitation, mental-health disorders, and bullying. It would also hold companies responsible for ensuring that underage children obtain parental consent to use their platforms, without preventing teens from freely accessing social media. In July, the Senate passed the two bills 91-3; the House could take it up as soon as this month.

Even some tech companies support the legislation, but digital-rights groups--many of which are subsidized by the industry, including by Meta--have largely opposed it, arguing that KOSPA would take away the benefits that marginalized teens enjoy from social-media platforms. Some of these groups have released statements warning about the dangers that the legislation poses to LGBTQ+ youth, even after many LGBTQ+ advocates dropped their objections once they'd worked with legislators to revise KOSPA.

A think tank supported by tech companies, meanwhile, has argued that the bills' ban on targeted advertising for minors might result in "fewer free online services designed for children, which would prove most detrimental to lower-income households." While digital-rights groups appeal to the political left with unsubstantiated claims about marginalized groups, they tell the right that KOSPA amounts to censorship, even though it wouldn't limit the kinds of content that teens could search for.

Whatever he actually believes, Zuckerberg is wrong that social media is "generally positive" for teens' mental health. The tech industry is wrong that social media is especially good for teens in historically disadvantaged communities. And its lobbyists are wrong that regulation would do more harm than good for these groups. The evidence--from the private lives of tech executives, a growing body of empirical research, and the testimony of young users--by now strongly supports each of these points.



One technique for determining whether a product harms children is to ask the people who designed that product if they let their kids use it.

Steve Jobs limited his children's use of technology. TikTok CEO Shou Zi Chew doesn't let his children on TikTok. Bill Gates restricted his kids' screen time and did not give them a phone until they were 14. Google CEO Sundar Pichai didn't give his 11-year-old a phone. Mark Zuckerberg has carefully monitored his kids' screen time and avoided sharing identifying photos of them on Instagram. Snap CEO Evan Spiegel limited his 7-year-old's technology use to 90 minutes a week. (Compare that with the average American teen, who spends nearly nine hours a day on screens, not including for school or homework.)

Jonathan Haidt: End the phone-based childhood now

The examples continue: Some tech executives write up "nanny contracts," compelling babysitters to keep their children away from screens. Many of them pay more than $35,000 a year to send their kids to the Waldorf School of the Peninsula--a few miles down the road from Meta's and Google's headquarters--which doesn't allow children to use screens until seventh or eighth grade.

Of course, few people would call the children of tech elites marginalized. But it is curious that these elites publicly assert that digital technology helps children--especially the most vulnerable--while expunging it from their own kids' lives. Those choices are particularly galling given how intensely social-media companies try to attract other people's children to their products; how little they do to prevent underage use; and how hard many of them fight to block legislation that would protect young people on their platforms.



The social-media platforms of today are not like the internet of the 1990s. The early internet helped isolated and disadvantaged teens find information and support, as do many modern platforms. But today's social media is engineered in such a way that makes it more dangerous than much of the early internet. Do teens really need bottomless, algorithmically curated news feeds that prioritize emotional power and political extremity just to find information? Do they really benefit from being interrupted throughout the day with manipulative notifications designed to keep them looking and clicking? How much was gained when social-media platforms took over teens' online lives? How much was lost?

Researchers at Instagram didn't have to ask that last question when they interviewed young users around 2019. Unprompted, teens across multiple focus groups blamed the platform for increasing rates of anxiety and depression. Other studies have found that a substantial share of young people believe that social media is bad for their mental health. An increasing amount of empirical evidence backs them up. On the Substack After Babel, written by two of this article's authors, Jon and Zach, we have run numerous essays by young people testifying to these harms and have reported on organizations created by members of Gen Z to push back on social-media companies. Where are the Gen Z voices praising social media for the mental-health benefits it has conferred upon their generation? They are few and far between.

Of course, many teens do not feel that smartphones or social media have been a negative force in their lives; a majority tend to view the impacts of digital technology as neither positive nor negative. But that's no reason to dismiss the harm experienced by so many young people. If evidence suggested that another product were hurting any significant number of the children and adolescents who used it, that product would be pulled from the shelves immediately and the manufacturer would be forced to fix it. Big Tech must be held to the same standard.

As it turns out, the adolescents being harmed the most by social media are those from historically disadvantaged groups. Recent surveys have found that LGBTQ+ adolescents are much more likely than their peers to say that social media has a negative impact on their health and that using it less would improve their lives. Compared with non-LGBTQ+ teens, nearly twice as many LGBTQ+ teens reported that they would be better off without TikTok and Instagram. Nearly three times as many said the same for Snapchat.

Youth from marginalized groups have good reason to feel this way. LGBTQ+ teens are significantly more likely to experience cyberbullying, online sexual predation, and a range of other online harms, including disrupted sleep and fragmented attention, compared with their peers. LGBTQ+ minors are also three times more likely to experience unwanted and risky online interactions.

One of us--Lennon, an LGBTQ+ advocate--has experienced many of these harms firsthand. At age 13, while navigating adolescence as a young transgender person, she got her first iPhone and immediately downloaded Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat. Her Instagram following grew from less than 100 to nearly 50,000 in just one month as she began to achieve national recognition as a competitive dancer. Soon she was receiving insulting messages about her queer identity--even death threats. Seeking a friendlier place to explore her identity, she took the advice of some online users and began corresponding on gay chat sites, often with middle-aged men. Some offered her the support that she had been looking for, but others were malicious.

Several men asked Lennon to perform sexual acts on camera, threatening to publicize revealing screenshots they had taken of her if she tried to refuse. The shame, fear, and regret that she felt motivated her to devote her career to protecting children online, ultimately joining the Heat Initiative, which pushes the tech industry to make safer products and platforms for children.

What about youth from other historically disadvantaged communities? Black and Hispanic teens are slightly less likely than white teens to report cyberbullying, but they are much more likely to say that online harassment is "a major problem for people their age." Evidence suggests that teens with depression may be at higher risk of harm from social media, and studies show that reducing social-media use is most beneficial for young people with preexisting mental-health problems.

Jonathan Haidt: The dangerous experiment on teen girls

Although social media can certainly provide benefits to vulnerable teens, the industry has regularly dismissed the fact that its platforms are consistently, and disproportionately, hurting them. 



For the past three decades, the term digital divide has been used to refer to a seemingly immutable law: Kids in wealthy households have ample access to digital technologies; kids in other households, not so much. Policy makers and philanthropists put up large sums of money to close the gap. Although it persists in some parts of the world, the digital divide is starting to reverse in many developed nations, where kids from low-income families are now spending more time on screens and social media--and suffering more harm from them--than their economically privileged peers.

"Entertainment screen use" occupies about two additional hours a day for teens from low-income families compared with those from high-income families. A 2020 Pew Research Center report found that young children whose parents have no more than a high-school education are about three times likelier to use TikTok than children whose parents have a postgraduate degree. The same trend holds for Snapchat and Facebook. Part of the reason is that college-educated parents are more likely than parents without a college degree to believe that smartphones might adversely affect their children--and therefore more inclined to limit screen time.

The discrepancy isn't just a matter of class. LGBTQ+ teens report spending more time on social media than non-LGBTQ+ teens. And according to a 2022 Pew survey, "Black and Hispanic teens are roughly five times more likely than White teens to say they are on Instagram almost constantly."

In other words, expanding access to smartphones and social media seems to be increasing social disparities, not decreasing them. As Jim Steyer, the CEO of Common Sense Media, told The New York Times:

[Greater use of social media by Black and Hispanic young people] can help perpetuate inequality in society because higher levels of social media use among kids have been demonstrably linked to adverse effects such as depression and anxiety, inadequate sleep, eating disorders, poor self-esteem, and greater exposure to online harassment.


Meanwhile, tech leaders are choosing to delay their children's access to digital devices, sending their kids to tech-free Waldorf schools and making their nannies sign screen-time contracts.



The tech industry and others who oppose regulations such as KOSPA often argue that more education and parental controls are the best ways to address social media's harms. These approaches are certainly important, but they will do nothing to deter tech companies from continuing to develop products that are, by design, difficult to quit. That's why calling for "consumer education" is an approach that other companies with harmful products (including alcohol and tobacco) have relied on to generate public sympathy and defer regulation.

The approach would do little to change the underlying reality that social-media platforms, as currently engineered, create environments that are unsafe for children and adolescents. They disseminate harmful content through personalized recommendation algorithms, they foster behavioral addiction, and they enable adult strangers from around the world to communicate directly and privately with children.

Social-media companies have shown over and over again that they will not solve these problems on their own. They need to be forced to change. Young people agree. A recent Harris Poll found that 69 percent of 18-to-27-year-olds support "a law requiring social media companies to develop a 'child safe' account option for users under 18." Seventy-two percent of LGBTQ+ members of Gen Z do too.

Legislators must reject the flawed arguments that social-media companies and tech lobbyists promote in their efforts to block regulation, just as legislators rejected the arguments of tobacco companies in the 20th century. It's time to listen to the young people--and the thousands of kids with stories like Lennon's--who have been telling us for years that social media has to be fixed.
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Entitlement Is Not an Identity. It's a Trap.

In Rumaan Alam's latest novel, a Black woman's quest for status runs up against her blind spots.

by Tope Folarin




In July of this year, a U.S.-based company called CrowdStrike released an update for its widely used cybersecurity software, inadvertently triggering a massive system crash. In the hours that followed, what has since been described as the "largest outage in history" affected nearly every facet of our global society. On X, the phrase Leave the world behind went viral. That is the title of Rumaan Alam's third novel, in which a catastrophic collapse of communications strands a group of people in a vacation rental. The characters are Black and white, rich and less well-off, and over the course of the novel, Alam shows how racial and economic disparities frustrate their efforts to survive.

Alam is particularly skilled at depicting the forces that unite and divide us, and his latest novel, Entitlement, is similarly preoccupied with questions of race and class. Set in 2013 in New York City, Entitlement is full of people who exist in a rarefied bubble: They are graduates of elite colleges and inheritors of impressive trust funds. One of the novel's main characters is an ultra-wealthy philanthropist who is attempting to build his legacy by contributing to the worthiest causes--or those that will at least grant him a measure of posthumous acclaim.

The novel's protagonist is pressing up against that bubble. She is a familiar literary figure, a striver who has gained entry into an exclusive realm--in this case the elite world of philanthropy--and is desperate to remain. She's also a Black woman. She plays her part well throughout the novel (she works hard, dresses impeccably, and has an eye for art), and she is amply rewarded. Yet despite her private-school pedigree (this isn't quite a rags-to-riches tale), her ultimate ambition remains tantalizingly out of reach. Entitlement, a barbed, voluble book, is about how certain immutable traits, sex and race among them, persist as fundamental forces that shape our lives no matter how we might attempt to deny or overlook them. It's also about what happens when status becomes a placeholder for identity.

Read: How to write an imperfect Black woman

We first meet Brooke Orr as she is taking the subway to work. She's on her way to the vaguely defined family foundation where she's recently landed a job, and she and her fellow commuters are on high alert because someone has been terrorizing the New York City subway system, a "lunatic ... who [is] jabbing unsuspecting commuters with a hypodermic." She arrives late to a meeting in which Asher Jaffee, a wealthy co-founder of the foundation, is holding forth about various topics, including what he could accomplish if he were the mayor of New York. Brooke rolls her eyes at this; Asher notices and lightly reprimands her, but he's also intrigued by this seemingly fearless woman.

Brooke and Asher soon develop a close relationship, which will evolve, strengthen, and falter over the course of the novel. Asher is the brilliant, doting instructor and Brooke the eager student. They are opposites in almost every sense: He is a white octogenarian billionaire with an enviable art collection and extensive real-estate portfolio; she is a 33-year-old Black woman who is attempting to revive her career after a false start as a teacher. She is unsure of her place in her family and community, searching for a cause to embrace.

Asher rightly suspects that she is something of a blank canvas upon which he can project his desires. This is partly because of Brooke's blinkered relationship with her racial background. Alam implies that Brooke did not spend much time around Black people as a child; as an adult, she often seems uncomfortable around them. When Asher's Black driver attempts to initiate a conversation about his daughters, Brooke is "cool to him." Later, when a Black woman who is running for city council seeks to form a connection, she resists:

Brooke had heard this all before. The power of tribe. Even if they looked one way, they were nothing alike--a church girl from Brooklyn, with a vast network of cousins and vague relations, and a private-school kid from Manhattan with a white mother, a white brother, many white aunties. Brooke spent most of her time with white people, who never discussed the allegiance of race, because they did not need to. Somehow to hear it thus seemed demeaning. Brooke didn't want to be used.


The fact that Brooke interprets the woman's approach as a manipulation is instructive. Brooke perceives her Black skin as an incidental aspect of her biological makeup, not as a physical trait that demands social acknowledgement.

But though Brooke dismisses her race in personal interactions, she is acutely aware of its significance in her professional life. Asher asks Brooke to find a suitable target for his philanthropy, and she eventually settles on an after-school dance program in Brooklyn. She makes this choice not out of a sense of solidarity with the children or the Black woman who runs it but because she knows her boss will approve: "Brooke knew what was expected by every teacher, by every professor, by every boss, by every coworker, and now by Asher. He'd want the story of Black kids with Black problems."

Read: A satire of America's obsession with identity

We learn surprisingly little about Brooke's internal life throughout the novel; Alam doesn't reveal many of her preoccupations beyond her dedication to impressing Asher--and, as the novel progresses, her goal of purchasing an apartment despite her limited funds. She remains merely a sketch, a vector of ambition. She doesn't have many friends and she doesn't seem especially close with her family; her drive for success seems to have little motivation beyond her desire for what others have. This is a core element of the novel, but also a narrative shortcoming: We don't get to know her, because she doesn't really know herself.

In this novel, who Brooke is is less important than how she serves the story. Her refusal (or inability) to fully engage with her background prevents her from understanding how she's seen by the rest of the world, whether that's another Black woman who is hoping for connection or a rich white man who expects her to find a Black organization that might be worthy of his dollars. She fails to recognize that it is not the Black woman who is exploiting her but rather the white man who is using her to serve his own agenda.

Brooke's blind spot reflects broader misconceptions about how people of color and other marginalized groups can achieve success. Alam skillfully demonstrates how the notion of entitlement papers over the gap between the fantasy of the American dream and the reality of American life. Brooke comes to believe that she is entitled, because of her intelligence and work ethic, to the privileges that others enjoy but she eventually learns that only a select few can grab what they want.

One of Brooke's problems is that she inhabits, however tenuously, a realm filled with takers who define themselves by what they have--forcing Brooke to define herself by what she lacks. She understands that in this milieu, money is tangentially connected to effort; some are simply handed immense fortunes once they reach a certain age, and others do nothing as their bank accounts grow effortlessly. Her frustration mounts as she watches her friends accrue wealth and privilege--not just because she envies their resources, though that is certainly the case. As Alam writes, Brooke "wanted what people most wanted and was the thing that rich people hoarded: not money, but the grace of God and the universe, a way to be in the world and enjoy it. She wanted selfhood."

This, in a way, is the ultimate entitlement--the ability to be who you want to be. Brooke, however, isn't sure whom she would like to be, because she is unmoored. Her ambition strains her relationships with her friends and family, and she lacks any other support system. Inspired by her interactions with Asher, she eventually seeks to form an identity based on her pursuit of (and fealty to) privilege. As the story unfolds, she tries to create her ideal self by purchasing personal items with her company card and deceiving her bank about her resources to secure a mortgage. What she must learn is that you can't buy your way to selfhood.

In the end, Brooke's struggle reveals a deeper truth: That in a society in which the circumstances of birth still dictate much of one's fate, the pursuit of fulfillment is fruitless without an honest understanding of the forces that shape and constrain it. Entitlement captures this dilemma, showing that although ambition and intelligence may open doors, the ultimate prize--true autonomy and agency--remains elusive for almost everyone. Brooke's journey is a poignant reminder that, for most people, entitlement is not an identity but a trap.
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Netanyahu's Other War

Conflict in Gaza hasn't put an end to Israel's constitutional crisis.

by Gershom Gorenberg




When Hamas invaded Israel on October 7, the most bitter political conflict in the country's history suddenly seemed to be on hold--as if an unseen finger had pushed a pause button with everyone's mouths still open in a shout.

"Judicial reform is not on the agenda," Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu declared at a press conference on October 28, referring to his government's program to eviscerate the supreme court and give the executive unconstrained power. Major  protest organizations that had risen to fight Netanyahu's power grab switched their  mission overnight to philanthropy--helping bereaved families and displaced residents of border towns. Amid sirens warning of incoming rockets from Gaza, arguments over judicial review could obviously wait.

This was an illusion.

Netanyahu and his political allies are still seeking to advance a "constitutional coup," to use the Tel Aviv University law professor Aeyal Gross's term. And in recent days, the conflict between the government and the supreme court has escalated into open confrontation.

Even before now, the effort to transform Israel from a liberal democracy into an autocracy continued alongside the war in Gaza and at times intersected with its management. If Netanyahu retains power, his assault on democracy is certain to outlast the war and may prevent any investigation of the colossal failures that left Israel unprepared for the Hamas attack to begin with. And as costly as the war has been, the internal struggle over democracy ultimately may have the greater effect on Israel's future and its viability.



The battle over the Israeli judiciary began in January 2023, just days after Netanyahu returned to the premiership as the head of the most right-wing government in Israel's history. Netanyahu's justice minister, Yariv Levin, announced a plan for a judicial overhaul that would give the ruling coalition complete control over appointing judges, including supreme-court justices. The plan also included measures that would impede the supreme court from overturning laws and enable the Knesset to easily override the court.

For years, fury with the judiciary--and the guardrails it put on executive power--had festered on the Israeli right. Netanyahu-led coalitions had repeatedly promulgated laws consigning asylum seekers to extended detention, only for the supreme court to overturn them. Based on the doctrine of "extreme unreasonableness" inherited from British law, the court had ordered the dismissal of high-level officials tainted by corruption and blocked the appointment of others. On rare but highly publicized occasions, the court had barred West Bank settlers from building on Palestinian property. Because of the court, Israelis "voted for the right and got the left," Levin's close ally Simcha Rothman, the chair of the Knesset's Constitution, Law, and Justice Committee, railed in a parliamentary speech soon after Levin announced his program. Left, in this case, can be read as a pejorative term for liberal democracy, in which limits on the majority protect civil rights and prevent corruption.

Netanyahu, Levin, and Rothman expected to enact the judicial overhaul quickly: A simple majority in the Knesset suffices to pass a "basic law," as pieces of Israel's incomplete constitution are known. They did not anticipate the tsunami of protests that brought hundreds of thousands of demonstrators into the streets, week after week, chanting "Democracy" as a battle cry. An attempt to quell the outcry by negotiating with centrist opposition parties failed--but slowed the coalition's effort to legislate the overhaul. When war came in October, Levin's proposal was still in the legislative pipeline, where it has remained since.

Read: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

On a party-line vote, however, the Knesset had enacted a constitutional amendment barring the courts from using the reasonableness doctrine to overturn any action of the government, the prime minister, or individual cabinet members. The supreme court shot back on January 1, 2024, with a monumental decision: It ruled that it has the power to overturn even constitutional measures if they violate fundamental democratic principles--such as preserving an independent judiciary. And by an 8-7 margin, the court annulled the amendment and restored the reasonableness doctrine.

Since then, Netanyahu's coalition hasn't tried to legislate any other major pieces of the "reform." Levin and Rothman faded from the headlines. Mass demonstrations resumed--but the Israelis in the streets were now demanding a hostage deal, a cease-fire, and accountability in the form of new elections and a commission of inquiry into October's disaster. Those protests reached a new peak after the recent murder of six hostages in Hamas captivity.

But the government never really gave up its assault on Israel's democratic underpinnings. Rather than a frontal attack, it turned to attrition: Instead of trying to change the rules, it ignored them.



One day this summer, in the town of Herzliya, police arrested four people who were picnicking in a park while wearing T-shirts with protest slogans in favor of a hostage deal or against "the government of destruction." The park was near the home of Yuli Edelstein, a prominent politician in Netanyahu's Likud party. The police claimed that the picnic was an illegal demonstration. The four were held for hours, then released without charges.

The same week, a right-wing mob broke into and rioted at an army base where military police had brought soldiers suspected of sodomizing a Palestinian prisoner. Civilian police at the scene made no arrests and conducted no investigation afterward. "The clear policy was to turn a blind eye and not get in trouble" with Itamar Ben-Gvir, Israel's far-right national-security minister, according to an unnamed--and clearly dissatisfied--senior police officer who spoke to a Haaretz reporter.

Taken together, the two incidents demonstrate a deliberate blurring of boundaries by the Netanyahu coalition. Israel has a centralized national police force, under the auspices of the ministry that Ben-Gvir now heads. A bright line is supposed to divide the realm of the national-security minister, who is a politician, from that of the police chief, who is a civil servant. The police chief "can't be identified politically," Yoav Segalovitz, an opposition Knesset member who served as deputy minister under Ben-Gvir's predecessor, told me. A politician can make policy decisions--such as developing a DNA bank or a new investigative unit, for example--but not operative decisions, such as whom to investigate, Segalovitz explains. Ben-Gvir has upended this arrangement--and Netanyahu has allowed him to.

In return for bringing his extreme Jewish Power party into Netanyahu's coalition, Ben-Gvir received not only the ministry, but also the overnight passage of a law designed to give him more direct control of the police. Within days of taking office, Ben-Gvir was instructing senior officers to use tougher measures, including water cannons, to crack down on the protests against judicial "reform." On Ben-Gvir's orders, the popular commander of the Tel Aviv police, who by his own account refused "to fill the emergency room ... at the end of every demonstration," was transferred to a low-status post (he then left the force).

The nonprofit Association for Civil Rights in Israel and other groups asked the supreme court to overturn the so-called Ben-Gvir Law. As the attorney Yonatan Berman, who represents ACRI in the case, told me, when a member of the government determines how the police deal with protests, there is an "inherent conflict of interest."

The court hasn't yet ruled on the law, but it has twice issued injunctions barring Ben-Gvir from giving orders for how to handle specific demonstrations. Nonetheless, in a letter in May to Israel's attorney general, Gali Baharav-Miara, the outgoing national police chief wrote that Ben-Gvir had given instructions to abstain from protecting humanitarian aid convoys on their way to Gaza, which were being attacked by right-wing activists.

Read: What settler violence is doing to Israel

By now, arguably, police commanders know which way the wind is blowing even without specific orders: The barrier between politicians and law enforcement has fallen, and the police now serve the political right. In late August, Ben-Gvir promoted an officer who is under indictment for hurling a stun grenade into a crowd of peaceful pro-democracy demonstrators last year. Attorney General Baharav-Miara informed him that the promotion was illegal and void. Ben-Gvir reportedly responded that the attorney general has "a recommending role, not a deciding role."

But Israeli legal doctrine says otherwise: The supreme court has stipulated that "the legal opinions of the attorney general obligate the government," the legal scholar Ido Baum told me. "She is the legal authority," unless or until the court rules differently. This government, Baum said, repeatedly tells the attorney general, "We're going to do it anyway" and ignores her instructions. In early September, a Jerusalem court issued a temporary injunction blocking the indicted police officer's promotion. The issue may end up before the supreme court. It's all part of a war of attrition between the government and the attorney general, who represents the rule of law.

Another recent case involves the appointment of a new civil-service commissioner, who's responsible for overseeing the large government sector of the economy. This post, too, is meant to be politically neutral. With the current commissioner's term about to end, Baharav-Miara sent a letter to Netanyahu informing him that an independent committee would have to appoint the new one. Yet in early August, the cabinet met and voted that Netanyahu would personally choose the new commissioner.

Possibly the most consequential clash between Netanyahu and Baharav-Miara is one shrouded in wartime secrecy. In early August, the attorney general sent a harsh warning letter to Netanyahu about the government's making "significant decisions by improper procedure." One example, she said, was that the cabinet secretary--a lawyer, but with no legal authority--had given an opinion on July 31 with "weighty consequences for national security." Because her letter was public and the security issue was secret, she did not give details. But the date is suggestive: Early on the morning of July 31, the Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh was assassinated in Tehran, in what is widely presumed to have been an Israeli attack.

One possibility, raised by the prominent Israeli journalist Raviv Drucker and others: Netanyahu authorized the operation without asking for a cabinet vote. Constitutionally, Aeyal Gross has written, a cabinet vote is required for a decision related to "any significant military action that could lead to war." Drucker has reported--albeit without citing his sources-- that the cabinet secretary, Yossi Fuchs, had provided a legal opinion saying that Netanyahu could make the decision on his own, despite the clear danger of igniting a regional war.

The full story is unlikely to emerge soon--except, perhaps, if Netanyahu gives in to public pressure to establish a state commission of inquiry into the October 7 catastrophe and the government's conduct of the war since. What's clear is that the attorney general thinks Netanyahu is making war-related decisions illegally. Gross notes that constitutionally, Israel's prime minister is the "first among equals" in the cabinet, which is collectively the chief executive. But Netanyahu has been deciding alone on issues such as the conditions for a hostage deal, only rarely seeking a cabinet vote. "It's a total collapse of the rule of law," Gross says.



Ultimately, many of these disputes will likely come before the supreme court, which exercises the most important check on executive power. "Who else will protect minorities, protect rights, oversee the government's decisions?" former supreme-court President Dorit Beinisch said to me. And for just that reason, Justice Minister Levin wants to control appointments to the court.

Today all judges in Israel are chosen by a nine-member committee made up of four politicians (the justice minister as chair, another cabinet member, and two members of the Knesset) and five jurists (three supreme-court justices and two delegates from the bar association). The system gives politicians a voice but emphasizes legal qualifications.

A majority of seven is needed to confirm a new justice--meaning that the jurists and the politicians have to reach an agreement. To appoint the president of the supreme court from among the serving justices requires a majority of only five on the panel. By firm tradition, though, the president is always the justice who has been on the court the longest. That tradition, Beinisch said, is protection against "someone who wants to be the president writing rulings that find favor with the government."

Levin's original plan was to legislate a change that would give politicians from the ruling coalition an automatic majority on the panel. When protests and then war put that on hold, he turned to stonewalling--first not convening the committee, then refusing to put supreme-court appointments on the agenda.

Meanwhile, attrition is shifting the balance and creating a more conservative court. Justices have a mandatory retirement age of 70. Former court President Esther Hayut and another liberal justice reached that threshold recently and stepped down. Were the law on the reasonableness doctrine to come before the court today, there would no longer be a majority to overturn it. Hayut has not officially been replaced, and the acting president, Uzi Vogelman--also a liberal--will turn 70 in October. By seniority, the next president should be the liberal justice Yitzhak Amit.

By stonewalling, Levin apparently hoped to force the jurists on the committee to accept his proposals. In his last reported formulation, this included suspending the seniority system and appointing to the court at least one of the two ultraconservative scholars who helped design the proposed judicial overhaul. But Vogelman refused to be strong-armed.

On September 8, ruling in a suit against Levin, the supreme court issued an order that he must convene the committee to elect a new court president. (Given the requirement for a supermajority on the committee to appoint new justices, the court merely urged committee members to reach agreement quickly.) Levin quickly issued a statement denouncing the decision as undemocratic, irresponsible, and "contravening the explicit law." Asked if he would obey the order, he reportedly responded, "All options are on the table." Another Likud cabinet minister declared that it was "forbidden to collaborate" with the court's decision.

As of this writing, whether Levin will accede, defy the court, or demand a vote in the Knesset on changing the system is anyone's guess. He may well see the last of those options as the only way to block Amit's accession to the court presidency. Yet it could also put democracy back on the agenda for those already protesting Netanyahu's refusal to make a hostage deal.

The war has likely hardened Levin's conviction that he needs control over choosing the next president of the court. Polls have shown that more than 90 percent of Israelis favor establishing a state commission of inquiry into the catastrophe of October 7. Similar inquiries in the past--for instance, after the 1973 Yom Kippur War--have had major political repercussions. By law, the government has to ask for an inquiry, but the president of the supreme court chooses the commission members. If Amit is court president, he will likely name himself or Hayut as chair. That's the last thing the government wants.

So the war and the constitutional crisis are entangled. If the protests or the war's end bring down the government, Netanyahu's bid to undermine democracy may be one more terrible memory from his time in power. If the government remains in place, its constitutional coup will continue alongside its effort to avoid responsibility for October 7 and all that has followed.

Much depends on the supreme court, on the attorney general, and--most of all--on the continued determination of large numbers of Israelis to keep fighting the government's plans.
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What John Stuart Mill Knew About Happiness

The great philosopher of liberty and liberalism had the ultimate advice for how to approach your "hoped-for heaven" in this earthly life.

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.

Are you a liberal? I mean it not in the modern political left-right sense but under the post-Enlightenment philosophical definition of standing for the rights of individuals, consent of the governed, political equality, private-property rights, and equality before the law. If you are this kind of liberal, you have been influenced by the 19th-century English philosopher John Stuart Mill, who was principally responsible for elucidating the ideas of classical liberalism. Arguably, Mill remains the most influential thinker about the relationship between citizens and government in a democratic society.

Mill's philosophical journey did not begin with these questions about politics and citizenship. It started when he was 20 with what he called a "mental crisis" about happiness. As he tells it in his autobiography, he discovered then a fundamental truth about finding satisfaction in life that most people never learn.

"Suppose that all your objects in life were realized," he asked himself. "Would this be a great joy and happiness to you?" His honest answer was no, leaving him with the apprehension that if he lived the way most people did--chasing worldly ambitions--he would never find satisfaction.

Mill's crisis sent him on a lifelong search for the true sources of happiness. The philosophy he developed over the next 46 years until his death gave him a guide to living. And it might just help you find what you're seeking too.

From the November 1900 issue: In praise of the eighteenth century

Mill's philosophy of happiness starts with his formula for a good society: "The general principle to which all rules of practice ought to conform, and the test by which they should be tried, is that of conduciveness to the happiness of mankind." In other words, the good society is one in which all people are as happy as possible. Before you say, "Well, duh," note that this was--and is--quite radical. To some, pursuing happiness has always sounded self-indulgent or even sinful. Further, in today's hyper-partisan political climate especially, a commonly held, usually implicit goal is for unhappiness to be visited on the millions of people considered bad for their wrong opinions.

Mill proves the validity of his formula in three steps. First, he notes that trying to be happier is a reasonable objective for every person. Second, he argues that if your happiness is good for you and my happiness is good for me, then the general well-being is the sum of all of our "happinesses." Third, he reasons that maximizing this aggregate happiness should determine how we make public decisions and judge our actions.

You are probably thinking exactly what many did in Mill's own time: that this notion doesn't make sense, because my happiness might be at odds with yours. For example, if I grab the reins of government power and tax your earned income to give to my friends, your unhappiness results from my happiness, so this summation of bliss does not compute.

Brenda Wineapple: The monumental discovery that changed how humans see themselves

Mill would disagree. To begin with, if you have proper morals, your happiness should not depend on harming another person. More generally, if we are talking about the good of society, and not your good alone, we are trying to find the path that permits the highest-possible total happiness. You should want to be happier individually, but you should also care about others' happiness and act in a public-spirited way that, for the good of the whole, minimizes any individual harm.

Of course, Mill had to define happiness and tell us how to realize it. And this made him sound like a proto-hippie. "By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain," he wrote. "By unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure." He gets even groovier: "All desirable things," he says, "are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain." You do you! No judgment!

On its face, this argument is consistent with the utilitarian philosophy of Mill's friend Jeremy Bentham, who famously wrote: "Quantity of pleasure being equal, push-pin is as good as poetry." (Push-pin was an English child's game in the 19th century.) But in his thinking, Mill can't help but add to Benthamite pragmatism with a loud stage whisper: "Choose poetry!"

Mill discriminates among pleasures as being higher or lower in quality (and thus in their effectiveness to deliver happiness). The higher pleasures he classifies as those "of the intellect, of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral sentiments," as opposed to those that give in to animal desires or fritter away our time. Maximum happiness, then, comes not just from finding any sort of pleasure, but from refining what brings you pleasure through study, thought, and contemplation. It is even, he said, "better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied."

Mill's characterization of such higher pleasures lead to his third argument about happiness: that it requires "a decided predominance of the active over the passive." What he means by this is that to refine your pleasure necessitates effort and a serious investment in self-improvement. Push-pin is easy; poetry is hard. But poetry rewards the effort with deeper, longer-lasting satisfaction.

From the November 1865 issue: Jeremy Bentham

Mill's philosophy of happiness suggests four very sound rules that you can adopt in your own life.

1. Desire to be happy.
 To want to be happier is an entirely legitimate, natural, healthy, and worthwhile goal. Don't feel guilty or selfish for seeking higher life satisfaction and greater well-being.

2. Bring happiness to others.
 You are not an island, as the English poet John Donne observed, and working for your own happiness should be part of a bigger project to build a better world. That means thinking about the well-being of others. So you should engage in acts of charity and kindness, and fight the zero-sum mentality that regards someone else's happiness as being at the expense of your own. Especially in these times, you should resist the corrosive schadenfreude of taking pleasure in the misery of others.

3. Elevate your pleasures.
 Choose enjoyment over base pleasures by uplifting your interests and improving your character. One way to do this is by identifying how you tend to fritter away time on mind-numbing trivialities and thinking about how this behavior makes you feel about yourself. Before sitting down for an hour of scrolling through social media, consider the feeling of emptiness this will most likely evoke. Keep around the house a stack of books that you want to dip into instead. And in accordance with rule No. 2, don't push trivialities on others.

4. Do the work.
 Remember that happiness is an active pursuit, not a passive one. Don't wait around for circumstances to change for your well-being. And don't make yourself dependent on others to pursue a higher pleasure. Make a plan to improve your life--and get started.

Franklin Foer: Why liberalism disappoints

Mill's life offers us one more rule. As great a liberal as he was, you might have found his philosophical prescriptions a bit dry: Happiness can seem too impersonal, even theoretical, in his writings. Behind the scenes, though, Mill's experience of happiness and unhappiness was all heart, rich in passionate engagement. He spent a good deal of his adult life in love with a woman, Harriet Taylor, who was already married--an obstacle that was a source of deep and lasting frustration for him. But when at last Harriet was widowed, and she was free to remarry, the couple was wed--and that brought Mill his deepest satisfaction: "My wife and I are one," he wrote, invoking the Bible.

Only seven years later, however, she herself died, possibly of tuberculosis, or "consumption" as it was then known, at the age of 49. On Harriet's grave, Mill had inscribed the ultimate truth he'd learned from his life: "She was the sole earthly delight of those who had the happiness to belong to her," his tribute ran. "Were there but a few hearts and intellects like hers this earth would already become the hoped-for heaven."

This was Mill's one rule to rule them all: Happiness is love.
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'That's Something That You Won't Recover From as a Doctor'

In Idaho and other states, draconian laws are forcing physicians to ignore their training and put patients' lives at risk.

by Sarah Zhang


Megan Kasper, an ob-gyn in Nampa, Idaho, considers herself pro-life, but she believes that the state's abortion ban goes too far. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Kylie Cooper has seen all the ways a pregnancy can go terrifyingly, perilously wrong. She is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients, also known as a maternal-fetal-medicine specialist, or MFM. The awkward hyphenation highlights the duality of the role. Cooper must care for two patients at once: mother and fetus, mom and baby. On good days, she helps women with complicated pregnancies bring home healthy babies. On bad days, she has to tell families that this will not be possible. Sometimes, they ask her to end the pregnancy; prior to the summer of 2022, she was able to do so.

That summer, Cooper felt a growing sense of dread. Thirteen states--including Idaho, where she practiced--had passed "trigger laws" meant to ban abortion if Roe v. Wade were overturned. When this happened, in June 2022, some of the bans proved so draconian that doctors feared they could be prosecuted for providing medical care once considered standard. Soon enough, stories began to emerge around the country of women denied abortions, even as their health deteriorated.

In Texas, a woman whose water broke at 18 weeks--far too early for her baby to survive outside the womb--was unable to get an abortion until she became septic. She spent three days in the ICU, and one of her fallopian tubes permanently closed from scarring. In Tennessee, a woman lost four pints of blood delivering her dead fetus in a hospital's holding area. In Oklahoma, a bleeding woman with a nonviable pregnancy was turned away from three separate hospitals. One said she could wait in the parking lot until her condition became life-threatening.

Idaho's ban was as strict as they came, and Cooper worried about her high-risk patients who would soon be forced to continue pregnancies that were dangerous, nonviable, or both.

She was confronted with this reality just two days after the ban went into effect, when a woman named Kayla Smith walked into Cooper's office at St. Luke's Boise Medical Center. (St. Luke's was founded by an Episcopal bishop but is no longer religiously affiliated.) Smith was just over four months pregnant with her second baby--a boy she and her husband had already decided to name Brooks.

Her first pregnancy had been complicated. At 19 weeks, she'd developed severe preeclampsia, a condition associated with pregnancy that can cause life-threatening high blood pressure. She started seeing spots in her vision, and doctors worried that she would have a stroke. The only cure for preeclampsia is ending the pregnancy--with a delivery or an abortion. But Smith had chosen to stay pregnant, despite the risks, and she was able to eke it out just long enough on IV blood-pressure drugs for her daughter to be born as a preemie, at 33 weeks. The baby ultimately did well after a NICU stay, one of those success stories that MFMs say is the reason they do what they do.

This time, however, Smith's ultrasound had picked up some worrying fetal anomalies, raising the possibility of Down syndrome. "Okay, that's fine," Smith remembers saying. "But is our son going to survive?" The answer, Cooper realized as she peered at his tiny heart on the ultrasound, was almost certainly no. The left half of the heart had barely formed; a pediatric cardiologist later confirmed that the anomaly was too severe to fix with surgery. Meanwhile, Smith's early-onset preeclampsia in her first pregnancy put her at high risk of developing preeclampsia again. In short, her son would not survive, and staying pregnant would pose a danger to her own health. In the ultrasound room that day, Smith started to cry.

Cooper started to cry too. She was used to conversations like this--delivering what might be the worst news of someone's life was a regular part of her job--but she was not used to telling her patients that they then had no choice about what to do next. Idaho's new ban made performing an abortion for any reason a felony. It contained no true exceptions, allowing doctors only to mount an "affirmative defense" in court in cases involving rape or incest, or to prevent the death of the mother. This put the burden on physicians to prove that their illegal actions were justifiable. The punishment for violating the law was at least two years in prison, and up to five. The state also had a Texas-style vigilante law that allowed a family member of a "preborn child" to sue an abortion provider in civil court for at least $20,000.

From the May 2022 issue: Jessica Bruder on the future of abortion in a post-Roe America

Because Smith had not yet developed preeclampsia, her own life was not technically in danger, and she could not have an abortion in Idaho. Merely protecting her health was not enough. Lawmakers had made that clear: When asked about the health of the mother, Todd Lakey, one of the legislators who introduced the trigger ban in 2020, had said, "I would say it weighs less, yes, than the life of the child." The fact that Smith's baby could not survive didn't matter; Idaho's ban had no exception for lethal fetal anomalies.

If she did get preeclampsia, Smith remembers asking, when could her doctors intervene? Cooper wasn't sure. Idaho's abortion law was restrictive; it was also vague. All Cooper would say was When you are sick enough. Sick enough that she was actually in danger of dying? That seemed awfully risky; Smith had a two-and-a-half-year-old daughter who needed her mom. She also worried that if she continued her pregnancy, her unborn son would suffer. Would he feel pain, she asked, if he died after birth, as his underdeveloped heart tried in vain to pump blood? Cooper did not have a certain answer for this either.


Kylie Cooper is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Smith decided that getting an abortion as soon as possible, before her health was imperiled, would be best, even if that meant traveling to another state. She knew she wanted her abortion to be an early induction of labor--rather than a dilation and evacuation that removed the fetus with medical instruments--because she wanted to hold her son, to say goodbye. She found a hospital in Seattle that could perform an induction abortion and drove with her husband almost eight hours to get there. Unsure how much their insurance would cover, they took out a $16,000 personal loan. Two weeks later, Smith again drove to Seattle and back, this time to pick up her son's ashes. The logistics kept her so busy, she told me, that "I wasn't even allowed the space to grieve the loss of my son."

If Smith had walked into Cooper's office just a week earlier, none of this would have been necessary. She would have been able to get the abortion right there in Boise. But at least she had not yet been in immediate danger, and she'd made it to Seattle safely. Cooper worried about the next patient, and the next. What if someone came in tomorrow with, say, her water broken at 19 weeks, at risk of bleeding and infection? This happened regularly at her hospital.

As summer turned to fall, Cooper started to feel anxious whenever she was on call. "Every time the phone rang, or my pager went off, just this feeling of impending doom," she told me. Would this call be the call? The one in which a woman would die on her watch? She began telling patients at risk for certain complications to consider staying with family outside Idaho, if they could, for part of their pregnancy--just in case they needed an emergency abortion.

Cooper described her feelings as a form of "moral distress," a phrase I heard again and again in interviews with nearly three dozen doctors who are currently practicing or have practiced under post-Roe abortion restrictions. The term was coined in the 1980s to describe the psychological toll on nurses who felt powerless to do the right thing--unable to challenge, for example, doctors ordering painful procedures on patients with no chance of living. The concept gained traction among doctors during the coronavirus pandemic, when overwhelmed hospitals had to ration care, essentially leaving some patients to die.

From the December 2019 issue: Caitlin Flanagan on the dishonesty of the abortion debate

In the two-plus years since Roe was overturned, a handful of studies have cataloged the moral distress of doctors across the country. In one, 96 percent of providers who care for pregnant women in states with restrictive laws reported feelings of moral distress that ranged from "uncomfortable" to "intense" to "worst possible." In a survey of ob-gyns who mostly were not abortion providers, more than 90 percent said the laws had prevented them or their colleagues from providing standard medical care. They described feeling "muzzled," "handcuffed," and "straitjacketed." In another study, ob-gyn residents reported feeling like "puppets," a "hypocrite," or a "robot of the State" under the abortion bans.

The doctors I spoke with had a wide range of personal views on abortion, but they uniformly agreed that the current restrictions are unworkable as medical care. They have watched patients grow incredulous, even angry, upon learning of their limited options. But mostly, their patients are devastated. The bans have added heartbreak on top of heartbreak, forcing women grieving the loss of an unborn child to endure delayed care and unnecessary injury. For some doctors, this has been too much to bear. They have fled to states without bans, leaving behind even fewer doctors to care for patients in places like Idaho.

Cooper had moved to Idaho with her husband and kids in 2018, drawn to the natural beauty and to the idea of practicing in a state underserved by doctors: It ranked 47th in the nation in ob-gyns per capita then, and she was one of just nine MFMs in the state. But in that summer of 2022, she began to fear that she could no longer do right by her patients. What she knew to be medically and ethically correct was now legally wrong. "I could not live with myself if something bad happened to somebody," she told me. "But I also couldn't live with myself if I went to prison and left my family and my small children behind."

At first, Cooper and other doctors distressed by Idaho's ban hoped that it could be amended. If only lawmakers knew what doctors knew, they figured, surely they would see how the rule was harming women who needed an abortion for medical reasons. Indeed, as doctors began speaking up, publicly in the media and privately with lawmakers, several Idaho legislators admitted that they had not understood the impact of the trigger ban. Some had never thought that Roe would be overturned. The ban wasn't really meant to become law--except now it had.

Frankly, doctors had been unprepared too. None had shown up to testify before the trigger ban quietly passed in 2020; they just weren't paying attention. (Almost all public opposition at the time came from anti-abortion activists, who thought the ban was still too lax because it had carve-outs for rape and incest.) Now doctors found themselves taking a crash course in state politics. Lauren Miller, another MFM at St. Luke's, helped form a coalition to get the Idaho Medical Association to put its full lobbying power in the state legislature behind medical exceptions, both for lethal fetal anomalies and for a mother's health. Cooper and a fellow ob-gyn, Amelia Huntsberger, met with the governor's office in their roles as vice chair and chair, respectively, of the Idaho section of the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists.

The results of these efforts were disappointing. The lobbying culminated in a bill passed in March 2023 that offered doctors only marginally more breathing room than before. It changed the affirmative-defense statute into an actual exception to "prevent the death of the pregnant woman," and it clarified that procedures to end ectopic and molar pregnancies--two types of nonviable abnormal pregnancies--were not to be considered abortions. But an exception for lethal fetal anomalies was a nonstarter. And an exception to prevent a life-threatening condition, rather than just preventing the death of the mother, was quashed after the chair of the Idaho Republican Party, Dorothy Moon, lambasted it in a public letter. The previous year, the Idaho GOP had adopted a platform declaring that "abortion is murder from the moment of fertilization" and rejected an exception for the life of the mother; it would reiterate that position in 2024.

Read: Dobbs's confounding effect on abortion rates

Cooper and Huntsberger felt that their meeting with two of the governor's staffers, in December 2022, had been futile as well. It had taken months to schedule a 20-minute conversation, and one of the staffers left in a hurry partway through. "There was a lot of acknowledgment of Yeah, this is really bad. The laws may not be written ideally," Huntsberger told me. "There was also no action."

After the meeting, the two women sat, dejected, in a rental car across from the state capitol, Huntsberger having traveled more than 400 miles from Sandpoint, Idaho, where she was a general ob-gyn in a rural hospital. That was when Cooper turned to her colleague and said she had something to confess: She had just been offered a job in Minnesota, a state where abortion is legal. And she was going to take it. She had reached a point where she just couldn't do it anymore; she couldn't keep turning away patients whom she had the skills to help, who needed her help. "There were so many drives home where I would cry," she later told me.

The departure of so many physicians has strained Idaho's medical system.

Huntsberger was heartbroken to lose a colleague in the fight to change Idaho's law. But she understood. She and her husband, an ER doctor, had also been talking about leaving. "It was once a month, and then once a week, and then every day," she told me, "and then we weren't sleeping." They worried what might happen at work; they worried what it might mean for their three children. Was it time to give up on Idaho? She told Cooper that day, "Do what you need to do to care for yourself." Cooper and her family moved to Minnesota that spring.

Huntsberger soon found a new job in Oregon, where abortion is also legal. A week later, her rural hospital announced the shutdown of its labor-and-delivery unit, citing Idaho's "legal and political climate" as one reason. Staffing a 24/7 unit is expensive, and the ban had made recruiting ob-gyns to rural Idaho more difficult than ever. Even jobs in Boise that used to attract 15 or 20 applicants now had only a handful; some jobs have stayed vacant for two years. The three other ob-gyns at Huntsberger's hospital all ended up finding new positions in states with fewer abortion restrictions.

During Huntsberger's last month in Idaho, many of her patients scheduled their annual checkups early, so they could see her one last time to say goodbye. Over the years, she had gotten to know all about their children and puppies and gardens. These relationships were why she had become a small-town ob-gyn. She'd never thought she would leave.

Two other labor-and-delivery units have since closed in Idaho. The state lost more than 50 ob-gyns practicing obstetrics, about one-fifth of the total, in the first 15 months of the ban, according to an analysis by the Idaho Physician Well-Being Action Collaborative. Among MFMs, who deal with the most complicated pregnancies, the exodus has been even more dramatic. Of the nine practicing in 2022, Cooper was the first to leave, followed by Lauren Miller. A third MFM also left because of the ban. Then a fourth took a new job in Nevada and a fifth tried to retire, but their hospital was so short-staffed by then that they were both persuaded to stay at least part-time. That left only four other MFMs for the entire state.


After the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, St. Luke's Boise Medical Center started airlifting pregnant women with certain complications to other states to receive treatment. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



The departure of so many physicians has strained Idaho's medical system. After Cooper and others moved away, St. Luke's had to rely on traveling doctors to fill the gaps; the hospital was eventually able to hire a few new MFMs, but the process took a long time. Meanwhile, ob-gyns--and family doctors, who deliver many of the babies in rural Idaho--had to manage more pregnancies, including high-risk ones, on their own. The overall lack of ob-gyns has also had implications for women who aren't pregnant, and won't be: Idaho is an attractive place to retire, and the state's growing population of older women need gynecological care as they age into menopause and beyond.

Anne Feighner, an ob-gyn at St. Luke's who has stayed in Boise for now, thinks all the time about her colleagues who have left. Every day, she told me in June, she drove by the house of her neighbor and fellow ob-gyn, Harmony Schroeder, who at the moment was packing up her home of 20 years for a job in Washington State. She, too, was leaving because of the abortion ban. Across the street is the pink house where Cooper used to live and where her daughters used to ride scooters out front.

"I still have a lot of guilt over leaving," Cooper told me. She had made the decision in order to protect herself and her family. But what about her patients in Idaho, and her colleagues? By leaving, she had made a terrible situation for them even worse.

Sara Thomson works 12-hour shifts as an obstetrician at a Catholic hospital in Idaho; she is Catholic herself. Even before the abortion ban, her hospital terminated pregnancies only for medical reasons, per religious directive. "I had never considered myself a quote-unquote abortion provider, " Thomson told me--at least not until certain kinds of care provided at her hospital became illegal under Idaho's ban. It started to change how she thought of, as she put it, "the A-word."

She told me about women who showed up at her hospital after their water had broken too early--well before the line of viability, around 22 weeks. Before then, a baby has no chance of survival outside the womb. This condition is known as previable PPROM, an acronym for "preterm premature rupture of membranes."

In the very best scenario, a woman whose water breaks too early is able to stay pregnant for weeks or even months with enough amniotic fluid--the proverbial "water"--for her baby to develop normally. One doctor, Kim Cox, told me about a patient of his whose water broke at 16 weeks; she was able to stay pregnant until 34 weeks, and gave birth to a baby who fared well. Far more likely, though, a woman will naturally go into labor within a week of her water breaking, delivering a fetus that cannot survive. In the worst case, she could develop an infection before delivery. The infection might tip quickly into sepsis, which can cause the loss of limbs, fertility, and organ function--all on top of the tragedy of losing a baby.

In the very worst case, neither mother nor baby survives. In 2012, a 31-year-old woman in Ireland named Savita Halappanavar died after her water broke at 17 weeks. Doctors had refused to end her pregnancy, waiting for the fetus's heartbeat to stop on its own. When it did, she went into labor, but by then, she had become infected. She died from sepsis three days later. Her death galvanized the abortion-rights movement in Ireland, and the country legalized the procedure in 2018.

Read: Abortion isn't about feminism

Doctors in the United States now worry that abortion bans will cause entirely preventable deaths like Halappanavar's; the possibility haunts Thomson. "We shouldn't have to wait for a case like Savita's in Idaho," she said.

Previable PPROM is the complication that most troubles doctors practicing under strict abortion bans. These cases fall into the gap between what Idaho law currently allows (averting a mother's death) and what many doctors want to be able to do (treat complications that could become deadly). The condition is not life-threatening right away, doctors told me, but they offered very different interpretations of when it becomes so--anywhere from the first signs of infection all the way to sepsis.

No surprise, then, that the trigger ban provoked immediate confusion among doctors over how and when to intervene in these cases. Initially, at least, they had more legal leeway to act quickly: The Biden administration had sued Idaho before the trigger ban went into effect, on the grounds that it conflicted with a Reagan-era federal law: the Emergency Medical Treatment and Active Labor Act (EMTALA), which requires ERs to provide stabilizing treatment when a mother's health, not just her life, is at risk. The Department of Health and Human Services interpreted "stabilizing treatment" to include emergency abortions, and a federal judge issued a partial injunction on Idaho's ban, temporarily allowing such abortions to take place. But Idaho appealed the decision, and when the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to hear the case in January 2024, it stayed the injunction. With that, any protection that the federal law had granted Idaho doctors evaporated.


Sara Thomson, an obstetrician at a Catholic hospital in Idaho, says the state's ban has changed how she thinks about "the A-word." (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Thomson was still working under these severe restrictions when I met her in Boise this past June. She missed the days when her biggest problem at work was persuading her hospital to get a new ultrasound machine. A former military doctor, she struck me as soft-spoken but steely, like the most quietly formidable mom in your PTA. At one point, she pulled out a Trapper Keeper pocket folder of handwritten notes that she had taken after our first phone call.

The cases that most distressed her were ones of previable PPROM where the umbilical cord had prolapsed into the vagina, compressing the cord and exposing the baby and mother to infection. When this happens, Thomson said, a developing fetus cannot survive long: "The loss of the baby is sadly inevitable."

Previously at her Catholic hospital, she would have offered to do what was best for the mother's health: terminate the pregnancy before she became infected, so she could go home to recover. Now she told patients that they had no choice but to wait until they went into labor or became infected, or until the fetus's heart stopped beating, slowly deprived of oxygen from its compressed umbilical cord, sometimes over the course of several days. Thomson did not know that a fetus could take so long to die this way--she was used to intervening much sooner. She found forcing her patients to wait like this "morally disgusting."

"Every time I take care of a patient in this scenario, it makes me question why I'm staying here," she told me. It ate at her to put her own legal interests before her patients' health. She knew that if a zealous prosecutor decided she had acted too hastily, she could lose years of her career and her life defending herself, even if she were ultimately vindicated. But if she made a "self-protective" decision to delay care and a patient died, she wasn't sure how she could go on. "From a moral perspective, that's something that you won't recover from as a doctor."

At St. Luke's, the largest hospital in Idaho, doctors started airlifting some patients with complications like previable PPROM out of state after the trigger ban took effect. Rather than delay care to comply with the law, they felt that the better--or, really, less bad--option was to get women care sooner by transferring them to Oregon, Washington, or Utah.

After the Supreme Court stayed the injunction allowing emergency abortions for a mother's health, in January 2024, Idaho doctors became even more cautious about performing abortions, and the transfers picked up. Over the next three and a half months alone, St. Luke's airlifted six pregnant women out of state. Smaller hospitals, too, transferred patients they would have previously treated.

One woman described fearing for her life as she was sent away from St. Luke's last year, after losing a liter of blood when her placenta began detaching inside her. "I couldn't comprehend," she later told The New York Times. "I'm standing in front of doctors who know exactly what to do and how to help and they're refusing to do it." Another woman whose water broke early went into labor en route to Portland, her doctor told me, and delivered her fetus hundreds of miles from home. Her baby did not survive, and she was left to figure out how to get back to Idaho by herself--a medical transport is only a one-way ride. Another became infected and turned septic in the hours it took her to get to Salt Lake City. She had to go to the ICU, says Lauren Theilen, an MFM at the Utah hospital where she was taken. Other patients were sick when they left Idaho and even sicker when they arrived somewhere else.

Where exactly was that line between a patient who could be transferred versus one who needed care immediately, then and there? "I have sometimes wondered if I'm being selfish," says Stacy Seyb, a longtime MFM at St. Luke's, by putting patients through medical transfer to avoid legal sanction. But no doctor works alone in today's hospitals. When one of the first legally ambiguous cases came up, Seyb saw the unease in the eyes of his team: the nurses, the techs, the anesthesiologists, the residents--all the people who normally assist in an emergency abortion. If he did something legally risky, they would also be exposed. Idaho's law threatens to revoke the license of any health-care professional who assists in an abortion. He came to feel that there was no good option to protect both his team and his patients, but that an out-of-state transfer was often the least terrible one. In Portland or Seattle or Salt Lake City, health-care providers do not have to weigh their own interests against their patients'.

In April, when the Supreme Court heard the Idaho case, the media seized upon the dramatic image of women being airlifted out of state for emergency abortions. Justice Elena Kagan made a point of asking about it in oral arguments. In a press conference afterward, Idaho's attorney general, Raul Labrador, pushed back on the idea that airlifts were happening, citing unnamed doctors who said they didn't know of any such instances. If women were being airlifted, he said, it was unnecessary, because emergency abortions were already allowed to save the life of the mother. "I would hate to think," he added, "that St. Luke's or any other hospital is trying to do something like this just to make a political statement." (St. Luke's had filed an amicus brief with the Court in support of the federal government.)

Labrador's comments echoed accusations from national anti-abortion groups that doctors and others who support abortion rights are sowing confusion in order to "sabotage" the laws. When Moon, the chair of the Idaho Republican Party, had rallied lawmakers against any health exceptions back in 2023, she'd also evoked the specter of "doctors educated in some of the farthest Left academic institutions in our country." (Neither Labrador nor Moon responded to my requests for an interview.)

It is true that doctors tend to support abortion access. But in Idaho, many of the ob-gyns critical of the ban are not at all pro-abortion. Maria Palmquist grew up speaking at Right to Life rallies, as the eldest of eight in a Catholic family. She still doesn't believe in "abortion for birth control," she told me, but medical school had opened her eyes to the tragic ways a pregnancy can go wrong. Lately, she's been sending articles to family members, to show that some women with dangerous pregnancies need abortions "so they can have future children."

Kim Cox, the doctor who told me about a patient who had a relatively healthy child after PPROM at 16 weeks, practices in heavily Mormon eastern Idaho. Cox said that "electively terminating" at any point in a pregnancy is "offensive to me and offensive to God." But he also told me about a recent patient whose water had broken at 19 weeks and who wanted a termination that he was prepared to provide--until he realized it was legally dicey. He thought the dangers of such cases were serious enough that women should be able to decide how much risk they wanted to tolerate. Because, I ventured, they might already have a kid at home? "Or 10 kids at home."


Anne Feighner, an ob-gyn at St. Luke's, has decided to stay in Boise for now. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Megan Kasper, an ob-gyn in Nampa, Idaho, who considers herself pro-life, told me she "never dreamed" that she would live to see Roe v. Wade overturned. But Idaho's law went too far even for her. If doctors are forced to wait until death is a real possibility for an expecting mother, she said, "there's going to be a certain number of those that you don't pull back from the brink." She thought the law needed an exception for the health of the mother.

In the two-plus years since the end of Roe, no doctor has yet been prosecuted in Idaho or any other state for performing an abortion--but who wants to test the law by being the first? Doctors are risk-averse. They're rule followers, Kasper told me, a sentiment I heard over and over again: "I want to follow the rules." "We tend to be rule followers." "Very good rule followers." Kasper said she thought that, in some cases, doctors have been more hesitant to treat patients or more willing to transfer them than was necessary. But if the law is not meant to be as restrictive as it reads to doctors, she said, then legislators should simply change it. "Put it in writing." Make it clear.

She does wonder what it would mean to test the law. Kasper has a somewhat unusual background for a doctor. She was homeschooled, back when it was still illegal in some states, and her parents routinely sent money to legal-defense funds for other homeschoolers. "I grew up in a family whose values were It's okay to take risks to do the right thing," she told me. She still believes that. "There's a little bit of my rebel side that's like, Cool, Raul Labrador, you want to throw me in jail? You have at it." Prosecuting "one of the most pro-life OBs" would prove, wouldn't it, just how extreme Idaho had become on abortion.

When I visited Boise in June, doctors were on edge; the Supreme Court's decision on emergency abortions was expected at any moment. On my last day in town, the Court accidentally published the decision early: The case was going to be dismissed, meaning it would return to the lower court. The injunction allowing emergency abortions would, in the meantime, be reinstated.

As the details trickled out, I caught up with Thomson, who was, for the moment, relieved. She had an overnight shift that evening, and the tight coil of tension that had been lodged inside her loosened with the knowledge that EMTALA would soon be back in place, once the Court formally issued its decision. Doctors at St. Luke's also felt they could stop airlifting patients out of state for emergency abortions.

But Thomson grew frustrated when she realized that this was far from the definitive ruling she had hoped for. The decision was really a nondecision. In dismissing the case, the Court did not actually resolve the conflict between federal and state law, though the Court signaled openness to hearing the case again after another lower-court decision. The dismissal also left in place a separate injunction, from a federal appeals court, that had blocked enforcement of EMTALA in Texas, meaning that women in a far larger and more populous state would still be denied emergency abortions. This case, too, has been appealed to the Supreme Court.

The moral distress of practicing under the ban had sent Sara Thomson to see a counselor. "I was in a war zone," she told me, "and I didn't see a counselor."

Moreover, the federal emergency-treatment law has teeth only if an administration chooses to enforce it, by fining hospitals or excluding them from Medicare and Medicaid when they fail to comply. The Biden administration has issued guidance that says it may sanction hospitals and doctors refusing to provide emergency abortion care, and as vice president, Kamala Harris has been a particularly vocal advocate for abortion access. A Trump administration could simply decide not to enforce the rule--a proposal that is outlined explicitly in Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for a second Trump term. If the emergency-treatment law is a mere "Band-Aid," as multiple doctors put it to me, it is one that can be easily torn off. 

EMTALA is also limited in scope. It covers only patients who show up at an ER, and only those with emergency pregnancy complications. It would not apply to women in Idaho whose pregnancies are made more dangerous by a range of serious but not yet urgent conditions (to say nothing of the women who might want to end a pregnancy for any number of nonmedical reasons). It would not apply to the woman carrying triplets who, as an MFM recounted to me, wanted a reduction to twins because the third fetus had no skull and thus could not live. She had to go out of state to have the procedure--tantamount to an abortion for just one fetus--which made the pregnancy safer for her and the remaining babies. And it did not apply when Kayla Smith, already grieving for her unborn son, worried about preeclampsia. Her family ultimately left Idaho for Washington, so she could have another child in a safer state; her younger daughter was born in late 2023.

From the June 1969 issue: The right of abortion

Smith has joined a lawsuit filed by the Center for Reproductive Rights challenging the limited scope of exceptions under Idaho's ban. A group in Idaho is also planning a ballot initiative that will put the question of abortion to voters--but not until 2026. In the meantime, doctors still want Idaho to add medical exceptions to the law. After the disappointingly narrow exceptions the state legislature passed in 2023, it did nothing more in its 2024 session. A hearing that Thomson was slated to speak at this spring got canceled, last minute, by Republicans, who control the legislature.

Still, Thomson told me she was set on staying in Idaho. She and her husband had moved their family here 11 years ago because they wanted their four kids to "feel like they're from somewhere." Having grown up in a Navy family, she'd moved every few years during her own childhood before joining the military for medical school and continuing to move every few years as a military doctor. When her son was just 14 months old, she deployed to Iraq. She got her job in Idaho after that. When she and her husband bought their house, she told him this was the house she planned to live in for the rest of her life.

In the past two years, she'd seriously wavered on that decision for the first time. The moral distress of practicing under the ban had sent her to see a counselor. "I was in a war zone," she told me, "and I didn't see a counselor." This past fall, she came up with a backup plan: If she had to, she could stop practicing in Idaho and become a traveling doctor, seeing patients in other states.

But then she thought about all the women in Idaho who couldn't afford to leave the state for care. And she thought of her kids, especially her three girls, who would soon no longer be girls. The eldest is 20, the same age as a patient whose baby she had recently delivered. "This could be my daughter," Thomson thought. If everyone like her left, she wondered, who would take care of her daughters?



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "What Abortion Bans Do to Doctors."
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Does Kamala Harris Believe in Evolution?

In another election, she might have been asked.

by Daniel Engber




On a presidential-debate stage 17 years ago, a moderator posed what was then a kind of  gotcha question: "Do you believe in evolution?" he asked John McCain. The senator froze for a moment before delivering a "yes." Then, after several other candidates expressed their disagreement, he clarified: "I believe in evolution," he said, "but I also believe, when I hike the Grand Canyon and see it at sunset, that the hand of God is there."



Not a single synthetic theory that explains the history of life was floated during Tuesday night's debate--not even one! In fact, the moderators hardly asked the candidates, Kamala Harris and Donald Trump, about any scientific issues whatsoever. It's 2024, just a year and change since the formal end of the coronavirus pandemic, and another global pathogenic threat is already looming. Also, we're living through the hottest stretch of years that's ever been recorded. Certainly, scientific topics such as these matter to the public interest at least as much today as they did in previous elections. Yet aside from Trump's desultory defense of his administration's response to COVID--"we got gowns; we got masks"--pandemic policy was not mentioned, and the subject of climate change emerged only in the 87th minute of a 90-minute live event.

Otherwise, our would-be presidents' thoughts on science policy and innovation simply didn't make the cut. They were asked to talk about the economy, abortion, immigration, and the war in Ukraine, but not how they would handle the next emerging virus, or what they think about immunization policy, or why a military operation first deployed during the Trump administration spread anti-vaccine propaganda overseas. The moderators made no reference to technology at all. They did not discuss AI. This debate, likely the only one these two candidates will have, was unscientific, through and through.



Not so long ago, topics like these were considered core to the project of the presidency. If the evolution question could be asked in 2007--if it could even be a litmus test--that's because the country was in the midst of a debate over whether public schools should be allowed, or forced, to teach biblical accounts of the Creation. Soon after McCain laid out his theory of the divine canyon-maker, Barack Obama was faced with a similar challenge at a live CNN event. "If one of your daughters asked you--and maybe they already have--'Daddy, did God really create the world in six days?,'" a moderator asked him, "what would you say?" Obama gave a waffling reply: "My belief is that the story that the Bible tells about God creating this magnificent Earth on which we live--that is essentially true, that is fundamentally true," he said. "Now, whether it happened exactly as we might understand it reading the text of the Bible: That, I don't presume to know."



Such questions, however awkward, got at something big: how America would teach its future citizens to understand the very fact of our existence, and whether science or religion should be paramount in public life (or what the balance of the two should really be). During that campaign cycle, an entire grassroots effort would emerge to cajole both Obama and McCain into having a full debate on scientific questions. Those efforts eventually coalesced into the nonpartisan group Science Debate. Its supporters were numerous and impressive--lots of Nobel laureates, along with several scientists who ended up as senior members of the Obama administration. Noting that science formed "the basis of some of the thorniest public policy issues in recent history," two of the group's key organizers, Lawrence Krauss and Chris Mooney, wrote in the Los Angeles Times that fall that "a presidential debate on science would help voters determine who among the candidates is up to the task of dealing with whatever comes next."



However gamely the candidates would answer questions on phylogeny and the Big Bang, they did not agree that scientific topics deserved a nationally televised debate. But Obama and McCain did give written answers to a set of 14 questions, laying out their attitudes on matters such as how to foster innovation, protect the oceans, manage stem-cell research, and, yes, guard against the next pandemic. In 2012, the major candidates again submitted statements in response to Science Debate. (And again, pandemics made the list of topics for discussion: "I will empower the private sector to pursue the breakthroughs that will equip society" to prevent them, Mitt Romney wrote.)

By 2016, Science Debate had to press its case, enlisting a group of adorable children to ask the candidates whether they would share their views on "fixing our climate," "the dying honeybees," and "wobots and jobs," among other matters of national importance. They got some written answers, in the end, not just from Trump and Hillary Clinton, but also from Gary Johnson and Jill Stein. Ironically, this time around, the pandemic question was downplayed, but the candidates did give answers on the matter of scientific integrity. "Science is science and facts are facts," Trump wrote at the time. "My administration will ensure that there will be total transparency and accountability without political bias."



Trump would not exactly be locked into an ironclad adherence to empirical reality; a few years later, he was literally redrawing his administration's hurricane forecasts, as if to bend the very atmosphere in service of his pride. Of course the statements Science Debate had elicited were never binding, and Trump (or whoever on his campaign actually wrote those answers) may well have lied about the fact of whether he believes that facts are facts. But they symbolized a way of thinking, or at least the pretense of a frame of mind. As a scientist might say, they were data. And even if the answers weren't always enlightening, they got plenty of attention, which is noteworthy in itself. Not so long ago, a presidential candidate would or could be held accountable, at least to some extent, for their views on ocean health, the internet, vaccination, or cosmology.



In 2020, a dozen years after it began, Science Debate ran aground. Both candidates that year refused to answer any of its questions. Even Joe Biden, who campaigned explicitly on the promise of a scientific restoration--his victory speech would promise "to marshal the forces of science and the forces of hope in the great battles of our time"--could not be bothered to engage. COVID was still raging, and the candidates did discuss pandemic policy (as well as climate change) during their regular debates. "We got the gowns. We got the masks," Trump said back then, almost exactly as he did this week. But at the same time, in the fall of our most recent election--when science was so clearly tied to urgent policy conundrums, when acting on the data (whatever that entailed) was both tricky and divisive, and when public-health measures could lead to riotous protest--our potential presidents were also moving on from the very notion that science policy, in the broader sense, ought to be thrashed out.



Science Debate, which was eventually folded into the National Science Policy Network, now has more diffuse goals about engaging candidates at all levels to answer a science-policy questionnaire. It hasn't shown any signs of seriously trying to extract answers from the presidential candidates in 2024. The website where the project started, ScienceDebate2008.com, is a sketchy Russian news site. (Among its posted stories are "There Is No Place to Store Sugar in Russia," by a "graduate student," and "How to Exchange Currency in Kharkov at a Favorable Rate.") ScienceDebate.com has also gone offline, and the group's social-media presence even in this election year has been almost nonexistent.



This week's debate added another note of confirmation: A long stretch of treating science like it matters, for America and for presidential politics, has reached its end.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/09/donald-trump-science-kamala-harris/679801/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Supreme Court's Effort to Save Trump Is Already Working

The conservative justices created so many avenues for challenge and confusion that the Court functionally collaborated in Trump's strategy of delay.

by Quinta Jurecic




Just months ago, it seemed conceivable that Donald Trump might spend the final stretch of the presidential campaign in a Washington, D.C., courtroom, on trial for his efforts to overturn the results of the 2020 election. Even a week ago, it was possible that voters might head to the polls on Election Day with Trump's sentencing in the New York hush-money case, then scheduled for September 18, fresh in their mind. But on Friday, New York Supreme Court Justice Juan Merchan pushed the sentencing date back until the end of November--meaning that Trump will go into the election as a convicted felon, but one whose punishment has not yet been decided. And in Washington, Judge Tanya Chutkan has set out a schedule revealing that the January 6 case will not be going to trial anytime soon.

For this, Americans can blame the Supreme Court.

The cases against Trump in Georgia and Florida have foundered for their own reasons--in Georgia, poor judgment by the district attorney; in Florida, a judge appointed by Trump who has done everything in her power to upend the prosecution. But in both D.C. and New York, the culprit is the same: Trump v. United States, the Supreme Court's controversial July ruling establishing broad presidential immunity from prosecution, was a victory for Trump beyond his wildest dreams, shielding him from full criminal accountability for his actions. But the decision by the Court's right-wing supermajority wasn't just a gift to Trump on the substance. It provided Trump with extensive room for delays, allowing him to push back key stages of the criminal process past Election Day.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

Because Trump had appealed the issue up from Judge Chutkan, the Court placed proceedings in the January 6 case on hold for months while it pondered the issue--preventing the case from going to trial in March, as Chutkan had originally planned. And now Trump has managed to use the immunity ruling to delay sentencing in the New York case as well, even though a Manhattan jury found him guilty before the Court's ruling. As both judges try to forge ahead, the true scope of the disruption caused by the decision is coming into focus.

Last Thursday, Judge Chutkan opened her courtroom doors for the first hearing in the January 6 case in almost a year. ("Life was almost meaningless without seeing you," Trump's counsel John Lauro jokingly told the judge.) The mood, my Lawfare colleagues Anna Bower and Roger Parloff described, was akin to what an archaeologist might feel examining the ruins of Pompeii: Here lies the January 6 prosecution, trapped in stasis. In this instance, though, Chutkan is tasked with determining which of Pompeii's residents--that is, which components of the indictment--might be resurrected following the Supreme Court's intervention.

That will be a difficult task. Because the decision in Trump has another major advantage for the eponymous plaintiff: It is very, very confusing. And confusion means even more delay.

The ruling divided presidential conduct into three categories: conduct at the core of the president's constitutional responsibilities, for which he is absolutely immune; conduct entirely outside the president's official work, for which he is not immune; and a muddy middle category of official conduct that is only "presumptively" immune, and which prosecutors may pursue if they can show that doing so would pose no "dangers of intrusion" on presidential power. Last month, Special Counsel Jack Smith unveiled a new iteration of the January 6 indictment tailored to the Court's specifications, slicing out conduct that the majority had identified as clearly immune--specifically, Trump's effort to leverage the Justice Department to convince state legislatures that the election was stolen.

So far so good. But quagmires remain. The new indictment largely retains material related to Trump's pressure campaign on then-Vice President Mike Pence to upend the electoral count on January 6--which makes sense, given that the Court placed Trump's conversations with Pence in the "presumptively immune" category. How, though, is Chutkan to decide whether the prosecution has cleared the bar to rebut that presumption? For that matter, how is she to identify the fuzzy line between unofficial and official conduct? The Supreme Court has provided precisely no guidance. According to a scheduling order that Chutkan released following last week's hearing, the briefing alone on the immunity question will take until October 29, six days before the election. And, importantly, because the Court also indicates that Trump can immediately appeal any decision from lower courts on these questions--what's known as an "interlocutory appeal"--whatever Chutkan does could well be subject to months and months of additional litigation.

Trump v. United States is "subject to a lot of different readings," Chutkan noted drily at one point during the hearing. At another, she commented that she was "risking reversal" from the Supreme Court "no matter what I do."

So, too, is Justice Merchan. The true, absurd scope of the complications caused by the immunity ruling is perhaps most apparent in New York, where the Supreme Court's decision has called into question aspects of a prosecution that has nothing to do with presidential power at all. The facts of the case involved a scheme by Trump and those around him in the run-up to the 2016 election to bury negative news stories about the candidate's past extramarital dalliances, and then to fudge records to conceal those payments. Much of the conduct at issue took place before Trump was ever in office, and the portion that touched on Trump's time as president involved his efforts to hide the hush-money scheme after the fact--not precisely an example of the chief executive carrying out his oath to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution.

It is impossible to argue with a straight face that this comes anywhere near the realm of official presidential conduct, and the Supreme Court didn't even try. What it did instead was something far more slippery. In perhaps the most baffling section of the Court's ruling, the majority held that not only are prosecutors to avoid bringing charges against a former president for the expansive category of official acts, but even evidence of official acts can't be used to prosecute unprotected conduct--unless the government can point to a "public record" of the official act instead. (This portion of the immunity decision went too far for Justice Amy Coney Barrett, who wrote separately that such a rule would "hamstring the prosecution.") Precisely what this means is--yet again--unclear, but Trump pounced, moving quickly to inform Justice Merchan that the district attorney had relied here and there during the trial on material from Trump's time in the White House that implicated his responsibilities as president. For this reason, Trump argued, his conviction should be thrown out.

This set in motion the chain of events that ultimately led to the delay of Trump's sentencing into late November. Merchan had originally scheduled the sentencing for July 11--just 10 days after the Court handed down its opinion in Trump. The back-and-forth of court filings between Trump and District Attorney Alvin Bragg over the immunity question led Merchan to delay the date first to September 18, and then--on Friday--again, to November 26. "We are now at a place in time that is fraught with complexities rendering the requirements of a sentencing hearing ... difficult to execute," the judge explained in announcing the most recent delay, referring to the upcoming election.

Many commentators were critical of Merchan's decision. "The legal system was cowed by Trump's bullying and lawlessness," Greg Sargent declared in The New Republic. Perhaps anticipating such a response, Merchan's letter pushing back the hearing has a somewhat defensive tone, insisting that the New York court "is a fair, impartial, and apolitical institution."

Moreover, Justice Merchan was in a genuinely tight spot here. Resolving Trump's immunity motion requires untangling a snarled knot of questions on which the Supreme Court offered little clarity. How exactly is the judge to determine whether the evidence in question--such as testimony by Hope Hicks about Trump's conversations with her during her time in the White House press office--really does implicate official acts, or whether it's unofficial conduct? If the conduct is presumptively immune, has the district attorney done enough to rebut that presumption? Even if it is official, could the conviction survive, or is any use of evidence concerning immunized conduct such an egregious violation that the verdict must be overturned, as Trump argues?

And, crucially, does the Court's seeming guarantee of an interlocutory appeal for Trump on these immunity issues apply to evidentiary questions like these--meaning that Trump could immediately appeal any unfavorable ruling by Merchan, potentially sending it back up to the Supreme Court? Nobody knows, but the additional time it would take to hash out that question could have meant that even if Merchan had tried to speed proceedings along, sentencing would never have happened before Election Day regardless. Seemingly in recognition of this fact, the district attorney's office didn't object to Trump's request to delay the sentencing hearing. That choice limited Merchan's ability to move forward with sentencing without opening himself up to charges of politicizing the proceedings in order to damage Trump. (Seemingly unsatisfied with Merchan's decision, Trump is now asking the federal courts to delay the case still further while he litigates the immunity question.)

Akhil Reed Amar: Something has gone deeply wrong at the Supreme Court

For those who hoped that Trump might finally face criminal accountability before the election, this is a frustrating dodge--another example of the legal system's apparent inability to hold Trump responsible for his actions. But the real villain here isn't Bragg or Merchan, who are doing their best to carry out justice under difficult circumstances. It's the Supreme Court, which created an unmanageable situation that played directly into Trump's goal of delaying a legal reckoning. The conservative supermajority seemed genuinely troubled by Trump's allegations of unjust persecution by prosecutors and lower courts, but comparatively unconcerned about the risks to democracy posed by Trump's own actions.

If Trump wins the election, the expectation is that he'll order the Justice Department to dismiss the federal cases against him. His sentencing in New York, meanwhile, could be put on hold indefinitely. If he loses, the litigation over immunity seems certain to stretch both cases out for months, if not longer.

None of this was preordained. The Supreme Court didn't need to take up the immunity case to begin with. Once it did, the overwhelming majority of experts and commentators--myself included--expected that, at most, the Court would fashion a rule carving out some limited category of immunized conduct, perhaps creating difficulties in the January 6 case but certainly not creating problems in New York. Instead, the conservative justices issued a ruling that not only established a sweeping and poorly defined immunity but also created so many avenues for challenge and confusion that the Court functionally collaborated in Trump's strategy of delay.

Perhaps this reading is uncharitable to the Court--but at a certain point, charity is no longer merited. Following the immunity ruling, President Joe Biden announced support for a slate of reforms pushing back against the Court's decision and advocating changes to an institution that has become extreme and unaccountable. Should Kamala Harris triumph in November, the recent delays in New York and D.C. are further reasons to take up the cause of Court reform again.
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What I Saw on the January 6 Committee

The attack on the Capitol was never a single, isolated event, but the outburst of a movement that is still fighting.

by Jacob Glick


A man waves an American flag during the melee on the Capitol steps before the building was breached and overrun. (Joseph Rushmore)



Days after the January 6 attack on the Capitol, I joined the legal team supporting Representative Jamie Raskin and the other House managers as they prepared for President Donald Trump's second impeachment trial. At that point, relatively little was known about the origins of the attack. What was visible to us, as we scrambled to draft a presentation to the Senate, was a grim yet simple truth: Trump had set a violent mob upon Congress in order to stay in power. Later, I became part of the House January 6 select committee as an investigative counsel on a team examining how domestic violent extremism had contributed to the insurrection.

In those two roles, I was at the front lines of congressional efforts to make sense of the attack. Throughout these investigations, the question I wanted to answer wasn't so much what had happened on January 6 itself--that was clear enough to me--but what the insurrection could become, if we failed to contain the forces that had fueled it. I saw firsthand why we cannot remember the insurrection as only a dangerous anomaly or an ideologically agnostic moment of chaos, whipped up by a repugnant but vapid ex-president. It was the manifestation of an organized and growing authoritarian movement that seeks to shatter our pluralistic society.

Two years after my service on the select committee, I am still haunted by what I heard in the interviews and depositions I conducted with my team, which brought me face-to-face with Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other extremists. Witnesses described a genuine fascist ideology taking root in modern America, one that presents itself as a savior of our democracy even as it seeks to demolish it. I saw in those depositions glimpses of an America that has no place for me--a gay, Jewish man--and an America where the rule of law is forever threatened by the possibility of violence.

Working on the impeachment-trial team, I remember thinking that my legal research was unequal to the task before us. There was nothing in the record of past impeachments that came close to the high crimes we were trying to explain. A string of 19th-century improprieties--more Teapot Dome than Beer Hall Putsch--were largely mini scandals compared with Trump's attempted coup.

As I researched, I realized that some of the most helpful analogs came from abroad. I kept returning to the theory offered by the Yale historian Timothy Snyder, with whom I'd worked the prior year on a briefing to the Oversight Committee about Trump's authoritarian response to violent unrest in Portland, Oregon. Snyder placed Trump's Big Lie in the context of earlier fascist attempts to consolidate power. Moreover, he stated plainly what too many have downplayed: that the Big Lie hinged on the belief that Black and brown Americans--especially those living in large, Democratic cities--are not equal to their white peers. An essential element of Trump's unending stolen-election conspiracy is that it was a fraud perpetrated by corrupt Democrats who leveraged the votes of communities of color in places such as Philadelphia, Atlanta, and Detroit--that something about those votes was fishy or illegitimate.

The Trump administration's failure to stop the insurrection on January 6 is one piece of a story of democratic decline into racial authoritarianism, a path our country has walked before. Understanding this helped me unify the multiple instances of incitement we highlighted at the impeachment trial: Trump's equivocation after Charlottesville, his menacing of Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, his televised command to the Proud Boys.

It was obvious where this incitement had led. In the trial's final stretch, I sifted through gruesome security footage and amateur videos that the managers would use in making their case. In the clips, you can hear warlike cries of fealty to Trump and shouts of officers as they are overwhelmed by the mob.

But these events seemed to have had little bearing on the eventual verdict. Senate Republicans acquitted Trump from behind a fig-leaf procedural excuse: that the Constitution gave them no authority to convict a president once he left office. Senators couched their acquittal votes in meaningless rhetorical rebukes of Trump. By treating Trump and January 6 as ugly aberrations, many people seemed eager to rebrand the insurrection as a classic tale of American trial and triumph. The Republic endured. Donald Trump was no longer president. We were safe.


The Washington Monument can be seen in the distance as thousands of rioters and Trump loyalists surround the Capitol building. At this point the building had been breached and was being completely overrun. (Joseph Rushmore)



My first days on the select committee, nearly a year after the impeachment effort wrapped, gave me unpleasant deja vu as I again dove into the muck of January 6. I spent much of 2022 sitting with my teammates in conference rooms--or at home, on one end of a committee Webex, which we used for virtual witnesses--interviewing and deposing members of paramilitary groups and others who were connected to the attack on the Capitol. With each conversation, a fuller portrait of the insurrection emerged. This portrait stood in stark contrast to the one being painted by Trump loyalists, in Congress and elsewhere, who were eager to dismiss the attack as a tourist jaunt, a legitimate protest, or a one-off misadventure. Although a less sweeping view of January 6 might give Americans a false sense of security--and allow Trumpists and their apologists to shrug off whatever residual shame they feel--it denies the truth of our investigation.

To many of the witnesses I deposed, January 6 was justified--and vigilantism more generally is justifiable--when the values of inclusive American democracy fail to align with their own authoritarian mindset, which prioritizes hierarchy and traditionalism, and identifies danger in difference. As one Proud Boy told us, his brethren might "strive to be law-abiding citizens," but when laws infringe on things such as "religious values," it is "incumbent" on the Proud Boys to "react" and "in some way rebel when the government becomes tyrannical."

The Capitol was not the only target of this rage. I had far-ranging conversations with current and former Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, Christian nationalists, and QAnon adherents, who explained what had propelled them to January 6 and beyond: anger against racial-justice protesters, who they believed "just burn down buildings and loot small businesses" because "that's what they do"; paranoia about how LGBTQ people are trying to "twist human nature"; conspiratorial hatred, tinged with anti-Semitic tropes, of "elite globalists who are trying to take over the United States" and are the "big picture" enemy. The only way to view our evidence was as part of a broader pattern of antidemocratic violence motivated by racism, homophobia, anti-Semitism, and misogyny.

This vision began to come into focus just a few days after I started, when my team conducted the depositions of Enrique Tarrio and Stewart Rhodes, the men who had led the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers, respectively, on their paths to January 6. The two have since been convicted of seditious conspiracy. Hearing their testimony, I already saw cracks in the narrow conception of January 6 as an awful but isolated day. Rhodes fervently explained that the Oath Keepers had been ready for Trump to call on them during the Black Lives Matter protests in the summer of 2020, months before the election. Tarrio boasted that the Proud Boys remain "activists."

During the months that followed, I looked more closely at the faces of American extremism and saw a cogent worldview staring back at me. Witnesses parroted almost verbatim Trump's vilification of heavily nonwhite cities and rattled off conspiracies that reduced Black Lives Matter protesters to violent puppets of shadow elites. My team regularly recognized in these conversations markers of the "Great Replacement" theory, a white-supremacist conspiracy theory that claims that a largely Jewish elite class is manipulating Black and brown people in order to overpower white, Christian America. This belief--which has already motivated multiple attacks that have resulted in mass death--became a prism through which much of our collected testimony made sense.


Rioters force their way up a set of stairs beneath a scaffolding erected in anticipation of the coming inauguration of Joe Biden. Minutes after this image was taken, this group broke through the police line and were the first ones to reach the Capitol building. Dominic Pezzola (center), a member of the Proud Boys, would eventually be sentenced to 10 years in federal prison and three years' supervised release for his role in the insurrection. (Joseph Rushmore)



In early March, I sat in a poorly heated conference room in the O'Neill House Office Building, just a few steps from the Capitol, as I listened to our witness du jour: Patrick Casey, a former leader of the white-supremacist Groyper network, who explained how "massive multiethnic societies ... have devolved into conflict and tension." His words rattled in my head a few days later, when the same Proud Boy who'd said that January 6 was people fighting back "a little bit" went on to fulsomely defend the Capitol siege as a show of force by heroic guardians of traditional Western morality.

These rationalizations of violence and bigotry became so commonplace that I risked losing sight of their significance. But downplaying them became impossible the afternoon I sat down again in that same conference room, this time for an interview with Jason Van Tatenhove, a former Oath Keeper propagandist. I asked him why he thought Donald Trump was so important to Rhodes, the Oath Keepers' founder. He explained that Rhodes had always hoped that a strong right-wing leader would invite the Oath Keepers to be a praetorian guard to smash ideological opponents and enforce public order. My mind flashed to the ascendant SS in Weimar Germany and the secret police of Pinochet's Chile--two cases where paramilitary fighters were invited by political leaders to engage in extrajudicial violence to conquer their enemies and cleanse their society without fear of consequences.

As we continued to collect evidence and conduct interviews, I became only more convinced that Americans were deeply unaware of the enduring threat of violence--and its dangerous proximity to the political mainstream. Later that spring, we obtained text messages showing eager coordination between Rhodes and Robert Weaver, one of the two co-founders of the Jericho March, an election-denying coalition that embraced Christian-nationalist language and had staged an event in Washington, D.C., in mid-December 2020 that was a key precursor to the insurrection. The other Jericho March co-founder, Arina Grossu, told me in an interview that Black Lives Matter and election fraud were twin threats "destructive to the fabric of America." Both individuals were Trump-administration employees on January 6.

Around the same time, we deposed a North Carolina paramilitary leader, who appeared on-screen with a semiautomatic rifle hanging behind him. He clearly had no appetite for the deposition, but soon he was warning us about the murderous intent of the Three Percenters, who had become too extreme even for him. He worried that militias would cause more violence in 2024 at voting precincts that "they assumed to be fraudulent." Political tolerance of extremism was fueling an unending vigilante fantasy.

Of course, none of these witnesses proclaimed themselves to be foot soldiers of authoritarianism. They believed themselves to be the good guys, who were obeying Donald Trump's command to rescue America from evil forces that had stolen the election and corrupted our society. And during these hours-long exchanges, it was impossible not to sometimes glimpse charming details on the other end of the Webex. Kellye SoRelle, a lawyer for the Oath Keepers, asked us to pause her deposition so she could feed her cat breakfast. Yet by the end of our session, she was ranting about how a "Jewish" intelligence operation was a mechanism to "further the agenda for global groups" and undermine American sovereignty.

Perhaps the most frightening moment came in early June, when I deposed James Watkins, a man who, along with his son Ron, is widely thought to be at the inner core of the QAnon conspiracy theory. (Both have denied being Q.) I began by asking Watkins about the number of visitors to their website, 8kun, which is known for doxxing campaigns, white-supremacist content, and the occasional mass-shooter manifesto. He said that although traffic to the site varies, it would be higher that day. When I asked why, he whispered forebodingly: "Because they know I'm talking to you."

During my tenure on the committee, a regular staccato of political and targeted violence echoed in the background of our investigation: a far-right killing of a racial-justice protester in Portland, Oregon; a white-supremacist massacre at a supermarket in a Black neighborhood in Buffalo, New York; a neo-Nazi plot against an Idaho Pride parade; a mass shooting by a violent Trump supporter at the July 4 celebration of a heavily Jewish Chicago suburb; an attack on the FBI after Trump denounced its search of Mar-a-Lago; an attempted kidnapping of then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi and a hammer attack on her husband by a Big Lie believer.

Then, the weekend after I finished my work on the select committee, a shooter with radical beliefs he'd picked up in far-right online spaces opened fire at an LGBTQ club in Colorado Springs. When I learned the news, I thought immediately of our depositions: snide comments by Proud Boys about the need to defend traditional families, imagined conspiracies in which LGBTQ people acted as yet another arm of sinister elites.

These atrocities reminded me, again and again, that the story of January 6 was not over. I knew that their perpetrators--like the insurrectionists I deposed--were part of something much bigger, something ongoing. Our witnesses expressed a clear vision of the society they wanted, one in which the progress of the late 20th century--on race, sexual orientation, gender, and religious tolerance--would be undone, by force if necessary. These attacks, like January 6 itself, were fitful attempts to make this nightmare a reality.


Rioters run through clouds of tear gas in the later hours of the day as law enforcement eventually began to take back ground and reestablish control over the Capitol. (Joseph Rushmore)



Three and a half years after January 6, Donald Trump is aiming to return to the White House, propelled by openly fascist promises. Following his guilty verdict in New York, Trump's tirades against the rule of law sparked a fresh wave of insurrectionary threats from his supporters, providing a hint of the dangers that could again emerge if he embarks on another sustained and targeted campaign of incitement. Then, on the debate stage, Trump embraced Capitol rioters as "innocent" and refused to commit to accepting the results of the 2024 election--a clear indication that he remains willing to court fascistic violence in order to regain power. Days later, the Supreme Court virtually guaranteed that Trump will be free to stoke more violence from the Oval Office, which prompted a leading architect of his second-term agenda to threaten violence in order to achieve a Trump-led "second American Revolution." Since then, Trump has amplified social-media posts embracing QAnon, called for the jailing of his political opponents, and threatened violence against immigrants.

This dynamic, which mirrors the slow burn toward insurrection that I explored on the select committee, should terrify every American who loves our democracy. Another Trump presidency will invite more hatred and violence targeting not only our democratic infrastructure but also members of vulnerable groups not welcome in the intolerant society that extremists are trying to bring into existence. The insurrection still inspires adherents of this cause. America is still fighting off the January 6 attack, because the attackers themselves are still fighting for their vision of America--one that extends far beyond the steps of the Capitol.
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Trump's Repetitive Speech Is a Bad Sign

If the debate was a cognitive test, the former president failed.

by Richard A. Friedman




Tuesday's presidential debate was, among other things, an excellent real-world test of the candidates' cognitive fitness--and any fair-minded mental-health expert would be very worried about Donald Trump's performance.

The former president has repeatedly bragged over the past several years that he has passed various mental-status exams with flying colors. Most of these tests are designed to detect fairly serious cognitive dysfunction, and as such, they are quite easy to pass: They ask simple questions such as "What is the date?" and challenge participants to spell world backwards or write any complete sentence. By contrast, a 90-minute debate that involves unknown questions and unanticipated rebuttals requires candidates to think on their feet. It is a much more demanding and representative test of cognitive health than a simple mental-status exam you take in a doctor's office. Specifically, the debate serves as an evaluation of the candidates' mental flexibility under pressure--their capacity to deal with uncertainty and the unforeseen.

Just to be clear: Although I am a psychiatrist, I am not offering any specific medical diagnoses for any public figure. I have never met or examined either candidate. But I watched the debate with particular attention to the candidates' vocabulary, verbal and logical coherence, and ability to adapt to new topics--all signs of a healthy brain. Although Kamala Harris certainly exhibited some rigidity and repetition, her speech remained within the normal realm for politicians, who have a reputation for harping on their favorite talking points. By contrast, Donald Trump's expressions of those tendencies were alarming. He displayed some striking, if familiar, patterns that are commonly seen among people in cognitive decline.

Much of the time, following Trump's train of thought was difficult, if not impossible. In response to a question from the moderator David Muir about whether he regretted anything he'd done during the January 6 insurrection, Trump said:

I have said "blood bash--bath." It was a different term, and it was a term that related to energy, because they have destroyed our energy business. That was where bloodbath was. Also, on Charlottesville, that story has been, as you would say, debunked. Laura Ingraham, Sean Hannity, Jesse--all of these people, they covered it. If they go an extra sentence, they will see it was perfect. It was debunked in almost every newspaper. But they still bring it up, just like they bring 2025 up. They bring all of this stuff up. I ask you this: You talk about the Capitol. Why are we allowing these millions of people to come through on the southern border? How come she's not doing anything--and I'll tell you what I would do. And I would be very proud to do it.


Evading the question is an age-old debate-winning tactic. But Trump's response seems to go beyond evasion. It is both tangential, in that it is completely irrelevant to the question, and circumstantial, in that it is rambling and never gets to a point. Circumstantial and tangential speech can indicate a fundamental problem with an underlying cognitive process, such as logical and goal-oriented thinking. Did Trump realize that his answer was neither germane to the question nor logical?

Eleven days before the debate, at a campaign event in Pennsylvania, Trump responded to criticism of his rambling speech by claiming that it is part of a deliberate strategy to frustrate his opponents. "I do the weave," he told the audience. "You know what the weave is? I'll talk about, like, nine different things that they all come back brilliantly together. And it's like--and friends of mine that are, like, English professors, they say: 'It's the most brilliant thing I've ever seen.'" Viewers can judge for themselves whether the disjointed statements they heard during the debate cohered brilliantly in the end.

Read: How swing voters reacted to the Trump-Harris debate

The speech Trump excuses as the "weave" is one of many tics that are starting to look less strategic and more uncontrollable. Last week, David A. Graham wrote in The Atlantic that the former president has a penchant for describing objects and events as being "like nobody has ever seen before." At the debate, true to form, Trump repeatedly fell back on the superlative. Of the economy under his presidency: "Nobody's ever seen anything like it." Of inflation under the Biden administration: "I've never seen a worse period of time." Of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan: "That was one of the most incompetently handled situations anybody has ever seen." Harris, for her part, also showed some verbal tics and leaned on tired formulations. For instance, she invited viewers more than 15 times to "understand" things. But Trump's turns of phrase are so disjointed, so unusual, and so frequently uttered that they're difficult to pass off as normal speech.

Trump's speech during the debate was repetitive not only in form but also in content. Politicians regularly return during debates to their strongest topics--that's just good strategy. Harris twice mentioned Project 2025, which voters widely disapproved of in recent polling, and insisted three times that Americans want to "move forward" or "chart a new way forward." Trump likewise expounded at every opportunity on immigration, a weak issue for Harris. But plenty of the former president's repetitions seemed compulsive, not strategic. After praising the Hungarian strongman Viktor Orban, Trump spoke unprompted, at length, and without clarity about gas pipelines in the United States and Europe, an issue unlikely to connect with many voters. A few minutes later, he brought up the pipelines again. The moderators cut him off for a commercial break. Even in cases where Trump could have reasonably defended himself, he was unable to articulate basic exculpatory evidence. When Harris raised his infamous "very fine people on both sides" remark regarding the 2017 white-supremacist march in Charlottesville, Virginia, Trump could have pointed out that even at the time, he had specified, "I'm not talking about the neo-Nazis and the white nationalists--because they should be condemned totally." But he did not.

Read: The mistake that could cost Trump the election

In psychiatry, the tendency to conspicuously and rigidly repeat a thought beyond the point of relevance, called "perseverance," is known to be correlated with a variety of clinical disorders, including those involving a loss of cognitive reserve. People tend to stick to familiar topics over and over when they experience an impairment in cognitive functioning--for instance, in short-term memory. Short-term memory is essentially your mental sketch pad: how many different thoughts you can juggle in your mind, keep track of, and use at the same time. Given the complexity of being president, short-term memory is a vital skill.

If a patient presented to me with the verbal incoherence, tangential thinking, and repetitive speech that Trump now regularly demonstrates, I would almost certainly refer them for a rigorous neuropsychiatric evaluation to rule out a cognitive illness. A condition such as vascular dementia or Alzheimer's disease would not be out of the ordinary for a 78-year-old. Only careful medical examination can establish whether someone indeed has a diagnosable illness--simply observing Trump, or anyone else, from afar is not enough. For those who do have such diseases or conditions, several treatments and services exist to help them and their loved ones cope with their decline. But that does not mean any of them would be qualified to serve as commander in chief.
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The Sauron Problem

The mistake that<em> The Rings of Power </em>keeps making

by Emma Stefansky




When we return to the Second Age of Middle-earth, in the Season 2 premiere of The Lord of the Rings: The Rings of Power, we're treated to a little bit of backstory. Sauron's backstory, specifically, and it's probably not what viewers versed in J. R. R. Tolkien's supplemental material were expecting. The dark lord Sauron, scourge of Middle-earth, is giving a pep talk to his army of orcs when he is betrayed and seemingly slain by one of his lieutenants.

Sauron's spirit survives, and he lingers in Middle-earth for a few thousand years until he takes on the form we all recognize, but the scene is indicative of the central issue confronting The Rings of Power. Even before it began, the show faced a nearly impossible task: How do you turn a few pages of novel appendices into compelling television with exciting plot arcs, lovable characters, and a scary villain? Two seasons in, the show still doesn't have an answer, partly because of what I'll call the Sauron Problem: Viewers know how the tale ends, so the series is trying to manufacture suspense by dragging out the story.

In many ways, the second season follows many of the same patterns as the first. The elves are still worried that their power, whatever that means in the context of the show, is fading, and they're looking to objects of magic for aid. The Harfoots are still traveling inland with their amnesiac friend known only as the Stranger, who is trying to find out his identity. The orc army is terrorizing the East. The dwarves are largely insulated from the rest of the world in their mines. The men of Numenor need a new king. Sauron has a new hairdo and is tricking someone else into doing his dirty work.

It's starting to feel like churn. The show has condensed Tolkien's nearly 4,000-year timeline of events down to a few decades so that all the key players in the saga of the One Ring can be on-screen at once, and the episodes manage to feel both overlong and cramped. So much has been added to pad out the show's trajectory and provide tonal suspense to an epic that fundamentally doesn't need it.

Sauron, in particular, seems like the true victim of this narrative stretching, as the show keeps spinning the once and future dark lord in confusing new directions. Is he supposed to be relatable? Is he supposed to be an antihero? Is the audience being steered toward empathy for his point of view, so the show can "surprise" us later by revealing that he's been evil this whole time?

It is possible to build a multi-season show out of what is essentially a prologue to the main story. HBO's House of the Dragon, a natural comparison to The Rings of Power in more ways than one, dramatizes the devastating Targaryen civil war dubbed the Dance of the Dragons, which has reached near-mythic status by the start of Game of Thrones. House of the Dragon finds dramatic tension by working alongside viewers' awareness rather than fighting against it. There is an uncomfortable yet addictive sense of doom in watching characters we've come to love being pushed closer to the point of no return.

The Rings of Power is not as grimdark as House of the Dragon tends to lean, focusing instead on the ethereal, magical beauty conveyed by Tolkien's writing. It is very much aware that it is a prequel and relishes in foreshadowing, whether via recycled lines of dialogue from the books or winking introductions of key characters and locations. Spooky string music plays every time anyone looks at or even thinks about a ring. But this approach is at odds with the false suspense the rest of the show attempts to concoct. If we're expected to have the foresight necessary to understand these hints, then why are we twiddling our thumbs waiting for Sauron to be revealed (again) or for the Stranger to learn his name (which many fans may already have guessed)?

The main impetus behind The Rings of Power seems to be: How can we keep this going? With five seasons planned for a series that has a shockingly hefty price tag (rumored to be about $1 billion already), Amazon Prime Video would naturally want one of its biggest marquee assets to last. That's the problem with premium television in the streaming era. It's all so fabulously expensive that it must keep making a case for itself to continue beyond the usual allotment of two or three seasons. The simplest way to do that is to deliver twists and reveals and finale cliffhangers that will keep viewers guessing and invested. The Rings of Power doesn't have to be hampered by the fact that its ending was spoiled 69 years ago. It just needs to stop pretending we don't know who the bad guy is.
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The Americans Who Yearn for Anti-American Propaganda

Russian-backed influencers with an authoritarian message find a ready audience.

by Anne Applebaum




Over the past decade, China has invested hundreds of millions of dollars in its international media network. The Xinhua News Agency, China Global Television Network, China Radio International, and the China Daily web portal produce material in multiple languages and use multiple social-media accounts to amplify it. This huge investment produces plenty of positive coverage of China and benign depictions of the authoritarian world more broadly. Nevertheless, Beijing is also aware that news marked "made in China" doesn't have anything like the influence that local people, using local media, would have if they were uttering the same messages.

That, in the regime's thinking, is the ultimate form of propaganda: Get the natives to say it for you. Train them, persuade them, pay them--it doesn't matter; whatever their motives, they'll be more convincing. Chinese leaders call this tactic "borrowing boats to reach the sea."

When a handful of employees at RT, the Russian state television network formerly known as Russia Today, allegedly offered to provide lucrative payments to the talking heads of Tenet Media, a Tennessee-based far-right influencer team, borrowing boats to reach the sea was exactly what they had in mind. According to a federal indictment released last week, RT employees spent nearly $10 million over the course of a year--money "laundered through a network of foreign shell entities," including companies in Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, the Czech Republic, and Hungary--with the aim of supporting Tenet Media's work and shaping the messages in its videos.

The indictment makes clear that the influencers--propagandists, in fact--must have had a pretty good idea where the money was coming from. They were told that their benefactor was "Eduard Grigoriann," a vaguely Euro-Armenian "investor." They tried to Google him and found nothing; they asked for information and were shown a resume that included a photograph of a man gazing through the window of a private jet. Sometimes, the messages from Grigoriann's team were time-stamped in a way that indicated they were written in Moscow. Sometimes the alleged employees of Grigoriann's alleged company misspelled Grigoriann's name. Unsurprisingly, in their private conversations, the Tenet Media team occasionally referred to its mysterious backers as "the Russians."

But the real question is not whether the talking heads of Tenet Media--the founders, Lauren Chen and Liam Donovan, who were the main interlocutors with the Russians, but also Tim Pool, Lauren Southern, Dave Rubin, and Benny Johnson--had guessed the true identity of their "investor." Nor does it matter whether they knew who was really paying them to make videos that backed up absurd pro-Moscow narratives (that a terrorist attack at a Moscow shopping mall, loudly claimed by the Islamic State, was really carried out by Ukrainians, for example). More important is whether the audience knew, and I think we can safely say that it did not. And now that Tenet Media fans do know who funds their favorite influencers, it's entirely possible that they won't care.

Read: The government needs to act fast to protect this election

This is because the messages formed part of a larger stream of authoritarian ideas that are now ubiquitous on the far right, and that make coherent sense as a package. They denounce U.S. institutions as broken, irreparable: If Donald Trump doesn't win, it's because the election is rigged. They imply American society is degenerate: White people are discriminated against in America. They suggest immigrants are part of a coordinated invasion, designed to destroy what remains of the culture: Illegal immigrants are eating household pets, a trope featured during this week's presidential debate. For the Russians, the amplification of this narrative matters more than specific arguments about Ukraine. As the indictment delicately explains, many of the Russian-sponsored videos produced by Tenet Media were more relevant to American politics than to the Ukraine war: "While the views expressed in the videos are not uniform, the subject matter and content of the videos are often consistent with the Government of Russia's interest in amplifying U.S. domestic divisions."

But these themes are also consistent with the Trump campaign's interest in amplifying U.S. domestic divisions. People who have come to distrust the basic institutions of American democracy, who feel aggrieved and rejected, who believe that immigrants are invaders who have been deliberately sent to replace them--these are not people who will necessarily be bothered that their favorite YouTubers, according to prosecutors, were being sponsored by a violent, lawless foreign dictator who repeatedly threatens the U.S. and its allies with nuclear armageddon. On the contrary, many of them now despise their own country so much that they might be pleased to hear there are foreigners who, like the ex-president, want to burn it all down. If you truly hate modern America--its diversity, its immense energy, its raucous debate--then you won't mind hearing it denounced by other people who hate it and wish it ill. On X earlier this year, Chen referred to the U.S. as a "tyranny," for example, a phrase that could easily have been produced by one of the Russian propagandists who regularly decry the U.S. on the evening news.

These pundits and their audience are not manipulated by Russian, Chinese, and other autocrats who sometimes fill their social-media feeds. The relationship goes the other way around; Russian, Chinese, and other influence operations are designed to spread the views of Americans who actively and enthusiastically support the autocratic narrative. You may have laughed at Trump's rant on Tuesday night: "The people that came in. They're eating the cats. They're eating--they're eating the pets of the people that live there. And this is what's happening in our country. And it's a shame." But that language is meant to reach an audience already primed to believe that Kamala Harris, as Trump himself said, is "destroying this country. And if she becomes president, this country doesn't have a chance of success. Not only success. We'll end up being Venezuela on steroids."

Plenty of other people are trying to reach that audience too. Indeed, the Grigoriann scheme was not the only one revealed in the past few days. In a separate case that has received less attention, the FBI last week filed an affidavit in a Pennsylvania courthouse supporting the seizure of 32 internet domains. The document describes another team of Russian operatives who have engaged in typosquatting--setting up fake news websites whose URLs resemble real ones. The affidavit mentions, for example, washingtonpost.pm, washingtonpost.ltd, fox-news.in, fox-news.top, and forward.pw, but we know there are others. This same propaganda group, known to European investigators as Doppelganger, has also set up similar sites in multiple European languages. Typosquatters do not necessarily seek to drive people to the fake sites. Instead, the fake URLs they provide make posts on Facebook, X, and other social media appear credible. When someone is quickly scrolling, they might not check whether a sensational headline purporting to be from The Washington Post is in fact linked to washingtonpost.pm, the fake site, as opposed to washingtonpost.com, the real one.

Read: How to tackle truth decay

But this deception, too, would not work without people who are prepared to believe it. Just as the Grigoriann scam assumed the existence of pundits and viewers who don't really care who is paying for the videos that make them angry, typosquatting--like all information laundering--assumes the existence of a credulous audience that is already willing to accept outrageous headlines and not ask too many questions. Again, although Russian teams seek to cultivate, influence, and amplify this audience--especially in Pennsylvania, apparently, because in Moscow, they know which swing states matter too--the Russians didn't create it. Rather, it was created by Trump and the pundits who support him, and merely amplified by foreigners who want our democracy to fail.

These influencers and audiences are cynical, even nihilistic. They have deep distrust in American institutions, especially those connected to elections. We talk a lot about how authoritarianism might arrive in America someday, but in this sense, it's already here: The United States has a very large population of people who look for, absorb, and believe anti-American messages wherever they are found, whether on the real Fox News or the fake fox-news.in. Trump was speaking directly to them on Tuesday. What happens next is up to other Americans, the ones who don't believe that their country is cratering into chaos and don't want a leader who will burn it all down. In the meantime, there are plenty of boats available to borrow for Russians who want to reach the sea.
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She Won the Psychological Battle, But ...

Will that win her the election?

by Hanna Rosin




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

The most appropriate terms to describe how Kamala Harris triumphed over Donald Trump in Tuesday's debate come not from political punditry but from the field of psychology: triggered, baited, ego deflated. In answer after answer, Harris went straight for Trump's tender spots, calling him weak, saying that he was an easy target for dictators "who can manipulate you with flattery" and that he was having a "difficult time processing" that he had actually lost the previous election.

Harris laid obvious traps, saying that people left Trump's rallies "out of exhaustion and boredom," for example, and he walked into nearly all of them. The result was that Trump was too distracted to land many punches.

On this week's Radio Atlantic, we talk with the political writers Elaine Godfrey and Mark Leibovich to explore the potential long-term effects of the dramatic debate. Will this new impression of Harris stick? Will Trump's missed opportunities make a difference? (And what is the right Taylor Swift song to capture this political moment?)



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: So, people often say that presidential debates don't really move the needle, unless something goes wrong. We've had two debates this election. The first one mattered because something went wrong for Biden. Today, we're going to talk about why this one also mattered. Because it went very wrong for Trump. Like, even many Republicans said that.

They were spinning a loss before it was over. I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, we're going to talk to Mark Leibovich and Elaine Godfrey, who cover politics for The Atlantic. Hi, Elaine.

Elaine Godfrey: Hi, Hanna.

Mark Leibovich: Hi, Hanna.

Rosin: So, we're taping the day after the debate. The last time the two of you were on the show was two months ago, after the disastrous Biden debate. Where do you think Democrats are now?

Leibovich: In a better place. [Laughs.] Elaine?

Godfrey: A much better place. That feels like eons ago that we did that.

Rosin: Well, like, actually. Mark the moment. Sort of: Where are they actually now?

Leibovich: Bringing everyone up to date. Uh, about two months ago, Democrats, or, you know, the Biden-Trump debate: total disaster for Biden.

Everyone knew it. You know, within five minutes. And then: a summer that people will write books about for, I think, years.

Godfrey: Nope.

Leibovich: However, I will skim a book about it because, you know, we all lived through it very vividly. But, no: So the events that happened on June 27, I believe it was, resulted in a chain reaction that, as we all know, ended up in Biden dropping out, Harris becoming the nominee, and a great deal of momentum. Which seemed to be flagging a little bit for Harris.

But, you know, if it was, you would imagine it has picked right back up again after last night's debate--which I think she won fairly convincingly.

Rosin: Elaine, what was the first moment that stood out for you?

Godfrey: Oh, the first moment for me was definitely the handshake. I was watching right away. I had paused my Roku so I could make sure to get the handshake. And like, I was getting popcorn ready. I was getting everything ready in my kitchen. Came out, watched her aggressively move across the stage toward him.

Went around the podium to demand the handshake. He looked very displeased.

Kamala Harris: Kamala Harris. Let's have a good debate.
 Donald Trump: Nice to see you. Have fun.
 Kamala Harris: Thank you.


Godfrey: Just thought that was sort of ... that really set the tone, I think, for the rest of the debate.

Rosin: In what way? Because, Mark, you actually mentioned to me before the debate that you were going to watch out for the handshake, and if you advised her, you advised her to do exactly what she did: which was walk up to him and give him a handshake. What was the significance of the handshake?

Leibovich: It was a power move. It was absolutely a power move by someone who had a wide opening to do it, which is--you go onto a stage with someone you've never met before. She was assertive in that she walked into his space. I mean, don't underestimate the power of space and space-taking and space invasion and all that.

And he didn't quite know how to react. It was an awkward encounter. But she was in command of it. I mean, she said, "Hi, I'm Kamala Harris." I don't know if she rehearsed that or not. But what was clear to me was in the first few minutes of the debate, he seemed a little bit off balance. I mean, she seemed more nervous than off balance.

But it was almost as if he was regretting or second-guessing or seething. Something about, I think, that first encounter really set him off on a bad note.

Rosin: Mhm. So on a recent episode of this show, George Conway was on, and we talked about the explicit strategy of mocking and goading Trump that they were trying out at the Democratic National Convention. Conway said on that episode that he had told the Democrats they should hire a team of psychological professionals to advise them how to get under Trump's skin.

I mean, I got the feeling that maybe they had hired a team of psychological professionals to help them get under Trump's skin. I mean, it really felt like a psychological operation as much as a political operation.

Godfrey: It totally did. The first handshake was the opening salvo in this, but like Mark said, she seemed sort of nervous at first. She quickly kind of got it together, and then immediately projected that she was about to start doing a lot of these things, like, baiting him. And that projection, I think, took the form of her trying to make this sort of confused-slash-disgusted face at him whenever she could. Like, it was as though her team had advised her to make like, the most meme-worthy expression possible when she was looking at Trump. There was one point where she put her hand under her chin and looked at him sideways. Of course, it took off online. And it was the perfect projection of: This is how I'm going to handle Trump.

Rosin: It's interesting, because Maya Rudolph on SNL, when she makes fun of Kamala Harris, makes fun of her trying to create memes, like she's a try-hard with the memes. But somehow, yesterday, that element of try-hard was missing, like it was just maybe 40 degrees more natural than it usually is. And so the memes this morning, there were about 80 different faces that she made. So you know, you could just run the Kamala faces looking at him. Whereas--I bet you noticed this, Mark--did he look at her once?

Leibovich: No, he didn't at all. And, you know, he just couldn't. And I don't know if that was by design. I mean, he does not seem terribly coachable. I mean, you can imagine any number of debate preppers, if he had any at all, would say, 'Look, I mean, you know, your resting face is going to be on camera. Uh, when you look at her or don't look at her, that will be evident on camera.'

She clearly was well prepared. And I think also--and I don't know if I should say this, but I'll say it anyway. She clearly was well prepared. Um, she was not Biden. And what I mean by that is, her face moved. I mean, Biden's face did not move at all.

Rosin: You're right. The resting face of Biden was almost what killed him in the last debate. Besides that, sort of--

Leibovich: --when he spoke.

Rosin: Besides what he spoke. But it was his resting face, which--

Leibovich: Yes, it was like, kind of the mouth slightly agape. But she, I mean, I just couldn't stop being grateful that she was not Joe Biden. Sorry, Joe Biden lovers out there. It was the newness of her, the freshness of her face. I don't mean to sound shallow, but it was just a really great asset for her side.

Rosin: For me, like, [when] the debate turned and she was trying to trigger him was when she was asked a question about immigration.

Now, this is her weakest spot and then, this was a few minutes into the debate. What is her biggest weakness? First, she says, you know, "I prosecuted." Then she talks about him killing the border-security bill.

You know, he makes him seem selfish, like she's already goading him. And then out of nowhere, she turns it into this thing about how his rallies are lame.

Harris: You will see, during the course of his rallies, he talks about fictional characters like Hannibal Lecter. He will talk about when mills cause cancer.
 And what you will also notice is that people start leaving his rallies early out of exhaustion and boredom.


Rosin: And then, boom, what does he say two minutes later?

Godfrey: Rallies are not lame!

Trump: She can't talk about that. People don't leave my rallies. We have the biggest rallies, the most incredible rallies in the history of politics.


Rosin: Also, he says the sentence "In Springfield, they're eating the dogs."

Trump: In Springfield, they're eating the dogs. The people that came in, they're eating the cats, they're eating, they're eating the pets.


Rosin: And that was the end. I mean, that was the end. It sort of all went downhill from there. So when you guys were watching the debate, what was your reaction to that moment?

Godfrey: So, for me, it felt so obvious. It felt like watching a storm coming. It was like: Okay, she's baiting him. Is he gonna take it? And immediately: "People love my rallies. They never leave my rallies early." It was the perfect move for her. And she sort of seemed to take that in and just do it every time.

Like, after that, at the end of every answer or non-answer that she gave, she would bait him with something, like, you know, your family left you 400,000, or whatever it--

Rosin: You wish it was 400.

Godfrey: 400,000,000?

Rosin: Wasn't--

Godfrey: Okay. Um, you know, a lot of money. And he, you know, immediately was defending himself from that. He can't not respond to personal attacks. And like, it was funny, because ahead of the debate, they had been projecting that they were going to do this. They were saying to reporters, "We are going to bait him." And he was baited.

Rosin: Right. Right.

Leibovich: Yeah, no, I mean: I don't think, you know, you need George Conway's three or four psychological experts to know how to get under his skin.

Rosin: And when he would answer--like, if you take that immigration answer, obviously the correct political move would be not to say "My crowds are big" but to get back to the immigration question, which is her weakness. So what were the opportunities he missed by constantly taking the bait?

Godfrey: Well, I think that we were expecting him to go in talking about--at least, there was one story saying, "He's going to go after her prosecutorial record." He didn't do that a single time.

Rosin: Right. Right.

Godfrey: Was doing it totally on defense. She made it a total referendum on him. It was not at all him attacking her for anything.

I mean, he had tons of room to also say, "Hey, you didn't answer that question about, you know, your pivot on fracking, your pivot on Medicare for All, et cetera. Because she didn't, really. And he could have called her on it. And he didn't because he was too busy distracted by his own, you know, ego.

Leibovich: Yeah. I mean, anytime the conversation turns to immigration, I mean, it's like a big, however-many-minute-long gift to him. And he just wasted it by taking the other bait. I mean, you know, I think one thing that helped Harris a lot--and we'll probably get more to this--one of the questions that Trump got was about abortion. Which, you know, obviously it's a really uncomfortable issue for him, as he's shown by his going, you know, any number of directions on it in the last few weeks.

And then he starts talking, you know, telling the lie about abortion. The late-term abortions and the "after-birth abortions."

Trump: The baby will be born, and we will decide what to do with the baby. In other words, we'll execute the baby.


Rosin: One of my favorite moments was when the moderator calmly corrected him and said, "Oh, executing babies is not legal in any state," and then just moved on.

Linsey Davis: There is no state in this country where it is legal to kill a baby after it's born. Madam Vice President, I want to get your response to President Trump.


Leibovich: She nails the answer. It's certainly a popular position that she holds.

Harris: You want to talk about, this is what people wanted? Pregnant women who want to carry a pregnancy to term--suffering from a miscarriage, being denied care in an emergency room because the health-care providers are afraid they might go to jail, and she's bleeding out in a car in the parking lot?
 She didn't want that. Her husband didn't want that.


[Music]

Rosin: After the break, what did they need to accomplish going in? And how close did each of them get? That's in a minute.

[Break]

Rosin: What were each of the candidate's goals going into the debate? Like, let's just think about what they were trying to accomplish, and whether they did accomplish that or not. So we'll start with Harris. Like: What did she need to do? She needed to trigger Trump. So she did that. We've covered that.

Godfrey: I think she needed to come in and show that she can speak off script, and that she can laugh at him and maintain a sense of sort of maturity over him.

And I really think she did all of those things. At first I was concerned watching her, like, she was a little shaky. But she got it together pretty quickly. I was surprised, frankly, because just so many of her off-the-cuff moments are so silly. So many of the things she says are so word salad-y.

I think her goal was not to do that, and she succeeded.

Rosin: It's true. She didn't sound anything like she can sometimes sound in a public speech, which is like, what are you even saying? Yes.

Leibovich: One test that she passed--I think, brilliantly--and this might sound a tiny bit gendered.

Godfrey: Oh no.

Leibovich: I don't mean to be, no. I just want to say that when she is prosecutorial in a debate--as she was in 2019 against Biden--she can seem a little intimidating, a little off-putting. She seemed more "happy warrior"-ish in this setting. She looked like she was having fun. I think that was a real benefit to her.

Godfrey: There was a moment where she just looked at him. I forget what the comment he made before it was. But she just looked at him and laughed, and then said "Talk about extreme."

Rosin: It was the dogs.

Godfrey: The dogs? Okay, yes, that's right.

David Muir: Again, the Springfield city manager says there's no evidence of that. Vice President Harris, I'll let you respond to the rest of what you've heard.
 Harris: Talk about extreme. [Laughs.]


Godfrey: And it was just like--I mean, to your point earlier about her sometimes trying to create a moment that feels inauthentic. That felt authentic, because we were all doing that at home. Right. Like, Oh god, what? Yeah. Like, it was just a perfect reaction that felt like her real one.

Rosin: Yes. I am more consistently surprised at how she has, uh, sidetracked or walked around gender and race. Like, I don't know if that's, the place where American culture is right now, or I don't know if that's her and just kind of the space she inhabits. Because she's more of, like, a third-culture kid with a lot of, you know, mixed kind of ethnic heritage.

But it just wasn't a big deal in this debate. Gender's just not--doesn't seem like--a huge thing hanging over this election. What about Trump? So the question was: What were their goals going into the debate, and how did they accomplish them? Um, what do you think Trump's requirement was in this debate?

Leibovich: Uh: stay in control, don't be triggered. You know, hit your issues like immigration, the economy. Uh, I think he failed on all those things.

Rosin: Mm hmm. What about his other stated goal, which was tying Harris to Biden? That was a big thing that he was supposed to be doing. How did he do with that?

Godfrey: So, his closing remarks were, I think, his most effective of the night, which were: If you want to do all these things, why haven't you done them? You're literally in the White House right now.

Trump: So she just started by saying she's going to do this, she's going to do that, she's going to do all these wonderful things. Why hasn't she done it?


Godfrey: My dude, you got to open with that. Like, that's insane to wait till the last minute when everyone's in bed. Uh, no one's paying attention to you anymore. And I also think he couldn't decide whether he wanted to tie Harris to Biden or say "Biden hates you." You know--

Leibovich: --that was weird.

Godfrey: He said both. I mean, pick one. If I'm Kamala Harris, I'm saying, "Okay, which one? Are we best friends or are we enemies?" So I sort of think he failed on that. He could have done better. That was a huge missed opportunity.

Rosin: So, we don't really get much policy in these debates, but I want to talk about what little policy we did get. What of the policy talk stuck with you?

Godfrey: Well, the moderators did a good job asking about policy. They tried. They tried to fact-check. They, you know, they tried. Uh, the thing that stuck with me--one of the moments--I think, was Trump wouldn't say whether he wanted Ukraine to win the war against Russia. I thought it was good that the moderators asked him again after he dodged the question, and he dodged it again. Making his, you know, non-position here very visible.

It's just such a layup to answer that question, and I just thought it was silly that he couldn't. The other, I think, was when they asked him if he would veto an abortion ban. They said, J. D. Vance, your running mate, said you would veto an abortion ban if it came across your desk. And he basically said, I don't know that guy.

You know, he was like, "We don't talk."

Godfrey: And I just thought that was, like, another easy question. This guy should know his position. Yes or no? He should know it.

Rosin: You know, often when he talked about either policy issues and especially foreign policy, like Ukraine and Gaza, I had in mind what Bill Clinton said, which was: Count the I's. Like, count the number of times he says "I."

So they would ask him a serious policy question, and he would say, "I know Putin; I know Viktor Orban. If I had been in charge, the Gaza war wouldn't have happened. It was odd, as a foreign-policy construction, to consistently talk about his personal relationships with, essentially, dictators. Yeah.

Godfrey: And, two points on that. He appears to think strongman means "very strong man." Which I thought was fun. And the other point is--

Rosin: You're so right! I didn't think of that. Like we use strongman ironically. He uses it literally like it's "a strong man." Yes.

Godfrey: --is a very, very strong man.

Trump: They call him a strong man. He's a, he's a tough person.


Godfrey: The other thing was his point about wanting, that if he was president-elect, he could end the Russia-Ukraine war. Which I thought was a very, uh, funny point to make. And I would have liked the moderators to say, "How would you do that without being president?"

They didn't have time for that, apparently, but I thought that was fun.

Rosin: I think I had an expectation that Kamala Harris would talk a little bit more about some of her policies, a little bit more. Like, maybe this is a naive expectation, but even with immigration, you know, nobody says the obvious. Immigrants don't cause crime. You know, immigrants are more likely to be employed.

You know, this thing that he says constantly at his rallies about how they're sending us their criminal immigrants. Like, there's no basic, defensive immigration policy. And then the remarkable moment about the Affordable Care Act.

Trump: If we can come up with a plan that's going to cost our people, our population, less money, and be better health care than Obamacare, then I would absolutely do it. But until then, I'd run it as good as it can be run.
 Davis: So just a yes or no, you still do not have a plan?
 Trump: I have concepts of a plan. I'm not president right now.


Godfrey: He had nine years to come up with the response to that question, and then he had only a concept of a plan.

Rosin: I think that is a line that people will use in many different ways.

Godfrey: Oh God, it's all over social media. Everybody's using it.

Leibovich: As I was watching the debate, I mean, there were many moments where Kamala Harris, I kind of wished would step outside herself and say, "Wait a minute. You did everything possible to kill Obamacare. You spent months trying to do it. You almost did. I was in the Senate. You remember this, or maybe you remember this."

But John McCain, was the only thing that stood between you and the end of health insurance for, you know, millions and millions of Americans.

Rosin: It's true because people do misremember his specific record, like what he did in terms of policy. Okay, one last detail about the debate. I was watching this closely because I'm doing a big podcast project about January 6ers and so I've just been deep in that world for a while. The way he talked about January 6 and the insurrection, very surprising to me.

Trump: Ashli Babbitt was shot by an out-of-control police officer that should have never, ever shot her. It's a disgrace. But we didn't do this group of people that have been treated so badly.


Rosin: He goes back and forth in when he leans in and leans out to, you know, they're political prisoners, you know; that day was a glorious revolution. He has lately leaned away from it, like at the Republican National Convention. There just wasn't much talk about this. The moderators gave him an out. They said, Hey, lately you've been sort of trying to accept that maybe you lost the election.

And boy, did he not take it.

Muir: In the past couple of weeks leading up to this debate, you have said you "lost by a whisker," that you "didn't quite make it," that you came up "a little bit short."
 Trump: I said that?
 Muir: Are you now acknowledging that you lost in 2020?
 Trump: No, I don't acknowledge that at all.
 Muir: But you did say that.
 Trump: I said that sarcastically, you know that. It was said, "Oh, we lost by a whisker." That was said sarcastically.


Rosin: What did you guys think? Were you surprised by that moment?

Leibovich: I mean, he doesn't do regret. He doesn't do, I mean, looking back, he doesn't certainly do apologies, that kind of thing. Although, again, I do think I would have loved to have heard Kamala Harris do a--I mean, she did her thing, like, "I was in the Senate that day"; she did a personal remembrance; but at a couple of points during the debate, I was kind of wishing that she would just step back and look at him and into the microphone and say, "Are you serious?"

Like, you actually thought this was like a day that celebrated you? That's why I kind of wish that there were two mics on at the same time. There could have been more of an interplay, which I think she could have benefited from.

But yeah, no, I mean, anything January 6-related, he sounds ridiculous.

Rosin: She did have a good line about, or a repeated line about, him selling out democracy. Now, maybe that doesn't play with people, but she talked about that in terms of the strong men. "Strong men." Viktor Orban. They are strong.

Godfrey: Are so strong.

Rosin: She talked about it in terms of January 6. I'm not sure if that kind of abstraction lands with people.

So maybe you're right. You just need to say something as straightforward as, like, cut it. Like we all know what happened that day, you know.

Okay, post-debate. So the debate happened. It feels like everybody, Republicans included, are acting as if Kamala Harris won the debate. Trump was off his game. Does it matter?

What has changed post-debate? Like, what things are no longer possible? I will throw one out, which is that Kamala Harris is now impressed in our minds as someone who can be president, who can speak like a president, who can speak on a national stage. I'm sure there are lots of people who were not sure about that before this, or who didn't know, maybe, like, hadn't--I haven't seen her speak or anything like that.

Godfrey: Yeah, I think before this, I had written--many people had written--that she isn't very good at extemporaneous speaking, that she's good on a teleprompter, she's good at rallies, but we haven't really seen her do these kinds of live events where she speaks intelligently, where she speaks clearly. And this was the ultimate test of that.

And I think now, we'll not write those pieces questioning that anymore, right? I mean, you can question her answers, but I think she has demonstrated this ability to speak in a presidential way and, crucially, to react to Trump and not be rattled. To be onstage with him and be amused rather than rattled.

Rosin: And why does that matter? Sort of, what does that change in the long term? I see that it changes, it kind of eliminates a criticism of her, but does that criticism matter to people who are voting?

Godfrey: This debate was not for people who already sort of know where their allegiances lie. This debate was for swing voters. I think swing voters, at least many women, want to see less of the "They're eating dogs in Ohio" talk and more sort of policy talk, more calmness, more stability in a leader.

I think they got that. So is that persuasive? I'm not sure. So I guess we can't answer the question of whether it's effective yet, maybe, but I think it helps. I think it helps with the general image of Kamala Harris as a candidate, which will help swing voters make up their minds.

Leibovich: I think it was definitely helpful to Kamala Harris. I mean, I think she won the debate. I think she imprinted very well as someone who could be president, that people, I think, probably, think better of. However, I remember, you know, we all were declaring Hillary Clinton the winner of all three debates in 2016.

There's a reason no woman's ever been elected president of this country. I have kind of lost a lot of confidence in my ability to read how Americans watch these things. I do know that, quite often, the bubble that we all reside in as reporters, as media people, just as people who pay attention to the stuff, is not representative of how many, many--if not most--Americans watch it.

So I think humility is in order, but I think the encouragement that the Harris people are projecting is definitely merited.

Rosin: So as people have watched politics, and we always are prognosticating, like, what sticks? Where's there a bump? How long does the bump last? What would you be watching for after the debate?

Godfrey: Well, one thing I'm watching, something that happened right after the debate, was Taylor Swift endorsed Kamala.

Rosin: I was going to ask you about that, but then I'm like, It's so sexist. Why am I asking Elaine? Shouldn't I--

Godfrey: I love Taylor Swift. Don't ask--

Leibovich: I like Taylor Swift too.

Rosin: He doesn't even know who she is.

Godfrey: He's never heard of her.

Leibovich: Come on, guys!

Godfrey: I'm a big Swift fan. So I feel qualified to speak on this. My assumption is there was some behind--

Rosin: By the way, I knew that. I'm not being sexist.

Godfrey: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Thank you. Um, no, my assumption is there was some behind-the-scenes planning going on here, because as soon as she endorsed Kamala Harris--it was as soon as the debate was over--Harris gave a post-debate speech in front of some supporters, walked off the stage to a Taylor Swift song, and then immediately in her online merch shop, there were friendship bracelets you could buy for Kamala Harris, which as we all know is a Taylor Swift thing now. And so I think that was an interesting move.

I would imagine that they timed the announcement to extend the honeymoon, to sort of say, Okay, the debate was good. Let's do this announcement. We'll get it out there. We'll keep it going. I guess I'm watching in the next few weeks: Do they do something together? Is there any more interplay between Taylor and Kamala?

And if so, how painful is it to watch? Is it very cringey? Is it fun? Like, sort of, what, how do they use each other going forward, if at all? Otherwise, I guess I'm looking at poll numbers and swing states. I'm looking at the swing voters. Did your impression of Kamala Harris change after that? Or of Donald Trump change after the debate?

Leibovich: Yeah, I think I probably don't look as much to, like, shorter-term numbers because I mean, post-debate stuff is--as the politics people say--"noisy," meaning, you sort of go by quick impressions and so forth, and then it kind of levels out. But I do think that this is another overused term these days, permission structure.

I think there is a kind of low-grade acceptance of Kamala Harris as a serious statesman-like--stateswoman-like--figure in our politics that I think over time will become more normal and I think easier to vote for.

Rosin: Strong woman.

Leibovich: She's a strong woman. It's good to be a strong woman and a strong man.

Rosin: Okay, last thing: Elaine, which Taylor Swift song? So just imagine for yourself, like, cat-lady Swift--everyone go look at the Insta photo--cat-lady Swift and Kamala walk out onstage; what's the song?

Godfrey: What Taylor Swift song ...

Leibovich: What if I name a song?

Godfrey: Mark, you don't even know.

Leibovich: It's been a "cruel summer" for Donald Trump, I'll tell you that much.

Godfrey: I sort of feel like it's "Who's Afraid of Little Old Me?"

Leibovich: Pretty good.

Rosin: Okay. We have a winner.

Godfrey: You don't even know that song.

Leibovich: I do, too. "Who's afraid of little old me?" Oh, how about this? "I Knew You Were Trouble."

Godfrey: Yeah, that's good, too.

Leibovich: Not bad. "Look--

Godfrey: "What You Made Me Do," Mark.

Rosin: That's Trump's song for this debate.

Leibovich: Actually, you know what Trump's song is? "Don't Blame Me."

Godfrey: Maybe her song is "The Smallest Man Who Ever Lived."

Rosin: [Laughs.]

Leibovich: That could be. Is that actually the name of a song?

Godfrey: Yes, Mark!

Leibovich: How about this? This could actually be pretty good. There's a song "ME!"

Rosin: Obviously Trump.

Godfrey: That's his song. It's also the worst in her catalog.

Leibovich: You're so high school.

Godfrey: [Laughs.]

Leibovich: You're my "Anti-Hero," Elaine.

Rosin: Alright, that's it. Thank you, Mark. Thank you, Elaine, for joining me.

Leibovich: "Are You Ready For It?"

Godfrey: [Laughs.] Mark's still in it. That's enough. Thanks, Hanna.

Leibovich: "Smallest Man Who Ever Lived" is good.

Godfrey: No, it's really good.

[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.

And just a heads up: Since we're publishing this episode a day early, on Wednesday, we won't have an episode on Thursday. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.

Taylor Swift: Look what you just made me do.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/09/she-won-psychological-battle/679802/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Donald Trump Can't Stop Posting

He has begun to speak like someone who is deep inside the right-wing internet.

by Ali Breland




During last night's debate, Donald Trump said some strange things, even by his own standards. He praised the Hungarian leader Viktor Orban (using the antidemocratic term strongman approvingly); lamented that immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are "eating the dogs"; and falsely suggested that Kamala Harris wants to do "transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." This is not merely the stuff of normal Trumpian discourse. This is the stuff of someone who is merely spending way too much time on the right-wing internet.



Trump has long used the internet prolifically. But recently, he has exhibited himself as someone who is not simply on the internet, but as someone who is of the internet. In real life, he speaks in posts emblematic of the terminally online. Orban is a figure who is dear to much of the online far right for his moves to erode Hungarian democracy but who is likely not a well-known figure to most voters. "Transgender operations for illegal aliens in prison" is a phrase ChatGPT would spit out if you fed it right-wing posts and asked it to parody them. Haitian immigrants eating people's pets in Ohio is a hallucination that was born on the right-wing internet as well.



If you spend enough time among the extremely online right, you'll come to realize that they're into deeply bizarre things. Not bizarre in the sense that their politics may be different from yours, but odd in that you might find their politics off-putting even if you otherwise agree with them on major issues. The extremely online right isn't one thing, but a set of factionalized influencers and posters who often share bigoted memes and traffic in conspiracy theories. It includes the more well-known likes of Candace Owens, Nick Fuentes, and Charlie Kirk but also edgier figures who post under pseudonyms such as Zero HP Lovecraft and Bronze Age Pervert. The fringiest wings are into scientific racism, "white genocide," and raw milk. They love talking about how they "will not eat the bugs," (a conspiracy theory about a globalist plot to impel people to eat bugs to reduce their carbon footprint) and hate something called "the bugmen" (a term for what they see as frail modern, urban men).



These things don't sound normal to people who do not binge-scroll through X feeds made up of posts by people with profile pictures of Greek statues with laser eyes and display names such as Raw Egg Nationalist. These posters say that the absurdity is ironic. It's just a part of the joke. It's just "schizoposting." If you're missing the joke, that's your problem. By the time their ideas trickle down to people like Trump, most of the irony has been washed away, if it ever existed at all. Onstage, Trump didn't sound like someone who was doing a bit or trying to troll anyone; he sounded like he believed every part of it.



Perhaps Trump himself is not incessantly scrolling the fringe of the right-wing internet, but he has surrounded himself with people who are. When Trump traveled to Philadelphia for the debate, he was joined on his plane by the online conspiracy theorist Laura Loomer. Like other prominent figures on the extremely online right, she is prone to inflammatory posts. Loomer has said that she didn't care about the 2019 shootings in New Zealand in which 51 people were killed in two mosques, and has maintained relationships with multiple white nationalists.



That Trump is extremely online doesn't bode well for him. In 2016, Trump spoke more about the things that actually matter to people, even as his campaign rallies were rambling and at times incoherent. His populist rhetoric about corporate greed and elites touched prevailing currents that were coursing through the body politic. Even his bigotry made more strategic sense. Suggesting that brown Middle Easterners are possible terrorists, and instituting a Muslim ban, unfortunately had some mass appeal. Suggesting that Haitians are eating dogs in Springfield is incredibly niche. Post-debate polls suggest that voters saw the same thing--they handily selected Harris as the winner.



The change marks a shift in Trump's rhetoric but also the right's more broadly. Over the past several years, the right has been accruing political tombstones for candidates who logged on too hard: Blake Masters, Kari Lake, and Ron DeSantis all ran prominent internet-brained campaigns and lost their elections. DeSantis made abolishing "wokeness" his totalizing concern in his presidential bid, a thing that plays well on the internet but isn't as galvanizing offline. Lake, who ran for Arizona governor in 2022, appeared with a Nazi sympathizer and QAnon supporters at campaign events. In her current, struggling bid for the Senate, she has pushed a version of the online white-nationalist "Great Replacement" theory. J. D. Vance, who is one of the most online mainstream politicians, won his Senate seat in Ohio, but his relatively narrow victory in a red state suggests that he won in spite of himself. Now, as Trump's running mate, he appears to have brought this style of politics to the presidential campaign as well.



Trump said that he saw immigrants eating people's pets on TV, but if this is actually how he came to the rumor, this, too, is a sign of the right's descent into the fever dreams of its most online members. Right-wing cable news (and radio) channels used to play a significant role in setting the right's agenda, but they now follow the lead of the oddest conspiracy theories being generated online. People like Tucker Carlson have long been a bridge between these two worlds, but parroting the discourse of the online right is now becoming the standard operating procedure of right-wing media at large. These lines have been further blurred by the ascent of explicitly right and more tacitly right-wing livestreams and podcasts, such as those hosted by Adin Ross and Logan Paul--both of which Trump has recently appeared on.



It may be that the entire American right is terminally online and that Trump is closing the gap. After nearly a decade of Trump shaping the online right, the online right has now done the same to him.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/09/donald-trump-debate-terminally-online/679800/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump Blames Everybody but Himself

He can't face the truth about his performance at the debate.

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.


This morning found the former apex predator of American politics looking for some hand-holding. Donald Trump said on Fox & Friends that he is "not inclined" to do any more debates, but that if he does, he wants only the friendliest possible moderators--his suggestions were the Fox News hosts Sean Hannity, Jesse Watters, or Laura Ingraham.

Trump's comment came during a morning spent complaining about last night's ABC moderators and arguing that the network should lose its broadcasting license. He was trying to pick up the pieces from a shambolic performance. "Trump lost his cool over and over," David Frum wrote in The Atlantic. "Goaded by predictable provocations, he succumbed again and again." Kamala Harris baited him with surgical precision, triggering his insecurities while giving him full freedom to openly wallow in his delusions.

Even some of Trump's most reliable sycophants had to recognize that the fault lay neither in the stars nor in the moderators but rather in the candidate himself. Others in the former president's universe, though, have refused to acknowledge that truth. During the debate, the conservative activist and Turning Point USA founder Charlie Kirk posted on X: "Did you really think they were going to give Trump a fair debate? Trump got shot on July 13th, and now a drive by shooting on September 10th." Megyn Kelly posted: "These moderators are a disgraceful failure and this is one of the most biased, unfair debates I have ever seen. Shame on you @ABC." Other reactions were even more hysterical. Sean Davis, a co-founder of The Federalist, suggested not only that ABC lose its license but that the moderators and network executives be charged with "criminal election fraud and interference." "What you saw last night from ABC has never happened before in American history," the former Trump aide Stephen Miller complained in a post on X. "We've always had leftwing bias from establishment corporate press. This was something else entirely: this was aggressively working to sabotage and undermine the democratic process."

As soon as he got offstage, Trump grasped onto his supporters' line of defense. "I thought that was my best Debate, EVER, especially since it was THREE ON ONE!" Trump wrote on Truth Social, echoing phrasing used online during the debate. Trump must be aware on some level that last night, tens of millions of voters watched a bitter, confused, and diminished elderly man fall apart in front of their eyes. At his rallies, Trump can get away with his signature lies and tantrums of grievance--and with not saying much at all about actual policy plans. In his softball interviews with fawning right-wing hosts, he can ramble and lie without fear of being challenged. At the presidential debate, though, it didn't work. So he has decided to blame everybody but himself.

History should note that the former president spent part of the day of the debate hanging out with a notoriously bigoted conspiracy theorist and posting memes referencing a false claim about Haitian immigrants eating pets in Ohio. Even after the story of the pet-eating immigrants was debunked, Trump and his running mate, J. D. Vance, continued to push the racist idea, which led to the debate's most memorable moment. "In Springfield, they're eating the dogs, the people that came in, they're eating the cats," Trump declared. "They're eating the pets of the people that live there, and this is what's happening in our country."

Actually, it's not happening, as the debate moderator David Muir pointed out, noting that ABC had reached out to the Springfield city manager to confirm this. Trump and his supporters were incensed that the ABC moderators, who fact-checked some of Trump's statements in the debate live, corrected this and a few of his other egregious lies--for example, pointing out that killing newborn babies is illegal, contra Trump's claim that in some states, doctors can "execute" babies after birth.

Attacking debate moderators and the media in general is nothing new for Trump. He makes no secret of his loathing for the press and for anyone who holds him to account. Indeed, he tried to inoculate himself against a poor debate performance by pre-attacking ABC, accusing it of liberal bias. But it wasn't the moderators or the network, or even Harris, who forced Trump to begin ranting that "they're eating the dogs!" That was all Trump. Ever the showman, he may understand just how awful last night's show was for him--which is why he's pointing the finger at everyone else.

Related:

	What was Trump even talking about?
 	Kamala Harris's most successful power play






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Peter Wehner: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump.
 	Trump again disgraces a sacred American space.
 	The post-debate challenge for Harris
 	How Joe Rogan remade Austin




Today's News

	Speaker Mike Johnson pulled a stopgap government-funding bill hours before the House was set to vote on it because more Republicans withdrew their support. Congress has until September 30 to come to an agreement on government funding in order to avert a government shutdown.
 	Mexico's Senate narrowly passed a controversial and sweeping judicial-reform measure that would allow voters to elect judges at all levels, including the Supreme Court.
 	Officials arrested a Southern California man yesterday for allegedly starting the Line Fire that has burned more than 34,000 acres in the state.




Evening Read


Devin Oktar Yalkin



'I Was Responsible for Those People'

By Tim Alberta

On the evening of September 4, 2021, one week before the 20th anniversary of 9/11, Glenn Vogt stood at the footprint of the North Tower and gazed at the names stamped in bronze. The sun was diving below the buildings across the Hudson River in New Jersey, and though we didn't realize it, the memorial was shut off to the public. Tourists had been herded behind a rope line some 20 feet away, but we'd walked right past them. As we looked on silently, a security guard approached. "I'm sorry, but the site is closed for tonight," the man said.
 Glenn studied the guard. Then he folded his hands as if in prayer. "Please," he said. "I was the general manager of Windows on the World, the restaurant that was at the top of this building. These were my employees."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How swing voters reacted to the Trump-Harris debate
 	J. D. Vance's very weird views about women
 	David Frum: How Harris roped a dope
 	Gullible Mr. Trump
 	Kamala Harris's secret weapon
 	Taylor Swift's three-word burn of J. D. Vance




Culture Break


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Bloomberg / Getty; Kate Green / Getty.



Analyze. Taylor Swift is a perfect bogeywoman for almost everything the GOP is targeting in the presidential race, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. All This and More, a new novel by Peng Shepherd, follows the consequences of a reality TV show that allows contestants to make multiple life-altering choices.

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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Trump Again Disgraces a Sacred American Space

It takes a unique kind of vulgarity to bring a 9/11 "truther" to events marking the anniversary of the September 11 attacks.

by David A. Graham




The bar for tastelessness in American politics has dropped precipitously in the past decade. It's even dropped in the past 24 hours. Nonetheless, it takes a unique kind of vulgarity to bring a 9/11 "truther" to events marking the 23rd anniversary of the September 11 attacks.

The culprit is former President Donald Trump, who attended commemorative events in New York and Pennsylvania today. As part of his entourage, he brought along Laura Loomer, a right-wing activist and former Republican presidential candidate. Loomer has a long history of offensive remarks, and Trump's advisers have often worked to distance him from her, though they have been stymied by Trump himself.

David A. Graham: What was he even talking about?

The relevant information here is that just last year, Loomer shared a video alleging that the attacks were "an inside job." As noted by NBC's Vaughn Hillyard and further explained by the liberal organization Media Matters for America, Loomer wrote on X that the Bush administration staged the attacks to cover up a government loss of trillions of dollars. (No such money was lost, and the U.S. government didn't do 9/11.) This is who Trump thought to bring along with him to events commemorating the deaths of thousands of Americans.

Such flippancy is appalling but perhaps not shocking. Despite being a lifelong New Yorker and saying he watched the attacks happen, Trump has never seemed to grasp their seriousness. His first reaction on that day was to boast that one of his signature buildings, 40 Wall Street, was now the tallest in downtown Manhattan. (It wasn't.) Trump has also claimed that he helped clear rubble (no evidence for this exists) and that he hired a crew to assist in the cleanup (ditto).

Even so, he's been happy to wield 9/11 as a political cudgel. In 2010, he joined other conservative voices campaigning against a Muslim cultural center planned for lower Manhattan, which was dubbed the "Ground Zero mosque," though it was neither a mosque nor especially close to Ground Zero. As The Atlantic reported in 2019, his advocacy "for the first time gave him national visibility on the political right." Reprising this bigotry a few years later, he claimed to have watched as thousands of Muslims celebrated the attacks in Jersey City, something that never happened.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers"

Then again, Trump has never seemed to grasp solemnity. In 2018, as The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, reported, the then-president skipped a visit to an American World War I cemetery in France, dismissing the men interred there as "losers." Last month, he attempted to use Section 60 at Arlington National Cemetery, some of the most hallowed territory at one of the nation's most hallowed places of rest, as a prop for campaign messaging, and when a cemetery staffer objected, his aides got into a physical confrontation with her.

Trump's gaucherie is echoed by some of his supporters. A widely shared clip from today's ceremony in Manhattan shows Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris greeting each other, but in the background, fans can be heard shouting, "Woo!" and chanting Trump's name like they're attending a political rally. Except it was a ceremony to memorialize more than 2,600 people brutally murdered by terrorists.

Read: Trump's racism: an oral history

This is tacky and offensive, and a president who lacks empathy tends to stumble at the soft-power parts of his job. But this failure to grasp the importance of an event like 9/11 connects to a failure to grasp its policy implications as well. During last night's debate, Trump once again railed against NATO. "We were being ripped off by European nations both on trade and on NATO," he said. Earlier this year, he said he'd encourage Russia to attack NATO members if they didn't meet defense spending targets.

Trump must have forgotten or never bothered to learn that NATO's mutual-defense agreement has been invoked only once--when members of the alliance agreed to assist the United States after the September 11 attacks. In Loomer's mind, maybe this doesn't mean anything, given that it was an inside job anyway. Does Trump live in Loomer's world or the real world?
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How Swing Voters Reacted to the Trump-Harris Debate

"I think she was the clear winner," said one voter. "She was more presidential."

by Sarah Longwell




Before last night's debate, I got a text from a friend who summed up Kamala Harris's predicament: She has to appear feminine but not dainty. She has to be firm but not nasty. She has to call out Donald Trump's lies but not be naggy. She has to dress presidentially but not be blah.

Evidently, women candidates face challenges that men don't--voters question their toughness and are often ambivalent about how they should discuss identity. But at the debate, Harris showed that these hurdles aren't insurmountable.

"I think she was the clear winner. She was more presidential," Faith, a Pennsylvania swing voter (one who supported Trump in 2016 and Joe Biden in 2020), said after the debate.

Peter Wehner: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump

I conduct focus groups with voters every week, and I've heard one theme come up again and again: They often worry about Harris's ability to stand up to dictators such as Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping.

"Some countries do not respect women," Nicole, a swing voter from Arizona, said during a group in July. "And so, to have a female running the United States--I'm all for females, just not as a president. Sorry, ladies."

Voters don't have this concern about Trump, a physically large man who insults his enemies in the most hostile terms possible.

Susan, a two-time Trump voter from Florida, described Trump's style this way last month: "He's just a big bully. The biggest bully on the playground. And if you don't do it his way, you're going to pay for it."

Last night, Trump was, in a certain sense, a stand-in for strongmen like Putin and Xi, and the voters I spoke with right after the debate said that Harris held her own. They appreciated her ability to bait Trump, counter his lies, and look calm while doing it. Her decision to point out how easily foreign despots use flattery to influence Trump also did her a lot of good.

"I was actually pleasantly surprised at Harris," said Jennifer, a swing voter from Georgia. "She addressed most of the issues pretty well, and she gave Donald Trump what other candidates couldn't. She was a little bit sarcastic, talking back with him, which I appreciated."

Jay, a swing voter from Arizona, said of the debate: "Her objective of getting under his skin to unveil what's really behind the curtain--I think she did a really good job."

Trump's team has done itself few favors with women during this campaign. Comments by the GOP's vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, about childless cat ladies, giving more votes to people with children, and the role of "postmenopausal females" aren't just off-putting; they accentuate the ticket's core vulnerabilities on abortion and women's rights.

"I have a really hard time getting past the 'cat ladies' and how, if you're childless, you don't have as much of a stake in the future of America," Faith, the Pennsylvania voter, said after the debate. "He is too conservative for my liking. He is too fundamentalist for my liking."

Helen Lewis: J. D. Vance's very weird views about women

It turns out that this kind of outright misogyny concerns people. And it isn't just women who feel this way.

Chris, a swing voter from Minnesota, said last month that Vance's "cat lady" comment implied that there's only one way to be a family: "a mom and dad, married, and two kids."

"To me, that's my dream, and I'm super happy and loving it," he went on, "but it's not everyone's dream, and I want to be open and respectful to that."

Jay, the Arizonan, said of Vance: "From what I've seen and heard, he's just an extension of Trump. He's not bringing anything interesting to the table."

On the debate stage, Trump tried and failed to bait Harris on identity issues. Instead of taking offense when he said that she isn't Black, she echoed her line that it's just the "same old tired playbook." This is reflective of Harris's broader approach to gender and other identity issues.

In 2016, Hillary Clinton's campaign trumpeted her status as the first female major candidate. "I'm with her" was her campaign slogan. She consciously invoked gender throughout the campaign.

In contrast, Harris's slogan,"For the people," puts voters--not the candidate's identity--at the center of things. And when pressed on the debate stage, instead of raising the salience of race and gender, she said, "We don't want this kind of approach that is just constantly trying to divide us."

Voters seem to appreciate this attitude. After all, they are aware that Harris would be the first woman president. What they want to know is what she stands for.

Carol, a Pennsylvania swing voter, put it this way in July: "I'm fine that she's Black. I'm fine that she's a woman. But is she the best person for this job?"

The nine-person focus group my team spoke with this morning weighed in on Carol's question. We asked these voters how they would describe Harris's performance. The most common response: "presidential."
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The Real AI Threat Starts When the Polls Close

Whichever candidate loses in November will have an easy scapegoat.

by Matteo Wong




During last night's presidential debate, Donald Trump once again baselessly insisted that the only reason he lost in 2020 was coordinated fraud. "Our elections are bad," Trump declared--gesturing to the possibility that, should he lose in November, he will again contest the results.



After every presidential election nowadays, roughly half the nation is in disbelief at the outcome--and many, in turn, search for excuses. Some of those claims are outright fabricated, such as Republican cries that 2020 was "stolen," which culminated in the riot at the Capitol on January 6. Others are rooted in facts but blown out of proportion, such as Democrats' outrage over Russian propaganda and the abject failure of Facebook's content moderation in 2016. Come this November, the malcontents will need targets for their ire--and either side could find an alluring new scapegoat in generative AI.



Over the past several months, multiple polls have shown that large swaths of Americans fear that AI will be used to sway the election. In a survey conducted in April by researchers at Elon University, 78 percent of participants said they believed AI would be used to affect the presidential election by running fake social-media accounts, generating misinformation, or persuading people not to vote. More than half thought all three were at least somewhat likely to happen. Research conducted by academics in March found that half of Americans think AI will make elections worse. Another poll from last fall found that 74 percent of Americans were worried that deepfakes will manipulate public opinion. These worries make sense: Articles and government notices warning that AI could threaten election security in 2024 are legion.



There are, to be clear, very real reasons to worry that generative AI could influence voters, as I have written: Chatbots regularly assert incorrect but believable claims with confidence, and AI-generated photos and videos can be challenging to immediately detect. The technology could be used to manipulate people's beliefs, impersonate candidates, or spread disenfranchising false information about how to vote. An AI robocall has already been used to try to dissuade people from voting in the New Hampshire primary. And an AI-generated post of Taylor Swift endorsing Trump helped prompt her to endorse Kamala Harris right after last night's debate.



Politicians and public figures have begun to invoke AI-generated disinformation, legitimately and not, as a way to brush off criticism, disparage opponents, and stoke the culture wars. Democratic Representative Shontel Brown recently introduced legislation to safeguard elections from AI, stating that "deceptive AI-generated content is a threat to elections, voters, and our democracy." Others have been more inflammatory, if not fantastical: Trump has falsely claimed that images of a Harris rally were AI-generated, and large tech companies have more broadly been subject to his petulance: He recently called Google "a Crooked, Election Interference Machine." Roger Stone, an architect of Trump's efforts to overturn the 2020 election, has denounced allegedly incriminating audio recordings of him as "AI manipulation." Right-wing concerns about "woke AI" have proliferated amid claims that tech companies are preventing their bots from expressing conservative viewpoints; Elon Musk created a whole AI start-up in part to make an "uncensored" chatbot, echoing how he purchased Twitter under the auspices of free speech, but functionally to protect far-right accounts.



The seeds of an AI election backlash were sown even before this election. The process started in the late 2010s, when fears about the influence of a deepfake apocalypse began, or perhaps even earlier, when Americans finally noticed the rapid spread of mis- and disinformation on social media. But if AI actually becomes a postelection scapegoat, it likely won't be because the technology singlehandedly determined the results. In 2016, the Facebook-Cambridge Analytica scandal was real, but there are plenty of other reasons Hillary Clinton lost. With AI, fact and fiction about election tampering may be hard to separate for people of all political persuasions. Evidence that generative AI turned people away from polling booths or influenced their political beliefs, in favor of either candidate, may well emerge. OpenAI says it has already shut down a covert Iranian operation that used ChatGPT to write content about the 2024 election, and the Department of Justice announced last week that it had disrupted a Russian campaign to influence U.S. elections that also deployed AI-generated content, to spread pro-Kemlin narratives about Ukraine.



Appropriate and legitimate applications of AI to converse with and persuade potential voters--such as automatically translating a campaign message into dozens of different languages--will be mixed up with less well-intentioned uses. All of it could be appropriated as evidence of wrongdoing at scales large and small. Already, the GOP is stoking claims that tech companies and the government have conspired to control the news cycle or even tried to "rig" the 2020 election, fueled by Mark Zuckerberg's recent statement to Congress that Meta suppressed certain content about the pandemic in response to "government pressure."



Generative AI continues to not upend society so much as accelerate its current dysfunctions. Concerns that many members of both major parties seem to share about AI products might simply further rip the nation apart--similar to how disinformation on Facebook reshaped both American political discourse and the company's trajectory after 2016. Like many claims that past elections were fraudulent, the future and effects of AI will be decided not just by computer code, laws, and facts, but millions of people's emotions.
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Kamala Harris's Most Successful Power Play

In her debate with Trump, she didn't need the mic.

by Megan Garber




In the end, her face said it all.

Before Kamala Harris and Donald Trump met in Philadelphia last night, they agreed to rules stipulating that each candidate's microphone would generally be muted while the other was speaking. The rules were meant to ensure, among other things, equal air time. Predictably, Trump ignored them. He talked out of turn, again and again, forging ahead until ABC's production staff relented, turning on his mic to let him have his say. As a result, the debate ended with, by one estimate, a five-minute difference in speaking time between the two participants. The vice president spent more than half of the debate quite literally silenced. Nevertheless, she communicated.

Harris is known for her ability to turn onstage reactions into discourse; she did that to great effect as a senator and while debating Vice President Mike Pence in 2020. Last night, when unable to reply to Trump's claims, she met them instead with a range of expressions: indignation, amusement, perplexity, pity. Trump is a man of many words, but it does not follow that the words he speaks will be coherent, compelling, or true. On the contrary: They might be so unhinged that the only reply they deserve is a look of baffled incredulity. Over the course of the debate, the former president claimed that Democrats favor the execution of newborn babies; that President Joe Biden secretly hates Harris; that immigrants are eating people's pets.

Read: What was he even talking about?

The claims are gaudy fictions--and the debate's moderators, David Muir and Linsey Davis, tried to clarify that fact, maintaining poker faces while dutifully informing viewers that, for example, officials in Springfield, Ohio, have seen no evidence of the alleged pet-eating. Harris's reactions were fact-checks too. They denied Trump's assertions the dignity of a check in the first place. They refused to take the former president at his word. They refused to normalize him or entertain his antics. Instead, they turned his claims into silent questions: You ... really want people to believe that immigrants are eating puppies?

The pollster Frank Luntz, analyzing the debate on social media last night, suggested that Harris's reactions to Trump were liabilities. The vice president, he argued, needs to "train her face not to respond," because the response itself "feeds into a female stereotype and, more importantly, risks offending undecided voters." This was wrong in every sense. Harris's many reactions to Trump flipped the gender dynamics to her advantage. Her wordless responses were language by another means, eloquent in all they left unsaid.

Read: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump

But Harris's expressions were more than memes in the making. They were also distillations of a broader strategy for interacting with an opponent who is capable of saying so much and so little at the same time. Steve Bannon, the former Trump adviser, once argued that the best way to fight the media is to "flood the zone with shit." Trump long ago abandoned Bannon, but he has maintained the strategy: The former president floods the zone with words, and this is the source of much of the chaos he has sown. Few people--few institutions--have known quite how to react.

Harris's silent assessments of Trump restored a bit of order. The Washington Post, analyzing the debate through the body language of each candidate, broke the event down into individual images and moments of reaction: "Harris put her hand to her chin," "Trump looked straight ahead," "Harris used her eyes." The snippets were blunt to the point of absurdity, but this was the idea. In a debate as in everything else, the reactions matter. They reveal a lot about who someone is--and isn't.

Luntz's analysis, wrong in so many ways, was correct in one: It was true that the split screen, for Harris, was also a tightrope. The vice president had to react without seeming reactive. She couldn't seem angry. She couldn't seem too flippant or too indignant. While TV viewers had a variety of reactions available to them (face-palms, high-fives, fetal positions), the woman onstage had limited possibilities. But she used them to her advantage. If her strategy was to goad her opponent into revealing who he is, she succeeded.

Read: Kamala Harris is the first post-Trump candidate

And her success was written on his face. Trump's expression, at the debate's outset, was frozen into a stoic glare. As Harris baited him, though--and as he repeatedly took the bait she offered--his composure frayed. He began grimacing and puckering and glaring. He seemed, at several moments, to lose control of his emotions. He seemed, indeed, to become a little hysterical--and appeared far from presidential.

Any jury, a good lawyer knows, observes more than the witness on the stand. They watch everything in the courtroom, gathering their evidence and making assessments. Last night, Harris gave Americans something to see. She let Trump talk. And then she widened her eyes at the spectacle.
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This Election Actually Is About Taylor Swift

The singer is a perfect bogeywoman for almost everything the GOP is targeting in 2024.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Taylor Swift has been an outspoken Democrat for some time now. After publicly regretting that she'd not campaigned against Donald Trump in 2016, she endorsed liberal candidates in Tennessee in 2018 and baked Biden-themed cookies in 2020. In some ways, her endorsement of Kamala Harris, posted to Instagram after last night's presidential debate, is no surprise. But in 2024, she's more than just another entertainer voting blue. She is the celebrity who best encapsulates the tensions that this particular election seems to be coming down to: the reality of, and backlash to, feminine power and independence in America.

The effects of endorsements are never simple. Famous people really can drive donations and enthusiasm; in 2018, Swift spurred a record surge in new-voter registrations by posting a link to Vote.org. But celebrities can also anger and annoy people--meaning that an endorsement from a controversial entertainer, one disliked by a crucial voter demographic, may be worse than no endorsement at all. An NBC poll from last November found that only 16 percent of voters have a negative view of Swift. Since then, however, many Republicans have made a concerted effort to raise that number. One Trump surrogate told Rolling Stone about waging a "holy war" against Swift, which seems to be an effort to portray one of the most famous people on Earth as a product of elite conspiracy against malekind.

Part of the way that conservatives have demonized Swift is familiar: Right-leaning figures such as Fox's Jesse Watters and the presidential-primary candidate Vivek Ramaswamy have suggested that her fame is astroturf, a "psyop" to seed liberal ideas. Feverish as that idea may sound, it plays into a classic tactic of treating pop culture as a propaganda effort by "Hollyweird" (rather than the cumulative efforts of artists and corporations pandering to authentic public sentiment). Such attacks seek to invalidate the political relevance of basically all entertainers, offering cover to Trump supporters who like to hum along to "You Belong With Me."

Another attack line was nastier, and more calibrated to now. One manosphere podcaster commented on Swift's Person of the Year Time cover by saying, "It's shameful and sad that a hyper-promiscuous, childless woman, aging and alone with a cat, has become the heroine of a feminist age." Another, Charlie Kirk, asked his fellow podcasters whether Swift had any eggs left. Such rhetoric might once have seemed the provenance of a chauvinistic fringe, yet in 2024, the Republicans chose a vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, who has openly mocked "childless cat ladies." The GOP clearly hopes to exploit the growing gap in political leanings between men and women. So while Democrats count on pop stars--who pack stadiums with straight women, their boyfriends, queer folks--Republicans focus on video-gaming streamers and podcasters who hawk testosterone-boosting supplements.

Swift is a perfect bogeywoman in that effort. Her cats appear in her music videos, her lyrics, and, indeed, her Time cover shoot (which generated the photo she posted with her endorsement message yesterday). More important, her music is about the state of being female, unmarried, and childless. Over the years, her songs have portrayed her as a bright-eyed romantic searching for The One but continually getting disappointed by men--shifty playboys or taciturn sad sacks--who don't meet her standards. Sometimes she's defiant about not buying into "the 1950s shit they want from me," as she sang in 2022. But on this year's track "The Prophecy," she sounds fearful, heartbroken about the idea that she might end up conforming to the trope of the spinster. Quite clearly, this anxious push-and-pull--between what she wants, what she gets, and society's judgment--is humanizing and relatable to her millions of listeners.

Read: The story that's holding Taylor Swift Back

Trump himself has baited her from another angle. In comments published in a 2024 book about The Apprentice, he wrote off Swift's political views but offered this unsolicited compliment: "I think she's very beautiful, actually--unusually beautiful!" Later, he reposted AI-generated images that appeared to show her endorsing him. These actions may seem like random nonsense, but they also, with almost uncanny precision, insulted some of Swift's publicly held ideals of self-determination and dignity.

In an industry that has so often reduced women to their appearance, Swift has long made a point to assert herself as a songwriter, thinker, and businessperson. In 2017, she won a lawsuit against a radio personality who had grabbed her without her consent; she asked for only $1 in damages, thereby emphasizing her verdict's symbolic implications. Earlier this year, when pornographic deepfakes of her circulated, someone in Swift's camp told the Daily Mail that the images were "abusive, offensive, exploitative," and her fans worked to bury the images. Though many states have criminalized the leaking of nude photos, the contretemps suggested that AI, futuristic as it seems, could be a regressive force. Big Tech, it seemed, was playing a role in conservative efforts to roll back women's rights, including control of one's own image. (On cue, Elon Musk posted a dirty joke about Swift's endorsement last night.)

All of this context can be seen in Swift's statement cheering Harris's campaign. She mentioned Trump's posting of AI images--invoking "the dangers of spreading misinformation"--and she signed off as "Childless Cat Lady." She praised Harris as a "steady-handed, gifted leader" and Tim Walz for supporting "LGBTQ+ rights, IVF, and a woman's right to her own body." But for the most part, as my colleague Helen Lewis noted, her endorsement message was sober and understated. It mostly just urged fans to do their own research and register to vote. The neutral tone cut against caricatures of liberals as ever-triggered and hysterical. Perhaps it was also designed to throw cooling water on the gender wars.

Swift, after all, is not known for going easy on her enemies. She sings about "dressing for revenge," and she's in the process of rerecording her albums in order to settle a score with her nemeses in the record industry. As the right has antagonized Swift over the past year, I've imagined that she might bring some fury to the race. But Swift isn't fully taking the bait, so far at least. She's feeding into the Harris campaign's effort to project an air of upbeat calm, and in doing so sending a message: Swift's version of womanhood is status quo, normal, unremarkable. Getting worked up about someone for being successful, having opinions, and owning cats is, however, weird.
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Gullible Mr. Trump

The former president will believe anything--even wild rumors about immigrants killing and eating pets--as long as it's cruel, politically expedient, and on TV.

by Adam Serwer




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


Perhaps the most telling moment of last night's debate was when former President Donald Trump, desperate for a compelling attack line against Vice President Kamala Harris, repeated the right-wing canard that Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are stealing and eating people's pets.

"They're eating the dogs. The people that came in, they're eating the cats," Trump shouted into the microphone. "They're eating the pets of the people that live there, and this is what's happening in our country, and it's a shame."

A moderator, ABC News's David Muir, quickly noted that the city manager has said that the story is baseless.

A diminished Trump replied, "Well, I've seen people on television. People on television say, 'My dog was taken and used for food.'" This was a tremendously revealing response about how Trump's brain works--and by extension the minds of his Fox News-captured supporters, who will simply believe anything they are told, no matter how outrageous or false, as long as it aligns with their preexisting prejudices. Trump felt so wounded by the exchange that he went on Fox News this morning to demand that ABC News be "shut down" for fact-checking him, a reminder that Trump does not believe that Americans should have the legal right to criticize him.

This falsehood, directed at a community that has done nothing wrong besides being from a different place than the surrounding residents, shows how much the Trump campaign's strategy hinges on polluting the information environment with lies about vulnerable groups that Republicans want to blame for the country's problems. But for all their dishonest catastrophizing about immigrants, Republicans offer no solutions, only boundless cruelty toward scapegoats. Fact-checked in real time, Trump could provide no evidence for his smear other than that, like a small child, he believes everything he sees on TV.

Read: What was he even talking about?

Much of the Republican political strategy is based on pumping this kind of poison into the public discourse. It is idiotic nonsense that, as Trump has said, children are going to school and coming home having received gender-reassignment surgery. It is totally false that undocumented immigrants are swinging elections. It is a vicious fabrication that women are having their babies killed right after being born. Like the Trump campaign's effort to incite hatred against Haitian immigrants, these are nothing more than lies meant to frighten the intended audience into endorsing extreme measures against constituencies that are too small or politically weak to defend themselves.

I don't want to overstate the degree to which the media have acted as a bulwark against these falsehoods. Many members of the press have not covered themselves in glory, perhaps fearing that correcting Trump too aggressively would make them look biased in favor of Democrats. But misinformation has thrived mostly because social-media platforms have largely abandoned efforts at moderation, after a successful intimidation campaign by conservatives committed to ensuring that their most baseless propaganda can reach as large an audience as possible. Members of the press may fail at delivering the truth, but they will at least attempt to do so. Social-media platforms have no such commitment to providing accurate information to users; their priority is ensuring that you are glued to your devices for as long as possible. The extent to which this toxic information dynamic is due solely to the Republican interest in defending whatever baffling nonsense comes out of Trump's mouth is probably understated.

In this environment, and especially on Elon Musk's X, where the right-wing billionaire has used his account to boost one false claim after another, misinformation can thrive largely unopposed. This is why Russian influence operations have been so successful in paying conservatives to do their bidding; it is why Republicans in Congress used their authority to attack disinformation researchers; it is why conservatives are paying online influencers to spread misogynist lies about Harris. It is also why the lie about Haitian immigrants spread so quickly, despite having no basis in fact.

Trump had no evidence for this lie, which his running mate, Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, has repeated despite tacit acknowledgment of its inaccuracy, posting that "it's possible these rumors will turn out to be false."

Vance's response deserves unpacking. About 15,000 Haitian immigrants have moved to Springfield, helping revitalize the local economy and filling the pews of local churches. There have also been problems; a sudden influx of people is likely to temporarily strain infrastructure that was built for a smaller population. A child was killed last year when a Haitian immigrant crashed into a school bus; the family of the child has said that the Haitian community as a whole is not at fault and has told the Trump campaign to stop exploiting their son's death in a xenophobic campaign against immigrants. Besides, the Haitian community is not collectively responsible for the actions of one of its members any more than white people in Ohio are responsible for Vance.

Read: How Harris roped a dope

The Haitian immigrants in Springfield have been doing precisely what conservatives say they want immigrants to do: come legally, work hard, and contribute to their new home. But precisely because these immigrants were doing what they were asked, it was necessary to lie about them. As Vance's response indicates, it does not matter to him if the scurrilous accusations he was making are true. He does not care. If immigration is bad and immigrants are bad, then even a lie serves a larger truth.

These smears of Haitian immigrants are dishonorable. They are cowardly. They are dishonest. And in that, they are as straightforward an example of the values of Trump-era conservatism as you could ask for: an entire political movement venerating an old man who believes whatever racist lies flash across his television screen.
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        Wildfires Rage in Southern California
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            There are currently several large wildfires burning in Southern California, in and around the Greater Los Angeles area, fueled by dry conditions and an intense heat wave. The Airport Fire, the Bridge Fire, and the Line Fire have each burned tens of thousands of acres in the mountains and wilderness and are encroaching on more populated areas, forcing thousands to evacuate. Gathered below are images from the past week of these destructive fires and those affected by them. See also "The Line Fire Is Too Close to L.A. for Comfort," by Caroline Mimbs Nyce.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge cloud of smoke rises above mountains, seen in the distance behind the Los Angeles skyline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant pyrocumulus cloud rises above the Bridge Fire, which is burning in the San Gabriel Mountains behind downtown Los Angeles, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A house, entirely consumed by flames]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A house burns, enveloped by the Airport Fire, in El Cariso Village along Ortega Highway, in Orange County, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter drops a plume of water onto a burning forest at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting helicopter battles the Line Fire on September 8, 2024, in San Bernardino, California.
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                [image: A recently burned hillside is covered in glowing embers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Line Fire slows for the evening after a sudden late-season monsoon rainstorm temporarily halted its 4,000-foot-elevation climb up to the edge of mountain communities, on September 7, 2024, near Running Springs, California.
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                [image: A person near a pickup truck with at least two dogs in the cab stands in a road, watching a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident stops to watch the Airport Fire burn near his home as he evacuates his dogs in the Santa Ana Mountains, in Orange County, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A plume of thick smoke rises from a wildfire burning near a residential area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thick smoke rises from a wildfire burning near a residential area, on September 10, 2024, in Irvine, California.
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                [image: A sign stands in front of a wildfire. The sign shows an image of Smokey Bear, and reads "Our most shameful waste! Remember, only you can prevent wildfires!"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wildfire-prevention sign stands in front of the raging Airport Fire on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: Trees are consumed by a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trees are consumed by the Bridge Fire near Wrightwood, California, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter refills while hovering above a body of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A helicopter refills to make water drops as the Bridge Fire explodes in size from 2,995 acres to 46,727 acres in single day, racing up the San Gabriel Mountains toward the ski-resort community of Wrightwood, on September 10, 2024, near Glendora, California.
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                [image: Firefighters battle a house fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fountain Valley firefighters battle a house fire along El Cariso Road as the Airport Fire burns in the Santa Ana Mountains, in Orange County, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A person moves horses into a trailer as a wildfire approaches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person moves horses into a trailer as the Airport Fire closes in on September 10, 2024, in El Cariso, an unincorporated community in Riverside County, California.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Etienne Laurent / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Many streaks show embers blowing in the wind from the top of a burning tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Embers float from a tree under a starry sky as the Line Fire slows for the evening after a sudden storm temporarily slowed its progress on September 7, 2024, near Running Springs, California.
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                [image: A distant view of mountainsides covered in embers and flames, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Bridge Fire explodes in size from 2,995 acres to 46,727 acres in single day, racing up the San Gabriel Mountains toward the ski-resort community of Wrightwood, on September 10, 2024, near Glendora, California.
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                [image: A fox runs down a road past scorched grass and brush.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gray fox flees flames as the Bridge Fire burns nearby on September 10, 2024, near Glendora, California.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David McNew / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A plume of smoke created by a wildfire, seen beyond a group playing soccer and a large inflated balloon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A plume of smoke created by the Airport Fire rises over mountains, seen beyond a group playing soccer in Irvine, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A satellite image of a large plume of smoke rising beside the city of San Bernardino]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A satellite image of the Line Fire in Angeles National Forest, California. Smoke plumes are clearly visible, affecting air quality in Los Angeles.
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                [image: People stand on a lakeshore at night, looking toward wildfires burning across mountain ridges.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Airport Fire burns along a hillside as residents watch from the shoreline in Lake Elsinore, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a house on a hillside, with a large wildfire burning above it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Lake Elsinore house seen in the path of the oncoming Airport Fire on September 11, 2024
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                [image: An aircraft drops a plume of bright-red fire retardant onto a hillside, with smoke rising in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial tanker combats the Airport Fire in the hills of Orange County, California, on September 9, 2024.
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                [image: A truck and a scooter go up in flames beside a burning structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vehicles burn in the Airport Fire in El Cariso Village, in Orange County, on September 10, 2024
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                [image: Firefighters are illuminated by the glow of a wildfire at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters are illuminated by the glow of the Bridge Fire in Wrightwood, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand in a park, looking toward rising plumes of smoke from a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People look on as the Airport Fire burns in the hills of Orange County, California, on September 9, 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 Post-debate Challenge for Harris

Buoyed by her dominant performance, the Democrat will need to reassure voters on their key economic concerns.

by Ronald Brownstein




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


The only way that last night's presidential debate could have gone better for Vice President Kamala Harris is if it had been held in late October, not early September. With a forceful, confident, needling performance, Harris did everything Democrats could have hoped for when they pressured President Joe Biden to leave the race earlier this summer. Former President Donald Trump, to a remarkable extent, marginalized himself, spending much of the evening wallowing in personal grievances and feverish conspiracy theories of the far right.

A snap poll from CNN showed that a decisive majority of voters thought Harris won the debate. And as Harris did with her convention speech last month, she likely made substantial progress last night in convincing open-minded voters that she is capable of handling the presidency. Trump, meanwhile, displayed all the tumultuous and divisive behavior that repels even voters sympathetic to his policy priorities. The debate underscored every personal contrast that the Harris campaign wanted to establish: controlled versus chaotic, young versus old, temperate versus angry, normal versus strange.

"I was expecting Trump to try to rattle Kamala Harris, and I didn't expect Kamala Harris would rattle Trump as much," Aimee Allison, the founder of She the People, a group that works to elect liberal women of color, told me. "He seemed very off-kilter. I'm sure his debate handlers and prep people didn't tell him to talk about eating cats and dogs, and talk about rally size. She lived rent-free in his head."

So much time--nearly two months--remains before Election Day, however, that Harris's strong display last night is unlikely to be the last twist in this campaign. The momentum from the debate will ease concerns among Democrats about a series of recent polls showing Trump cutting into the lead that Harris had established immediately after the Democratic National Convention. And her performance will energize Democrats as early voting begins this month in several states.

But the underlying gravity of the race pulls toward a close and grueling election. Partly, that's because the nation remains evenly divided between the two parties, but it's also because most Americans remain dissatisfied with Biden's presidency. Discontented with inflation, they are inclined to vote for change. Except in his closing statement, a distracted and querulous Trump largely failed last night to make the case against the economic record of the administration in which Harris serves. Yet that case remains available for him to make in the eight weeks ahead.

As for Harris, despite her other accomplishments last night, she probably made the least progress in explaining to voters why they should trust her, not Trump, on the economy. Before Democrats can truly exhale, Harris in turn must still convince more voters that she can produce better results than they believe they've seen over the past four years.

David Frum: How Harris roped a dope

As I've written, one of the most ominous trends for Democrats has been that voters' retrospective assessment of Trump's performance as president has been improving, to the point where it exceeds the highest job-approval rating he received during his time in office. Political strategists believe that's largely because voters have been looking back at Trump's tenure through the lens of what they like least about Biden's: the high cost of living and the pressure on the southern border.

Last night, though, Harris was able to remind voters that the Trump presidency involved more--and worse things--than just lower prices for gas and groceries. In this, she received an assist from him over and over again: All of the aspects of Trump's personal conduct that suppressed the support he enjoyed in office, despite broad satisfaction with the economy, were vividly evident during the debate. He was angry, contemptuous, dismissive, and fixated on right-wing preoccupations: defending the January 6 rioters, repeating false claims that immigrants are eating pets, taking credit for overturning the constitutional right to abortion, again insisting that he won the 2020 election. For much of the evening, he looked and sounded like a man who spent so much time cosseted in the bubble of conservative media and his own rallies that he had lost sight of how to communicate with the broader audience that decides presidential elections.

Whit Ayres, a longtime Republican pollster, told me he thought that Trump "didn't lose any votes" last night because his supporters are so irrevocably bonded to him. But he believed that Trump's faltering performance had dangerously lowered his ceiling of potential support. "He came across as a bitter, angry old man," Ayres said. "And that limits his ability to expand beyond the 46-47 percent he's received in the past."

By contrast, Harris delivered the same kind of assured, even steely performance that she did in her acceptance speech at the Democratic convention. Her answers on defending abortion rights and recounting Trump's history of race-baiting and racial discrimination were among the most powerful responses I have seen in four decades of covering presidential debates. Democrats thought her measured toughness in confronting Trump--without the agitation that Biden tended to display in his encounters with the former president--may have sent a reassuring signal about her ability to stand up to other world leaders, such as Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping.

"She emerged as a very strong leader, and Trump seemed irredeemably negative and dour, and not someone you'd want to handle power again," Stanley Greenberg, a longtime Democratic pollster, told me. "She was very strong on defense, [and talking about] the military leaders who support her and not him." Like other Democratic strategists I spoke with, Greenberg thought the debate inverted the most damaging contrast from the Trump-Biden debate, which was dominated by the image of Biden as frail and scattered. "It was strong leader/weak leader," Greenberg said of the image conveyed by last night's encounter--with Trump on the wrong side of that comparison.

Ayres agreed. "Her preparation, her strategy, her expressions all worked very well to help fill in the blanks that millions of Americans have about her," he said.

Beyond creating the personal contrasts that the Harris campaign sought, the debate also followed her preferred direction on another important front. Given voter disaffection with the past four years' economic outcomes--as many as 60 percent of Americans in some polls have said that they are not better off because of Biden's policies--the campaigns are wrestling over whether voters will mostly look forward or back in making their choice.

Trump's clear preference is that they look back. He wants the election to be a referendum on whether voters believe they were doing better economically under his presidency or Biden's. Harris is just as determined that they look forward, and ask who will fight for them and deliver better results over the next four years.

From the debate's very first question, when the ABC News moderators asked whether Americans are better off than they were four years ago, Harris steered the conversation toward the future. Although nervous in that initial response, Harris focused not on defending the Biden administration's record of the past four years but on emphasizing her agenda to help voters over the next four; she also accurately highlighted the conclusion of numerous economic studies that, compared with the Democrats' plans, Trump's economic agenda poses a greater risk of reigniting inflation, slowing economic growth, and swelling the federal budget deficit. (Harris twisted the knife on the last point by citing a forecast from the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, Trump's alma mater.) On immigration and border security, Harris's other great vulnerability, she briskly pivoted from a question about the Biden years to detailing how Trump had helped sink a bipartisan bill--which she supported and has pledged to sign if given the opportunity as president--to beef up border enforcement.

Peter Wehner: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump

Trump was so distracted by Harris's jabs, and his own tendency to revert to a playlist of conservative obsessions, that he did not consistently challenge her efforts to shift voters' attention toward the future. Only when Trump finally slowed down for his closing statement did he return to an argument that could yet prove compelling for some voters: "Why hasn't she done it" already? he asked, of the many plans that Harris had touted over the previous 90 minutes.

That talking point, if sustained, might ultimately prove more threatening to Harris than almost anything else Trump said last night. Alternatively, the erratic behavior he displayed through the rest of the debate might sink his chances. Such a small number of voters, in so few swing states, will decide the outcome of this election that no one can predict with any confidence what will move them in a little less than two months from now. Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, a senior vice president at Way to Win, a group that provides funding for candidates and organizations focused on mobilizing minority voters, told me after the debate that Harris's performance will likely reinforce her gains with women. But, Fernandez Ancona added, "our biggest challenge in the next period is to persuade men, particularly men of color" who have proved receptive to Trump's contention that he's more capable of managing the economy. "Some of those arguments he was making that fall flat overall are working with men," she said.

On the fundamental hope of all the Democrats who worked to push Biden from the race, Harris delivered: She prosecuted the Democratic case against Trump in a manner that the current president no longer could. But Trump may not always be as ineffective as he was last night in making the Republican case against her. Harris has regained the initiative in the race, but she still has to hold it--for what may seem to Democrats like an eternity. Already, an age seems to have passed since Biden dropped out of the race, but the time left until Election Day is slightly longer.
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Kamala Harris's Secret Weapon

She recognizes Trump for what he is.

by Charlie Warzel




The definitive image from last night's debate is a very specific split-screen view of Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. In the left frame, Trump is mid-monologue, lips pursed and gesticulating. Harris occupies the right box, clearly watching her opponent. She's leaning back ever so slightly, her hand on her chin. On her face is something halfway between a grimace and an incredulous smile--a facial expression that many Harris supporters likely recognize as a universal, exasperated response to a Trump rant.



It was a good look. While Trump seethed, Harris seemed amused. She offered righteous indignation while attacking Trump's position on abortion, his love for authoritarian strongmen, and his bald-faced lies about immigrant crime. She effectively baited Trump numerous times--most memorably about crowd sizes at his rallies. All of this was rhetorically significant on its own, and yet, somehow, Harris seemed most withering and effective in the moments when Trump was speaking--the moments when she was able to look across the stage and act almost as an audience barometer for Trump's answers. Crucially, Harris didn't come off as furious or offended as she listened to Trump's lies. Instead, she looked at ABC's cameras the way you might look at your spouse in the presence of an overserved relative who doesn't realize he's making a scene at Thanksgiving dinner.

David Frum: How Harris roped a dope

"I have traveled the world as vice president of the United States, and world leaders are laughing at Donald Trump," Harris said at one point. "I have talked with military leaders, some of whom worked with you, and they say you're a disgrace." In another moment, she referenced his repeated election denial and suggested that perhaps Trump was confused and lacked the temperament to hold the presidency. "The American people deserve better," she said.



What Harris's body language and forceful rhetoric have in common is that they diminish Trump, and do so in a manner that succeeds where other Trump opponents have failed. Harris is the first candidate in a primary or general election to embody what feels like a "post-Trump" ethos. In other words, she's the first person to run against the former president who does not treat him as the center of the U.S. political solar system. Rather than cave to his gravitational, attentional pull, Harris offers a different version of Trump: He's not the sun; he's the guy who has overstayed his welcome at a party.



In particular, Harris succeeds where her predecessor failed. Joe Biden's early campaign quite accurately positioned Trump as a grave threat to democracy and the political order. But doing so made the election exclusively about Trump and backed Democrats into a corner where their messaging and identity were focused on what they opposed, rather than what they stood for. Although Biden is no longer the nominee, his well-delivered speech at the Democratic National Convention embodied this grim ethos: Even while making the case for his successful presidency, the speech was firmly situated in the context of the existential threat of Trumpism. This, to some degree, is the strategy that every one of Trump's opponents has adopted, and for good reason: Trump is a lying, ranting, twice-impeached convicted felon who has repeatedly refused to accept the results of the 2020 election. He has promised that a second presidential term would be a "bloody story," referring to mass deportations. There is every reason to take Trump's reelection bid with the utmost seriousness.



Harris was able to reckon with the darker elements of a Trump presidency while also seizing on the fundamental absurdity of Trump as a candidate--usually with her expressions and body language. Instead of getting baited into Trump tangents--childishly arguing over golf prowess, for example, as Biden did--she treated his digressions as unserious or unworthy. Harris's facial expressions last night made for easy memes and screenshots, but they're also of a piece with Democrats' most salient line of attack--that Republicans are "weird" and enmeshed in an extremely online far-right universe of alternative facts. The weird critique has stuck for Harris and her running mate, Tim Walz, precisely because it is dismissive of Republican talking points. Instead of pearl-clutching, it presents the MAGA arm of the party as lost and out of touch. Harris's incredulous split-screen looks during last night's debate were, essentially, the visual embodiment of that critique. Her constant baiting throughout the night--calling Trump a disgrace and needling him about the size of his rallies--successfully lured Trump into long tangents that are legible only to those steeped in an extended universe of right-wing viral grievance.



For instance: Harris's comment about crowd size sent Trump on an 89-second rant about migrants stealing and eating pets in Springfield, Ohio--a reference to a debunked, racist meme spread by the MAGA faithful online and across conservative cable-news channels. As Trump delivered his deranged monologue, Harris laughed on the other side of the screen. When Trump finished, one of ABC's moderators, David Muir, noted that there had been no "credible reports" of immigrants harming pets in Springfield. Caught flat-footed, Trump offered a feeble rebuttal: "I've seen people on television!"

Read: The worst cat memes you've ever seen


 It's unclear just how much presidential debates matter, even in close elections, though some evidence suggests that they don't change many voters' minds. Regardless, Harris's performance managed to cast Trump as a dusty old artifact--a massive paradigm shift, as Trump has so thoroughly saturated our collective attention that he can feel like an immovable object. Trumpism's shock-and-awe approach--the trolling, dog whistling, and constant memes and tweets--has been absurd and threatening since the real-estate mogul rode down his golden escalator in 2015. But it has also often felt ascendant--the early stages of a cynical, frequently cruel, often internet-powered faux-populist political project. What Harris's campaign and debate style propose, however, is a different view of Trump, not as the central figure in American politics but as a vestigial element of a movement that's so curdled by grievance and enmeshed in an alternate reality that it is becoming not just culturally irrelevant, but something far worse: pitiable.
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What Was He Even Talking About?

Trump's rant about immigrants eating pets was another sign of his break with reality.

by David A. Graham




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


Even in a debate full of bizarre statements from Donald Trump, the one about cats and dogs stuck out.

The question to the former president was simple: Why did you work to kill an immigration bill that would have added thousands of border guards?

His answer was not. He began with a mini-diatribe about his crowd sizes, responding to an earlier attack from Kamala Harris. Once that was out of his system, Trump turned to immigration. Sort of.

"You're going to end up in World War III, just to go into another subject," he said. "What they have done to our country by allowing these millions and millions of people to come into our country. And look at what's happening to the towns all over the United States. And a lot of towns don't want to talk--not going to be Aurora or Springfield. A lot of towns don't want to talk about it because they're so embarrassed by it. In Springfield, they're eating the dogs. The people that came in. They're eating the cats. They're eating--they're eating the pets of the people that live there. And this is what's happening in our country. And it's a shame."

David Frum: How Harris roped a dope

Trump never did explain why he'd killed the border bill. Then he returned to ranting about the rallies, probably leaving many viewers wondering what he had been talking about.

Here's the background, for those not immersed in the conservative internet. For the past few days, allies of Trump have, without offering a shred of evidence, spread reports about Haitian immigrants in the central-Ohio town of Springfield eating pet cats. The town has seen thousands of new arrivals from the stricken Caribbean nation; authorities there say they've helped revitalize the local economy. But, as the debate moderator David Muir immediately clarified, the Springfield city manager says there have been no credible reports of pet-eating. Local police have said the same. Trump weakly protested that he'd seen the claims on television, though he of all people should know better than to believe everything on TV.

Despite the lack of evidence, conservative influencers have insisted that incidents are widespread, eager or content to spread hatred of dark-skinned immigrants and gin up votes. As my colleague Ali Breland explained yesterday, they've spread memes of Trump and cats and said he'll protect the pets. "Taken seriously, the content of these posts is deeply offensive and dehumanizing. But the people sharing them get to hide behind a thin veil of irony," Breland wrote.

Read: The worst cat memes you've ever seen

Trump's own running mate has zealously spread the rumors, even after admitting that he had no proof. At the debate, Trump simply insisted that he was right, but J. D. Vance--always eager to prove he's the smartest kid in the class--can't help giving away the game. In a post on X yesterday, he acknowledged that there were no credible reports about pets being killed yet, though he said his office--he's still a senator representing Ohio, after all--had received tips. (If you suspected that your cat had been snatched off the street, would you call local authorities, or your U.S. senator's office?) Even so, he insisted, the memes were necessary to call attention to harms brought by immigrants, and encouraged his allies to keep spreading the fake claims: "Don't let the crybabies in the media dissuade you, fellow patriots. Keep the cat memes flowing." If politicians insist that they have to lie to you to get you to see the truth, how will one ever know when they aren't lying to you?

When Trump blustered into bringing up the pet claim, some Republicans and conservatives were horrified--not because it was false and offensive, but because they knew it was politically stupid. "YOU STUPID MF'ers JUST GOT TRUMP TO REPEAT YOUR LIE ABOUT THE PETS. CONGRATS ON SETTING THE NEWS STORIES TOMORROW BY LYING SO TRUMP PICKS IT UP AND SAYS STUPID SHIT," Erick Erickson wrote on X. But hey, Trump was just keeping the cat memes flowing, as Vance had exhorted.

(Of course, the Republican ticket makes for curious champions of pets. Trump has long used "like a dog" as a stock insult. Vance has dismissed women who are not mothers as "childless cat ladies." And Trump recently scored an endorsement from Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and the less said about his unbearable history with animals, the better.)

Helen Lewis: Taylor Swift's three-word burn of J. D. Vance

The pet-eating-immigrants moment was damaging because it is a reminder of how Trump cannot focus on issues, how he avidly divides people, and how he cannot resist the allure of the extremely online. As my colleague David Frum wrote, Harris's debate strategy involved baiting Trump into appearing deranged. This wasn't particularly novel; it was President Joe Biden's strategy in the first debate, though he catastrophically failed to execute. But it worked for Harris, as Trump kept losing his cool and heading down strange avenues of thought.

Harris visibly enjoyed this game and kept batting Trump around with her paw. Sometimes, a split screen caught her grinning like the Cheshire Cat as he rambled. And then, not long after the debate ended, the pop star Taylor Swift endorsed Harris on Instagram, alongside a photo of herself and a feline friend. She signed the post "Childless Cat Lady."
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        Days after the January 6 attack on the Capitol, I joined the legal team supporting Representative Jamie Raskin and the other House managers as they prepared for President Donald Trump's second impeachment trial. At that point, relatively little was known about the origins of the attack. What was visible to us, as we scrambled to draft a presentation to the Senate, was a grim yet simple truth: Trump had set a violent mob upon Congress in order to stay in power. Later, I became part of the House Ja...
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        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Perhaps the most telling moment of last night's debate was when former President Donald Trump, desperate for a compelling attack line against Vice President Kamala Harris, repeated the right-wing canard that Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are stealing and eating people's pets."They're eating the dogs. The people that came in, they're eating the cats," Trump shouted into the microphone. "They're eating the pets o...
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        Tope Folarin

        In July of this year, a U.S.-based company called CrowdStrike released an update for its widely used cybersecurity software, inadvertently triggering a massive system crash. In the hours that followed, what has since been described as the "largest outage in history" affected nearly every facet of our global society. On X, the phrase Leave the world behind went viral. That is the title of Rumaan Alam's third novel, in which a catastrophic collapse of communications strands a group of people in a v...

      

      
        Donald Trump Can't Stop Posting
        Ali Breland

        During last night's debate, Donald Trump said some strange things, even by his own standards. He praised the Hungarian leader Viktor Orban (using the antidemocratic term strongman approvingly); lamented that immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are "eating the dogs"; and falsely suggested that Kamala Harris wants to do "transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." This is not merely the stuff of normal Trumpian discourse. This is the stuff of someone who is merely spending way too mu...
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        As my daughter and I bobbed in our pool floats, I wondered when my wife, still inside the house, was going to join us. I'd left my phone ashore, so I tapped into messages on my smartwatch. I navigated carefully to the emoji interface, then scrolled to find the swimming pool. But no such emoji exists. Instead, there is a person swimming (?). It would be sufficient; I tapped the tiny icon on my tiny screen, only to then be presented with a choice of skin tones for my swimmer: light, medium, dark, o...
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        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe most appropriate terms to describe how Kamala Harris triumphed over Donald Trump in Tuesday's debate come not from political punditry but from the field of psychology: triggered, baited, ego deflated. In answer after answer, Harris went straight for Trump's tender spots, calling him weak, saying that he was an easy target for dictators "who can manipulate you with flattery" and that he was having a "difficult time pro...

      

      
        This Election Actually Is About Taylor Swift
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Taylor Swift has been an outspoken Democrat for some time now. After publicly regretting that she'd not campaigned against Donald Trump in 2016, she endorsed liberal candidates in Tennessee in 2018 and baked Biden-themed cookies in 2020. In some ways, her endorsement of Kamala Harris, posted to Instagram after last night's presidential debate, is no surprise. But in 2024, she's more than just another entertainer voting blue. She is the celebrity who best encapsulates the tensions that this partic...
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        From downtown Los Angeles all the way out to the edge of the Line Fire is sprawl that turns into more sprawl. It's just block after block after block of homes and businesses and people living their life, until on one side of the street is a suburban neighborhood, and on the other side, a 26,000-acre wildfire. Some 65,000 buildings are threatened, and more than 10,000 people have been ordered to evacuate.In recent years, fires have begun spilling into places dominated by people. Americans who live...

      

      
        Kamala Harris Broke Donald Trump
        Peter Wehner

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Last night in Philadelphia, Kamala Harris did to Donald Trump what Donald Trump had done to Joe Biden: She broke her opponent on a debate stage.I've been watching presidential debates since 1976, and I've even been peripherally involved in a few. And I've never seen a candidate execute a debate strategy as well as Harris did.The night, for Harris supporters, went better than even the most optimistic among the...
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        Helen Lewis

        It's a Tuesday night in downtown Austin, and Joe Rogan is pretending to jerk off right in front of my face. The strangest thing about this situation is that millions of straight American men would kill to switch places with me.Centimillionaires generally pride themselves on their inaccessibility, but most weeks you can see Rogan live at the Comedy Mothership, which he owns, in exchange for $50 and a two-drink minimum. About 250 tickets for each "Joe Rogan and Friends" show go on sale every Sunday...
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        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.This morning found the former apex predator of American politics looking for some hand-holding. Donald Trump said on Fox & Friends that he is "not inclined" to do any more debates, but that if he does, he wants only the friendliest possible moderators--his suggestions were the Fox News hosts Sean Hannity...
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        David A. Graham

        The bar for tastelessness in American politics has dropped precipitously in the past decade. It's even dropped in the past 24 hours. Nonetheless, it takes a unique kind of vulgarity to bring a 9/11 "truther" to events marking the 23rd anniversary of the September 11 attacks.The culprit is former President Donald Trump, who attended commemorative events in New York and Pennsylvania today. As part of his entourage, he brought along Laura Loomer, a right-wing activist and former Republican president...
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Trump's Repetitive Speech Is a Bad Sign

If the debate was a cognitive test, the former president failed.

by Richard A. Friedman




Tuesday's presidential debate was, among other things, an excellent real-world test of the candidates' cognitive fitness--and any fair-minded mental-health expert would be very worried about Donald Trump's performance.

The former president has repeatedly bragged over the past several years that he has passed various mental-status exams with flying colors. Most of these tests are designed to detect fairly serious cognitive dysfunction, and as such, they are quite easy to pass: They ask simple questions such as "What is the date?" and challenge participants to spell world backwards or write any complete sentence. By contrast, a 90-minute debate that involves unknown questions and unanticipated rebuttals requires candidates to think on their feet. It is a much more demanding and representative test of cognitive health than a simple mental-status exam you take in a doctor's office. Specifically, the debate serves as an evaluation of the candidates' mental flexibility under pressure--their capacity to deal with uncertainty and the unforeseen.

Just to be clear: Although I am a psychiatrist, I am not offering any specific medical diagnoses for any public figure. I have never met or examined either candidate. But I watched the debate with particular attention to the candidates' vocabulary, verbal and logical coherence, and ability to adapt to new topics--all signs of a healthy brain. Although Kamala Harris certainly exhibited some rigidity and repetition, her speech remained within the normal realm for politicians, who have a reputation for harping on their favorite talking points. By contrast, Donald Trump's expressions of those tendencies were alarming. He displayed some striking, if familiar, patterns that are commonly seen among people in cognitive decline.

Much of the time, following Trump's train of thought was difficult, if not impossible. In response to a question from the moderator David Muir about whether he regretted anything he'd done during the January 6 insurrection, Trump said:

I have said "blood bash--bath." It was a different term, and it was a term that related to energy, because they have destroyed our energy business. That was where bloodbath was. Also, on Charlottesville, that story has been, as you would say, debunked. Laura Ingraham, Sean Hannity, Jesse--all of these people, they covered it. If they go an extra sentence, they will see it was perfect. It was debunked in almost every newspaper. But they still bring it up, just like they bring 2025 up. They bring all of this stuff up. I ask you this: You talk about the Capitol. Why are we allowing these millions of people to come through on the southern border? How come she's not doing anything--and I'll tell you what I would do. And I would be very proud to do it.


Evading the question is an age-old debate-winning tactic. But Trump's response seems to go beyond evasion. It is both tangential, in that it is completely irrelevant to the question, and circumstantial, in that it is rambling and never gets to a point. Circumstantial and tangential speech can indicate a fundamental problem with an underlying cognitive process, such as logical and goal-oriented thinking. Did Trump realize that his answer was neither germane to the question nor logical?

Eleven days before the debate, at a campaign event in Pennsylvania, Trump responded to criticism of his rambling speech by claiming that it is part of a deliberate strategy to frustrate his opponents. "I do the weave," he told the audience. "You know what the weave is? I'll talk about, like, nine different things that they all come back brilliantly together. And it's like--and friends of mine that are, like, English professors, they say: 'It's the most brilliant thing I've ever seen.'" Viewers can judge for themselves whether the disjointed statements they heard during the debate cohered brilliantly in the end.

Read: How swing voters reacted to the Trump-Harris debate

The speech Trump excuses as the "weave" is one of many tics that are starting to look less strategic and more uncontrollable. Last week, David A. Graham wrote in The Atlantic that the former president has a penchant for describing objects and events as being "like nobody has ever seen before." At the debate, true to form, Trump repeatedly fell back on the superlative. Of the economy under his presidency: "Nobody's ever seen anything like it." Of inflation under the Biden administration: "I've never seen a worse period of time." Of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan: "That was one of the most incompetently handled situations anybody has ever seen." Harris, for her part, also showed some verbal tics and leaned on tired formulations. For instance, she invited viewers more than 15 times to "understand" things. But Trump's turns of phrase are so disjointed, so unusual, and so frequently uttered that they're difficult to pass off as normal speech.

Trump's speech during the debate was repetitive not only in form but also in content. Politicians regularly return during debates to their strongest topics--that's just good strategy. Harris twice mentioned Project 2025, which voters widely disapproved of in recent polling, and insisted three times that Americans want to "move forward" or "chart a new way forward." Trump likewise expounded at every opportunity on immigration, a weak issue for Harris. But plenty of the former president's repetitions seemed compulsive, not strategic. After praising the Hungarian strongman Viktor Orban, Trump spoke unprompted, at length, and without clarity about gas pipelines in the United States and Europe, an issue unlikely to connect with many voters. A few minutes later, he brought up the pipelines again. The moderators cut him off for a commercial break. Even in cases where Trump could have reasonably defended himself, he was unable to articulate basic exculpatory evidence. When Harris raised his infamous "very fine people on both sides" remark regarding the 2017 white-supremacist march in Charlottesville, Virginia, Trump could have pointed out that even at the time, he had specified, "I'm not talking about the neo-Nazis and the white nationalists--because they should be condemned totally." But he did not.

Read: The mistake that could cost Trump the election

In psychiatry, the tendency to conspicuously and rigidly repeat a thought beyond the point of relevance, called "perseverance," is known to be correlated with a variety of clinical disorders, including those involving a loss of cognitive reserve. People tend to stick to familiar topics over and over when they experience an impairment in cognitive functioning--for instance, in short-term memory. Short-term memory is essentially your mental sketch pad: how many different thoughts you can juggle in your mind, keep track of, and use at the same time. Given the complexity of being president, short-term memory is a vital skill.

If a patient presented to me with the verbal incoherence, tangential thinking, and repetitive speech that Trump now regularly demonstrates, I would almost certainly refer them for a rigorous neuropsychiatric evaluation to rule out a cognitive illness. A condition such as vascular dementia or Alzheimer's disease would not be out of the ordinary for a 78-year-old. Only careful medical examination can establish whether someone indeed has a diagnosable illness--simply observing Trump, or anyone else, from afar is not enough. For those who do have such diseases or conditions, several treatments and services exist to help them and their loved ones cope with their decline. But that does not mean any of them would be qualified to serve as commander in chief.
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The Americans Who Yearn for Anti-American Propaganda

Russian-backed influencers with an authoritarian message find a ready audience.

by Anne Applebaum




Over the past decade, China has invested hundreds of millions of dollars in its international media network. The Xinhua News Agency, China Global Television Network, China Radio International, and the China Daily web portal produce material in multiple languages and use multiple social-media accounts to amplify it. This huge investment produces plenty of positive coverage of China and benign depictions of the authoritarian world more broadly. Nevertheless, Beijing is also aware that news marked "made in China" doesn't have anything like the influence that local people, using local media, would have if they were uttering the same messages.

That, in the regime's thinking, is the ultimate form of propaganda: Get the natives to say it for you. Train them, persuade them, pay them--it doesn't matter; whatever their motives, they'll be more convincing. Chinese leaders call this tactic "borrowing boats to reach the sea."

When a handful of employees at RT, the Russian state television network formerly known as Russia Today, allegedly offered to provide lucrative payments to the talking heads of Tenet Media, a Tennessee-based far-right influencer team, borrowing boats to reach the sea was exactly what they had in mind. According to a federal indictment released last week, RT employees spent nearly $10 million over the course of a year--money "laundered through a network of foreign shell entities," including companies in Turkey, the United Arab Emirates, the Czech Republic, and Hungary--with the aim of supporting Tenet Media's work and shaping the messages in its videos.

The indictment makes clear that the influencers--propagandists, in fact--must have had a pretty good idea where the money was coming from. They were told that their benefactor was "Eduard Grigoriann," a vaguely Euro-Armenian "investor." They tried to Google him and found nothing; they asked for information and were shown a resume that included a photograph of a man gazing through the window of a private jet. Sometimes, the messages from Grigoriann's team were time-stamped in a way that indicated they were written in Moscow. Sometimes the alleged employees of Grigoriann's alleged company misspelled Grigoriann's name. Unsurprisingly, in their private conversations, the Tenet Media team occasionally referred to its mysterious backers as "the Russians."

But the real question is not whether the talking heads of Tenet Media--the founders, Lauren Chen and Liam Donovan, who were the main interlocutors with the Russians, but also Tim Pool, Lauren Southern, Dave Rubin, and Benny Johnson--had guessed the true identity of their "investor." Nor does it matter whether they knew who was really paying them to make videos that backed up absurd pro-Moscow narratives (that a terrorist attack at a Moscow shopping mall, loudly claimed by the Islamic State, was really carried out by Ukrainians, for example). More important is whether the audience knew, and I think we can safely say that it did not. And now that Tenet Media fans do know who funds their favorite influencers, it's entirely possible that they won't care.

Read: The government needs to act fast to protect this election

This is because the messages formed part of a larger stream of authoritarian ideas that are now ubiquitous on the far right, and that make coherent sense as a package. They denounce U.S. institutions as broken, irreparable: If Donald Trump doesn't win, it's because the election is rigged. They imply American society is degenerate: White people are discriminated against in America. They suggest immigrants are part of a coordinated invasion, designed to destroy what remains of the culture: Illegal immigrants are eating household pets, a trope featured during this week's presidential debate. For the Russians, the amplification of this narrative matters more than specific arguments about Ukraine. As the indictment delicately explains, many of the Russian-sponsored videos produced by Tenet Media were more relevant to American politics than to the Ukraine war: "While the views expressed in the videos are not uniform, the subject matter and content of the videos are often consistent with the Government of Russia's interest in amplifying U.S. domestic divisions."

But these themes are also consistent with the Trump campaign's interest in amplifying U.S. domestic divisions. People who have come to distrust the basic institutions of American democracy, who feel aggrieved and rejected, who believe that immigrants are invaders who have been deliberately sent to replace them--these are not people who will necessarily be bothered that their favorite YouTubers, according to prosecutors, were being sponsored by a violent, lawless foreign dictator who repeatedly threatens the U.S. and its allies with nuclear armageddon. On the contrary, many of them now despise their own country so much that they might be pleased to hear there are foreigners who, like the ex-president, want to burn it all down. If you truly hate modern America--its diversity, its immense energy, its raucous debate--then you won't mind hearing it denounced by other people who hate it and wish it ill. On X earlier this year, Chen referred to the U.S. as a "tyranny," for example, a phrase that could easily have been produced by one of the Russian propagandists who regularly decry the U.S. on the evening news.

These pundits and their audience are not manipulated by Russian, Chinese, and other autocrats who sometimes fill their social-media feeds. The relationship goes the other way around; Russian, Chinese, and other influence operations are designed to spread the views of Americans who actively and enthusiastically support the autocratic narrative. You may have laughed at Trump's rant on Tuesday night: "The people that came in. They're eating the cats. They're eating--they're eating the pets of the people that live there. And this is what's happening in our country. And it's a shame." But that language is meant to reach an audience already primed to believe that Kamala Harris, as Trump himself said, is "destroying this country. And if she becomes president, this country doesn't have a chance of success. Not only success. We'll end up being Venezuela on steroids."

Plenty of other people are trying to reach that audience too. Indeed, the Grigoriann scheme was not the only one revealed in the past few days. In a separate case that has received less attention, the FBI last week filed an affidavit in a Pennsylvania courthouse supporting the seizure of 32 internet domains. The document describes another team of Russian operatives who have engaged in typosquatting--setting up fake news websites whose URLs resemble real ones. The affidavit mentions, for example, washingtonpost.pm, washingtonpost.ltd, fox-news.in, fox-news.top, and forward.pw, but we know there are others. This same propaganda group, known to European investigators as Doppelganger, has also set up similar sites in multiple European languages. Typosquatters do not necessarily seek to drive people to the fake sites. Instead, the fake URLs they provide make posts on Facebook, X, and other social media appear credible. When someone is quickly scrolling, they might not check whether a sensational headline purporting to be from The Washington Post is in fact linked to washingtonpost.pm, the fake site, as opposed to washingtonpost.com, the real one.

Read: How to tackle truth decay

But this deception, too, would not work without people who are prepared to believe it. Just as the Grigoriann scam assumed the existence of pundits and viewers who don't really care who is paying for the videos that make them angry, typosquatting--like all information laundering--assumes the existence of a credulous audience that is already willing to accept outrageous headlines and not ask too many questions. Again, although Russian teams seek to cultivate, influence, and amplify this audience--especially in Pennsylvania, apparently, because in Moscow, they know which swing states matter too--the Russians didn't create it. Rather, it was created by Trump and the pundits who support him, and merely amplified by foreigners who want our democracy to fail.

These influencers and audiences are cynical, even nihilistic. They have deep distrust in American institutions, especially those connected to elections. We talk a lot about how authoritarianism might arrive in America someday, but in this sense, it's already here: The United States has a very large population of people who look for, absorb, and believe anti-American messages wherever they are found, whether on the real Fox News or the fake fox-news.in. Trump was speaking directly to them on Tuesday. What happens next is up to other Americans, the ones who don't believe that their country is cratering into chaos and don't want a leader who will burn it all down. In the meantime, there are plenty of boats available to borrow for Russians who want to reach the sea.
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Does Kamala Harris Believe in Evolution?

In another election, she might have been asked.

by Daniel Engber




On a presidential-debate stage 17 years ago, a moderator posed what was then a kind of  gotcha question: "Do you believe in evolution?" he asked John McCain. The senator froze for a moment before delivering a "yes." Then, after several other candidates expressed their disagreement, he clarified: "I believe in evolution," he said, "but I also believe, when I hike the Grand Canyon and see it at sunset, that the hand of God is there."



Not a single synthetic theory that explains the history of life was floated during Tuesday night's debate--not even one! In fact, the moderators hardly asked the candidates, Kamala Harris and Donald Trump, about any scientific issues whatsoever. It's 2024, just a year and change since the formal end of the coronavirus pandemic, and another global pathogenic threat is already looming. Also, we're living through the hottest stretch of years that's ever been recorded. Certainly, scientific topics such as these matter to the public interest at least as much today as they did in previous elections. Yet aside from Trump's desultory defense of his administration's response to COVID--"we got gowns; we got masks"--pandemic policy was not mentioned, and the subject of climate change emerged only in the 87th minute of a 90-minute live event.

Otherwise, our would-be presidents' thoughts on science policy and innovation simply didn't make the cut. They were asked to talk about the economy, abortion, immigration, and the war in Ukraine, but not how they would handle the next emerging virus, or what they think about immunization policy, or why a military operation first deployed during the Trump administration spread anti-vaccine propaganda overseas. The moderators made no reference to technology at all. They did not discuss AI. This debate, likely the only one these two candidates will have, was unscientific, through and through.



Not so long ago, topics like these were considered core to the project of the presidency. If the evolution question could be asked in 2007--if it could even be a litmus test--that's because the country was in the midst of a debate over whether public schools should be allowed, or forced, to teach biblical accounts of the Creation. Soon after McCain laid out his theory of the divine canyon-maker, Barack Obama was faced with a similar challenge at a live CNN event. "If one of your daughters asked you--and maybe they already have--'Daddy, did God really create the world in six days?,'" a moderator asked him, "what would you say?" Obama gave a waffling reply: "My belief is that the story that the Bible tells about God creating this magnificent Earth on which we live--that is essentially true, that is fundamentally true," he said. "Now, whether it happened exactly as we might understand it reading the text of the Bible: That, I don't presume to know."



Such questions, however awkward, got at something big: how America would teach its future citizens to understand the very fact of our existence, and whether science or religion should be paramount in public life (or what the balance of the two should really be). During that campaign cycle, an entire grassroots effort would emerge to cajole both Obama and McCain into having a full debate on scientific questions. Those efforts eventually coalesced into the nonpartisan group Science Debate. Its supporters were numerous and impressive--lots of Nobel laureates, along with several scientists who ended up as senior members of the Obama administration. Noting that science formed "the basis of some of the thorniest public policy issues in recent history," two of the group's key organizers, Lawrence Krauss and Chris Mooney, wrote in the Los Angeles Times that fall that "a presidential debate on science would help voters determine who among the candidates is up to the task of dealing with whatever comes next."



However gamely the candidates would answer questions on phylogeny and the Big Bang, they did not agree that scientific topics deserved a nationally televised debate. But Obama and McCain did give written answers to a set of 14 questions, laying out their attitudes on matters such as how to foster innovation, protect the oceans, manage stem-cell research, and, yes, guard against the next pandemic. In 2012, the major candidates again submitted statements in response to Science Debate. (And again, pandemics made the list of topics for discussion: "I will empower the private sector to pursue the breakthroughs that will equip society" to prevent them, Mitt Romney wrote.)

By 2016, Science Debate had to press its case, enlisting a group of adorable children to ask the candidates whether they would share their views on "fixing our climate," "the dying honeybees," and "wobots and jobs," among other matters of national importance. They got some written answers, in the end, not just from Trump and Hillary Clinton, but also from Gary Johnson and Jill Stein. Ironically, this time around, the pandemic question was downplayed, but the candidates did give answers on the matter of scientific integrity. "Science is science and facts are facts," Trump wrote at the time. "My administration will ensure that there will be total transparency and accountability without political bias."



Trump would not exactly be locked into an ironclad adherence to empirical reality; a few years later, he was literally redrawing his administration's hurricane forecasts, as if to bend the very atmosphere in service of his pride. Of course the statements Science Debate had elicited were never binding, and Trump (or whoever on his campaign actually wrote those answers) may well have lied about the fact of whether he believes that facts are facts. But they symbolized a way of thinking, or at least the pretense of a frame of mind. As a scientist might say, they were data. And even if the answers weren't always enlightening, they got plenty of attention, which is noteworthy in itself. Not so long ago, a presidential candidate would or could be held accountable, at least to some extent, for their views on ocean health, the internet, vaccination, or cosmology.



In 2020, a dozen years after it began, Science Debate ran aground. Both candidates that year refused to answer any of its questions. Even Joe Biden, who campaigned explicitly on the promise of a scientific restoration--his victory speech would promise "to marshal the forces of science and the forces of hope in the great battles of our time"--could not be bothered to engage. COVID was still raging, and the candidates did discuss pandemic policy (as well as climate change) during their regular debates. "We got the gowns. We got the masks," Trump said back then, almost exactly as he did this week. But at the same time, in the fall of our most recent election--when science was so clearly tied to urgent policy conundrums, when acting on the data (whatever that entailed) was both tricky and divisive, and when public-health measures could lead to riotous protest--our potential presidents were also moving on from the very notion that science policy, in the broader sense, ought to be thrashed out.



Science Debate, which was eventually folded into the National Science Policy Network, now has more diffuse goals about engaging candidates at all levels to answer a science-policy questionnaire. It hasn't shown any signs of seriously trying to extract answers from the presidential candidates in 2024. The website where the project started, ScienceDebate2008.com, is a sketchy Russian news site. (Among its posted stories are "There Is No Place to Store Sugar in Russia," by a "graduate student," and "How to Exchange Currency in Kharkov at a Favorable Rate.") ScienceDebate.com has also gone offline, and the group's social-media presence even in this election year has been almost nonexistent.



This week's debate added another note of confirmation: A long stretch of treating science like it matters, for America and for presidential politics, has reached its end.
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The Sauron Problem

The mistake that<em> The Rings of Power </em>keeps making

by Emma Stefansky




When we return to the Second Age of Middle-earth, in the Season 2 premiere of The Lord of the Rings: The Rings of Power, we're treated to a little bit of backstory. Sauron's backstory, specifically, and it's probably not what viewers versed in J. R. R. Tolkien's supplemental material were expecting. The dark lord Sauron, scourge of Middle-earth, is giving a pep talk to his army of orcs when he is betrayed and seemingly slain by one of his lieutenants.

Sauron's spirit survives, and he lingers in Middle-earth for a few thousand years until he takes on the form we all recognize, but the scene is indicative of the central issue confronting The Rings of Power. Even before it began, the show faced a nearly impossible task: How do you turn a few pages of novel appendices into compelling television with exciting plot arcs, lovable characters, and a scary villain? Two seasons in, the show still doesn't have an answer, partly because of what I'll call the Sauron Problem: Viewers know how the tale ends, so the series is trying to manufacture suspense by dragging out the story.

In many ways, the second season follows many of the same patterns as the first. The elves are still worried that their power, whatever that means in the context of the show, is fading, and they're looking to objects of magic for aid. The Harfoots are still traveling inland with their amnesiac friend known only as the Stranger, who is trying to find out his identity. The orc army is terrorizing the East. The dwarves are largely insulated from the rest of the world in their mines. The men of Numenor need a new king. Sauron has a new hairdo and is tricking someone else into doing his dirty work.

It's starting to feel like churn. The show has condensed Tolkien's nearly 4,000-year timeline of events down to a few decades so that all the key players in the saga of the One Ring can be on-screen at once, and the episodes manage to feel both overlong and cramped. So much has been added to pad out the show's trajectory and provide tonal suspense to an epic that fundamentally doesn't need it.

Sauron, in particular, seems like the true victim of this narrative stretching, as the show keeps spinning the once and future dark lord in confusing new directions. Is he supposed to be relatable? Is he supposed to be an antihero? Is the audience being steered toward empathy for his point of view, so the show can "surprise" us later by revealing that he's been evil this whole time?

It is possible to build a multi-season show out of what is essentially a prologue to the main story. HBO's House of the Dragon, a natural comparison to The Rings of Power in more ways than one, dramatizes the devastating Targaryen civil war dubbed the Dance of the Dragons, which has reached near-mythic status by the start of Game of Thrones. House of the Dragon finds dramatic tension by working alongside viewers' awareness rather than fighting against it. There is an uncomfortable yet addictive sense of doom in watching characters we've come to love being pushed closer to the point of no return.

The Rings of Power is not as grimdark as House of the Dragon tends to lean, focusing instead on the ethereal, magical beauty conveyed by Tolkien's writing. It is very much aware that it is a prequel and relishes in foreshadowing, whether via recycled lines of dialogue from the books or winking introductions of key characters and locations. Spooky string music plays every time anyone looks at or even thinks about a ring. But this approach is at odds with the false suspense the rest of the show attempts to concoct. If we're expected to have the foresight necessary to understand these hints, then why are we twiddling our thumbs waiting for Sauron to be revealed (again) or for the Stranger to learn his name (which many fans may already have guessed)?

The main impetus behind The Rings of Power seems to be: How can we keep this going? With five seasons planned for a series that has a shockingly hefty price tag (rumored to be about $1 billion already), Amazon Prime Video would naturally want one of its biggest marquee assets to last. That's the problem with premium television in the streaming era. It's all so fabulously expensive that it must keep making a case for itself to continue beyond the usual allotment of two or three seasons. The simplest way to do that is to deliver twists and reveals and finale cliffhangers that will keep viewers guessing and invested. The Rings of Power doesn't have to be hampered by the fact that its ending was spoiled 69 years ago. It just needs to stop pretending we don't know who the bad guy is.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2024/09/lord-of-the-rings-rings-of-power-season-2-sauron/679799/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Stars Who Came to Hate Their Fame

Celebrity worship comes at a cost.

by Spencer Kornhaber




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


The last time The Atlantic put a modern pop star on its cover was 2008, when Britney Spears, clad in oversize sunglasses, occupied a piece of media real estate usually devoted to probing the fate of democracy. Her appearance shocked many readers. "Everyone Officially a Tabloid or About to Become One," read the headline to an incredulous Gawker post about the cover, expressing concern that the internet was pushing the media in seedier directions than ever. (A bit rich from them, no?)

But our Spears story was not tabloid fare; it was about tabloid fare. In a reported feature titled "Shooting Britney," the writer David Samuels embedded himself with the paparazzi who were chasing the 26-year-old Spears around Los Angeles at the height of her public struggles with fame and family. Shortly before the story was published, those struggles led a judge to put her in a conservatorship for 13 years, under which her father and others controlled her personal and financial affairs. Samuels described the all-American economic forces underlying the aggressive snooping. The paparazzi tended to be entrepreneurial types, many of them immigrants. Their work satisfied a deep-seated public yearning--not just for gossip, but for reassurance.

"The paparazzi exist for the same reason that the stars exist: we want to see their pictures," Samuels wrote. "Happier, wealthier, wildly more beautiful, partying harder, driving better cars, they live the lives that the rest of us can only dream about, until the party ends and we are confirmed in our belief that it is better, after all, not to be them."

The article came to my mind recently when Chappell Roan--the 26-year-old pop sensation who's influenced by Spears--sent the public a stern warning: "Please stop touching me." In a blunt social-media video, she emphasized the bizarreness of strangers coming up to her as if they were her best friend: "I'm a random bitch; you're a random bitch--just think about that for a second, okay?" To some critics, these comments seemed ungrateful. To others, they called attention to toxic, even dangerous fan behaviors that, in the most extreme cases, can escalate to stalking or violence. Fame worship appears to have become more intense than ever in recent years, judging by the rise of neologisms such as stan and parasocial relationship. Amateurs with smartphones now act a lot like paparazzi, tracking the movements of Taylor Swift's jet or leaking details about Bad Bunny's dating life to the gossip account Deux Moi.

A review of The Atlantic's archives offers a reminder that being beloved hasn't ever been easy. Back in August 1973, The Atlantic's cover featured one of Spears's spiritual predecessors: Marilyn Monroe. The article was an excerpt from Norman Mailer's posthumous biography of the actress, who died in 1962. The opening passage focuses on Monroe's 1956 trip to the U.K., where admirers and journalists swarmed her, and judged her. "The British do not care if she is witty, or refreshingly dumb, but she must choose to be one or be the other," he wrote, describing her first press conference in the country. As Mailer saw it, the tragedy of Monroe was that she hungered to be respected, not just ogled. She wanted to make "a film that would bestow upon her public identity a soul," but the admiration she received never matched the validation she sought. Monroe, Mailer surmised pitilessly, lost the "biggest bet of her life."

The challenges of fame would inspire another Atlantic cover in November 1999, though this one was centered on a relatively un-glamorous figure: the psychoanalyst Erik Erikson. His adult daughter, Sue Erikson Bloland, wrote about being raised by the scholar who had coined the idea of an "identity crisis"--and who eventually suffered from one himself. After the publication of his acclaimed book Childhood and Society in 1950, Bloland noticed a change in how people regarded her dad: "In his presence they became mysteriously childlike: animated, eager, deferential." The fascination even extended to her. She wrote, "Upon first learning that he was my father, someone might say, 'Really? Can I touch you?'"

But her dad never seemed satisfied with the fame, and his personal relationships suffered as a result. Bloland, a therapist herself, theorized that people like her father were driven to seek public recognition in order to compensate for their own flaws and insecurities, creating an image that "reflects what the private person most longs to be." But that performance has limitations. Bloland speculated that her father couldn't escape feeling like a fraud who might be exposed at any moment.

But what about Erickson's admirers? Why do normal people try to make gods out of mortals? Bloland saw fannish impulses as a seductive psychological coping mechanism: "We imagine that our heroes have transcended the adversities of the human condition," she wrote. We want to believe "that achieving recognition--success--can set us all free from gnawing feelings of self-doubt." But the idealization of others rests on a fantasy, one that comes at great "cost to interpersonal relationships."

That cost seems to be inherent to fame in any era. Mailer certainly thought that the public idealization of Monroe heightened her own insecurities and unhappiness. Today, Roan has made a point to say that she thinks of herself as a drag queen; she is, in essence, trying to set a hard boundary between her persona and her personhood. But the division between the private and the public is exactly what entices people to scrutinize celebrities so fiercely in the first place. Fans want to scratch the veneer they admire and get to the truth of the person who's underneath. And being scratched, as many stars have learned, doesn't feel so good.
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'That's Something That You Won't Recover From as a Doctor'

In Idaho and other states, draconian laws are forcing physicians to ignore their training and put patients' lives at risk.

by Sarah Zhang


Megan Kasper, an ob-gyn in Nampa, Idaho, considers herself pro-life, but she believes that the state's abortion ban goes too far. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Kylie Cooper has seen all the ways a pregnancy can go terrifyingly, perilously wrong. She is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients, also known as a maternal-fetal-medicine specialist, or MFM. The awkward hyphenation highlights the duality of the role. Cooper must care for two patients at once: mother and fetus, mom and baby. On good days, she helps women with complicated pregnancies bring home healthy babies. On bad days, she has to tell families that this will not be possible. Sometimes, they ask her to end the pregnancy; prior to the summer of 2022, she was able to do so.

That summer, Cooper felt a growing sense of dread. Thirteen states--including Idaho, where she practiced--had passed "trigger laws" meant to ban abortion if Roe v. Wade were overturned. When this happened, in June 2022, some of the bans proved so draconian that doctors feared they could be prosecuted for providing medical care once considered standard. Soon enough, stories began to emerge around the country of women denied abortions, even as their health deteriorated.

In Texas, a woman whose water broke at 18 weeks--far too early for her baby to survive outside the womb--was unable to get an abortion until she became septic. She spent three days in the ICU, and one of her fallopian tubes permanently closed from scarring. In Tennessee, a woman lost four pints of blood delivering her dead fetus in a hospital's holding area. In Oklahoma, a bleeding woman with a nonviable pregnancy was turned away from three separate hospitals. One said she could wait in the parking lot until her condition became life-threatening.

Idaho's ban was as strict as they came, and Cooper worried about her high-risk patients who would soon be forced to continue pregnancies that were dangerous, nonviable, or both.

She was confronted with this reality just two days after the ban went into effect, when a woman named Kayla Smith walked into Cooper's office at St. Luke's Boise Medical Center. (St. Luke's was founded by an Episcopal bishop but is no longer religiously affiliated.) Smith was just over four months pregnant with her second baby--a boy she and her husband had already decided to name Brooks.

Her first pregnancy had been complicated. At 19 weeks, she'd developed severe preeclampsia, a condition associated with pregnancy that can cause life-threatening high blood pressure. She started seeing spots in her vision, and doctors worried that she would have a stroke. The only cure for preeclampsia is ending the pregnancy--with a delivery or an abortion. But Smith had chosen to stay pregnant, despite the risks, and she was able to eke it out just long enough on IV blood-pressure drugs for her daughter to be born as a preemie, at 33 weeks. The baby ultimately did well after a NICU stay, one of those success stories that MFMs say is the reason they do what they do.

This time, however, Smith's ultrasound had picked up some worrying fetal anomalies, raising the possibility of Down syndrome. "Okay, that's fine," Smith remembers saying. "But is our son going to survive?" The answer, Cooper realized as she peered at his tiny heart on the ultrasound, was almost certainly no. The left half of the heart had barely formed; a pediatric cardiologist later confirmed that the anomaly was too severe to fix with surgery. Meanwhile, Smith's early-onset preeclampsia in her first pregnancy put her at high risk of developing preeclampsia again. In short, her son would not survive, and staying pregnant would pose a danger to her own health. In the ultrasound room that day, Smith started to cry.

Cooper started to cry too. She was used to conversations like this--delivering what might be the worst news of someone's life was a regular part of her job--but she was not used to telling her patients that they then had no choice about what to do next. Idaho's new ban made performing an abortion for any reason a felony. It contained no true exceptions, allowing doctors only to mount an "affirmative defense" in court in cases involving rape or incest, or to prevent the death of the mother. This put the burden on physicians to prove that their illegal actions were justifiable. The punishment for violating the law was at least two years in prison, and up to five. The state also had a Texas-style vigilante law that allowed a family member of a "preborn child" to sue an abortion provider in civil court for at least $20,000.

From the May 2022 issue: Jessica Bruder on the future of abortion in a post-Roe America

Because Smith had not yet developed preeclampsia, her own life was not technically in danger, and she could not have an abortion in Idaho. Merely protecting her health was not enough. Lawmakers had made that clear: When asked about the health of the mother, Todd Lakey, one of the legislators who introduced the trigger ban in 2020, had said, "I would say it weighs less, yes, than the life of the child." The fact that Smith's baby could not survive didn't matter; Idaho's ban had no exception for lethal fetal anomalies.

If she did get preeclampsia, Smith remembers asking, when could her doctors intervene? Cooper wasn't sure. Idaho's abortion law was restrictive; it was also vague. All Cooper would say was When you are sick enough. Sick enough that she was actually in danger of dying? That seemed awfully risky; Smith had a two-and-a-half-year-old daughter who needed her mom. She also worried that if she continued her pregnancy, her unborn son would suffer. Would he feel pain, she asked, if he died after birth, as his underdeveloped heart tried in vain to pump blood? Cooper did not have a certain answer for this either.


Kylie Cooper is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Smith decided that getting an abortion as soon as possible, before her health was imperiled, would be best, even if that meant traveling to another state. She knew she wanted her abortion to be an early induction of labor--rather than a dilation and evacuation that removed the fetus with medical instruments--because she wanted to hold her son, to say goodbye. She found a hospital in Seattle that could perform an induction abortion and drove with her husband almost eight hours to get there. Unsure how much their insurance would cover, they took out a $16,000 personal loan. Two weeks later, Smith again drove to Seattle and back, this time to pick up her son's ashes. The logistics kept her so busy, she told me, that "I wasn't even allowed the space to grieve the loss of my son."

If Smith had walked into Cooper's office just a week earlier, none of this would have been necessary. She would have been able to get the abortion right there in Boise. But at least she had not yet been in immediate danger, and she'd made it to Seattle safely. Cooper worried about the next patient, and the next. What if someone came in tomorrow with, say, her water broken at 19 weeks, at risk of bleeding and infection? This happened regularly at her hospital.

As summer turned to fall, Cooper started to feel anxious whenever she was on call. "Every time the phone rang, or my pager went off, just this feeling of impending doom," she told me. Would this call be the call? The one in which a woman would die on her watch? She began telling patients at risk for certain complications to consider staying with family outside Idaho, if they could, for part of their pregnancy--just in case they needed an emergency abortion.

Cooper described her feelings as a form of "moral distress," a phrase I heard again and again in interviews with nearly three dozen doctors who are currently practicing or have practiced under post-Roe abortion restrictions. The term was coined in the 1980s to describe the psychological toll on nurses who felt powerless to do the right thing--unable to challenge, for example, doctors ordering painful procedures on patients with no chance of living. The concept gained traction among doctors during the coronavirus pandemic, when overwhelmed hospitals had to ration care, essentially leaving some patients to die.

From the December 2019 issue: Caitlin Flanagan on the dishonesty of the abortion debate

In the two-plus years since Roe was overturned, a handful of studies have cataloged the moral distress of doctors across the country. In one, 96 percent of providers who care for pregnant women in states with restrictive laws reported feelings of moral distress that ranged from "uncomfortable" to "intense" to "worst possible." In a survey of ob-gyns who mostly were not abortion providers, more than 90 percent said the laws had prevented them or their colleagues from providing standard medical care. They described feeling "muzzled," "handcuffed," and "straitjacketed." In another study, ob-gyn residents reported feeling like "puppets," a "hypocrite," or a "robot of the State" under the abortion bans.

The doctors I spoke with had a wide range of personal views on abortion, but they uniformly agreed that the current restrictions are unworkable as medical care. They have watched patients grow incredulous, even angry, upon learning of their limited options. But mostly, their patients are devastated. The bans have added heartbreak on top of heartbreak, forcing women grieving the loss of an unborn child to endure delayed care and unnecessary injury. For some doctors, this has been too much to bear. They have fled to states without bans, leaving behind even fewer doctors to care for patients in places like Idaho.

Cooper had moved to Idaho with her husband and kids in 2018, drawn to the natural beauty and to the idea of practicing in a state underserved by doctors: It ranked 47th in the nation in ob-gyns per capita then, and she was one of just nine MFMs in the state. But in that summer of 2022, she began to fear that she could no longer do right by her patients. What she knew to be medically and ethically correct was now legally wrong. "I could not live with myself if something bad happened to somebody," she told me. "But I also couldn't live with myself if I went to prison and left my family and my small children behind."

At first, Cooper and other doctors distressed by Idaho's ban hoped that it could be amended. If only lawmakers knew what doctors knew, they figured, surely they would see how the rule was harming women who needed an abortion for medical reasons. Indeed, as doctors began speaking up, publicly in the media and privately with lawmakers, several Idaho legislators admitted that they had not understood the impact of the trigger ban. Some had never thought that Roe would be overturned. The ban wasn't really meant to become law--except now it had.

Frankly, doctors had been unprepared too. None had shown up to testify before the trigger ban quietly passed in 2020; they just weren't paying attention. (Almost all public opposition at the time came from anti-abortion activists, who thought the ban was still too lax because it had carve-outs for rape and incest.) Now doctors found themselves taking a crash course in state politics. Lauren Miller, another MFM at St. Luke's, helped form a coalition to get the Idaho Medical Association to put its full lobbying power in the state legislature behind medical exceptions, both for lethal fetal anomalies and for a mother's health. Cooper and a fellow ob-gyn, Amelia Huntsberger, met with the governor's office in their roles as vice chair and chair, respectively, of the Idaho section of the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists.

The results of these efforts were disappointing. The lobbying culminated in a bill passed in March 2023 that offered doctors only marginally more breathing room than before. It changed the affirmative-defense statute into an actual exception to "prevent the death of the pregnant woman," and it clarified that procedures to end ectopic and molar pregnancies--two types of nonviable abnormal pregnancies--were not to be considered abortions. But an exception for lethal fetal anomalies was a nonstarter. And an exception to prevent a life-threatening condition, rather than just preventing the death of the mother, was quashed after the chair of the Idaho Republican Party, Dorothy Moon, lambasted it in a public letter. The previous year, the Idaho GOP had adopted a platform declaring that "abortion is murder from the moment of fertilization" and rejected an exception for the life of the mother; it would reiterate that position in 2024.

Read: Dobbs's confounding effect on abortion rates

Cooper and Huntsberger felt that their meeting with two of the governor's staffers, in December 2022, had been futile as well. It had taken months to schedule a 20-minute conversation, and one of the staffers left in a hurry partway through. "There was a lot of acknowledgment of Yeah, this is really bad. The laws may not be written ideally," Huntsberger told me. "There was also no action."

After the meeting, the two women sat, dejected, in a rental car across from the state capitol, Huntsberger having traveled more than 400 miles from Sandpoint, Idaho, where she was a general ob-gyn in a rural hospital. That was when Cooper turned to her colleague and said she had something to confess: She had just been offered a job in Minnesota, a state where abortion is legal. And she was going to take it. She had reached a point where she just couldn't do it anymore; she couldn't keep turning away patients whom she had the skills to help, who needed her help. "There were so many drives home where I would cry," she later told me.

The departure of so many physicians has strained Idaho's medical system.

Huntsberger was heartbroken to lose a colleague in the fight to change Idaho's law. But she understood. She and her husband, an ER doctor, had also been talking about leaving. "It was once a month, and then once a week, and then every day," she told me, "and then we weren't sleeping." They worried what might happen at work; they worried what it might mean for their three children. Was it time to give up on Idaho? She told Cooper that day, "Do what you need to do to care for yourself." Cooper and her family moved to Minnesota that spring.

Huntsberger soon found a new job in Oregon, where abortion is also legal. A week later, her rural hospital announced the shutdown of its labor-and-delivery unit, citing Idaho's "legal and political climate" as one reason. Staffing a 24/7 unit is expensive, and the ban had made recruiting ob-gyns to rural Idaho more difficult than ever. Even jobs in Boise that used to attract 15 or 20 applicants now had only a handful; some jobs have stayed vacant for two years. The three other ob-gyns at Huntsberger's hospital all ended up finding new positions in states with fewer abortion restrictions.

During Huntsberger's last month in Idaho, many of her patients scheduled their annual checkups early, so they could see her one last time to say goodbye. Over the years, she had gotten to know all about their children and puppies and gardens. These relationships were why she had become a small-town ob-gyn. She'd never thought she would leave.

Two other labor-and-delivery units have since closed in Idaho. The state lost more than 50 ob-gyns practicing obstetrics, about one-fifth of the total, in the first 15 months of the ban, according to an analysis by the Idaho Physician Well-Being Action Collaborative. Among MFMs, who deal with the most complicated pregnancies, the exodus has been even more dramatic. Of the nine practicing in 2022, Cooper was the first to leave, followed by Lauren Miller. A third MFM also left because of the ban. Then a fourth took a new job in Nevada and a fifth tried to retire, but their hospital was so short-staffed by then that they were both persuaded to stay at least part-time. That left only four other MFMs for the entire state.


After the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, St. Luke's Boise Medical Center started airlifting pregnant women with certain complications to other states to receive treatment. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



The departure of so many physicians has strained Idaho's medical system. After Cooper and others moved away, St. Luke's had to rely on traveling doctors to fill the gaps; the hospital was eventually able to hire a few new MFMs, but the process took a long time. Meanwhile, ob-gyns--and family doctors, who deliver many of the babies in rural Idaho--had to manage more pregnancies, including high-risk ones, on their own. The overall lack of ob-gyns has also had implications for women who aren't pregnant, and won't be: Idaho is an attractive place to retire, and the state's growing population of older women need gynecological care as they age into menopause and beyond.

Anne Feighner, an ob-gyn at St. Luke's who has stayed in Boise for now, thinks all the time about her colleagues who have left. Every day, she told me in June, she drove by the house of her neighbor and fellow ob-gyn, Harmony Schroeder, who at the moment was packing up her home of 20 years for a job in Washington State. She, too, was leaving because of the abortion ban. Across the street is the pink house where Cooper used to live and where her daughters used to ride scooters out front.

"I still have a lot of guilt over leaving," Cooper told me. She had made the decision in order to protect herself and her family. But what about her patients in Idaho, and her colleagues? By leaving, she had made a terrible situation for them even worse.

Sara Thomson works 12-hour shifts as an obstetrician at a Catholic hospital in Idaho; she is Catholic herself. Even before the abortion ban, her hospital terminated pregnancies only for medical reasons, per religious directive. "I had never considered myself a quote-unquote abortion provider, " Thomson told me--at least not until certain kinds of care provided at her hospital became illegal under Idaho's ban. It started to change how she thought of, as she put it, "the A-word."

She told me about women who showed up at her hospital after their water had broken too early--well before the line of viability, around 22 weeks. Before then, a baby has no chance of survival outside the womb. This condition is known as previable PPROM, an acronym for "preterm premature rupture of membranes."

In the very best scenario, a woman whose water breaks too early is able to stay pregnant for weeks or even months with enough amniotic fluid--the proverbial "water"--for her baby to develop normally. One doctor, Kim Cox, told me about a patient of his whose water broke at 16 weeks; she was able to stay pregnant until 34 weeks, and gave birth to a baby who fared well. Far more likely, though, a woman will naturally go into labor within a week of her water breaking, delivering a fetus that cannot survive. In the worst case, she could develop an infection before delivery. The infection might tip quickly into sepsis, which can cause the loss of limbs, fertility, and organ function--all on top of the tragedy of losing a baby.

In the very worst case, neither mother nor baby survives. In 2012, a 31-year-old woman in Ireland named Savita Halappanavar died after her water broke at 17 weeks. Doctors had refused to end her pregnancy, waiting for the fetus's heartbeat to stop on its own. When it did, she went into labor, but by then, she had become infected. She died from sepsis three days later. Her death galvanized the abortion-rights movement in Ireland, and the country legalized the procedure in 2018.

Read: Abortion isn't about feminism

Doctors in the United States now worry that abortion bans will cause entirely preventable deaths like Halappanavar's; the possibility haunts Thomson. "We shouldn't have to wait for a case like Savita's in Idaho," she said.

Previable PPROM is the complication that most troubles doctors practicing under strict abortion bans. These cases fall into the gap between what Idaho law currently allows (averting a mother's death) and what many doctors want to be able to do (treat complications that could become deadly). The condition is not life-threatening right away, doctors told me, but they offered very different interpretations of when it becomes so--anywhere from the first signs of infection all the way to sepsis.

No surprise, then, that the trigger ban provoked immediate confusion among doctors over how and when to intervene in these cases. Initially, at least, they had more legal leeway to act quickly: The Biden administration had sued Idaho before the trigger ban went into effect, on the grounds that it conflicted with a Reagan-era federal law: the Emergency Medical Treatment and Active Labor Act (EMTALA), which requires ERs to provide stabilizing treatment when a mother's health, not just her life, is at risk. The Department of Health and Human Services interpreted "stabilizing treatment" to include emergency abortions, and a federal judge issued a partial injunction on Idaho's ban, temporarily allowing such abortions to take place. But Idaho appealed the decision, and when the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to hear the case in January 2024, it stayed the injunction. With that, any protection that the federal law had granted Idaho doctors evaporated.


Sara Thomson, an obstetrician at a Catholic hospital in Idaho, says the state's ban has changed how she thinks about "the A-word." (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Thomson was still working under these severe restrictions when I met her in Boise this past June. She missed the days when her biggest problem at work was persuading her hospital to get a new ultrasound machine. A former military doctor, she struck me as soft-spoken but steely, like the most quietly formidable mom in your PTA. At one point, she pulled out a Trapper Keeper pocket folder of handwritten notes that she had taken after our first phone call.

The cases that most distressed her were ones of previable PPROM where the umbilical cord had prolapsed into the vagina, compressing the cord and exposing the baby and mother to infection. When this happens, Thomson said, a developing fetus cannot survive long: "The loss of the baby is sadly inevitable."

Previously at her Catholic hospital, she would have offered to do what was best for the mother's health: terminate the pregnancy before she became infected, so she could go home to recover. Now she told patients that they had no choice but to wait until they went into labor or became infected, or until the fetus's heart stopped beating, slowly deprived of oxygen from its compressed umbilical cord, sometimes over the course of several days. Thomson did not know that a fetus could take so long to die this way--she was used to intervening much sooner. She found forcing her patients to wait like this "morally disgusting."

"Every time I take care of a patient in this scenario, it makes me question why I'm staying here," she told me. It ate at her to put her own legal interests before her patients' health. She knew that if a zealous prosecutor decided she had acted too hastily, she could lose years of her career and her life defending herself, even if she were ultimately vindicated. But if she made a "self-protective" decision to delay care and a patient died, she wasn't sure how she could go on. "From a moral perspective, that's something that you won't recover from as a doctor."

At St. Luke's, the largest hospital in Idaho, doctors started airlifting some patients with complications like previable PPROM out of state after the trigger ban took effect. Rather than delay care to comply with the law, they felt that the better--or, really, less bad--option was to get women care sooner by transferring them to Oregon, Washington, or Utah.

After the Supreme Court stayed the injunction allowing emergency abortions for a mother's health, in January 2024, Idaho doctors became even more cautious about performing abortions, and the transfers picked up. Over the next three and a half months alone, St. Luke's airlifted six pregnant women out of state. Smaller hospitals, too, transferred patients they would have previously treated.

One woman described fearing for her life as she was sent away from St. Luke's last year, after losing a liter of blood when her placenta began detaching inside her. "I couldn't comprehend," she later told The New York Times. "I'm standing in front of doctors who know exactly what to do and how to help and they're refusing to do it." Another woman whose water broke early went into labor en route to Portland, her doctor told me, and delivered her fetus hundreds of miles from home. Her baby did not survive, and she was left to figure out how to get back to Idaho by herself--a medical transport is only a one-way ride. Another became infected and turned septic in the hours it took her to get to Salt Lake City. She had to go to the ICU, says Lauren Theilen, an MFM at the Utah hospital where she was taken. Other patients were sick when they left Idaho and even sicker when they arrived somewhere else.

Where exactly was that line between a patient who could be transferred versus one who needed care immediately, then and there? "I have sometimes wondered if I'm being selfish," says Stacy Seyb, a longtime MFM at St. Luke's, by putting patients through medical transfer to avoid legal sanction. But no doctor works alone in today's hospitals. When one of the first legally ambiguous cases came up, Seyb saw the unease in the eyes of his team: the nurses, the techs, the anesthesiologists, the residents--all the people who normally assist in an emergency abortion. If he did something legally risky, they would also be exposed. Idaho's law threatens to revoke the license of any health-care professional who assists in an abortion. He came to feel that there was no good option to protect both his team and his patients, but that an out-of-state transfer was often the least terrible one. In Portland or Seattle or Salt Lake City, health-care providers do not have to weigh their own interests against their patients'.

In April, when the Supreme Court heard the Idaho case, the media seized upon the dramatic image of women being airlifted out of state for emergency abortions. Justice Elena Kagan made a point of asking about it in oral arguments. In a press conference afterward, Idaho's attorney general, Raul Labrador, pushed back on the idea that airlifts were happening, citing unnamed doctors who said they didn't know of any such instances. If women were being airlifted, he said, it was unnecessary, because emergency abortions were already allowed to save the life of the mother. "I would hate to think," he added, "that St. Luke's or any other hospital is trying to do something like this just to make a political statement." (St. Luke's had filed an amicus brief with the Court in support of the federal government.)

Labrador's comments echoed accusations from national anti-abortion groups that doctors and others who support abortion rights are sowing confusion in order to "sabotage" the laws. When Moon, the chair of the Idaho Republican Party, had rallied lawmakers against any health exceptions back in 2023, she'd also evoked the specter of "doctors educated in some of the farthest Left academic institutions in our country." (Neither Labrador nor Moon responded to my requests for an interview.)

It is true that doctors tend to support abortion access. But in Idaho, many of the ob-gyns critical of the ban are not at all pro-abortion. Maria Palmquist grew up speaking at Right to Life rallies, as the eldest of eight in a Catholic family. She still doesn't believe in "abortion for birth control," she told me, but medical school had opened her eyes to the tragic ways a pregnancy can go wrong. Lately, she's been sending articles to family members, to show that some women with dangerous pregnancies need abortions "so they can have future children."

Kim Cox, the doctor who told me about a patient who had a relatively healthy child after PPROM at 16 weeks, practices in heavily Mormon eastern Idaho. Cox said that "electively terminating" at any point in a pregnancy is "offensive to me and offensive to God." But he also told me about a recent patient whose water had broken at 19 weeks and who wanted a termination that he was prepared to provide--until he realized it was legally dicey. He thought the dangers of such cases were serious enough that women should be able to decide how much risk they wanted to tolerate. Because, I ventured, they might already have a kid at home? "Or 10 kids at home."


Anne Feighner, an ob-gyn at St. Luke's, has decided to stay in Boise for now. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Megan Kasper, an ob-gyn in Nampa, Idaho, who considers herself pro-life, told me she "never dreamed" that she would live to see Roe v. Wade overturned. But Idaho's law went too far even for her. If doctors are forced to wait until death is a real possibility for an expecting mother, she said, "there's going to be a certain number of those that you don't pull back from the brink." She thought the law needed an exception for the health of the mother.

In the two-plus years since the end of Roe, no doctor has yet been prosecuted in Idaho or any other state for performing an abortion--but who wants to test the law by being the first? Doctors are risk-averse. They're rule followers, Kasper told me, a sentiment I heard over and over again: "I want to follow the rules." "We tend to be rule followers." "Very good rule followers." Kasper said she thought that, in some cases, doctors have been more hesitant to treat patients or more willing to transfer them than was necessary. But if the law is not meant to be as restrictive as it reads to doctors, she said, then legislators should simply change it. "Put it in writing." Make it clear.

She does wonder what it would mean to test the law. Kasper has a somewhat unusual background for a doctor. She was homeschooled, back when it was still illegal in some states, and her parents routinely sent money to legal-defense funds for other homeschoolers. "I grew up in a family whose values were It's okay to take risks to do the right thing," she told me. She still believes that. "There's a little bit of my rebel side that's like, Cool, Raul Labrador, you want to throw me in jail? You have at it." Prosecuting "one of the most pro-life OBs" would prove, wouldn't it, just how extreme Idaho had become on abortion.

When I visited Boise in June, doctors were on edge; the Supreme Court's decision on emergency abortions was expected at any moment. On my last day in town, the Court accidentally published the decision early: The case was going to be dismissed, meaning it would return to the lower court. The injunction allowing emergency abortions would, in the meantime, be reinstated.

As the details trickled out, I caught up with Thomson, who was, for the moment, relieved. She had an overnight shift that evening, and the tight coil of tension that had been lodged inside her loosened with the knowledge that EMTALA would soon be back in place, once the Court formally issued its decision. Doctors at St. Luke's also felt they could stop airlifting patients out of state for emergency abortions.

But Thomson grew frustrated when she realized that this was far from the definitive ruling she had hoped for. The decision was really a nondecision. In dismissing the case, the Court did not actually resolve the conflict between federal and state law, though the Court signaled openness to hearing the case again after another lower-court decision. The dismissal also left in place a separate injunction, from a federal appeals court, that had blocked enforcement of EMTALA in Texas, meaning that women in a far larger and more populous state would still be denied emergency abortions. This case, too, has been appealed to the Supreme Court.

The moral distress of practicing under the ban had sent Sara Thomson to see a counselor. "I was in a war zone," she told me, "and I didn't see a counselor."

Moreover, the federal emergency-treatment law has teeth only if an administration chooses to enforce it, by fining hospitals or excluding them from Medicare and Medicaid when they fail to comply. The Biden administration has issued guidance that says it may sanction hospitals and doctors refusing to provide emergency abortion care, and as vice president, Kamala Harris has been a particularly vocal advocate for abortion access. A Trump administration could simply decide not to enforce the rule--a proposal that is outlined explicitly in Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for a second Trump term. If the emergency-treatment law is a mere "Band-Aid," as multiple doctors put it to me, it is one that can be easily torn off. 

EMTALA is also limited in scope. It covers only patients who show up at an ER, and only those with emergency pregnancy complications. It would not apply to women in Idaho whose pregnancies are made more dangerous by a range of serious but not yet urgent conditions (to say nothing of the women who might want to end a pregnancy for any number of nonmedical reasons). It would not apply to the woman carrying triplets who, as an MFM recounted to me, wanted a reduction to twins because the third fetus had no skull and thus could not live. She had to go out of state to have the procedure--tantamount to an abortion for just one fetus--which made the pregnancy safer for her and the remaining babies. And it did not apply when Kayla Smith, already grieving for her unborn son, worried about preeclampsia. Her family ultimately left Idaho for Washington, so she could have another child in a safer state; her younger daughter was born in late 2023.

From the June 1969 issue: The right of abortion

Smith has joined a lawsuit filed by the Center for Reproductive Rights challenging the limited scope of exceptions under Idaho's ban. A group in Idaho is also planning a ballot initiative that will put the question of abortion to voters--but not until 2026. In the meantime, doctors still want Idaho to add medical exceptions to the law. After the disappointingly narrow exceptions the state legislature passed in 2023, it did nothing more in its 2024 session. A hearing that Thomson was slated to speak at this spring got canceled, last minute, by Republicans, who control the legislature.

Still, Thomson told me she was set on staying in Idaho. She and her husband had moved their family here 11 years ago because they wanted their four kids to "feel like they're from somewhere." Having grown up in a Navy family, she'd moved every few years during her own childhood before joining the military for medical school and continuing to move every few years as a military doctor. When her son was just 14 months old, she deployed to Iraq. She got her job in Idaho after that. When she and her husband bought their house, she told him this was the house she planned to live in for the rest of her life.

In the past two years, she'd seriously wavered on that decision for the first time. The moral distress of practicing under the ban had sent her to see a counselor. "I was in a war zone," she told me, "and I didn't see a counselor." This past fall, she came up with a backup plan: If she had to, she could stop practicing in Idaho and become a traveling doctor, seeing patients in other states.

But then she thought about all the women in Idaho who couldn't afford to leave the state for care. And she thought of her kids, especially her three girls, who would soon no longer be girls. The eldest is 20, the same age as a patient whose baby she had recently delivered. "This could be my daughter," Thomson thought. If everyone like her left, she wondered, who would take care of her daughters?



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "What Abortion Bans Do to Doctors."
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Netanyahu's Other War

Conflict in Gaza hasn't put an end to Israel's constitutional crisis.

by Gershom Gorenberg




When Hamas invaded Israel on October 7, the most bitter political conflict in the country's history suddenly seemed to be on hold--as if an unseen finger had pushed a pause button with everyone's mouths still open in a shout.

"Judicial reform is not on the agenda," Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu declared at a press conference on October 28, referring to his government's program to eviscerate the supreme court and give the executive unconstrained power. Major  protest organizations that had risen to fight Netanyahu's power grab switched their  mission overnight to philanthropy--helping bereaved families and displaced residents of border towns. Amid sirens warning of incoming rockets from Gaza, arguments over judicial review could obviously wait.

This was an illusion.

Netanyahu and his political allies are still seeking to advance a "constitutional coup," to use the Tel Aviv University law professor Aeyal Gross's term. And in recent days, the conflict between the government and the supreme court has escalated into open confrontation.

Even before now, the effort to transform Israel from a liberal democracy into an autocracy continued alongside the war in Gaza and at times intersected with its management. If Netanyahu retains power, his assault on democracy is certain to outlast the war and may prevent any investigation of the colossal failures that left Israel unprepared for the Hamas attack to begin with. And as costly as the war has been, the internal struggle over democracy ultimately may have the greater effect on Israel's future and its viability.



The battle over the Israeli judiciary began in January 2023, just days after Netanyahu returned to the premiership as the head of the most right-wing government in Israel's history. Netanyahu's justice minister, Yariv Levin, announced a plan for a judicial overhaul that would give the ruling coalition complete control over appointing judges, including supreme-court justices. The plan also included measures that would impede the supreme court from overturning laws and enable the Knesset to easily override the court.

For years, fury with the judiciary--and the guardrails it put on executive power--had festered on the Israeli right. Netanyahu-led coalitions had repeatedly promulgated laws consigning asylum seekers to extended detention, only for the supreme court to overturn them. Based on the doctrine of "extreme unreasonableness" inherited from British law, the court had ordered the dismissal of high-level officials tainted by corruption and blocked the appointment of others. On rare but highly publicized occasions, the court had barred West Bank settlers from building on Palestinian property. Because of the court, Israelis "voted for the right and got the left," Levin's close ally Simcha Rothman, the chair of the Knesset's Constitution, Law, and Justice Committee, railed in a parliamentary speech soon after Levin announced his program. Left, in this case, can be read as a pejorative term for liberal democracy, in which limits on the majority protect civil rights and prevent corruption.

Netanyahu, Levin, and Rothman expected to enact the judicial overhaul quickly: A simple majority in the Knesset suffices to pass a "basic law," as pieces of Israel's incomplete constitution are known. They did not anticipate the tsunami of protests that brought hundreds of thousands of demonstrators into the streets, week after week, chanting "Democracy" as a battle cry. An attempt to quell the outcry by negotiating with centrist opposition parties failed--but slowed the coalition's effort to legislate the overhaul. When war came in October, Levin's proposal was still in the legislative pipeline, where it has remained since.

Read: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

On a party-line vote, however, the Knesset had enacted a constitutional amendment barring the courts from using the reasonableness doctrine to overturn any action of the government, the prime minister, or individual cabinet members. The supreme court shot back on January 1, 2024, with a monumental decision: It ruled that it has the power to overturn even constitutional measures if they violate fundamental democratic principles--such as preserving an independent judiciary. And by an 8-7 margin, the court annulled the amendment and restored the reasonableness doctrine.

Since then, Netanyahu's coalition hasn't tried to legislate any other major pieces of the "reform." Levin and Rothman faded from the headlines. Mass demonstrations resumed--but the Israelis in the streets were now demanding a hostage deal, a cease-fire, and accountability in the form of new elections and a commission of inquiry into October's disaster. Those protests reached a new peak after the recent murder of six hostages in Hamas captivity.

But the government never really gave up its assault on Israel's democratic underpinnings. Rather than a frontal attack, it turned to attrition: Instead of trying to change the rules, it ignored them.



One day this summer, in the town of Herzliya, police arrested four people who were picnicking in a park while wearing T-shirts with protest slogans in favor of a hostage deal or against "the government of destruction." The park was near the home of Yuli Edelstein, a prominent politician in Netanyahu's Likud party. The police claimed that the picnic was an illegal demonstration. The four were held for hours, then released without charges.

The same week, a right-wing mob broke into and rioted at an army base where military police had brought soldiers suspected of sodomizing a Palestinian prisoner. Civilian police at the scene made no arrests and conducted no investigation afterward. "The clear policy was to turn a blind eye and not get in trouble" with Itamar Ben-Gvir, Israel's far-right national-security minister, according to an unnamed--and clearly dissatisfied--senior police officer who spoke to a Haaretz reporter.

Taken together, the two incidents demonstrate a deliberate blurring of boundaries by the Netanyahu coalition. Israel has a centralized national police force, under the auspices of the ministry that Ben-Gvir now heads. A bright line is supposed to divide the realm of the national-security minister, who is a politician, from that of the police chief, who is a civil servant. The police chief "can't be identified politically," Yoav Segalovitz, an opposition Knesset member who served as deputy minister under Ben-Gvir's predecessor, told me. A politician can make policy decisions--such as developing a DNA bank or a new investigative unit, for example--but not operative decisions, such as whom to investigate, Segalovitz explains. Ben-Gvir has upended this arrangement--and Netanyahu has allowed him to.

In return for bringing his extreme Jewish Power party into Netanyahu's coalition, Ben-Gvir received not only the ministry, but also the overnight passage of a law designed to give him more direct control of the police. Within days of taking office, Ben-Gvir was instructing senior officers to use tougher measures, including water cannons, to crack down on the protests against judicial "reform." On Ben-Gvir's orders, the popular commander of the Tel Aviv police, who by his own account refused "to fill the emergency room ... at the end of every demonstration," was transferred to a low-status post (he then left the force).

The nonprofit Association for Civil Rights in Israel and other groups asked the supreme court to overturn the so-called Ben-Gvir Law. As the attorney Yonatan Berman, who represents ACRI in the case, told me, when a member of the government determines how the police deal with protests, there is an "inherent conflict of interest."

The court hasn't yet ruled on the law, but it has twice issued injunctions barring Ben-Gvir from giving orders for how to handle specific demonstrations. Nonetheless, in a letter in May to Israel's attorney general, Gali Baharav-Miara, the outgoing national police chief wrote that Ben-Gvir had given instructions to abstain from protecting humanitarian aid convoys on their way to Gaza, which were being attacked by right-wing activists.

Read: What settler violence is doing to Israel

By now, arguably, police commanders know which way the wind is blowing even without specific orders: The barrier between politicians and law enforcement has fallen, and the police now serve the political right. In late August, Ben-Gvir promoted an officer who is under indictment for hurling a stun grenade into a crowd of peaceful pro-democracy demonstrators last year. Attorney General Baharav-Miara informed him that the promotion was illegal and void. Ben-Gvir reportedly responded that the attorney general has "a recommending role, not a deciding role."

But Israeli legal doctrine says otherwise: The supreme court has stipulated that "the legal opinions of the attorney general obligate the government," the legal scholar Ido Baum told me. "She is the legal authority," unless or until the court rules differently. This government, Baum said, repeatedly tells the attorney general, "We're going to do it anyway" and ignores her instructions. In early September, a Jerusalem court issued a temporary injunction blocking the indicted police officer's promotion. The issue may end up before the supreme court. It's all part of a war of attrition between the government and the attorney general, who represents the rule of law.

Another recent case involves the appointment of a new civil-service commissioner, who's responsible for overseeing the large government sector of the economy. This post, too, is meant to be politically neutral. With the current commissioner's term about to end, Baharav-Miara sent a letter to Netanyahu informing him that an independent committee would have to appoint the new one. Yet in early August, the cabinet met and voted that Netanyahu would personally choose the new commissioner.

Possibly the most consequential clash between Netanyahu and Baharav-Miara is one shrouded in wartime secrecy. In early August, the attorney general sent a harsh warning letter to Netanyahu about the government's making "significant decisions by improper procedure." One example, she said, was that the cabinet secretary--a lawyer, but with no legal authority--had given an opinion on July 31 with "weighty consequences for national security." Because her letter was public and the security issue was secret, she did not give details. But the date is suggestive: Early on the morning of July 31, the Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh was assassinated in Tehran, in what is widely presumed to have been an Israeli attack.

One possibility, raised by the prominent Israeli journalist Raviv Drucker and others: Netanyahu authorized the operation without asking for a cabinet vote. Constitutionally, Aeyal Gross has written, a cabinet vote is required for a decision related to "any significant military action that could lead to war." Drucker has reported--albeit without citing his sources-- that the cabinet secretary, Yossi Fuchs, had provided a legal opinion saying that Netanyahu could make the decision on his own, despite the clear danger of igniting a regional war.

The full story is unlikely to emerge soon--except, perhaps, if Netanyahu gives in to public pressure to establish a state commission of inquiry into the October 7 catastrophe and the government's conduct of the war since. What's clear is that the attorney general thinks Netanyahu is making war-related decisions illegally. Gross notes that constitutionally, Israel's prime minister is the "first among equals" in the cabinet, which is collectively the chief executive. But Netanyahu has been deciding alone on issues such as the conditions for a hostage deal, only rarely seeking a cabinet vote. "It's a total collapse of the rule of law," Gross says.



Ultimately, many of these disputes will likely come before the supreme court, which exercises the most important check on executive power. "Who else will protect minorities, protect rights, oversee the government's decisions?" former supreme-court President Dorit Beinisch said to me. And for just that reason, Justice Minister Levin wants to control appointments to the court.

Today all judges in Israel are chosen by a nine-member committee made up of four politicians (the justice minister as chair, another cabinet member, and two members of the Knesset) and five jurists (three supreme-court justices and two delegates from the bar association). The system gives politicians a voice but emphasizes legal qualifications.

A majority of seven is needed to confirm a new justice--meaning that the jurists and the politicians have to reach an agreement. To appoint the president of the supreme court from among the serving justices requires a majority of only five on the panel. By firm tradition, though, the president is always the justice who has been on the court the longest. That tradition, Beinisch said, is protection against "someone who wants to be the president writing rulings that find favor with the government."

Levin's original plan was to legislate a change that would give politicians from the ruling coalition an automatic majority on the panel. When protests and then war put that on hold, he turned to stonewalling--first not convening the committee, then refusing to put supreme-court appointments on the agenda.

Meanwhile, attrition is shifting the balance and creating a more conservative court. Justices have a mandatory retirement age of 70. Former court President Esther Hayut and another liberal justice reached that threshold recently and stepped down. Were the law on the reasonableness doctrine to come before the court today, there would no longer be a majority to overturn it. Hayut has not officially been replaced, and the acting president, Uzi Vogelman--also a liberal--will turn 70 in October. By seniority, the next president should be the liberal justice Yitzhak Amit.

By stonewalling, Levin apparently hoped to force the jurists on the committee to accept his proposals. In his last reported formulation, this included suspending the seniority system and appointing to the court at least one of the two ultraconservative scholars who helped design the proposed judicial overhaul. But Vogelman refused to be strong-armed.

On September 8, ruling in a suit against Levin, the supreme court issued an order that he must convene the committee to elect a new court president. (Given the requirement for a supermajority on the committee to appoint new justices, the court merely urged committee members to reach agreement quickly.) Levin quickly issued a statement denouncing the decision as undemocratic, irresponsible, and "contravening the explicit law." Asked if he would obey the order, he reportedly responded, "All options are on the table." Another Likud cabinet minister declared that it was "forbidden to collaborate" with the court's decision.

As of this writing, whether Levin will accede, defy the court, or demand a vote in the Knesset on changing the system is anyone's guess. He may well see the last of those options as the only way to block Amit's accession to the court presidency. Yet it could also put democracy back on the agenda for those already protesting Netanyahu's refusal to make a hostage deal.

The war has likely hardened Levin's conviction that he needs control over choosing the next president of the court. Polls have shown that more than 90 percent of Israelis favor establishing a state commission of inquiry into the catastrophe of October 7. Similar inquiries in the past--for instance, after the 1973 Yom Kippur War--have had major political repercussions. By law, the government has to ask for an inquiry, but the president of the supreme court chooses the commission members. If Amit is court president, he will likely name himself or Hayut as chair. That's the last thing the government wants.

So the war and the constitutional crisis are entangled. If the protests or the war's end bring down the government, Netanyahu's bid to undermine democracy may be one more terrible memory from his time in power. If the government remains in place, its constitutional coup will continue alongside its effort to avoid responsibility for October 7 and all that has followed.

Much depends on the supreme court, on the attorney general, and--most of all--on the continued determination of large numbers of Israelis to keep fighting the government's plans.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/netanyahus-other-war/679786/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Tech Leaders' Unfounded Reasons for Pushing Social Media on (Other People's) Kids

Many in Silicon Valley claim that regulation would hurt teens from historically disadvantaged communities. They're wrong.

by Zach Rausch, Jonathan Haidt, Lennon Torres




When the tobacco industry was accused of marketing harmful products to teens, its leaders denied the charge but knew it was true. Even worse, the industry had claimed that smoking made people healthier--by reducing anxiety, say, or slimming waistlines.

The social-media industry is using a similar technique today. Instead of acknowledging the damage their products have done to teens, tech giants insist that they are blameless and that their products are mostly harmless. And at times, a more audacious claim is made: that social media helps teens, even as mounting evidence suggests that it's harming many of them and playing a substantial role in the mental-health crisis afflicting young people in numerous countries around the world.

When Mark Zuckerberg was asked in 2022 about Meta's own finding that Instagram made many teen users feel worse about their body, for instance, he cleverly reframed the result. After noting other, more favorable findings in the same study, he proclaimed that his platform was "generally positive" for teens' mental health, even though at least one in 10 teen girls reported that Instagram worsened each of the following: body image, sleep, eating habits, and anxiety. (Zuckerberg also failed to mention internal data demonstrating the other dangers that social media poses for teens.)

Derek Thompson: America's teenage girls are not okay

Tech lobbyists have gone further, deploying the dual argument that social media is especially beneficial to teens from historically marginalized communities, and therefore nearly any regulation would harm them. Through their funding and, at times, their own statements, many leaders in Silicon Valley have used these claims as part of their efforts to oppose a pair of bills--now before Congress--aimed at strengthening online protections for minors, referred to collectively as the Kids Online Safety and Privacy Act. (KOSPA combines the Kids Online Safety Act, widely known as KOSA, and the Children and Teens' Online Privacy Protection Act.)

The talking point plays into a long-running strand of progressive thought that sees digital technology as a means of empowering disadvantaged groups. The early internet did in fact help many Black, low-income, and LGBTQ+ Americans--among others--find resources and community. And even today, surveys find that LGBTQ+ teens report experiencing more benefits from social media than non-LGBTQ+ teens.

That's a good reason to be careful about imposing new regulation. But the wholesale opposition to legislation ignores strong evidence that social media also disproportionately harms young people in those same communities.

KOSPA could help. The legislation would require social-media companies to develop a version of their platforms that's safe for children--eliminating advertising that targets minors, for example, and allowing users to scroll feeds that aren't generated by personal-recommendation algorithms. It would demand that social-media companies take reasonable measures to mitigate potential harms such as sexual exploitation, mental-health disorders, and bullying. It would also hold companies responsible for ensuring that underage children obtain parental consent to use their platforms, without preventing teens from freely accessing social media. In July, the Senate passed the two bills 91-3; the House could take it up as soon as this month.

Even some tech companies support the legislation, but digital-rights groups--many of which are subsidized by the industry, including by Meta--have largely opposed it, arguing that KOSPA would take away the benefits that marginalized teens enjoy from social-media platforms. Some of these groups have released statements warning about the dangers that the legislation poses to LGBTQ+ youth, even after many LGBTQ+ advocates dropped their objections once they'd worked with legislators to revise KOSPA.

A think tank supported by tech companies, meanwhile, has argued that the bills' ban on targeted advertising for minors might result in "fewer free online services designed for children, which would prove most detrimental to lower-income households." While digital-rights groups appeal to the political left with unsubstantiated claims about marginalized groups, they tell the right that KOSPA amounts to censorship, even though it wouldn't limit the kinds of content that teens could search for.

Whatever he actually believes, Zuckerberg is wrong that social media is "generally positive" for teens' mental health. The tech industry is wrong that social media is especially good for teens in historically disadvantaged communities. And its lobbyists are wrong that regulation would do more harm than good for these groups. The evidence--from the private lives of tech executives, a growing body of empirical research, and the testimony of young users--by now strongly supports each of these points.



One technique for determining whether a product harms children is to ask the people who designed that product if they let their kids use it.

Steve Jobs limited his children's use of technology. TikTok CEO Shou Zi Chew doesn't let his children on TikTok. Bill Gates restricted his kids' screen time and did not give them a phone until they were 14. Google CEO Sundar Pichai didn't give his 11-year-old a phone. Mark Zuckerberg has carefully monitored his kids' screen time and avoided sharing identifying photos of them on Instagram. Snap CEO Evan Spiegel limited his 7-year-old's technology use to 90 minutes a week. (Compare that with the average American teen, who spends nearly nine hours a day on screens, not including for school or homework.)

Jonathan Haidt: End the phone-based childhood now

The examples continue: Some tech executives write up "nanny contracts," compelling babysitters to keep their children away from screens. Many of them pay more than $35,000 a year to send their kids to the Waldorf School of the Peninsula--a few miles down the road from Meta's and Google's headquarters--which doesn't allow children to use screens until seventh or eighth grade.

Of course, few people would call the children of tech elites marginalized. But it is curious that these elites publicly assert that digital technology helps children--especially the most vulnerable--while expunging it from their own kids' lives. Those choices are particularly galling given how intensely social-media companies try to attract other people's children to their products; how little they do to prevent underage use; and how hard many of them fight to block legislation that would protect young people on their platforms.



The social-media platforms of today are not like the internet of the 1990s. The early internet helped isolated and disadvantaged teens find information and support, as do many modern platforms. But today's social media is engineered in such a way that makes it more dangerous than much of the early internet. Do teens really need bottomless, algorithmically curated news feeds that prioritize emotional power and political extremity just to find information? Do they really benefit from being interrupted throughout the day with manipulative notifications designed to keep them looking and clicking? How much was gained when social-media platforms took over teens' online lives? How much was lost?

Researchers at Instagram didn't have to ask that last question when they interviewed young users around 2019. Unprompted, teens across multiple focus groups blamed the platform for increasing rates of anxiety and depression. Other studies have found that a substantial share of young people believe that social media is bad for their mental health. An increasing amount of empirical evidence backs them up. On the Substack After Babel, written by two of this article's authors, Jon and Zach, we have run numerous essays by young people testifying to these harms and have reported on organizations created by members of Gen Z to push back on social-media companies. Where are the Gen Z voices praising social media for the mental-health benefits it has conferred upon their generation? They are few and far between.

Of course, many teens do not feel that smartphones or social media have been a negative force in their lives; a majority tend to view the impacts of digital technology as neither positive nor negative. But that's no reason to dismiss the harm experienced by so many young people. If evidence suggested that another product were hurting any significant number of the children and adolescents who used it, that product would be pulled from the shelves immediately and the manufacturer would be forced to fix it. Big Tech must be held to the same standard.

As it turns out, the adolescents being harmed the most by social media are those from historically disadvantaged groups. Recent surveys have found that LGBTQ+ adolescents are much more likely than their peers to say that social media has a negative impact on their health and that using it less would improve their lives. Compared with non-LGBTQ+ teens, nearly twice as many LGBTQ+ teens reported that they would be better off without TikTok and Instagram. Nearly three times as many said the same for Snapchat.

Youth from marginalized groups have good reason to feel this way. LGBTQ+ teens are significantly more likely to experience cyberbullying, online sexual predation, and a range of other online harms, including disrupted sleep and fragmented attention, compared with their peers. LGBTQ+ minors are also three times more likely to experience unwanted and risky online interactions.

One of us--Lennon, an LGBTQ+ advocate--has experienced many of these harms firsthand. At age 13, while navigating adolescence as a young transgender person, she got her first iPhone and immediately downloaded Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat. Her Instagram following grew from less than 100 to nearly 50,000 in just one month as she began to achieve national recognition as a competitive dancer. Soon she was receiving insulting messages about her queer identity--even death threats. Seeking a friendlier place to explore her identity, she took the advice of some online users and began corresponding on gay chat sites, often with middle-aged men. Some offered her the support that she had been looking for, but others were malicious.

Several men asked Lennon to perform sexual acts on camera, threatening to publicize revealing screenshots they had taken of her if she tried to refuse. The shame, fear, and regret that she felt motivated her to devote her career to protecting children online, ultimately joining the Heat Initiative, which pushes the tech industry to make safer products and platforms for children.

What about youth from other historically disadvantaged communities? Black and Hispanic teens are slightly less likely than white teens to report cyberbullying, but they are much more likely to say that online harassment is "a major problem for people their age." Evidence suggests that teens with depression may be at higher risk of harm from social media, and studies show that reducing social-media use is most beneficial for young people with preexisting mental-health problems.

Jonathan Haidt: The dangerous experiment on teen girls

Although social media can certainly provide benefits to vulnerable teens, the industry has regularly dismissed the fact that its platforms are consistently, and disproportionately, hurting them. 



For the past three decades, the term digital divide has been used to refer to a seemingly immutable law: Kids in wealthy households have ample access to digital technologies; kids in other households, not so much. Policy makers and philanthropists put up large sums of money to close the gap. Although it persists in some parts of the world, the digital divide is starting to reverse in many developed nations, where kids from low-income families are now spending more time on screens and social media--and suffering more harm from them--than their economically privileged peers.

"Entertainment screen use" occupies about two additional hours a day for teens from low-income families compared with those from high-income families. A 2020 Pew Research Center report found that young children whose parents have no more than a high-school education are about three times likelier to use TikTok than children whose parents have a postgraduate degree. The same trend holds for Snapchat and Facebook. Part of the reason is that college-educated parents are more likely than parents without a college degree to believe that smartphones might adversely affect their children--and therefore more inclined to limit screen time.

The discrepancy isn't just a matter of class. LGBTQ+ teens report spending more time on social media than non-LGBTQ+ teens. And according to a 2022 Pew survey, "Black and Hispanic teens are roughly five times more likely than White teens to say they are on Instagram almost constantly."

In other words, expanding access to smartphones and social media seems to be increasing social disparities, not decreasing them. As Jim Steyer, the CEO of Common Sense Media, told The New York Times:

[Greater use of social media by Black and Hispanic young people] can help perpetuate inequality in society because higher levels of social media use among kids have been demonstrably linked to adverse effects such as depression and anxiety, inadequate sleep, eating disorders, poor self-esteem, and greater exposure to online harassment.


Meanwhile, tech leaders are choosing to delay their children's access to digital devices, sending their kids to tech-free Waldorf schools and making their nannies sign screen-time contracts.



The tech industry and others who oppose regulations such as KOSPA often argue that more education and parental controls are the best ways to address social media's harms. These approaches are certainly important, but they will do nothing to deter tech companies from continuing to develop products that are, by design, difficult to quit. That's why calling for "consumer education" is an approach that other companies with harmful products (including alcohol and tobacco) have relied on to generate public sympathy and defer regulation.

The approach would do little to change the underlying reality that social-media platforms, as currently engineered, create environments that are unsafe for children and adolescents. They disseminate harmful content through personalized recommendation algorithms, they foster behavioral addiction, and they enable adult strangers from around the world to communicate directly and privately with children.

Social-media companies have shown over and over again that they will not solve these problems on their own. They need to be forced to change. Young people agree. A recent Harris Poll found that 69 percent of 18-to-27-year-olds support "a law requiring social media companies to develop a 'child safe' account option for users under 18." Seventy-two percent of LGBTQ+ members of Gen Z do too.

Legislators must reject the flawed arguments that social-media companies and tech lobbyists promote in their efforts to block regulation, just as legislators rejected the arguments of tobacco companies in the 20th century. It's time to listen to the young people--and the thousands of kids with stories like Lennon's--who have been telling us for years that social media has to be fixed.
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The Supreme Court's Effort to Save Trump Is Already Working

The conservative justices created so many avenues for challenge and confusion that the Court functionally collaborated in Trump's strategy of delay.

by Quinta Jurecic




Just months ago, it seemed conceivable that Donald Trump might spend the final stretch of the presidential campaign in a Washington, D.C., courtroom, on trial for his efforts to overturn the results of the 2020 election. Even a week ago, it was possible that voters might head to the polls on Election Day with Trump's sentencing in the New York hush-money case, then scheduled for September 18, fresh in their mind. But on Friday, New York Supreme Court Justice Juan Merchan pushed the sentencing date back until the end of November--meaning that Trump will go into the election as a convicted felon, but one whose punishment has not yet been decided. And in Washington, Judge Tanya Chutkan has set out a schedule revealing that the January 6 case will not be going to trial anytime soon.

For this, Americans can blame the Supreme Court.

The cases against Trump in Georgia and Florida have foundered for their own reasons--in Georgia, poor judgment by the district attorney; in Florida, a judge appointed by Trump who has done everything in her power to upend the prosecution. But in both D.C. and New York, the culprit is the same: Trump v. United States, the Supreme Court's controversial July ruling establishing broad presidential immunity from prosecution, was a victory for Trump beyond his wildest dreams, shielding him from full criminal accountability for his actions. But the decision by the Court's right-wing supermajority wasn't just a gift to Trump on the substance. It provided Trump with extensive room for delays, allowing him to push back key stages of the criminal process past Election Day.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

Because Trump had appealed the issue up from Judge Chutkan, the Court placed proceedings in the January 6 case on hold for months while it pondered the issue--preventing the case from going to trial in March, as Chutkan had originally planned. And now Trump has managed to use the immunity ruling to delay sentencing in the New York case as well, even though a Manhattan jury found him guilty before the Court's ruling. As both judges try to forge ahead, the true scope of the disruption caused by the decision is coming into focus.

Last Thursday, Judge Chutkan opened her courtroom doors for the first hearing in the January 6 case in almost a year. ("Life was almost meaningless without seeing you," Trump's counsel John Lauro jokingly told the judge.) The mood, my Lawfare colleagues Anna Bower and Roger Parloff described, was akin to what an archaeologist might feel examining the ruins of Pompeii: Here lies the January 6 prosecution, trapped in stasis. In this instance, though, Chutkan is tasked with determining which of Pompeii's residents--that is, which components of the indictment--might be resurrected following the Supreme Court's intervention.

That will be a difficult task. Because the decision in Trump has another major advantage for the eponymous plaintiff: It is very, very confusing. And confusion means even more delay.

The ruling divided presidential conduct into three categories: conduct at the core of the president's constitutional responsibilities, for which he is absolutely immune; conduct entirely outside the president's official work, for which he is not immune; and a muddy middle category of official conduct that is only "presumptively" immune, and which prosecutors may pursue if they can show that doing so would pose no "dangers of intrusion" on presidential power. Last month, Special Counsel Jack Smith unveiled a new iteration of the January 6 indictment tailored to the Court's specifications, slicing out conduct that the majority had identified as clearly immune--specifically, Trump's effort to leverage the Justice Department to convince state legislatures that the election was stolen.

So far so good. But quagmires remain. The new indictment largely retains material related to Trump's pressure campaign on then-Vice President Mike Pence to upend the electoral count on January 6--which makes sense, given that the Court placed Trump's conversations with Pence in the "presumptively immune" category. How, though, is Chutkan to decide whether the prosecution has cleared the bar to rebut that presumption? For that matter, how is she to identify the fuzzy line between unofficial and official conduct? The Supreme Court has provided precisely no guidance. According to a scheduling order that Chutkan released following last week's hearing, the briefing alone on the immunity question will take until October 29, six days before the election. And, importantly, because the Court also indicates that Trump can immediately appeal any decision from lower courts on these questions--what's known as an "interlocutory appeal"--whatever Chutkan does could well be subject to months and months of additional litigation.

Trump v. United States is "subject to a lot of different readings," Chutkan noted drily at one point during the hearing. At another, she commented that she was "risking reversal" from the Supreme Court "no matter what I do."

So, too, is Justice Merchan. The true, absurd scope of the complications caused by the immunity ruling is perhaps most apparent in New York, where the Supreme Court's decision has called into question aspects of a prosecution that has nothing to do with presidential power at all. The facts of the case involved a scheme by Trump and those around him in the run-up to the 2016 election to bury negative news stories about the candidate's past extramarital dalliances, and then to fudge records to conceal those payments. Much of the conduct at issue took place before Trump was ever in office, and the portion that touched on Trump's time as president involved his efforts to hide the hush-money scheme after the fact--not precisely an example of the chief executive carrying out his oath to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution.

It is impossible to argue with a straight face that this comes anywhere near the realm of official presidential conduct, and the Supreme Court didn't even try. What it did instead was something far more slippery. In perhaps the most baffling section of the Court's ruling, the majority held that not only are prosecutors to avoid bringing charges against a former president for the expansive category of official acts, but even evidence of official acts can't be used to prosecute unprotected conduct--unless the government can point to a "public record" of the official act instead. (This portion of the immunity decision went too far for Justice Amy Coney Barrett, who wrote separately that such a rule would "hamstring the prosecution.") Precisely what this means is--yet again--unclear, but Trump pounced, moving quickly to inform Justice Merchan that the district attorney had relied here and there during the trial on material from Trump's time in the White House that implicated his responsibilities as president. For this reason, Trump argued, his conviction should be thrown out.

This set in motion the chain of events that ultimately led to the delay of Trump's sentencing into late November. Merchan had originally scheduled the sentencing for July 11--just 10 days after the Court handed down its opinion in Trump. The back-and-forth of court filings between Trump and District Attorney Alvin Bragg over the immunity question led Merchan to delay the date first to September 18, and then--on Friday--again, to November 26. "We are now at a place in time that is fraught with complexities rendering the requirements of a sentencing hearing ... difficult to execute," the judge explained in announcing the most recent delay, referring to the upcoming election.

Many commentators were critical of Merchan's decision. "The legal system was cowed by Trump's bullying and lawlessness," Greg Sargent declared in The New Republic. Perhaps anticipating such a response, Merchan's letter pushing back the hearing has a somewhat defensive tone, insisting that the New York court "is a fair, impartial, and apolitical institution."

Moreover, Justice Merchan was in a genuinely tight spot here. Resolving Trump's immunity motion requires untangling a snarled knot of questions on which the Supreme Court offered little clarity. How exactly is the judge to determine whether the evidence in question--such as testimony by Hope Hicks about Trump's conversations with her during her time in the White House press office--really does implicate official acts, or whether it's unofficial conduct? If the conduct is presumptively immune, has the district attorney done enough to rebut that presumption? Even if it is official, could the conviction survive, or is any use of evidence concerning immunized conduct such an egregious violation that the verdict must be overturned, as Trump argues?

And, crucially, does the Court's seeming guarantee of an interlocutory appeal for Trump on these immunity issues apply to evidentiary questions like these--meaning that Trump could immediately appeal any unfavorable ruling by Merchan, potentially sending it back up to the Supreme Court? Nobody knows, but the additional time it would take to hash out that question could have meant that even if Merchan had tried to speed proceedings along, sentencing would never have happened before Election Day regardless. Seemingly in recognition of this fact, the district attorney's office didn't object to Trump's request to delay the sentencing hearing. That choice limited Merchan's ability to move forward with sentencing without opening himself up to charges of politicizing the proceedings in order to damage Trump. (Seemingly unsatisfied with Merchan's decision, Trump is now asking the federal courts to delay the case still further while he litigates the immunity question.)

Akhil Reed Amar: Something has gone deeply wrong at the Supreme Court

For those who hoped that Trump might finally face criminal accountability before the election, this is a frustrating dodge--another example of the legal system's apparent inability to hold Trump responsible for his actions. But the real villain here isn't Bragg or Merchan, who are doing their best to carry out justice under difficult circumstances. It's the Supreme Court, which created an unmanageable situation that played directly into Trump's goal of delaying a legal reckoning. The conservative supermajority seemed genuinely troubled by Trump's allegations of unjust persecution by prosecutors and lower courts, but comparatively unconcerned about the risks to democracy posed by Trump's own actions.

If Trump wins the election, the expectation is that he'll order the Justice Department to dismiss the federal cases against him. His sentencing in New York, meanwhile, could be put on hold indefinitely. If he loses, the litigation over immunity seems certain to stretch both cases out for months, if not longer.

None of this was preordained. The Supreme Court didn't need to take up the immunity case to begin with. Once it did, the overwhelming majority of experts and commentators--myself included--expected that, at most, the Court would fashion a rule carving out some limited category of immunized conduct, perhaps creating difficulties in the January 6 case but certainly not creating problems in New York. Instead, the conservative justices issued a ruling that not only established a sweeping and poorly defined immunity but also created so many avenues for challenge and confusion that the Court functionally collaborated in Trump's strategy of delay.

Perhaps this reading is uncharitable to the Court--but at a certain point, charity is no longer merited. Following the immunity ruling, President Joe Biden announced support for a slate of reforms pushing back against the Court's decision and advocating changes to an institution that has become extreme and unaccountable. Should Kamala Harris triumph in November, the recent delays in New York and D.C. are further reasons to take up the cause of Court reform again.
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What John Stuart Mill Knew About Happiness

The great philosopher of liberty and liberalism had the ultimate advice for how to approach your "hoped-for heaven" in this earthly life.

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.

Are you a liberal? I mean it not in the modern political left-right sense but under the post-Enlightenment philosophical definition of standing for the rights of individuals, consent of the governed, political equality, private-property rights, and equality before the law. If you are this kind of liberal, you have been influenced by the 19th-century English philosopher John Stuart Mill, who was principally responsible for elucidating the ideas of classical liberalism. Arguably, Mill remains the most influential thinker about the relationship between citizens and government in a democratic society.

Mill's philosophical journey did not begin with these questions about politics and citizenship. It started when he was 20 with what he called a "mental crisis" about happiness. As he tells it in his autobiography, he discovered then a fundamental truth about finding satisfaction in life that most people never learn.

"Suppose that all your objects in life were realized," he asked himself. "Would this be a great joy and happiness to you?" His honest answer was no, leaving him with the apprehension that if he lived the way most people did--chasing worldly ambitions--he would never find satisfaction.

Mill's crisis sent him on a lifelong search for the true sources of happiness. The philosophy he developed over the next 46 years until his death gave him a guide to living. And it might just help you find what you're seeking too.

From the November 1900 issue: In praise of the eighteenth century

Mill's philosophy of happiness starts with his formula for a good society: "The general principle to which all rules of practice ought to conform, and the test by which they should be tried, is that of conduciveness to the happiness of mankind." In other words, the good society is one in which all people are as happy as possible. Before you say, "Well, duh," note that this was--and is--quite radical. To some, pursuing happiness has always sounded self-indulgent or even sinful. Further, in today's hyper-partisan political climate especially, a commonly held, usually implicit goal is for unhappiness to be visited on the millions of people considered bad for their wrong opinions.

Mill proves the validity of his formula in three steps. First, he notes that trying to be happier is a reasonable objective for every person. Second, he argues that if your happiness is good for you and my happiness is good for me, then the general well-being is the sum of all of our "happinesses." Third, he reasons that maximizing this aggregate happiness should determine how we make public decisions and judge our actions.

You are probably thinking exactly what many did in Mill's own time: that this notion doesn't make sense, because my happiness might be at odds with yours. For example, if I grab the reins of government power and tax your earned income to give to my friends, your unhappiness results from my happiness, so this summation of bliss does not compute.

Brenda Wineapple: The monumental discovery that changed how humans see themselves

Mill would disagree. To begin with, if you have proper morals, your happiness should not depend on harming another person. More generally, if we are talking about the good of society, and not your good alone, we are trying to find the path that permits the highest-possible total happiness. You should want to be happier individually, but you should also care about others' happiness and act in a public-spirited way that, for the good of the whole, minimizes any individual harm.

Of course, Mill had to define happiness and tell us how to realize it. And this made him sound like a proto-hippie. "By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain," he wrote. "By unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure." He gets even groovier: "All desirable things," he says, "are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain." You do you! No judgment!

On its face, this argument is consistent with the utilitarian philosophy of Mill's friend Jeremy Bentham, who famously wrote: "Quantity of pleasure being equal, push-pin is as good as poetry." (Push-pin was an English child's game in the 19th century.) But in his thinking, Mill can't help but add to Benthamite pragmatism with a loud stage whisper: "Choose poetry!"

Mill discriminates among pleasures as being higher or lower in quality (and thus in their effectiveness to deliver happiness). The higher pleasures he classifies as those "of the intellect, of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral sentiments," as opposed to those that give in to animal desires or fritter away our time. Maximum happiness, then, comes not just from finding any sort of pleasure, but from refining what brings you pleasure through study, thought, and contemplation. It is even, he said, "better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied."

Mill's characterization of such higher pleasures lead to his third argument about happiness: that it requires "a decided predominance of the active over the passive." What he means by this is that to refine your pleasure necessitates effort and a serious investment in self-improvement. Push-pin is easy; poetry is hard. But poetry rewards the effort with deeper, longer-lasting satisfaction.

From the November 1865 issue: Jeremy Bentham

Mill's philosophy of happiness suggests four very sound rules that you can adopt in your own life.

1. Desire to be happy.
 To want to be happier is an entirely legitimate, natural, healthy, and worthwhile goal. Don't feel guilty or selfish for seeking higher life satisfaction and greater well-being.

2. Bring happiness to others.
 You are not an island, as the English poet John Donne observed, and working for your own happiness should be part of a bigger project to build a better world. That means thinking about the well-being of others. So you should engage in acts of charity and kindness, and fight the zero-sum mentality that regards someone else's happiness as being at the expense of your own. Especially in these times, you should resist the corrosive schadenfreude of taking pleasure in the misery of others.

3. Elevate your pleasures.
 Choose enjoyment over base pleasures by uplifting your interests and improving your character. One way to do this is by identifying how you tend to fritter away time on mind-numbing trivialities and thinking about how this behavior makes you feel about yourself. Before sitting down for an hour of scrolling through social media, consider the feeling of emptiness this will most likely evoke. Keep around the house a stack of books that you want to dip into instead. And in accordance with rule No. 2, don't push trivialities on others.

4. Do the work.
 Remember that happiness is an active pursuit, not a passive one. Don't wait around for circumstances to change for your well-being. And don't make yourself dependent on others to pursue a higher pleasure. Make a plan to improve your life--and get started.

Franklin Foer: Why liberalism disappoints

Mill's life offers us one more rule. As great a liberal as he was, you might have found his philosophical prescriptions a bit dry: Happiness can seem too impersonal, even theoretical, in his writings. Behind the scenes, though, Mill's experience of happiness and unhappiness was all heart, rich in passionate engagement. He spent a good deal of his adult life in love with a woman, Harriet Taylor, who was already married--an obstacle that was a source of deep and lasting frustration for him. But when at last Harriet was widowed, and she was free to remarry, the couple was wed--and that brought Mill his deepest satisfaction: "My wife and I are one," he wrote, invoking the Bible.

Only seven years later, however, she herself died, possibly of tuberculosis, or "consumption" as it was then known, at the age of 49. On Harriet's grave, Mill had inscribed the ultimate truth he'd learned from his life: "She was the sole earthly delight of those who had the happiness to belong to her," his tribute ran. "Were there but a few hearts and intellects like hers this earth would already become the hoped-for heaven."

This was Mill's one rule to rule them all: Happiness is love.
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What I Saw on the January 6 Committee

The attack on the Capitol was never a single, isolated event, but the outburst of a movement that is still fighting.

by Jacob Glick


A man waves an American flag during the melee on the Capitol steps before the building was breached and overrun. (Joseph Rushmore)



Days after the January 6 attack on the Capitol, I joined the legal team supporting Representative Jamie Raskin and the other House managers as they prepared for President Donald Trump's second impeachment trial. At that point, relatively little was known about the origins of the attack. What was visible to us, as we scrambled to draft a presentation to the Senate, was a grim yet simple truth: Trump had set a violent mob upon Congress in order to stay in power. Later, I became part of the House January 6 select committee as an investigative counsel on a team examining how domestic violent extremism had contributed to the insurrection.

In those two roles, I was at the front lines of congressional efforts to make sense of the attack. Throughout these investigations, the question I wanted to answer wasn't so much what had happened on January 6 itself--that was clear enough to me--but what the insurrection could become, if we failed to contain the forces that had fueled it. I saw firsthand why we cannot remember the insurrection as only a dangerous anomaly or an ideologically agnostic moment of chaos, whipped up by a repugnant but vapid ex-president. It was the manifestation of an organized and growing authoritarian movement that seeks to shatter our pluralistic society.

Two years after my service on the select committee, I am still haunted by what I heard in the interviews and depositions I conducted with my team, which brought me face-to-face with Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other extremists. Witnesses described a genuine fascist ideology taking root in modern America, one that presents itself as a savior of our democracy even as it seeks to demolish it. I saw in those depositions glimpses of an America that has no place for me--a gay, Jewish man--and an America where the rule of law is forever threatened by the possibility of violence.

Working on the impeachment-trial team, I remember thinking that my legal research was unequal to the task before us. There was nothing in the record of past impeachments that came close to the high crimes we were trying to explain. A string of 19th-century improprieties--more Teapot Dome than Beer Hall Putsch--were largely mini scandals compared with Trump's attempted coup.

As I researched, I realized that some of the most helpful analogs came from abroad. I kept returning to the theory offered by the Yale historian Timothy Snyder, with whom I'd worked the prior year on a briefing to the Oversight Committee about Trump's authoritarian response to violent unrest in Portland, Oregon. Snyder placed Trump's Big Lie in the context of earlier fascist attempts to consolidate power. Moreover, he stated plainly what too many have downplayed: that the Big Lie hinged on the belief that Black and brown Americans--especially those living in large, Democratic cities--are not equal to their white peers. An essential element of Trump's unending stolen-election conspiracy is that it was a fraud perpetrated by corrupt Democrats who leveraged the votes of communities of color in places such as Philadelphia, Atlanta, and Detroit--that something about those votes was fishy or illegitimate.

The Trump administration's failure to stop the insurrection on January 6 is one piece of a story of democratic decline into racial authoritarianism, a path our country has walked before. Understanding this helped me unify the multiple instances of incitement we highlighted at the impeachment trial: Trump's equivocation after Charlottesville, his menacing of Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, his televised command to the Proud Boys.

It was obvious where this incitement had led. In the trial's final stretch, I sifted through gruesome security footage and amateur videos that the managers would use in making their case. In the clips, you can hear warlike cries of fealty to Trump and shouts of officers as they are overwhelmed by the mob.

But these events seemed to have had little bearing on the eventual verdict. Senate Republicans acquitted Trump from behind a fig-leaf procedural excuse: that the Constitution gave them no authority to convict a president once he left office. Senators couched their acquittal votes in meaningless rhetorical rebukes of Trump. By treating Trump and January 6 as ugly aberrations, many people seemed eager to rebrand the insurrection as a classic tale of American trial and triumph. The Republic endured. Donald Trump was no longer president. We were safe.


The Washington Monument can be seen in the distance as thousands of rioters and Trump loyalists surround the Capitol building. At this point the building had been breached and was being completely overrun. (Joseph Rushmore)



My first days on the select committee, nearly a year after the impeachment effort wrapped, gave me unpleasant deja vu as I again dove into the muck of January 6. I spent much of 2022 sitting with my teammates in conference rooms--or at home, on one end of a committee Webex, which we used for virtual witnesses--interviewing and deposing members of paramilitary groups and others who were connected to the attack on the Capitol. With each conversation, a fuller portrait of the insurrection emerged. This portrait stood in stark contrast to the one being painted by Trump loyalists, in Congress and elsewhere, who were eager to dismiss the attack as a tourist jaunt, a legitimate protest, or a one-off misadventure. Although a less sweeping view of January 6 might give Americans a false sense of security--and allow Trumpists and their apologists to shrug off whatever residual shame they feel--it denies the truth of our investigation.

To many of the witnesses I deposed, January 6 was justified--and vigilantism more generally is justifiable--when the values of inclusive American democracy fail to align with their own authoritarian mindset, which prioritizes hierarchy and traditionalism, and identifies danger in difference. As one Proud Boy told us, his brethren might "strive to be law-abiding citizens," but when laws infringe on things such as "religious values," it is "incumbent" on the Proud Boys to "react" and "in some way rebel when the government becomes tyrannical."

The Capitol was not the only target of this rage. I had far-ranging conversations with current and former Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, Christian nationalists, and QAnon adherents, who explained what had propelled them to January 6 and beyond: anger against racial-justice protesters, who they believed "just burn down buildings and loot small businesses" because "that's what they do"; paranoia about how LGBTQ people are trying to "twist human nature"; conspiratorial hatred, tinged with anti-Semitic tropes, of "elite globalists who are trying to take over the United States" and are the "big picture" enemy. The only way to view our evidence was as part of a broader pattern of antidemocratic violence motivated by racism, homophobia, anti-Semitism, and misogyny.

This vision began to come into focus just a few days after I started, when my team conducted the depositions of Enrique Tarrio and Stewart Rhodes, the men who had led the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers, respectively, on their paths to January 6. The two have since been convicted of seditious conspiracy. Hearing their testimony, I already saw cracks in the narrow conception of January 6 as an awful but isolated day. Rhodes fervently explained that the Oath Keepers had been ready for Trump to call on them during the Black Lives Matter protests in the summer of 2020, months before the election. Tarrio boasted that the Proud Boys remain "activists."

During the months that followed, I looked more closely at the faces of American extremism and saw a cogent worldview staring back at me. Witnesses parroted almost verbatim Trump's vilification of heavily nonwhite cities and rattled off conspiracies that reduced Black Lives Matter protesters to violent puppets of shadow elites. My team regularly recognized in these conversations markers of the "Great Replacement" theory, a white-supremacist conspiracy theory that claims that a largely Jewish elite class is manipulating Black and brown people in order to overpower white, Christian America. This belief--which has already motivated multiple attacks that have resulted in mass death--became a prism through which much of our collected testimony made sense.


Rioters force their way up a set of stairs beneath a scaffolding erected in anticipation of the coming inauguration of Joe Biden. Minutes after this image was taken, this group broke through the police line and were the first ones to reach the Capitol building. Dominic Pezzola (center), a member of the Proud Boys, would eventually be sentenced to 10 years in federal prison and three years' supervised release for his role in the insurrection. (Joseph Rushmore)



In early March, I sat in a poorly heated conference room in the O'Neill House Office Building, just a few steps from the Capitol, as I listened to our witness du jour: Patrick Casey, a former leader of the white-supremacist Groyper network, who explained how "massive multiethnic societies ... have devolved into conflict and tension." His words rattled in my head a few days later, when the same Proud Boy who'd said that January 6 was people fighting back "a little bit" went on to fulsomely defend the Capitol siege as a show of force by heroic guardians of traditional Western morality.

These rationalizations of violence and bigotry became so commonplace that I risked losing sight of their significance. But downplaying them became impossible the afternoon I sat down again in that same conference room, this time for an interview with Jason Van Tatenhove, a former Oath Keeper propagandist. I asked him why he thought Donald Trump was so important to Rhodes, the Oath Keepers' founder. He explained that Rhodes had always hoped that a strong right-wing leader would invite the Oath Keepers to be a praetorian guard to smash ideological opponents and enforce public order. My mind flashed to the ascendant SS in Weimar Germany and the secret police of Pinochet's Chile--two cases where paramilitary fighters were invited by political leaders to engage in extrajudicial violence to conquer their enemies and cleanse their society without fear of consequences.

As we continued to collect evidence and conduct interviews, I became only more convinced that Americans were deeply unaware of the enduring threat of violence--and its dangerous proximity to the political mainstream. Later that spring, we obtained text messages showing eager coordination between Rhodes and Robert Weaver, one of the two co-founders of the Jericho March, an election-denying coalition that embraced Christian-nationalist language and had staged an event in Washington, D.C., in mid-December 2020 that was a key precursor to the insurrection. The other Jericho March co-founder, Arina Grossu, told me in an interview that Black Lives Matter and election fraud were twin threats "destructive to the fabric of America." Both individuals were Trump-administration employees on January 6.

Around the same time, we deposed a North Carolina paramilitary leader, who appeared on-screen with a semiautomatic rifle hanging behind him. He clearly had no appetite for the deposition, but soon he was warning us about the murderous intent of the Three Percenters, who had become too extreme even for him. He worried that militias would cause more violence in 2024 at voting precincts that "they assumed to be fraudulent." Political tolerance of extremism was fueling an unending vigilante fantasy.

Of course, none of these witnesses proclaimed themselves to be foot soldiers of authoritarianism. They believed themselves to be the good guys, who were obeying Donald Trump's command to rescue America from evil forces that had stolen the election and corrupted our society. And during these hours-long exchanges, it was impossible not to sometimes glimpse charming details on the other end of the Webex. Kellye SoRelle, a lawyer for the Oath Keepers, asked us to pause her deposition so she could feed her cat breakfast. Yet by the end of our session, she was ranting about how a "Jewish" intelligence operation was a mechanism to "further the agenda for global groups" and undermine American sovereignty.

Perhaps the most frightening moment came in early June, when I deposed James Watkins, a man who, along with his son Ron, is widely thought to be at the inner core of the QAnon conspiracy theory. (Both have denied being Q.) I began by asking Watkins about the number of visitors to their website, 8kun, which is known for doxxing campaigns, white-supremacist content, and the occasional mass-shooter manifesto. He said that although traffic to the site varies, it would be higher that day. When I asked why, he whispered forebodingly: "Because they know I'm talking to you."

During my tenure on the committee, a regular staccato of political and targeted violence echoed in the background of our investigation: a far-right killing of a racial-justice protester in Portland, Oregon; a white-supremacist massacre at a supermarket in a Black neighborhood in Buffalo, New York; a neo-Nazi plot against an Idaho Pride parade; a mass shooting by a violent Trump supporter at the July 4 celebration of a heavily Jewish Chicago suburb; an attack on the FBI after Trump denounced its search of Mar-a-Lago; an attempted kidnapping of then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi and a hammer attack on her husband by a Big Lie believer.

Then, the weekend after I finished my work on the select committee, a shooter with radical beliefs he'd picked up in far-right online spaces opened fire at an LGBTQ club in Colorado Springs. When I learned the news, I thought immediately of our depositions: snide comments by Proud Boys about the need to defend traditional families, imagined conspiracies in which LGBTQ people acted as yet another arm of sinister elites.

These atrocities reminded me, again and again, that the story of January 6 was not over. I knew that their perpetrators--like the insurrectionists I deposed--were part of something much bigger, something ongoing. Our witnesses expressed a clear vision of the society they wanted, one in which the progress of the late 20th century--on race, sexual orientation, gender, and religious tolerance--would be undone, by force if necessary. These attacks, like January 6 itself, were fitful attempts to make this nightmare a reality.


Rioters run through clouds of tear gas in the later hours of the day as law enforcement eventually began to take back ground and reestablish control over the Capitol. (Joseph Rushmore)



Three and a half years after January 6, Donald Trump is aiming to return to the White House, propelled by openly fascist promises. Following his guilty verdict in New York, Trump's tirades against the rule of law sparked a fresh wave of insurrectionary threats from his supporters, providing a hint of the dangers that could again emerge if he embarks on another sustained and targeted campaign of incitement. Then, on the debate stage, Trump embraced Capitol rioters as "innocent" and refused to commit to accepting the results of the 2024 election--a clear indication that he remains willing to court fascistic violence in order to regain power. Days later, the Supreme Court virtually guaranteed that Trump will be free to stoke more violence from the Oval Office, which prompted a leading architect of his second-term agenda to threaten violence in order to achieve a Trump-led "second American Revolution." Since then, Trump has amplified social-media posts embracing QAnon, called for the jailing of his political opponents, and threatened violence against immigrants.

This dynamic, which mirrors the slow burn toward insurrection that I explored on the select committee, should terrify every American who loves our democracy. Another Trump presidency will invite more hatred and violence targeting not only our democratic infrastructure but also members of vulnerable groups not welcome in the intolerant society that extremists are trying to bring into existence. The insurrection still inspires adherents of this cause. America is still fighting off the January 6 attack, because the attackers themselves are still fighting for their vision of America--one that extends far beyond the steps of the Capitol.
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Gullible Mr. Trump

The former president will believe anything--even wild rumors about immigrants killing and eating pets--as long as it's cruel, politically expedient, and on TV.

by Adam Serwer




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


Perhaps the most telling moment of last night's debate was when former President Donald Trump, desperate for a compelling attack line against Vice President Kamala Harris, repeated the right-wing canard that Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are stealing and eating people's pets.

"They're eating the dogs. The people that came in, they're eating the cats," Trump shouted into the microphone. "They're eating the pets of the people that live there, and this is what's happening in our country, and it's a shame."

A moderator, ABC News's David Muir, quickly noted that the city manager has said that the story is baseless.

A diminished Trump replied, "Well, I've seen people on television. People on television say, 'My dog was taken and used for food.'" This was a tremendously revealing response about how Trump's brain works--and by extension the minds of his Fox News-captured supporters, who will simply believe anything they are told, no matter how outrageous or false, as long as it aligns with their preexisting prejudices. Trump felt so wounded by the exchange that he went on Fox News this morning to demand that ABC News be "shut down" for fact-checking him, a reminder that Trump does not believe that Americans should have the legal right to criticize him.

This falsehood, directed at a community that has done nothing wrong besides being from a different place than the surrounding residents, shows how much the Trump campaign's strategy hinges on polluting the information environment with lies about vulnerable groups that Republicans want to blame for the country's problems. But for all their dishonest catastrophizing about immigrants, Republicans offer no solutions, only boundless cruelty toward scapegoats. Fact-checked in real time, Trump could provide no evidence for his smear other than that, like a small child, he believes everything he sees on TV.

Read: What was he even talking about?

Much of the Republican political strategy is based on pumping this kind of poison into the public discourse. It is idiotic nonsense that, as Trump has said, children are going to school and coming home having received gender-reassignment surgery. It is totally false that undocumented immigrants are swinging elections. It is a vicious fabrication that women are having their babies killed right after being born. Like the Trump campaign's effort to incite hatred against Haitian immigrants, these are nothing more than lies meant to frighten the intended audience into endorsing extreme measures against constituencies that are too small or politically weak to defend themselves.

I don't want to overstate the degree to which the media have acted as a bulwark against these falsehoods. Many members of the press have not covered themselves in glory, perhaps fearing that correcting Trump too aggressively would make them look biased in favor of Democrats. But misinformation has thrived mostly because social-media platforms have largely abandoned efforts at moderation, after a successful intimidation campaign by conservatives committed to ensuring that their most baseless propaganda can reach as large an audience as possible. Members of the press may fail at delivering the truth, but they will at least attempt to do so. Social-media platforms have no such commitment to providing accurate information to users; their priority is ensuring that you are glued to your devices for as long as possible. The extent to which this toxic information dynamic is due solely to the Republican interest in defending whatever baffling nonsense comes out of Trump's mouth is probably understated.

In this environment, and especially on Elon Musk's X, where the right-wing billionaire has used his account to boost one false claim after another, misinformation can thrive largely unopposed. This is why Russian influence operations have been so successful in paying conservatives to do their bidding; it is why Republicans in Congress used their authority to attack disinformation researchers; it is why conservatives are paying online influencers to spread misogynist lies about Harris. It is also why the lie about Haitian immigrants spread so quickly, despite having no basis in fact.

Trump had no evidence for this lie, which his running mate, Senator J. D. Vance of Ohio, has repeated despite tacit acknowledgment of its inaccuracy, posting that "it's possible these rumors will turn out to be false."

Vance's response deserves unpacking. About 15,000 Haitian immigrants have moved to Springfield, helping revitalize the local economy and filling the pews of local churches. There have also been problems; a sudden influx of people is likely to temporarily strain infrastructure that was built for a smaller population. A child was killed last year when a Haitian immigrant crashed into a school bus; the family of the child has said that the Haitian community as a whole is not at fault and has told the Trump campaign to stop exploiting their son's death in a xenophobic campaign against immigrants. Besides, the Haitian community is not collectively responsible for the actions of one of its members any more than white people in Ohio are responsible for Vance.

Read: How Harris roped a dope

The Haitian immigrants in Springfield have been doing precisely what conservatives say they want immigrants to do: come legally, work hard, and contribute to their new home. But precisely because these immigrants were doing what they were asked, it was necessary to lie about them. As Vance's response indicates, it does not matter to him if the scurrilous accusations he was making are true. He does not care. If immigration is bad and immigrants are bad, then even a lie serves a larger truth.

These smears of Haitian immigrants are dishonorable. They are cowardly. They are dishonest. And in that, they are as straightforward an example of the values of Trump-era conservatism as you could ask for: an entire political movement venerating an old man who believes whatever racist lies flash across his television screen.
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Entitlement Is Not an Identity. It's a Trap.

In Rumaan Alam's latest novel, a Black woman's quest for status runs up against her blind spots.

by Tope Folarin




In July of this year, a U.S.-based company called CrowdStrike released an update for its widely used cybersecurity software, inadvertently triggering a massive system crash. In the hours that followed, what has since been described as the "largest outage in history" affected nearly every facet of our global society. On X, the phrase Leave the world behind went viral. That is the title of Rumaan Alam's third novel, in which a catastrophic collapse of communications strands a group of people in a vacation rental. The characters are Black and white, rich and less well-off, and over the course of the novel, Alam shows how racial and economic disparities frustrate their efforts to survive.

Alam is particularly skilled at depicting the forces that unite and divide us, and his latest novel, Entitlement, is similarly preoccupied with questions of race and class. Set in 2013 in New York City, Entitlement is full of people who exist in a rarefied bubble: They are graduates of elite colleges and inheritors of impressive trust funds. One of the novel's main characters is an ultra-wealthy philanthropist who is attempting to build his legacy by contributing to the worthiest causes--or those that will at least grant him a measure of posthumous acclaim.

The novel's protagonist is pressing up against that bubble. She is a familiar literary figure, a striver who has gained entry into an exclusive realm--in this case the elite world of philanthropy--and is desperate to remain. She's also a Black woman. She plays her part well throughout the novel (she works hard, dresses impeccably, and has an eye for art), and she is amply rewarded. Yet despite her private-school pedigree (this isn't quite a rags-to-riches tale), her ultimate ambition remains tantalizingly out of reach. Entitlement, a barbed, voluble book, is about how certain immutable traits, sex and race among them, persist as fundamental forces that shape our lives no matter how we might attempt to deny or overlook them. It's also about what happens when status becomes a placeholder for identity.

Read: How to write an imperfect Black woman

We first meet Brooke Orr as she is taking the subway to work. She's on her way to the vaguely defined family foundation where she's recently landed a job, and she and her fellow commuters are on high alert because someone has been terrorizing the New York City subway system, a "lunatic ... who [is] jabbing unsuspecting commuters with a hypodermic." She arrives late to a meeting in which Asher Jaffee, a wealthy co-founder of the foundation, is holding forth about various topics, including what he could accomplish if he were the mayor of New York. Brooke rolls her eyes at this; Asher notices and lightly reprimands her, but he's also intrigued by this seemingly fearless woman.

Brooke and Asher soon develop a close relationship, which will evolve, strengthen, and falter over the course of the novel. Asher is the brilliant, doting instructor and Brooke the eager student. They are opposites in almost every sense: He is a white octogenarian billionaire with an enviable art collection and extensive real-estate portfolio; she is a 33-year-old Black woman who is attempting to revive her career after a false start as a teacher. She is unsure of her place in her family and community, searching for a cause to embrace.

Asher rightly suspects that she is something of a blank canvas upon which he can project his desires. This is partly because of Brooke's blinkered relationship with her racial background. Alam implies that Brooke did not spend much time around Black people as a child; as an adult, she often seems uncomfortable around them. When Asher's Black driver attempts to initiate a conversation about his daughters, Brooke is "cool to him." Later, when a Black woman who is running for city council seeks to form a connection, she resists:

Brooke had heard this all before. The power of tribe. Even if they looked one way, they were nothing alike--a church girl from Brooklyn, with a vast network of cousins and vague relations, and a private-school kid from Manhattan with a white mother, a white brother, many white aunties. Brooke spent most of her time with white people, who never discussed the allegiance of race, because they did not need to. Somehow to hear it thus seemed demeaning. Brooke didn't want to be used.


The fact that Brooke interprets the woman's approach as a manipulation is instructive. Brooke perceives her Black skin as an incidental aspect of her biological makeup, not as a physical trait that demands social acknowledgement.

But though Brooke dismisses her race in personal interactions, she is acutely aware of its significance in her professional life. Asher asks Brooke to find a suitable target for his philanthropy, and she eventually settles on an after-school dance program in Brooklyn. She makes this choice not out of a sense of solidarity with the children or the Black woman who runs it but because she knows her boss will approve: "Brooke knew what was expected by every teacher, by every professor, by every boss, by every coworker, and now by Asher. He'd want the story of Black kids with Black problems."

Read: A satire of America's obsession with identity

We learn surprisingly little about Brooke's internal life throughout the novel; Alam doesn't reveal many of her preoccupations beyond her dedication to impressing Asher--and, as the novel progresses, her goal of purchasing an apartment despite her limited funds. She remains merely a sketch, a vector of ambition. She doesn't have many friends and she doesn't seem especially close with her family; her drive for success seems to have little motivation beyond her desire for what others have. This is a core element of the novel, but also a narrative shortcoming: We don't get to know her, because she doesn't really know herself.

In this novel, who Brooke is is less important than how she serves the story. Her refusal (or inability) to fully engage with her background prevents her from understanding how she's seen by the rest of the world, whether that's another Black woman who is hoping for connection or a rich white man who expects her to find a Black organization that might be worthy of his dollars. She fails to recognize that it is not the Black woman who is exploiting her but rather the white man who is using her to serve his own agenda.

Brooke's blind spot reflects broader misconceptions about how people of color and other marginalized groups can achieve success. Alam skillfully demonstrates how the notion of entitlement papers over the gap between the fantasy of the American dream and the reality of American life. Brooke comes to believe that she is entitled, because of her intelligence and work ethic, to the privileges that others enjoy but she eventually learns that only a select few can grab what they want.

One of Brooke's problems is that she inhabits, however tenuously, a realm filled with takers who define themselves by what they have--forcing Brooke to define herself by what she lacks. She understands that in this milieu, money is tangentially connected to effort; some are simply handed immense fortunes once they reach a certain age, and others do nothing as their bank accounts grow effortlessly. Her frustration mounts as she watches her friends accrue wealth and privilege--not just because she envies their resources, though that is certainly the case. As Alam writes, Brooke "wanted what people most wanted and was the thing that rich people hoarded: not money, but the grace of God and the universe, a way to be in the world and enjoy it. She wanted selfhood."

This, in a way, is the ultimate entitlement--the ability to be who you want to be. Brooke, however, isn't sure whom she would like to be, because she is unmoored. Her ambition strains her relationships with her friends and family, and she lacks any other support system. Inspired by her interactions with Asher, she eventually seeks to form an identity based on her pursuit of (and fealty to) privilege. As the story unfolds, she tries to create her ideal self by purchasing personal items with her company card and deceiving her bank about her resources to secure a mortgage. What she must learn is that you can't buy your way to selfhood.

In the end, Brooke's struggle reveals a deeper truth: That in a society in which the circumstances of birth still dictate much of one's fate, the pursuit of fulfillment is fruitless without an honest understanding of the forces that shape and constrain it. Entitlement captures this dilemma, showing that although ambition and intelligence may open doors, the ultimate prize--true autonomy and agency--remains elusive for almost everyone. Brooke's journey is a poignant reminder that, for most people, entitlement is not an identity but a trap.
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Donald Trump Can't Stop Posting

He has begun to speak like someone who is deep inside the right-wing internet.

by Ali Breland




During last night's debate, Donald Trump said some strange things, even by his own standards. He praised the Hungarian leader Viktor Orban (using the antidemocratic term strongman approvingly); lamented that immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are "eating the dogs"; and falsely suggested that Kamala Harris wants to do "transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." This is not merely the stuff of normal Trumpian discourse. This is the stuff of someone who is merely spending way too much time on the right-wing internet.



Trump has long used the internet prolifically. But recently, he has exhibited himself as someone who is not simply on the internet, but as someone who is of the internet. In real life, he speaks in posts emblematic of the terminally online. Orban is a figure who is dear to much of the online far right for his moves to erode Hungarian democracy but who is likely not a well-known figure to most voters. "Transgender operations for illegal aliens in prison" is a phrase ChatGPT would spit out if you fed it right-wing posts and asked it to parody them. Haitian immigrants eating people's pets in Ohio is a hallucination that was born on the right-wing internet as well.



If you spend enough time among the extremely online right, you'll come to realize that they're into deeply bizarre things. Not bizarre in the sense that their politics may be different from yours, but odd in that you might find their politics off-putting even if you otherwise agree with them on major issues. The extremely online right isn't one thing, but a set of factionalized influencers and posters who often share bigoted memes and traffic in conspiracy theories. It includes the more well-known likes of Candace Owens, Nick Fuentes, and Charlie Kirk but also edgier figures who post under pseudonyms such as Zero HP Lovecraft and Bronze Age Pervert. The fringiest wings are into scientific racism, "white genocide," and raw milk. They love talking about how they "will not eat the bugs," (a conspiracy theory about a globalist plot to impel people to eat bugs to reduce their carbon footprint) and hate something called "the bugmen" (a term for what they see as frail modern, urban men).



These things don't sound normal to people who do not binge-scroll through X feeds made up of posts by people with profile pictures of Greek statues with laser eyes and display names such as Raw Egg Nationalist. These posters say that the absurdity is ironic. It's just a part of the joke. It's just "schizoposting." If you're missing the joke, that's your problem. By the time their ideas trickle down to people like Trump, most of the irony has been washed away, if it ever existed at all. Onstage, Trump didn't sound like someone who was doing a bit or trying to troll anyone; he sounded like he believed every part of it.



Perhaps Trump himself is not incessantly scrolling the fringe of the right-wing internet, but he has surrounded himself with people who are. When Trump traveled to Philadelphia for the debate, he was joined on his plane by the online conspiracy theorist Laura Loomer. Like other prominent figures on the extremely online right, she is prone to inflammatory posts. Loomer has said that she didn't care about the 2019 shootings in New Zealand in which 51 people were killed in two mosques, and has maintained relationships with multiple white nationalists.



That Trump is extremely online doesn't bode well for him. In 2016, Trump spoke more about the things that actually matter to people, even as his campaign rallies were rambling and at times incoherent. His populist rhetoric about corporate greed and elites touched prevailing currents that were coursing through the body politic. Even his bigotry made more strategic sense. Suggesting that brown Middle Easterners are possible terrorists, and instituting a Muslim ban, unfortunately had some mass appeal. Suggesting that Haitians are eating dogs in Springfield is incredibly niche. Post-debate polls suggest that voters saw the same thing--they handily selected Harris as the winner.



The change marks a shift in Trump's rhetoric but also the right's more broadly. Over the past several years, the right has been accruing political tombstones for candidates who logged on too hard: Blake Masters, Kari Lake, and Ron DeSantis all ran prominent internet-brained campaigns and lost their elections. DeSantis made abolishing "wokeness" his totalizing concern in his presidential bid, a thing that plays well on the internet but isn't as galvanizing offline. Lake, who ran for Arizona governor in 2022, appeared with a Nazi sympathizer and QAnon supporters at campaign events. In her current, struggling bid for the Senate, she has pushed a version of the online white-nationalist "Great Replacement" theory. J. D. Vance, who is one of the most online mainstream politicians, won his Senate seat in Ohio, but his relatively narrow victory in a red state suggests that he won in spite of himself. Now, as Trump's running mate, he appears to have brought this style of politics to the presidential campaign as well.



Trump said that he saw immigrants eating people's pets on TV, but if this is actually how he came to the rumor, this, too, is a sign of the right's descent into the fever dreams of its most online members. Right-wing cable news (and radio) channels used to play a significant role in setting the right's agenda, but they now follow the lead of the oddest conspiracy theories being generated online. People like Tucker Carlson have long been a bridge between these two worlds, but parroting the discourse of the online right is now becoming the standard operating procedure of right-wing media at large. These lines have been further blurred by the ascent of explicitly right and more tacitly right-wing livestreams and podcasts, such as those hosted by Adin Ross and Logan Paul--both of which Trump has recently appeared on.



It may be that the entire American right is terminally online and that Trump is closing the gap. After nearly a decade of Trump shaping the online right, the online right has now done the same to him.
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Twilight of the Emoji

The usefulness of these formerly fun discourse pictures is on the wane.

by Ian Bogost




As my daughter and I bobbed in our pool floats, I wondered when my wife, still inside the house, was going to join us. I'd left my phone ashore, so I tapped into messages on my smartwatch. I navigated carefully to the emoji interface, then scrolled to find the swimming pool. But no such emoji exists. Instead, there is a person swimming (?). It would be sufficient; I tapped the tiny icon on my tiny screen, only to then be presented with a choice of skin tones for my swimmer: light, medium, dark, or Simpsons-yellow. I picked one and sent the message, which ultimately did what I intended: signal to my wife that we were in the pool. (Later, I discovered that I had actually selected the "man swimming" emoji; separate emoji depict a woman and a gender-neutral person swimming, which unfurl into their own menus of skin colors.)



Using emoji used to be fun and efficient, but now it feels both fraught and ineffective. Instead of communicating the idea of a thing, emoji are now expected to illustrate a specific person, scene, or situation. Although better representation of individuals of all kinds, in all contexts, is a desirable social goal (as I've written before), this approach has significant drawbacks. Emoji are now an illustrative language rather than an ideographic one--they depict specific scenes rather than gesturing toward concepts. And people, rather than ideas, are at the center of emoji-speak. When I searched the emoji for "swim," the various pictures on offer all implied specific embodiment: a bikini, a Speedo, and a one-piece women's swimsuit. My expression was neither satisfied nor expedited by emoji. I wished I'd just used words instead.

Read: I will not thumbs-up your email

My encounter with the innocuous swimming-themed emoji occurred in the aftermath of a more portentous emoji culture war. Although emoji are standardized by an organization called the Unicode Consortium, each platform is free to implement its own image for each one. In 2016, Apple changed its depiction of the gun emoji to a toy water pistol. The company had, it seemed, chosen to abandon the revolver in response to the ongoing epidemic of American gun violence, perhaps to distance itself from that topic. (A spokesperson for the company did not answer questions about the company's decision by the time of publication.) By 2018, major companies such as Google, Samsung, Facebook, Twitter, and Microsoft had followed suit. The shift was so widespread that Unicode changed the emoji's official name to "water pistol."



But Elon Musk's X, formerly Twitter, recently reversed course. The social-media platform now embraces the firearm again as a weapon, not a toy, having replaced the water gun with a cartoon depiction of a semiautomatic pistol. An X software engineer who posted about the change wrote that "the gun emoji was returned back into its rightful form," naming a specific firearm, the Colt M1911. He added a Pepe the Frog image, a common alt-right symbol online, and shared an X post that read, "First they came for our real gun emojis and we said nothing." Writing at Fast Company, Chris Stokel-Walker called the new emoji "disturbingly realistic."



But emoji are language, and the presence of a gun emoji doesn't entail violence any more than the word gun does. One may refer to guns, at times, when intending violence--in one case, a man was jailed for sending an ex-girlfriend the emoji, which a judge construed as a threat. Yet for platforms to attempt to ban the image even over this concern is to force a step backward for human expression. Those who wanted to use the image for communication--no matter the purpose--had previously found themselves constrained to a specific and decidedly secondary meaning of the term (that is, a toy). Like it or not, a gun is a firearm--a device used to propel a bullet at high velocity through explosive force.



The common, pre-2016 design for this emoji, a revolver, offered a reasonable take on the matter. That's because the six-shooter is a good approximation for a generic abstraction of a handgun. You can still purchase and use a revolver, but it evokes a murky, timeless concept with a long history: It suggests the Wild West, law enforcement, prowlers, bank robbers, castle doctrinists, and more. As a generic, it also makes for a good, rebus-like stand-in for firearm-adjacent concepts: firing something in the generic sense, or guns as a nickname for biceps--or, paired with the emoji showing a splash of water, as the water gun that replaced it.



By contrast, X's new gun emoji could certainly feel more threatening--but not because it is no longer a toy, nor because it is realistic, as Stokel-Walker wrote (emoji are cartoons; none are truly realistic). Rather, it's because the semiautomatic handgun that X uses to render the gun emoji has a different and more particular cultural significance. The Colt M1911 is not just a regular gun, as The Verge called it. For decades, it was the standard-issue sidearm for the U.S. Armed Forces and has sometimes been used by law enforcement. As a generic representation of a semiautomatic pistol, the image also evokes more contemporary uses such as recreational shooting, home defense, street crime, and more. Compared with the revolver, those activities are more readily connected to guns as an implement in the culture wars. Semiautomatic pistols also generally look the same as fully automatic ones; both types are the subject of deep strife in America.



Put differently, X's change feels pregnant with political meaning because it is a specific kind of non-toy handgun. Emoji ought to be as broadly expressive as possible. Guns--and swimming, and much more--would be most fruitfully emojified in the most generic, abstract way possible. Yet emoji seem to be evolving in the opposite direction. Unicode approves more new icons every year, with more specific and narrow intended meanings--a lime or a mythical phoenix, say. New emoji this year even include variants that specify which direction the picture faces--a person running to the right rather than to the left--a choice that only further plunges emoji-life into the murk of particulars. This year, Apple also announced Genmoji, a forthcoming feature that uses AI to allow individual users to spawn what seems like any concept imaginable. The feature is meant to "match any moment perfectly," according to Apple. An example shown in a marketing video turned the prompt "smiley relaxing wearing cucumbers" into, well, a yellow emoji head wearing cucumbers, spa-style; "lox bagel" produced a convincing rendition of that preparation. Users will also be able to create Genmoji that resemble real people in your photo albums--presumably adjusting them for specific situations.

Read: Yet another iPhone, dear God

That sounds fun but also doomed. Will Genmoji allow you to depict your mother holding a firearm? Apple didn't respond when I asked what guardrails it might apply to user-created Genmoji. But some people will be bothered, no matter how the feature works. Consider a less charged but still controversial matter: Apple's demo depicted a lox bagel eaten as a sandwich rather than open-faced, as some purists insist it should be eaten.



Whether textual or visual, languages are powerful because they allow an infinity of complex expression. And languages work because the communities that use them develop a shared understanding of their meaning. For years, emoji have been transforming from a sophisticated, powerful visual language capable of diverse expression into just a format for sending pictures that conform to the emoji visual style. To which I say, ?.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/09/emoji-language/679776/?utm_source=feed
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She Won the Psychological Battle, But ...

Will that win her the election?

by Hanna Rosin




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

The most appropriate terms to describe how Kamala Harris triumphed over Donald Trump in Tuesday's debate come not from political punditry but from the field of psychology: triggered, baited, ego deflated. In answer after answer, Harris went straight for Trump's tender spots, calling him weak, saying that he was an easy target for dictators "who can manipulate you with flattery" and that he was having a "difficult time processing" that he had actually lost the previous election.

Harris laid obvious traps, saying that people left Trump's rallies "out of exhaustion and boredom," for example, and he walked into nearly all of them. The result was that Trump was too distracted to land many punches.

On this week's Radio Atlantic, we talk with the political writers Elaine Godfrey and Mark Leibovich to explore the potential long-term effects of the dramatic debate. Will this new impression of Harris stick? Will Trump's missed opportunities make a difference? (And what is the right Taylor Swift song to capture this political moment?)



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: So, people often say that presidential debates don't really move the needle, unless something goes wrong. We've had two debates this election. The first one mattered because something went wrong for Biden. Today, we're going to talk about why this one also mattered. Because it went very wrong for Trump. Like, even many Republicans said that.

They were spinning a loss before it was over. I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And today, we're going to talk to Mark Leibovich and Elaine Godfrey, who cover politics for The Atlantic. Hi, Elaine.

Elaine Godfrey: Hi, Hanna.

Mark Leibovich: Hi, Hanna.

Rosin: So, we're taping the day after the debate. The last time the two of you were on the show was two months ago, after the disastrous Biden debate. Where do you think Democrats are now?

Leibovich: In a better place. [Laughs.] Elaine?

Godfrey: A much better place. That feels like eons ago that we did that.

Rosin: Well, like, actually. Mark the moment. Sort of: Where are they actually now?

Leibovich: Bringing everyone up to date. Uh, about two months ago, Democrats, or, you know, the Biden-Trump debate: total disaster for Biden.

Everyone knew it. You know, within five minutes. And then: a summer that people will write books about for, I think, years.

Godfrey: Nope.

Leibovich: However, I will skim a book about it because, you know, we all lived through it very vividly. But, no: So the events that happened on June 27, I believe it was, resulted in a chain reaction that, as we all know, ended up in Biden dropping out, Harris becoming the nominee, and a great deal of momentum. Which seemed to be flagging a little bit for Harris.

But, you know, if it was, you would imagine it has picked right back up again after last night's debate--which I think she won fairly convincingly.

Rosin: Elaine, what was the first moment that stood out for you?

Godfrey: Oh, the first moment for me was definitely the handshake. I was watching right away. I had paused my Roku so I could make sure to get the handshake. And like, I was getting popcorn ready. I was getting everything ready in my kitchen. Came out, watched her aggressively move across the stage toward him.

Went around the podium to demand the handshake. He looked very displeased.

Kamala Harris: Kamala Harris. Let's have a good debate.
 Donald Trump: Nice to see you. Have fun.
 Kamala Harris: Thank you.


Godfrey: Just thought that was sort of ... that really set the tone, I think, for the rest of the debate.

Rosin: In what way? Because, Mark, you actually mentioned to me before the debate that you were going to watch out for the handshake, and if you advised her, you advised her to do exactly what she did: which was walk up to him and give him a handshake. What was the significance of the handshake?

Leibovich: It was a power move. It was absolutely a power move by someone who had a wide opening to do it, which is--you go onto a stage with someone you've never met before. She was assertive in that she walked into his space. I mean, don't underestimate the power of space and space-taking and space invasion and all that.

And he didn't quite know how to react. It was an awkward encounter. But she was in command of it. I mean, she said, "Hi, I'm Kamala Harris." I don't know if she rehearsed that or not. But what was clear to me was in the first few minutes of the debate, he seemed a little bit off balance. I mean, she seemed more nervous than off balance.

But it was almost as if he was regretting or second-guessing or seething. Something about, I think, that first encounter really set him off on a bad note.

Rosin: Mhm. So on a recent episode of this show, George Conway was on, and we talked about the explicit strategy of mocking and goading Trump that they were trying out at the Democratic National Convention. Conway said on that episode that he had told the Democrats they should hire a team of psychological professionals to advise them how to get under Trump's skin.

I mean, I got the feeling that maybe they had hired a team of psychological professionals to help them get under Trump's skin. I mean, it really felt like a psychological operation as much as a political operation.

Godfrey: It totally did. The first handshake was the opening salvo in this, but like Mark said, she seemed sort of nervous at first. She quickly kind of got it together, and then immediately projected that she was about to start doing a lot of these things, like, baiting him. And that projection, I think, took the form of her trying to make this sort of confused-slash-disgusted face at him whenever she could. Like, it was as though her team had advised her to make like, the most meme-worthy expression possible when she was looking at Trump. There was one point where she put her hand under her chin and looked at him sideways. Of course, it took off online. And it was the perfect projection of: This is how I'm going to handle Trump.

Rosin: It's interesting, because Maya Rudolph on SNL, when she makes fun of Kamala Harris, makes fun of her trying to create memes, like she's a try-hard with the memes. But somehow, yesterday, that element of try-hard was missing, like it was just maybe 40 degrees more natural than it usually is. And so the memes this morning, there were about 80 different faces that she made. So you know, you could just run the Kamala faces looking at him. Whereas--I bet you noticed this, Mark--did he look at her once?

Leibovich: No, he didn't at all. And, you know, he just couldn't. And I don't know if that was by design. I mean, he does not seem terribly coachable. I mean, you can imagine any number of debate preppers, if he had any at all, would say, 'Look, I mean, you know, your resting face is going to be on camera. Uh, when you look at her or don't look at her, that will be evident on camera.'

She clearly was well prepared. And I think also--and I don't know if I should say this, but I'll say it anyway. She clearly was well prepared. Um, she was not Biden. And what I mean by that is, her face moved. I mean, Biden's face did not move at all.

Rosin: You're right. The resting face of Biden was almost what killed him in the last debate. Besides that, sort of--

Leibovich: --when he spoke.

Rosin: Besides what he spoke. But it was his resting face, which--

Leibovich: Yes, it was like, kind of the mouth slightly agape. But she, I mean, I just couldn't stop being grateful that she was not Joe Biden. Sorry, Joe Biden lovers out there. It was the newness of her, the freshness of her face. I don't mean to sound shallow, but it was just a really great asset for her side.

Rosin: For me, like, [when] the debate turned and she was trying to trigger him was when she was asked a question about immigration.

Now, this is her weakest spot and then, this was a few minutes into the debate. What is her biggest weakness? First, she says, you know, "I prosecuted." Then she talks about him killing the border-security bill.

You know, he makes him seem selfish, like she's already goading him. And then out of nowhere, she turns it into this thing about how his rallies are lame.

Harris: You will see, during the course of his rallies, he talks about fictional characters like Hannibal Lecter. He will talk about when mills cause cancer.
 And what you will also notice is that people start leaving his rallies early out of exhaustion and boredom.


Rosin: And then, boom, what does he say two minutes later?

Godfrey: Rallies are not lame!

Trump: She can't talk about that. People don't leave my rallies. We have the biggest rallies, the most incredible rallies in the history of politics.


Rosin: Also, he says the sentence "In Springfield, they're eating the dogs."

Trump: In Springfield, they're eating the dogs. The people that came in, they're eating the cats, they're eating, they're eating the pets.


Rosin: And that was the end. I mean, that was the end. It sort of all went downhill from there. So when you guys were watching the debate, what was your reaction to that moment?

Godfrey: So, for me, it felt so obvious. It felt like watching a storm coming. It was like: Okay, she's baiting him. Is he gonna take it? And immediately: "People love my rallies. They never leave my rallies early." It was the perfect move for her. And she sort of seemed to take that in and just do it every time.

Like, after that, at the end of every answer or non-answer that she gave, she would bait him with something, like, you know, your family left you 400,000, or whatever it--

Rosin: You wish it was 400.

Godfrey: 400,000,000?

Rosin: Wasn't--

Godfrey: Okay. Um, you know, a lot of money. And he, you know, immediately was defending himself from that. He can't not respond to personal attacks. And like, it was funny, because ahead of the debate, they had been projecting that they were going to do this. They were saying to reporters, "We are going to bait him." And he was baited.

Rosin: Right. Right.

Leibovich: Yeah, no, I mean: I don't think, you know, you need George Conway's three or four psychological experts to know how to get under his skin.

Rosin: And when he would answer--like, if you take that immigration answer, obviously the correct political move would be not to say "My crowds are big" but to get back to the immigration question, which is her weakness. So what were the opportunities he missed by constantly taking the bait?

Godfrey: Well, I think that we were expecting him to go in talking about--at least, there was one story saying, "He's going to go after her prosecutorial record." He didn't do that a single time.

Rosin: Right. Right.

Godfrey: Was doing it totally on defense. She made it a total referendum on him. It was not at all him attacking her for anything.

I mean, he had tons of room to also say, "Hey, you didn't answer that question about, you know, your pivot on fracking, your pivot on Medicare for All, et cetera. Because she didn't, really. And he could have called her on it. And he didn't because he was too busy distracted by his own, you know, ego.

Leibovich: Yeah. I mean, anytime the conversation turns to immigration, I mean, it's like a big, however-many-minute-long gift to him. And he just wasted it by taking the other bait. I mean, you know, I think one thing that helped Harris a lot--and we'll probably get more to this--one of the questions that Trump got was about abortion. Which, you know, obviously it's a really uncomfortable issue for him, as he's shown by his going, you know, any number of directions on it in the last few weeks.

And then he starts talking, you know, telling the lie about abortion. The late-term abortions and the "after-birth abortions."

Trump: The baby will be born, and we will decide what to do with the baby. In other words, we'll execute the baby.


Rosin: One of my favorite moments was when the moderator calmly corrected him and said, "Oh, executing babies is not legal in any state," and then just moved on.

Linsey Davis: There is no state in this country where it is legal to kill a baby after it's born. Madam Vice President, I want to get your response to President Trump.


Leibovich: She nails the answer. It's certainly a popular position that she holds.

Harris: You want to talk about, this is what people wanted? Pregnant women who want to carry a pregnancy to term--suffering from a miscarriage, being denied care in an emergency room because the health-care providers are afraid they might go to jail, and she's bleeding out in a car in the parking lot?
 She didn't want that. Her husband didn't want that.


[Music]

Rosin: After the break, what did they need to accomplish going in? And how close did each of them get? That's in a minute.

[Break]

Rosin: What were each of the candidate's goals going into the debate? Like, let's just think about what they were trying to accomplish, and whether they did accomplish that or not. So we'll start with Harris. Like: What did she need to do? She needed to trigger Trump. So she did that. We've covered that.

Godfrey: I think she needed to come in and show that she can speak off script, and that she can laugh at him and maintain a sense of sort of maturity over him.

And I really think she did all of those things. At first I was concerned watching her, like, she was a little shaky. But she got it together pretty quickly. I was surprised, frankly, because just so many of her off-the-cuff moments are so silly. So many of the things she says are so word salad-y.

I think her goal was not to do that, and she succeeded.

Rosin: It's true. She didn't sound anything like she can sometimes sound in a public speech, which is like, what are you even saying? Yes.

Leibovich: One test that she passed--I think, brilliantly--and this might sound a tiny bit gendered.

Godfrey: Oh no.

Leibovich: I don't mean to be, no. I just want to say that when she is prosecutorial in a debate--as she was in 2019 against Biden--she can seem a little intimidating, a little off-putting. She seemed more "happy warrior"-ish in this setting. She looked like she was having fun. I think that was a real benefit to her.

Godfrey: There was a moment where she just looked at him. I forget what the comment he made before it was. But she just looked at him and laughed, and then said "Talk about extreme."

Rosin: It was the dogs.

Godfrey: The dogs? Okay, yes, that's right.

David Muir: Again, the Springfield city manager says there's no evidence of that. Vice President Harris, I'll let you respond to the rest of what you've heard.
 Harris: Talk about extreme. [Laughs.]


Godfrey: And it was just like--I mean, to your point earlier about her sometimes trying to create a moment that feels inauthentic. That felt authentic, because we were all doing that at home. Right. Like, Oh god, what? Yeah. Like, it was just a perfect reaction that felt like her real one.

Rosin: Yes. I am more consistently surprised at how she has, uh, sidetracked or walked around gender and race. Like, I don't know if that's, the place where American culture is right now, or I don't know if that's her and just kind of the space she inhabits. Because she's more of, like, a third-culture kid with a lot of, you know, mixed kind of ethnic heritage.

But it just wasn't a big deal in this debate. Gender's just not--doesn't seem like--a huge thing hanging over this election. What about Trump? So the question was: What were their goals going into the debate, and how did they accomplish them? Um, what do you think Trump's requirement was in this debate?

Leibovich: Uh: stay in control, don't be triggered. You know, hit your issues like immigration, the economy. Uh, I think he failed on all those things.

Rosin: Mm hmm. What about his other stated goal, which was tying Harris to Biden? That was a big thing that he was supposed to be doing. How did he do with that?

Godfrey: So, his closing remarks were, I think, his most effective of the night, which were: If you want to do all these things, why haven't you done them? You're literally in the White House right now.

Trump: So she just started by saying she's going to do this, she's going to do that, she's going to do all these wonderful things. Why hasn't she done it?


Godfrey: My dude, you got to open with that. Like, that's insane to wait till the last minute when everyone's in bed. Uh, no one's paying attention to you anymore. And I also think he couldn't decide whether he wanted to tie Harris to Biden or say "Biden hates you." You know--

Leibovich: --that was weird.

Godfrey: He said both. I mean, pick one. If I'm Kamala Harris, I'm saying, "Okay, which one? Are we best friends or are we enemies?" So I sort of think he failed on that. He could have done better. That was a huge missed opportunity.

Rosin: So, we don't really get much policy in these debates, but I want to talk about what little policy we did get. What of the policy talk stuck with you?

Godfrey: Well, the moderators did a good job asking about policy. They tried. They tried to fact-check. They, you know, they tried. Uh, the thing that stuck with me--one of the moments--I think, was Trump wouldn't say whether he wanted Ukraine to win the war against Russia. I thought it was good that the moderators asked him again after he dodged the question, and he dodged it again. Making his, you know, non-position here very visible.

It's just such a layup to answer that question, and I just thought it was silly that he couldn't. The other, I think, was when they asked him if he would veto an abortion ban. They said, J. D. Vance, your running mate, said you would veto an abortion ban if it came across your desk. And he basically said, I don't know that guy.

You know, he was like, "We don't talk."

Godfrey: And I just thought that was, like, another easy question. This guy should know his position. Yes or no? He should know it.

Rosin: You know, often when he talked about either policy issues and especially foreign policy, like Ukraine and Gaza, I had in mind what Bill Clinton said, which was: Count the I's. Like, count the number of times he says "I."

So they would ask him a serious policy question, and he would say, "I know Putin; I know Viktor Orban. If I had been in charge, the Gaza war wouldn't have happened. It was odd, as a foreign-policy construction, to consistently talk about his personal relationships with, essentially, dictators. Yeah.

Godfrey: And, two points on that. He appears to think strongman means "very strong man." Which I thought was fun. And the other point is--

Rosin: You're so right! I didn't think of that. Like we use strongman ironically. He uses it literally like it's "a strong man." Yes.

Godfrey: --is a very, very strong man.

Trump: They call him a strong man. He's a, he's a tough person.


Godfrey: The other thing was his point about wanting, that if he was president-elect, he could end the Russia-Ukraine war. Which I thought was a very, uh, funny point to make. And I would have liked the moderators to say, "How would you do that without being president?"

They didn't have time for that, apparently, but I thought that was fun.

Rosin: I think I had an expectation that Kamala Harris would talk a little bit more about some of her policies, a little bit more. Like, maybe this is a naive expectation, but even with immigration, you know, nobody says the obvious. Immigrants don't cause crime. You know, immigrants are more likely to be employed.

You know, this thing that he says constantly at his rallies about how they're sending us their criminal immigrants. Like, there's no basic, defensive immigration policy. And then the remarkable moment about the Affordable Care Act.

Trump: If we can come up with a plan that's going to cost our people, our population, less money, and be better health care than Obamacare, then I would absolutely do it. But until then, I'd run it as good as it can be run.
 Davis: So just a yes or no, you still do not have a plan?
 Trump: I have concepts of a plan. I'm not president right now.


Godfrey: He had nine years to come up with the response to that question, and then he had only a concept of a plan.

Rosin: I think that is a line that people will use in many different ways.

Godfrey: Oh God, it's all over social media. Everybody's using it.

Leibovich: As I was watching the debate, I mean, there were many moments where Kamala Harris, I kind of wished would step outside herself and say, "Wait a minute. You did everything possible to kill Obamacare. You spent months trying to do it. You almost did. I was in the Senate. You remember this, or maybe you remember this."

But John McCain, was the only thing that stood between you and the end of health insurance for, you know, millions and millions of Americans.

Rosin: It's true because people do misremember his specific record, like what he did in terms of policy. Okay, one last detail about the debate. I was watching this closely because I'm doing a big podcast project about January 6ers and so I've just been deep in that world for a while. The way he talked about January 6 and the insurrection, very surprising to me.

Trump: Ashli Babbitt was shot by an out-of-control police officer that should have never, ever shot her. It's a disgrace. But we didn't do this group of people that have been treated so badly.


Rosin: He goes back and forth in when he leans in and leans out to, you know, they're political prisoners, you know; that day was a glorious revolution. He has lately leaned away from it, like at the Republican National Convention. There just wasn't much talk about this. The moderators gave him an out. They said, Hey, lately you've been sort of trying to accept that maybe you lost the election.

And boy, did he not take it.

Muir: In the past couple of weeks leading up to this debate, you have said you "lost by a whisker," that you "didn't quite make it," that you came up "a little bit short."
 Trump: I said that?
 Muir: Are you now acknowledging that you lost in 2020?
 Trump: No, I don't acknowledge that at all.
 Muir: But you did say that.
 Trump: I said that sarcastically, you know that. It was said, "Oh, we lost by a whisker." That was said sarcastically.


Rosin: What did you guys think? Were you surprised by that moment?

Leibovich: I mean, he doesn't do regret. He doesn't do, I mean, looking back, he doesn't certainly do apologies, that kind of thing. Although, again, I do think I would have loved to have heard Kamala Harris do a--I mean, she did her thing, like, "I was in the Senate that day"; she did a personal remembrance; but at a couple of points during the debate, I was kind of wishing that she would just step back and look at him and into the microphone and say, "Are you serious?"

Like, you actually thought this was like a day that celebrated you? That's why I kind of wish that there were two mics on at the same time. There could have been more of an interplay, which I think she could have benefited from.

But yeah, no, I mean, anything January 6-related, he sounds ridiculous.

Rosin: She did have a good line about, or a repeated line about, him selling out democracy. Now, maybe that doesn't play with people, but she talked about that in terms of the strong men. "Strong men." Viktor Orban. They are strong.

Godfrey: Are so strong.

Rosin: She talked about it in terms of January 6. I'm not sure if that kind of abstraction lands with people.

So maybe you're right. You just need to say something as straightforward as, like, cut it. Like we all know what happened that day, you know.

Okay, post-debate. So the debate happened. It feels like everybody, Republicans included, are acting as if Kamala Harris won the debate. Trump was off his game. Does it matter?

What has changed post-debate? Like, what things are no longer possible? I will throw one out, which is that Kamala Harris is now impressed in our minds as someone who can be president, who can speak like a president, who can speak on a national stage. I'm sure there are lots of people who were not sure about that before this, or who didn't know, maybe, like, hadn't--I haven't seen her speak or anything like that.

Godfrey: Yeah, I think before this, I had written--many people had written--that she isn't very good at extemporaneous speaking, that she's good on a teleprompter, she's good at rallies, but we haven't really seen her do these kinds of live events where she speaks intelligently, where she speaks clearly. And this was the ultimate test of that.

And I think now, we'll not write those pieces questioning that anymore, right? I mean, you can question her answers, but I think she has demonstrated this ability to speak in a presidential way and, crucially, to react to Trump and not be rattled. To be onstage with him and be amused rather than rattled.

Rosin: And why does that matter? Sort of, what does that change in the long term? I see that it changes, it kind of eliminates a criticism of her, but does that criticism matter to people who are voting?

Godfrey: This debate was not for people who already sort of know where their allegiances lie. This debate was for swing voters. I think swing voters, at least many women, want to see less of the "They're eating dogs in Ohio" talk and more sort of policy talk, more calmness, more stability in a leader.

I think they got that. So is that persuasive? I'm not sure. So I guess we can't answer the question of whether it's effective yet, maybe, but I think it helps. I think it helps with the general image of Kamala Harris as a candidate, which will help swing voters make up their minds.

Leibovich: I think it was definitely helpful to Kamala Harris. I mean, I think she won the debate. I think she imprinted very well as someone who could be president, that people, I think, probably, think better of. However, I remember, you know, we all were declaring Hillary Clinton the winner of all three debates in 2016.

There's a reason no woman's ever been elected president of this country. I have kind of lost a lot of confidence in my ability to read how Americans watch these things. I do know that, quite often, the bubble that we all reside in as reporters, as media people, just as people who pay attention to the stuff, is not representative of how many, many--if not most--Americans watch it.

So I think humility is in order, but I think the encouragement that the Harris people are projecting is definitely merited.

Rosin: So as people have watched politics, and we always are prognosticating, like, what sticks? Where's there a bump? How long does the bump last? What would you be watching for after the debate?

Godfrey: Well, one thing I'm watching, something that happened right after the debate, was Taylor Swift endorsed Kamala.

Rosin: I was going to ask you about that, but then I'm like, It's so sexist. Why am I asking Elaine? Shouldn't I--

Godfrey: I love Taylor Swift. Don't ask--

Leibovich: I like Taylor Swift too.

Rosin: He doesn't even know who she is.

Godfrey: He's never heard of her.

Leibovich: Come on, guys!

Godfrey: I'm a big Swift fan. So I feel qualified to speak on this. My assumption is there was some behind--

Rosin: By the way, I knew that. I'm not being sexist.

Godfrey: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Thank you. Um, no, my assumption is there was some behind-the-scenes planning going on here, because as soon as she endorsed Kamala Harris--it was as soon as the debate was over--Harris gave a post-debate speech in front of some supporters, walked off the stage to a Taylor Swift song, and then immediately in her online merch shop, there were friendship bracelets you could buy for Kamala Harris, which as we all know is a Taylor Swift thing now. And so I think that was an interesting move.

I would imagine that they timed the announcement to extend the honeymoon, to sort of say, Okay, the debate was good. Let's do this announcement. We'll get it out there. We'll keep it going. I guess I'm watching in the next few weeks: Do they do something together? Is there any more interplay between Taylor and Kamala?

And if so, how painful is it to watch? Is it very cringey? Is it fun? Like, sort of, what, how do they use each other going forward, if at all? Otherwise, I guess I'm looking at poll numbers and swing states. I'm looking at the swing voters. Did your impression of Kamala Harris change after that? Or of Donald Trump change after the debate?

Leibovich: Yeah, I think I probably don't look as much to, like, shorter-term numbers because I mean, post-debate stuff is--as the politics people say--"noisy," meaning, you sort of go by quick impressions and so forth, and then it kind of levels out. But I do think that this is another overused term these days, permission structure.

I think there is a kind of low-grade acceptance of Kamala Harris as a serious statesman-like--stateswoman-like--figure in our politics that I think over time will become more normal and I think easier to vote for.

Rosin: Strong woman.

Leibovich: She's a strong woman. It's good to be a strong woman and a strong man.

Rosin: Okay, last thing: Elaine, which Taylor Swift song? So just imagine for yourself, like, cat-lady Swift--everyone go look at the Insta photo--cat-lady Swift and Kamala walk out onstage; what's the song?

Godfrey: What Taylor Swift song ...

Leibovich: What if I name a song?

Godfrey: Mark, you don't even know.

Leibovich: It's been a "cruel summer" for Donald Trump, I'll tell you that much.

Godfrey: I sort of feel like it's "Who's Afraid of Little Old Me?"

Leibovich: Pretty good.

Rosin: Okay. We have a winner.

Godfrey: You don't even know that song.

Leibovich: I do, too. "Who's afraid of little old me?" Oh, how about this? "I Knew You Were Trouble."

Godfrey: Yeah, that's good, too.

Leibovich: Not bad. "Look--

Godfrey: "What You Made Me Do," Mark.

Rosin: That's Trump's song for this debate.

Leibovich: Actually, you know what Trump's song is? "Don't Blame Me."

Godfrey: Maybe her song is "The Smallest Man Who Ever Lived."

Rosin: [Laughs.]

Leibovich: That could be. Is that actually the name of a song?

Godfrey: Yes, Mark!

Leibovich: How about this? This could actually be pretty good. There's a song "ME!"

Rosin: Obviously Trump.

Godfrey: That's his song. It's also the worst in her catalog.

Leibovich: You're so high school.

Godfrey: [Laughs.]

Leibovich: You're my "Anti-Hero," Elaine.

Rosin: Alright, that's it. Thank you, Mark. Thank you, Elaine, for joining me.

Leibovich: "Are You Ready For It?"

Godfrey: [Laughs.] Mark's still in it. That's enough. Thanks, Hanna.

Leibovich: "Smallest Man Who Ever Lived" is good.

Godfrey: No, it's really good.

[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.

And just a heads up: Since we're publishing this episode a day early, on Wednesday, we won't have an episode on Thursday. I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.

Taylor Swift: Look what you just made me do.
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This Election Actually Is About Taylor Swift

The singer is a perfect bogeywoman for almost everything the GOP is targeting in 2024.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Taylor Swift has been an outspoken Democrat for some time now. After publicly regretting that she'd not campaigned against Donald Trump in 2016, she endorsed liberal candidates in Tennessee in 2018 and baked Biden-themed cookies in 2020. In some ways, her endorsement of Kamala Harris, posted to Instagram after last night's presidential debate, is no surprise. But in 2024, she's more than just another entertainer voting blue. She is the celebrity who best encapsulates the tensions that this particular election seems to be coming down to: the reality of, and backlash to, feminine power and independence in America.

The effects of endorsements are never simple. Famous people really can drive donations and enthusiasm; in 2018, Swift spurred a record surge in new-voter registrations by posting a link to Vote.org. But celebrities can also anger and annoy people--meaning that an endorsement from a controversial entertainer, one disliked by a crucial voter demographic, may be worse than no endorsement at all. An NBC poll from last November found that only 16 percent of voters have a negative view of Swift. Since then, however, many Republicans have made a concerted effort to raise that number. One Trump surrogate told Rolling Stone about waging a "holy war" against Swift, which seems to be an effort to portray one of the most famous people on Earth as a product of elite conspiracy against malekind.

Part of the way that conservatives have demonized Swift is familiar: Right-leaning figures such as Fox's Jesse Watters and the presidential-primary candidate Vivek Ramaswamy have suggested that her fame is astroturf, a "psyop" to seed liberal ideas. Feverish as that idea may sound, it plays into a classic tactic of treating pop culture as a propaganda effort by "Hollyweird" (rather than the cumulative efforts of artists and corporations pandering to authentic public sentiment). Such attacks seek to invalidate the political relevance of basically all entertainers, offering cover to Trump supporters who like to hum along to "You Belong With Me."

Another attack line was nastier, and more calibrated to now. One manosphere podcaster commented on Swift's Person of the Year Time cover by saying, "It's shameful and sad that a hyper-promiscuous, childless woman, aging and alone with a cat, has become the heroine of a feminist age." Another, Charlie Kirk, asked his fellow podcasters whether Swift had any eggs left. Such rhetoric might once have seemed the provenance of a chauvinistic fringe, yet in 2024, the Republicans chose a vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, who has openly mocked "childless cat ladies." The GOP clearly hopes to exploit the growing gap in political leanings between men and women. So while Democrats count on pop stars--who pack stadiums with straight women, their boyfriends, queer folks--Republicans focus on video-gaming streamers and podcasters who hawk testosterone-boosting supplements.

Swift is a perfect bogeywoman in that effort. Her cats appear in her music videos, her lyrics, and, indeed, her Time cover shoot (which generated the photo she posted with her endorsement message yesterday). More important, her music is about the state of being female, unmarried, and childless. Over the years, her songs have portrayed her as a bright-eyed romantic searching for The One but continually getting disappointed by men--shifty playboys or taciturn sad sacks--who don't meet her standards. Sometimes she's defiant about not buying into "the 1950s shit they want from me," as she sang in 2022. But on this year's track "The Prophecy," she sounds fearful, heartbroken about the idea that she might end up conforming to the trope of the spinster. Quite clearly, this anxious push-and-pull--between what she wants, what she gets, and society's judgment--is humanizing and relatable to her millions of listeners.

Read: The story that's holding Taylor Swift Back

Trump himself has baited her from another angle. In comments published in a 2024 book about The Apprentice, he wrote off Swift's political views but offered this unsolicited compliment: "I think she's very beautiful, actually--unusually beautiful!" Later, he reposted AI-generated images that appeared to show her endorsing him. These actions may seem like random nonsense, but they also, with almost uncanny precision, insulted some of Swift's publicly held ideals of self-determination and dignity.

In an industry that has so often reduced women to their appearance, Swift has long made a point to assert herself as a songwriter, thinker, and businessperson. In 2017, she won a lawsuit against a radio personality who had grabbed her without her consent; she asked for only $1 in damages, thereby emphasizing her verdict's symbolic implications. Earlier this year, when pornographic deepfakes of her circulated, someone in Swift's camp told the Daily Mail that the images were "abusive, offensive, exploitative," and her fans worked to bury the images. Though many states have criminalized the leaking of nude photos, the contretemps suggested that AI, futuristic as it seems, could be a regressive force. Big Tech, it seemed, was playing a role in conservative efforts to roll back women's rights, including control of one's own image. (On cue, Elon Musk posted a dirty joke about Swift's endorsement last night.)

All of this context can be seen in Swift's statement cheering Harris's campaign. She mentioned Trump's posting of AI images--invoking "the dangers of spreading misinformation"--and she signed off as "Childless Cat Lady." She praised Harris as a "steady-handed, gifted leader" and Tim Walz for supporting "LGBTQ+ rights, IVF, and a woman's right to her own body." But for the most part, as my colleague Helen Lewis noted, her endorsement message was sober and understated. It mostly just urged fans to do their own research and register to vote. The neutral tone cut against caricatures of liberals as ever-triggered and hysterical. Perhaps it was also designed to throw cooling water on the gender wars.

Swift, after all, is not known for going easy on her enemies. She sings about "dressing for revenge," and she's in the process of rerecording her albums in order to settle a score with her nemeses in the record industry. As the right has antagonized Swift over the past year, I've imagined that she might bring some fury to the race. But Swift isn't fully taking the bait, so far at least. She's feeding into the Harris campaign's effort to project an air of upbeat calm, and in doing so sending a message: Swift's version of womanhood is status quo, normal, unremarkable. Getting worked up about someone for being successful, having opinions, and owning cats is, however, weird.
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This Fire Is Too Close to L.A. for Comfort

Urban spillover is becoming a greater threat as wildfires grow.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




From downtown Los Angeles all the way out to the edge of the Line Fire is sprawl that turns into more sprawl. It's just block after block after block of homes and businesses and people living their life, until on one side of the street is a suburban neighborhood, and on the other side, a 26,000-acre wildfire. Some 65,000 buildings are threatened, and more than 10,000 people have been ordered to evacuate.



In recent years, fires have begun spilling into places dominated by people. Americans who live on the edges of major cities have long been much safer from the threat of fire than those who live in the middle of a forest. But wildfires in the West are growing so big, and so quickly, that cities are becoming vulnerable too.



Cities used to burn all the time. My predecessors at The Atlantic covered urban blazes in Portland, Maine (1866), and in the magazine's hometown of Boston (1872). Chicago famously burned in 1871. These began as urban fires, started by human error or other mishaps--legend blames the Great Chicago Fire on a cow knocking over a lantern in a barn--but natural disasters could set them off too: San Francisco went up in flames in 1906, in the aftermath of a devastating earthquake. In the 20th century, people started to get serious about fire prevention. They developed thorough fire codes, the kind we're used to today: sprinkler systems, fire exits, evacuation signs. Catastrophic urban fires became old horror stories.



Then, in the 21st century, the wildfires got big--so big that they started roaring into more densely populated areas. In 2017, a fire hit Santa Rosa, in California's wine country, and flattened more than 5,000 structures. Then, in 2018, a fire tornado tore into the fringes of Redding (population 91,000), in Northern California. In 2021, a late-December fire in Colorado blew into the Boulder suburbs, destroying about 1,000 homes. Then, last year, on Maui, the deadliest fire recorded in modern American history destroyed the town of Lahaina in a matter of hours.



"I see it as like watching polio come back, or some plague that we fixed," Stephen J. Pyne, a professor emeritus at Arizona State University and the author of The Pyrocene, told me. Pyne was part of the team behind a 2023 paper arguing that, although public perception of these disasters is that they were "wildfires that involved houses," they really were "urban fires initiated by wildfires." Essentially, even if a fire starts as a wildfire, when it reaches an urban area, it can change so much in the way it spreads that it's a different beast. A wildfire moves among trees, but an urban fire moves among buildings.



Modern communities aren't built to prepare for this kind of spillover. "The problem is fundamentally that we have built cities and towns without all the pyric hygiene that used to come with the cities," Pyne explained. For decades, no one had to think about this problem, so no one did, even as cities grew and sprawl became a default. "Everybody thought it was done," he said.



When fire scientists talk about urban fire, they don't necessarily mean a fire unfolding in the center of a major city. They also mean suburbs and smaller cities--anywhere that has homes close together. Fighting a fire deep in a forest requires a very different strategy than fighting a fire in a neighborhood. Wildland firefighters try to prioritize life and property, but their job is to wrangle blazes into control. That could mean letting some areas burn if they're not densely inhabited. But for urban firefighters, as Pyne pointed out, "every fire is an existential threat to life and property." When an urban spillover fire occurs, firefighters have to deal with both types of fire at once. It's no wonder that these types of fires are among some of the costliest and most destructive in recent history.



Part of what's causing so many of these spillover events are embers. Giant fires can emit sparks that, when blown by the wind, can travel up to five miles ahead of the fire. Pyne compared them to a blizzard, or a swarm of locusts. They can burrow through a rooftop vent into a home's attic, igniting some forgotten box of old clothes. Then the whole house catches fire. The solution is, essentially, to fortify the homes on the outskirts of communities. Homes can be built with special, more fire-resistant materials, and homeowners can clear their property of highly flammable items close to their house. These are standard precautions, sometimes even required by law for people who live on the edges of forests. But now cities and homeowners have more reason to weigh taking these precautions miles into the built environment. Barring extreme wildfire conditions, a fire probably wouldn't burn all the way to the skyscrapers of Los Angeles, but one could burn thousands of homes on the fringe of the city.



The Line Fire isn't even the only fire burning around Los Angeles right now; it's just the biggest. Thankfully, it appears to be moving north and east, away from the suburbs and deeper into the forest, and firefighters have been able to contain the part of the fire that brushes up against the most densely populated area, Rick Carhart, a public-information officer with Cal Fire, told me. (Some mountain towns, including Big Bear Lake, are still under threat.) The wind occasionally changes directions in a way that's unpredictable--but unless they make a catastrophic shift, the L.A. suburbs seem safe.



Still, the whole thing is just a bit too close for comfort. Major fires are burning across the West right now, in Oregon and Nevada and Idaho and Montana. Some of those fires are bigger than the Line Fire; so much area is burning right now that the country's firefighting resources are strained. Fires keep getting larger and unrulier, thanks in part to climate change--but also because, over the past century, Americans suppressed many natural fires rather than letting them burn through. Now the forests are loaded with potential fuel, and big fires keep happening.



These fires mean fighting that much harder to keep them in the wildland. Fires are a natural part of many forests' ecology; it's not unusual for forests to burn. But humans, perhaps a bit arrogantly, thought they had bumped the problem off their streets and into the woods forever. Now it's creeping back in, and flames keep brushing up against our communities, forcing us to rethink who is at risk.
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Kamala Harris Broke Donald Trump

In their first face-to-face meeting, the Democratic nominee humiliated the former president.

by Peter Wehner




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


Last night in Philadelphia, Kamala Harris did to Donald Trump what Donald Trump had done to Joe Biden: She broke her opponent on a debate stage.

I've been watching presidential debates since 1976, and I've even been peripherally involved in a few. And I've never seen a candidate execute a debate strategy as well as Harris did.

The night, for Harris supporters, went better than even the most optimistic among them could have hoped. For Trump supporters, it was not just a defeat but a public humiliation, the crushing comeuppance they probably secretly feared might one day arrive but, until now, never quite had.

What Harris appeared to understand, better than anyone else who has debated Trump, is that the key to defeating him is to trigger him psychologically. She did it by repeatedly calling him "weak," mocking him, acting bemused by him, and literally laughing at him. As he lost control of events, Trump became enraged, his voice bellowing into an empty room, his face not just orange but nearly fluorescent. Trump realized that his opponent--and not just any opponent, but a woman of color--was dominating him. And so even as Trump exploded, he was, like a dying supernova, shrinking before our eyes.

Even so devoted a bootlicker as Senator Lindsey Graham declared the debate a "disaster" for the ex-president.

Trump needed to paint himself as the agent of change, to fuse Harris to Biden, and to make the vice president defend her most extreme past statements. Instead, Harris forced Trump to go on the defensive, wandering into the worst possible terrain for him.

Over the course of debate, Trump defended the violent mob that had attacked the Capitol. He insisted that the 2020 election had been stolen from him. He relitigated his slander of the Central Park Five. He defended his decision to invite the Taliban to Camp David and invoked Hungary's authoritarian leader, Viktor Orban, as a character witness. He couldn't bring himself to say that he hopes Ukraine will win its war against Russia, even when pressed. And he spent valuable time emphatically insisting that the multiple indictments against him are "fake cases."

But that's not all. Trump savaged people he had appointed to his administration who have since broken with him. He repeated his claim that Harris wasn't Black. And then there was the piece de resistance: Trump spreading the conspiracy theory, weird even by his standards, that in Springfield, Ohio, Haitian migrants are abducting and devouring their neighbors' pets. "They're eating the dogs!" he roared. "The people that came in--they're eating the cats!" And he still couldn't stop himself. When one of the moderators, ABC's David Muir, rebutted Trump's claim, the former president said, "I've seen people on television! People on television say, 'My dog was taken and used for food!'"

By the debate's end, it was easy to forget that Trump had started reasonably well--he was, by his standards, fairly controlled and focused--and Harris was nervous. It looked like it might end in a draw.

But about 15 minutes into the debate, things began to change. Harris taunted Trump about his rallies: "What you will also notice is that people start leaving his rallies early out of exhaustion and boredom." Trump could not stop himself; he rose to take the bait. "People don't leave my rallies," he insisted. "We have the biggest rallies, the most incredible rallies, in the history of politics."

Harris began to find her rhythm, launching a series of withering attacks, and Trump started to unravel. His countenance darkened, and the volume of his voice rose. He became less coherent and more insulting. His rhetoric became more extreme, at times taking flight from reality. He spoke in sentences that grew clipped, and sometimes barely comprehensible. Half an hour into the debate, Harris was not only in control; she seemed to be having fun. Trump looked desolate and furious. Harris made him see "matador red," in the words of The New York Times' Matt Flegenheimer. Trump never laid a glove on her.

Donald Trump is so feral and narcissistic, so unrestrained and so outside the norm of American politics, that he's difficult to debate. It's disorienting. Very few people have been able to stand up to him without being pulled into the muck. In the past, even when he lost debates on points, he dominated his opponents.

But on a Tuesday night in Philadelphia, Kamala Harris cracked the code. She took Trump apart without losing her composure. She worked to insulate herself against charges that she's a left-wing radical, even reminding voters that she's a gun owner. Harris succeeded in presenting herself, a sitting vice president in an unpopular administration, as the change agent. She appealed to unity, inviting Americans to "turn the page" on a man who belittles the country and seeks to keep it in a constant state of agitation and chaos. And she returned time and again to the argument that Trump cares only for himself, whereas during her career, she's had only one client: the people.

"As a prosecutor, I never asked a victim or a witness, 'Are you a Republican or a Democrat?'" Harris said in her closing statement. "The only thing I ever asked them: 'Are you okay?' And that's the kind of president we need right now. Someone who cares about you and is not putting themselves first."

Two minutes later, after a closing statement in which Trump referred to America as "a failing nation," he exited the stage, into the shadows, a broken man atop a broken campaign.
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How Joe Rogan Remade Austin

The podcaster and comedian has turned the city into a haven for manosphere influencers, just-asking-questions tech bros, and other "free thinkers" who happen to all think alike.

by Helen Lewis




It's a Tuesday night in downtown Austin, and Joe Rogan is pretending to jerk off right in front of my face. The strangest thing about this situation is that millions of straight American men would kill to switch places with me.

Centimillionaires generally pride themselves on their inaccessibility, but most weeks you can see Rogan live at the Comedy Mothership, which he owns, in exchange for $50 and a two-drink minimum. About 250 tickets for each "Joe Rogan and Friends" show go on sale every Sunday at 2 p.m. central time, and disappear within seconds. When you arrive at the Mothership, the staff locks your phone in a bag, which both ensures that you cannot leak footage online and makes you think you're about to see some really forbidden shit.

You are not. What you will see is four comedians, plus Rogan himself, with routines that might shock the Amish, the over-80 set, college students, Vox staffers, or John Oliver superfans--but not anyone who, say, went to a comedy club in the 1990s. Of the many recent failures of the American left, one of the greatest is making entry-level battle-of-the-sexes humor seem avant-garde. (Did you know that women often run relationship decisions past their female friends? Bitches be crazy! That sort of thing.) As Rogan himself says after he emerges in stonewashed jeans, clutching a glass of something amber on ice: "Fox News called this an anti-woke comedy club. That's just a comedy club!" To underline the point that these jokes can survive outside the safe space of the Mothership, much of the material I saw Rogan perform ended up in his latest Netflix special, which was released in August.

Read: Why is Joe Rogan so popular?

In Austin, the masturbation mimicry happens during a riff about concealing his porn consumption from his wife--"the best person I know," he says, sweetly. That routine captures the essence of the Joe Rogan brand: He is bawdy around his fans, respectful of his wife, loyal to his friends, and indulgent with his golden retriever, who has 900,000 followers on Instagram. He maintains a self-deprecating sense of humor that's rare among men who could buy an island if they wanted one. His politics defy easy categorization--he hates Democratic finger-wagging but supports gay marriage and abortion rights. ("I'm so far away from being a Republican," he said on a podcast in 2022.) He voted for a third-party candidate in 2020, and in early August expressed his admiration for Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a former guest on The Joe Rogan Experience. He also wonders if President Biden might have been replaced by a body double. (Does he have any evidence? Sure, the guy looks taller now.) He sees himself as an outsider, nontribal, just an average Joe. The best way to think of him, one of my friends told me, is as if "Homer Simpson got swole."

Another way to think of him: as perhaps the single most influential person in the United States. His YouTube channel has 17 million subscribers. His podcast, The Joe Rogan Experience, which launched in 2009, has held the top spot on the Spotify charts consistently for the past five years; he records two or three episodes a week, each running to several hours. The former Democratic presidential candidate Andrew Yang, whose campaign for universal basic income went viral after a Rogan appearance five years ago, calls him "the male Oprah."

Rogan now lives in Austin, which has recently become known for its transformation from chilled-out live-music paradise to a miniature version of the Bay Area--similarly full of tech workers, but with fewer IN THIS HOUSE, WE BELIEVE ... signs. Early in the coronavirus pandemic, the Texas capital saw the biggest net gain of remote employees of any major city in America; its downtown is now filled with cranes and new skyscrapers. It is also the center of the Roganverse, an intellectual firmament of manosphere influencers, productivity optimizers, stand-ups, and male-wellness gurus. Austin is at the nexus of a Venn diagram of "has culture," "has gun ranges," "has low taxes," and "has kombucha." The science and technology writer Tim Urban, who runs the popular Wait but Why website, told me that he moved to Austin from New York City because "I would have the experience of talking to someone I respect--some writer friend of mine, or someone who's in a similar kind of career--and I would think, Oh, you're in Austin too."

"It's amazing that the arrival of one person could change a whole town, but it does feel like Rogan did that."

The city attracts people with a distinct set of political positions that don't exactly line up with either main party. They might be religious but are equally likely to be "spiritual." They shoot guns but worry about seed oils. They are relaxed about gay people but often traditional about gender. They dabble with psychedelic drugs but worry about drinking caffeine first thing in the morning. Their numbers might be relatively small in electoral terms, but they transmit their values to the rest of America through podcasts, YouTube, and other platforms largely outside the view of mainstream media.

Go to a cocktail mixer, an ayahuasca party, or a Brazilian-jiu-jitsu gym here and you might run into Tim Ferriss, the author of The 4-Hour Workweek; or the podcasters Lex Fridman, Chris Williamson, Ryan Holiday, Michael Malice, or Aubrey Marcus. Elon Musk is so keen to get people to move to Texas that he is planning an entire community outside Austin called Snailbrook for workers at his Tesla Gigafactory and the Boring Company. (In case you're wondering: Yes, every one of these men has been on Rogan's podcast.) "It's amazing that the arrival of one person could change a whole town, but it does feel like Rogan did that," the journalist Sarah Hepola, who started her career at The Austin Chronicle, told me. "It's a lot like the dot-com invasion of the '90s, like something that happened to the town."

From the April 2024 issue: Is Kara Swisher tearing down tech billionaires--or burnishing their legends?

Rogan and his fans are often called "heterodox," which is funny, because this group has converged on a set of shared opinions, creating what you might call a heterodox orthodoxy: Diversity-and-inclusion initiatives mean that identity counts more than merit; COVID rules were too strict; the pandemic probably started with a lab leak in China; the January 6 insurrection was not as bad as liberals claim; gender medicine for children is out of control; the legacy media are scolding and biased; and so on. The heterodox sphere has low trust in institutions--the press, academia, the CDC--and prefers to listen to individuals. The Roganverse neatly caters to this audience because it is, in essence, a giant talk-show circuit: Go on The Joe Rogan Experience, and you can book another half dozen appearances on other shows to talk about what you said there.

I wanted to ask Rogan about all this: about the world that has coalesced around him, about the intellectual culture that he is exporting from Austin, about what his appeal might mean for November's election. Past research by the marketing firm Morning Consult suggests that his fans are mostly male, predominantly white but a quarter Hispanic, and right-leaning but not locked in for Donald Trump. In other words, he has a nationwide base that both major parties would be delighted to win over--and that Kennedy was clearly desperate to recruit.

But one does not interview Joe Rogan. No human in history has needed publicity less, and he routinely turns down requests, including mine. So that's how I ended up in the front row at the Comedy Mothership, cheerfully observing the two-drink minimum with the $8 canned water Liquid Death, face-to-groin with the male Oprah.

In May 2020, a couple of months into the pandemic, Rogan--then living in Los Angeles--visited Austin. "I went to a restaurant with my kids and they were like, 'We don't have to wear a mask?' " he recalled three years later. "Two months later, I lived here." He bought an eight-bedroom house for $14.4 million just to the east of the city, backing onto Lake Austin. Barely half an hour from the congested traffic of downtown, Rogan's house is set among scrubby hills, behind a gated driveway on a dead-end road. Although Rogan's ability to make headlines blew up during the pandemic, he has been famous for a long time. He was in the cast of the '90s sitcom NewsRadio and hosted NBC's reality show Fear Factor, while building a parallel career as a mixed-martial-arts commentator. Follow his Instagram, and his tastes soon become apparent: energy drinks, killing wild animals, badly lit steaks, migraine-inducing AI graphics, dad-rock playlists, and shooting the breeze with his buddies.

The last of these has been greatly helped by the opening of the Comedy Mothership, in March 2023. The newest star here is Tony Hinchcliffe, who in April took part in Netflix's gleefully offensive roast of Tom Brady and was featured on a Variety cover. The latter was a sign of a mood shift, given that he has never apologized for using an anti-Chinese slur onstage in 2021 to describe a fellow comic. Hinchcliffe hosts his own podcast, Kill Tony, which is now recorded at the Mothership, and he has helped set the tone for Austin's new comedy scene. "There is no victim mentality whatsoever in Texas," Hinchcliffe told Variety, adding, "It's a different little island that we've created." He was on the bill both nights I went to the Mothership, and wore a huge belt buckle with TONY HINCHCLIFFE written on it--presumably for situations in which he is both taking off his trousers and unable to remember who he is. He has very white teeth and a predatory grin, and he throws out jokes that double as tests: Can you handle this, wimp?


Rogan sees himself as an outsider, nontribal, just an average Joe. (Josh Hedges / Getty)



On the first night, Rogan was also accompanied by Shane Gillis, a puppy dog of a comedian. In 2019, Gillis was hired as a Saturday Night Live cast member and then fired four days later, after it was reported that he'd previously used an anti-Asian slur in a bit on his podcast and once described the director Judd Apatow as "gayer than ISIS." Gillis apologized, lay low for a while, and built what is now the biggest podcast on the crowdfunding platform Patreon. He then self-financed his own comedy special, Live in Austin, which has 30 million views on YouTube--and promoted it with an appearance on The JRE. (Gillis has since been on Rogan's show more than a dozen times.) His continued appeal thus demonstrated, Gillis returned to SNL as a host in February.

Rogan's support of Gillis demonstrates why members of his inner circle are so loyal to him. Not only has Rogan personally boosted their careers on his podcast and in his club, but his popularity has forced the comedy industry to recalibrate its tolerance for offense. The best marketing slogan in American history has to be "People don't want you to hear this, but ..." What fans love about Rogan is the same thing his critics hate: an untamable curiosity that makes him open to plainly marginal ideas. One guest tells him that black holes are awesome. A second tells him that the periodic table needs to be updated because carbon has a "bisexual tone." A third tells him that a deworming drug could wipe out COVID. He approaches all of them--tenured professors, harmless crackpots, peddlers of pseudoscience--with the same stoner wonderment.

The liberal case against Rogan usually references one of two culture-war flash points: COVID and gender. Media Matters for America, a progressive journalism-watchdog organization, has accused Rogan and his guests of using his podcast to "promote conspiracy theorists and push anti-trans rhetoric."

In March 2013, the mixed martial artist Fallon Fox knocked out an opponent in 39 seconds and afterward revealed that she had been born male. A few days later, in an eight-minute riff on The JRE, Rogan said he was happy to call Fox "her," but didn't think she should compete against biological females. "I say if you had a dick at one point in time, you also have all the bone structure that comes with having a dick," he added. Rogan's choice of language aside, this was a claim that most Americans would deem uncontroversial: In general, biological males are physically stronger and faster than biological females. His comments prompted a media backlash, because he had violated an emerging consensus on the institutional left that trans women could compete fairly in women's sports and that sex differences were overstated.

Read: Helen Lewis on Trump's red-pill podcast tour

"Free health care--yes!" Rogan tells his audiences these days onstage in Austin, riffing on the political demands of the left. "Education for all--right on! ... Men can get pregnant--fuck! I didn't realize it was a package deal."

During the pandemic, The JRE also drew audience members who were frustrated with the limits of acceptable discussion, at a time when Facebook and YouTube were banning or restricting what they labeled misinformation. Rogan didn't accept the proposition that Americans should shut up and listen to mainstream experts, and that led to him hosting vaccine denialists and conspiracists, and promoting an unproven deworming drug as a treatment for COVID. True, he has a fact-checker--his producer Jamie Vernon, known to fans as Young Jamie, or "Pull That Up, Jamie," after Rogan's frequent instruction to him. But correcting what Rogan and his guests say about multiple conflicting studies during a live podcast is impossible. And to give you an idea of Vernon's place in the hierarchy, he also makes Rogan coffee.

During the pandemic, the decision to host cranks such as Robert Malone--a researcher who claimed to have invented mRNA technology but sought to cast doubt on vaccines that employ it--resulted in a critical open letter signed by hundreds of health experts, a warning label from Spotify, and a gentle rebuke from the White House press secretary. However, Rogan also gave voice to those who felt that some COVID policies, such as outdoor masking and long-running school closures, were unsupported by evidence. A phrase that you will find throughout the right-wing and heterodox media ecosystems is noble lie. This refers to the fact that Anthony Fauci initially told regular people not to wear masks in part because he was worried about supply shortages for doctors and nurses, but it has come to stand in for the wider accusation that public-health experts did not trust Americans with complex data during the pandemic, and instead simply told them what to do.

You don't have to look far in Austin to find the caucus of disaffected liberals that Rogan represents. On my second night at the Mothership, the ushers parked me next to Stephan, a house renovator whose business was booming thanks to all the rich newcomers to the city. He had left San Diego during the pandemic, he told me, because "they caution-taped the whole coastline."

Many on the left suspect that heterodox just means "right-wing and in denial."

A few days earlier, I had met another of these "leftugees," as one transplant jokingly nicknamed them, over coffee at Russell's Bakery. The writer Alana Joblin Ain is a rabbi's wife and a lifelong Democrat who before the pandemic lived happily in New York City and then San Francisco. In the summer of 2020, though, her children's public school announced that it would remain closed into a second academic year, making her worry about the effect on their social skills and academic progress. She moved her son and daughter to a private school nearby--but on the penultimate day of the summer term in 2021, the head of school announced plans to convert its main bathrooms to gender-neutral ones, in part to help "kindergartners who [are] non-binary" and "kindergartners who are trans."

When Ain questioned the policy--suggesting instead that some gender-neutral bathrooms should be provided alongside the existing girls' and boys' bathrooms--she was ostracized, she said. One father told her that her "wanting a space I feel more comfortable in, that's a female space, reminded him of segregationists." The dispute reminded her of other ways she'd felt alienated from the left. While helping her husband tend to his congregation, she had seen marital strife, substance abuse, suicide attempts, and other harms that she attributed to prolonged lockdowns.

And so she made the same journey that Rogan did, leaving California for Texas in 2022. She now runs an off-the-record discussion group called Moontower Verses, which meets in person to discuss culture-war topics. She doesn't know how she will vote in November. Her experience echoes that of other Rogan fans on the coasts, for whom the pandemic brought the realization that their values differed from those around them; at the time, the persistence of masking was a visible symbol of that difference. "It's the Democrats' MAGA hat," Rogan told a guest in November 2022. "They're letting you know, I'm on the good team." Move to Texas, went the promise, and you won't have to see that anymore.

Read: Joe Rogan's show may be dumb. But is it actually deadly?

A sense of left-wing overreach also drove the creation of the new University of Austin, or UATX. (The school's website once boasted about Austin, "If it's good enough for Elon Musk and Joe Rogan, it's good enough for us.") The announcement of the university's launch in 2021 attracted immediate mockery, with The New York Times' Nikole Hannah-Jones describing it as "Trump University at Austin," after the former president's scam-bucket operation.

That was unfair: UATX is run by serious academics, and has raised enough money to give free tuition to its entire founding class of 100. It has, however, leaned into the Roganite philosophy that people must tolerate wacko ideas in order to hear intriguingly heretical ones. In 2022, UATX offered a first taste of its politics when it ran a summer school, called Forbidden Courses, in Dallas. The speakers included UATX co-founder Bari Weiss (canceled by haters on Slack and Twitter), Peter Boghossian (canceled by Portland State University), Ayaan Hirsi Ali (canceled by a literal fatwa), Kathleen Stock (canceled by the University of Sussex), and my fellow Atlantic writer Thomas Chatterton Williams (inexplicably not canceled).

When I visited the UATX offices, in an Art Deco building in downtown Austin, the provost, Jacob Howland, told me that he wanted "to get the politics out of the classroom," and that faculty members will have succeeded if the students can't guess how they vote from what they say in class. Just as in Rogan's comedy club, smartphones are banned in class--"so that students can't be distracted by them, or, for example, record other students and tell the world, 'Oh, you know, this student had this opinion, and it's unacceptable, and I'm putting it out there on TikTok.' "

Many on the left, however, suspect that heterodox just means "right-wing and in denial." An attendee at last year's Forbidden Courses sent me a slide showing survey results about the students' political leanings: Out of 29 respondents, 19 identified as conservative. One major UATX donor is Harlan Crow, the billionaire who has bankrolled Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas's lifestyle for years; he sat in the back of some 2023 summer-school lectures. Another is the Austin-based venture capitalist Joe Lonsdale, who co-founded Palantir with Peter Thiel and others. He recently gave $1 million to a pro-Trump super PAC.

"We really are open to all comers," Howland told me. He wondered whether some people on the left simply didn't want to hear any debate.

The Joe Rogan coalition may indeed represent a real strand in American intellectual and political life--a normie suspicion of both MAGA hats and eternal masking, mixed with tolerance for kooky ideas. But it is fracturing.

"Anti-wokeness" once encompassed everyone who could agree that Drew Barrymore's talk show was annoying, that some left-wing activists on TikTok were out of control, and that corporations were largely banging on about diversity to sell more products rather than out of a genuine commitment to human flourishing. Underneath those headline beliefs, however, were two distinct groups: disaffected liberals and actual conservatives, bound together by a common enemy. "Some of the people who seemed like my comrades on Twitter a while back," Tim Urban told me, "I start to see some of them say stuff like 'See, you start with gay marriage, and now you've got drag queens in this kindergarten class.' And, well, hold on a second."

Today, fractures are obvious across the wider anti-woke movement--and they must be serious, because people have started podcasting about them. Watching Rogan's stand-up set, I realized that much of his culture-war material was now three or four years old; his podcast is one of the only places I still hear COVID mentioned, as Rogan relitigates the criticism he received during the pandemic. There's a real tension in the Roganverse between the stated desire to escape polarization and the appeal of living in an endless 2020, when the sharp definition of the opposing sides yielded growing audiences and made unlikely political alliances possible.

Rogan's sympathetic treatment of his friend Alex Jones demonstrates why power is better mediated through institutions than wielded by individuals.

Those contradictory impulses are evident in Austin. Jon Stokes, a co-founder of the AI company Symbolic, described the city to me as the "DMZ of the culture wars," while the podcaster David Perell put it like this: "Moving to Austin is the geographical equivalent of saying 'I don't read the news anymore.' "

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

But national politics inevitably intrude. In front of the Texas capitol one sunny day, I found myself surrounded by a sea of pink and blue--a Christian rally against the "grooming" of children by LGBTQ activists through sex education in schools. A speaker was telling the crowd about a concealed, well-funded agenda centered on "the dismemberment of the heart and soul of your children."

These are not Rogan's politics. But relentless criticism from the left has pushed him and his fellow travelers closer to people who talk like this. Look at Elon Musk, who has developed an obsession with defeating the "woke mind virus" and an addiction to posting about his grievances.

At its worst, The Joe Rogan Experience is one of America's top venues for rich and powerful people to complain about being publicly contradicted, and Rogan's own feelings of kinship with the canceled mean that he has repeatedly hosted guests whose views are recklessly extreme. This unwise loyalty is most evident in his friendship with the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones. In 2022, the Infowars founder was ordered to pay nearly $1.5 billion in damages to the families of children killed in the Sandy Hook school shooting; his speculation that they were actors had led to a massive harassment campaign against them. At the trial, one father told the court that conspiracy theorists emboldened by Jones had claimed to have urinated on his 7-year-old son's grave and threatened to dig up his body.

During his stand-up set, Rogan said that Jones was right about the existence of "false flags"--events staged by the government or provocateurs to discredit a cause. Then he whispered to himself that Jones had gotten "one thing wrong." He had gotten a lot of things right too, Rogan said at normal volume. Then his voice dropped again: "It was a pretty big thing, though."

Rogan's sympathetic treatment of his friend demonstrates why power is better mediated through institutions than wielded by individuals: It's too easy to be sympathetic to a man sitting in front of you, whom you know as a complete person, rather than to his distant, unseen victims. Also, it's good to be open-minded, but not so much that your brain falls out.

If Rogan is the male Oprah, he is also the human embodiment of America's vexed relationship with free speech: a complex tangle of arguments and conspiracy theories all boiled down into one short, swole man who likes to wear a fanny pack. Rogan is a guy who started a podcast in 2009 to smoke weed with his fellow comics and talk about martial arts--and who, like many Americans, has taken part in a great geographical sorting, moving to be closer to people whose values he shares. He speaks to people who feel silenced, both elite and normie, even as he's turned the very idea that opinions like his are being "silenced" into a joke in itself. As I walked into the Comedy Mothership, I saw a sign on the wall. It read HECKLERS WILL BE ALIENATED.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "You Think You're So Heterodox." It has been updated to reflect that Robert F. Kennedy Jr. suspended his 2024 presidential campaign after the issue went to press.
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Trump Blames Everybody but Himself

He can't face the truth about his performance at the debate.

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.


This morning found the former apex predator of American politics looking for some hand-holding. Donald Trump said on Fox & Friends that he is "not inclined" to do any more debates, but that if he does, he wants only the friendliest possible moderators--his suggestions were the Fox News hosts Sean Hannity, Jesse Watters, or Laura Ingraham.

Trump's comment came during a morning spent complaining about last night's ABC moderators and arguing that the network should lose its broadcasting license. He was trying to pick up the pieces from a shambolic performance. "Trump lost his cool over and over," David Frum wrote in The Atlantic. "Goaded by predictable provocations, he succumbed again and again." Kamala Harris baited him with surgical precision, triggering his insecurities while giving him full freedom to openly wallow in his delusions.

Even some of Trump's most reliable sycophants had to recognize that the fault lay neither in the stars nor in the moderators but rather in the candidate himself. Others in the former president's universe, though, have refused to acknowledge that truth. During the debate, the conservative activist and Turning Point USA founder Charlie Kirk posted on X: "Did you really think they were going to give Trump a fair debate? Trump got shot on July 13th, and now a drive by shooting on September 10th." Megyn Kelly posted: "These moderators are a disgraceful failure and this is one of the most biased, unfair debates I have ever seen. Shame on you @ABC." Other reactions were even more hysterical. Sean Davis, a co-founder of The Federalist, suggested not only that ABC lose its license but that the moderators and network executives be charged with "criminal election fraud and interference." "What you saw last night from ABC has never happened before in American history," the former Trump aide Stephen Miller complained in a post on X. "We've always had leftwing bias from establishment corporate press. This was something else entirely: this was aggressively working to sabotage and undermine the democratic process."

As soon as he got offstage, Trump grasped onto his supporters' line of defense. "I thought that was my best Debate, EVER, especially since it was THREE ON ONE!" Trump wrote on Truth Social, echoing phrasing used online during the debate. Trump must be aware on some level that last night, tens of millions of voters watched a bitter, confused, and diminished elderly man fall apart in front of their eyes. At his rallies, Trump can get away with his signature lies and tantrums of grievance--and with not saying much at all about actual policy plans. In his softball interviews with fawning right-wing hosts, he can ramble and lie without fear of being challenged. At the presidential debate, though, it didn't work. So he has decided to blame everybody but himself.

History should note that the former president spent part of the day of the debate hanging out with a notoriously bigoted conspiracy theorist and posting memes referencing a false claim about Haitian immigrants eating pets in Ohio. Even after the story of the pet-eating immigrants was debunked, Trump and his running mate, J. D. Vance, continued to push the racist idea, which led to the debate's most memorable moment. "In Springfield, they're eating the dogs, the people that came in, they're eating the cats," Trump declared. "They're eating the pets of the people that live there, and this is what's happening in our country."

Actually, it's not happening, as the debate moderator David Muir pointed out, noting that ABC had reached out to the Springfield city manager to confirm this. Trump and his supporters were incensed that the ABC moderators, who fact-checked some of Trump's statements in the debate live, corrected this and a few of his other egregious lies--for example, pointing out that killing newborn babies is illegal, contra Trump's claim that in some states, doctors can "execute" babies after birth.

Attacking debate moderators and the media in general is nothing new for Trump. He makes no secret of his loathing for the press and for anyone who holds him to account. Indeed, he tried to inoculate himself against a poor debate performance by pre-attacking ABC, accusing it of liberal bias. But it wasn't the moderators or the network, or even Harris, who forced Trump to begin ranting that "they're eating the dogs!" That was all Trump. Ever the showman, he may understand just how awful last night's show was for him--which is why he's pointing the finger at everyone else.

Related:

	What was Trump even talking about?
 	Kamala Harris's most successful power play






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Peter Wehner: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump.
 	Trump again disgraces a sacred American space.
 	The post-debate challenge for Harris
 	How Joe Rogan remade Austin




Today's News

	Speaker Mike Johnson pulled a stopgap government-funding bill hours before the House was set to vote on it because more Republicans withdrew their support. Congress has until September 30 to come to an agreement on government funding in order to avert a government shutdown.
 	Mexico's Senate narrowly passed a controversial and sweeping judicial-reform measure that would allow voters to elect judges at all levels, including the Supreme Court.
 	Officials arrested a Southern California man yesterday for allegedly starting the Line Fire that has burned more than 34,000 acres in the state.




Evening Read


Devin Oktar Yalkin



'I Was Responsible for Those People'

By Tim Alberta

On the evening of September 4, 2021, one week before the 20th anniversary of 9/11, Glenn Vogt stood at the footprint of the North Tower and gazed at the names stamped in bronze. The sun was diving below the buildings across the Hudson River in New Jersey, and though we didn't realize it, the memorial was shut off to the public. Tourists had been herded behind a rope line some 20 feet away, but we'd walked right past them. As we looked on silently, a security guard approached. "I'm sorry, but the site is closed for tonight," the man said.
 Glenn studied the guard. Then he folded his hands as if in prayer. "Please," he said. "I was the general manager of Windows on the World, the restaurant that was at the top of this building. These were my employees."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How swing voters reacted to the Trump-Harris debate
 	J. D. Vance's very weird views about women
 	David Frum: How Harris roped a dope
 	Gullible Mr. Trump
 	Kamala Harris's secret weapon
 	Taylor Swift's three-word burn of J. D. Vance




Culture Break


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Bloomberg / Getty; Kate Green / Getty.



Analyze. Taylor Swift is a perfect bogeywoman for almost everything the GOP is targeting in the presidential race, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. All This and More, a new novel by Peng Shepherd, follows the consequences of a reality TV show that allows contestants to make multiple life-altering choices.

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/09/trump-blames-everybody-but-himself/679797/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump Again Disgraces a Sacred American Space

It takes a unique kind of vulgarity to bring a 9/11 "truther" to events marking the anniversary of the September 11 attacks.

by David A. Graham




The bar for tastelessness in American politics has dropped precipitously in the past decade. It's even dropped in the past 24 hours. Nonetheless, it takes a unique kind of vulgarity to bring a 9/11 "truther" to events marking the 23rd anniversary of the September 11 attacks.

The culprit is former President Donald Trump, who attended commemorative events in New York and Pennsylvania today. As part of his entourage, he brought along Laura Loomer, a right-wing activist and former Republican presidential candidate. Loomer has a long history of offensive remarks, and Trump's advisers have often worked to distance him from her, though they have been stymied by Trump himself.

David A. Graham: What was he even talking about?

The relevant information here is that just last year, Loomer shared a video alleging that the attacks were "an inside job." As noted by NBC's Vaughn Hillyard and further explained by the liberal organization Media Matters for America, Loomer wrote on X that the Bush administration staged the attacks to cover up a government loss of trillions of dollars. (No such money was lost, and the U.S. government didn't do 9/11.) This is who Trump thought to bring along with him to events commemorating the deaths of thousands of Americans.

Such flippancy is appalling but perhaps not shocking. Despite being a lifelong New Yorker and saying he watched the attacks happen, Trump has never seemed to grasp their seriousness. His first reaction on that day was to boast that one of his signature buildings, 40 Wall Street, was now the tallest in downtown Manhattan. (It wasn't.) Trump has also claimed that he helped clear rubble (no evidence for this exists) and that he hired a crew to assist in the cleanup (ditto).

Even so, he's been happy to wield 9/11 as a political cudgel. In 2010, he joined other conservative voices campaigning against a Muslim cultural center planned for lower Manhattan, which was dubbed the "Ground Zero mosque," though it was neither a mosque nor especially close to Ground Zero. As The Atlantic reported in 2019, his advocacy "for the first time gave him national visibility on the political right." Reprising this bigotry a few years later, he claimed to have watched as thousands of Muslims celebrated the attacks in Jersey City, something that never happened.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers"

Then again, Trump has never seemed to grasp solemnity. In 2018, as The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, reported, the then-president skipped a visit to an American World War I cemetery in France, dismissing the men interred there as "losers." Last month, he attempted to use Section 60 at Arlington National Cemetery, some of the most hallowed territory at one of the nation's most hallowed places of rest, as a prop for campaign messaging, and when a cemetery staffer objected, his aides got into a physical confrontation with her.

Trump's gaucherie is echoed by some of his supporters. A widely shared clip from today's ceremony in Manhattan shows Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris greeting each other, but in the background, fans can be heard shouting, "Woo!" and chanting Trump's name like they're attending a political rally. Except it was a ceremony to memorialize more than 2,600 people brutally murdered by terrorists.

Read: Trump's racism: an oral history

This is tacky and offensive, and a president who lacks empathy tends to stumble at the soft-power parts of his job. But this failure to grasp the importance of an event like 9/11 connects to a failure to grasp its policy implications as well. During last night's debate, Trump once again railed against NATO. "We were being ripped off by European nations both on trade and on NATO," he said. Earlier this year, he said he'd encourage Russia to attack NATO members if they didn't meet defense spending targets.

Trump must have forgotten or never bothered to learn that NATO's mutual-defense agreement has been invoked only once--when members of the alliance agreed to assist the United States after the September 11 attacks. In Loomer's mind, maybe this doesn't mean anything, given that it was an inside job anyway. Does Trump live in Loomer's world or the real world?
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        'That's Something That You Won't Recover From as a Doctor'
        Sarah Zhang

        Photographs by Bethany MollenkofKylie Cooper has seen all the ways a pregnancy can go terrifyingly, perilously wrong. She is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients, also known as a maternal-fetal-medicine specialist, or MFM. The awkward hyphenation highlights the duality of the role. Cooper must care for two patients at once: mother and fetus, mom and baby. On good days, she helps women with complicated pregnancies bring home healthy babies. On bad days, she has to tell families that this...

      

      
        The Supreme Court's Effort to Save Trump Is Already Working
        Quinta Jurecic

        Just months ago, it seemed conceivable that Donald Trump might spend the final stretch of the presidential campaign in a Washington, D.C., courtroom, on trial for his efforts to overturn the results of the 2020 election. Even a week ago, it was possible that voters might head to the polls on Election Day with Trump's sentencing in the New York hush-money case, then scheduled for September 18, fresh in their mind. But on Friday, New York Supreme Court Justice Juan Merchan pushed the sentencing dat...

      

      
        What I Saw on the January 6 Committee
        Jacob Glick

        Days after the January 6 attack on the Capitol, I joined the legal team supporting Representative Jamie Raskin and the other House managers as they prepared for President Donald Trump's second impeachment trial. At that point, relatively little was known about the origins of the attack. What was visible to us, as we scrambled to draft a presentation to the Senate, was a grim yet simple truth: Trump had set a violent mob upon Congress in order to stay in power. Later, I became part of the House Ja...

      

      
        Trump Again Disgraces a Sacred American Space
        David A. Graham

        The bar for tastelessness in American politics has dropped precipitously in the past decade. It's even dropped in the past 24 hours. Nonetheless, it takes a unique kind of vulgarity to bring a 9/11 "truther" to events marking the 23rd anniversary of the September 11 attacks.The culprit is former President Donald Trump, who attended commemorative events in New York and Pennsylvania today. As part of his entourage, he brought along Laura Loomer, a right-wing activist and former Republican president...

      

      
        How Swing Voters Reacted to the Trump-Harris Debate
        Sarah Longwell

        Before last night's debate, I got a text from a friend who summed up Kamala Harris's predicament: She has to appear feminine but not dainty. She has to be firm but not nasty. She has to call out Donald Trump's lies but not be naggy. She has to dress presidentially but not be blah.Evidently, women candidates face challenges that men don't--voters question their toughness and are often ambivalent about how they should discuss identity. But at the debate, Harris showed that these hurdles aren't insur...

      

      
        Kamala Harris's Most Successful Power Play
        Megan Garber

        In the end, her face said it all.Before Kamala Harris and Donald Trump met in Philadelphia last night, they agreed to rules stipulating that each candidate's microphone would generally be muted while the other was speaking. The rules were meant to ensure, among other things, equal air time. Predictably, Trump ignored them. He talked out of turn, again and again, forging ahead until ABC's production staff relented, turning on his mic to let him have his say. As a result, the debate ended with, by ...

      

      
        The Post-debate Challenge for Harris
        Ronald Brownstein

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The only way that last night's presidential debate could have gone better for Vice President Kamala Harris is if it had been held in late October, not early September. With a forceful, confident, needling performance, Harris did everything Democrats could have hoped for when they pressured President Joe Biden to leave the race earlier this summer. Former President Donald Trump, to a remarkable extent, marginalized himself...

      

      
        What Was He Even Talking About?
        David A. Graham

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Even in a debate full of bizarre statements from Donald Trump, the one about cats and dogs stuck out.The question to the former president was simple: Why did you work to kill an immigration bill that would have added thousands of border guards?His answer was not. He began with a mini-diatribe about his crowd sizes, responding to an earlier attack from Kamala Harris. Once that was out of his system, Trump turned to immigra...

      

      
        Kamala Harris Broke Donald Trump
        Peter Wehner

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Last night in Philadelphia, Kamala Harris did to Donald Trump what Donald Trump had done to Joe Biden: She broke her opponent on a debate stage.I've been watching presidential debates since 1976, and I've even been peripherally involved in a few. And I've never seen a candidate execute a debate strategy as well as Harris did.The night, for Harris supporters, went better than even the most optimistic among the...

      

      
        Taylor Swift's Three-Word Burn of J. D. Vance
        Helen Lewis

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.The last three words of Taylor Swift's latest Instagram post were the funniest. After yesterday's presidential debate, a new picture appeared in her feed, which has 283 million followers. Swift was holding her cat Benjamin Button, and the message was signed off: "Taylor Swift, Childless Cat Lady." Just from that, you can guess what the rest of the caption contains: an endorsement of the Democrats in November.In her post, ...

      

      
        How Joe Rogan Remade Austin
        Helen Lewis

        It's a Tuesday night in downtown Austin, and Joe Rogan is pretending to jerk off right in front of my face. The strangest thing about this situation is that millions of straight American men would kill to switch places with me.Centimillionaires generally pride themselves on their inaccessibility, but most weeks you can see Rogan live at the Comedy Mothership, which he owns, in exchange for $50 and a two-drink minimum. About 250 tickets for each "Joe Rogan and Friends" show go on sale every Sunday...

      

      
        How Harris Roped a Dope
        David Frum

        Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring our 2024 election coverage.Vice President Kamala Harris walked onto the ABC News debate stage with a mission: trigger a Trump meltdown.She succeeded.Former President Donald Trump had a mission too: control yourself.He failed.Trump lost his cool over and over. Goaded by predictable provocations, he succumbed again and again.Trump was pushed into broken-sentence monologues--and even an all-out attack on the 2020 election outcome. He repeated crazy sto...

      

      
        What Happened to the Politically Conscious Black Athlete?
        Jemele Hill

        If there's one demographic that Vice President Kamala Harris appears to have locked up, it's the Golden State Warrior vote. Steve Kerr, the team's head coach, gave a speech endorsing Harris at the Democratic National Convention, and the superstar point guard Steph Curry beamed in his own message of support via video. Curry's teammate, the boisterous but relatively apolitical power forward Draymond Green, spoke up for the vice president on his podcast last month.Outside the Bay Area, however, Blac...

      

      
        The Video That Perfectly Captures the Utter Strangeness of RFK Jr.
        Caitlin Flanagan

        RFK Jr. slid into my TikTok "For You" page this weekend. I had never thought of him as being For Me, but TikTok knows all of us better than we know ourselves, so I kept watching. He was standing outside on a sunny day, wearing a pale-blue T-shirt, his mien familiar: inexhaustible, in high spirits, a solo artist ever ready to start one more aria."Hey, everybody," he says cheerfully; "I'm down in Baja with Cheryl." Trying to save his marriage, I thought cynically. It's been widely reported that his...

      

      
        How Should Harris Debate Trump?
        Russell Berman

        Stand your ground, but don't take the bait. Be prepared, but not scripted. Call him out, but don't lose your cool. Own your identity, but don't lead with it.As Kamala Harris gets ready to face Donald Trump in a debate tonight for the first and possibly only time in her abbreviated presidential campaign, Democrats who have advised past nominees have plenty of advice on how she should handle an opponent whose chief political skill is attacking and degrading. Her task, they acknowledged, is tricky: ...

      

      
        Why Mike Lee Folded
        Tim Alberta

        Photographs by Justin T. GellersonWhen it was finally his turn to speak during the televised roll call at this summer's Republican National Convention, Senator Mike Lee wore the canny smile of a man who was selling something bigger than his home state of Utah. "It's a place where we love freedom, we love the Constitution," Lee said, "and we despise tyranny."Watching Lee from some 20 feet away as he spoke, I felt a twinge of deja vu. Hadn't I heard him deliver these same patriotic bromides at a Re...

      

      
        Trump Called Harris 'Beautiful.' Now He Has a Problem.
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        Donald Trump has a remarkably binary view of the world: Walls are good; migrants are bad. Tariffs are good; taxes are bad. People who love Trump are good; those who don't are bad. And women are hot--or not.Trump cares about everyone's looks, of course. But as a former owner of the Miss Universe, Miss USA, and Miss Teen USA pageants, he is a self-proclaimed expert on women's beauty. He spent multiple appearances on The Howard Stern Show rating women on a numeric scale. You can see him, like a teena...

      

      
        Hypocrisy, Spinelessness, and the Triumph of Donald Trump
        Mark Leibovich

        Illustrations by Ben HickeyThis article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.In the summer of 2015, back when he was still talking to traitorous reporters like me, I spent extended stretches with Donald Trump. He was in the early phase of his first campaign for president, though he had quickly made himself the inescapable figure of that race--as he would in pretty much every Republican contest since. We would hop around his various clubs, buildings, holding r...

      

      
        Trump Promises a 'Bloody Story'
        David Frum

        Donald Trump says something crazy or vicious almost every time he speaks. It's his nature, but it's also a political strategy. The flow of half-demented, half-depraved talk energizes those who enjoy it--and exhausts those who are horrified by it.The mainstream media cannot report every outrageous remark, or they would do nothing else. Even those shocking comments that do get reported tend to  make just a blip. The next day, if not the next minute, Trump is telling another lie or vilifying another ...

      

      
        How the GOP Went From Reagan to Trump
        Max Boot

        Donald Trump's far-right worldview has a lot of critics, many of them Republicans, who argue that Ronald Reagan would "roll over" or "turn over" in his grave if he could see what is happening to his old party. The Trump-dominated, populist-nationalist GOP is certainly very different from the conservative party that Reagan led in the 1980s, and Trump is a very different figure, in both outlook and personality, from Reagan. But it's also true that, however much Trump has changed the Republican Part...

      

      
        The YIMBYs Won Over the Democrats
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Total and complete victory. For a niche technocratic movement hyper-obsessed with increasing the supply of housing, that's what the past few weeks in Democratic politics have felt like. In recent years, a remote-work-induced housing-market boom has pushed housing affordability higher on the national political agenda. And years of advocacy by yes-in-my-backyard, or YIMBY, activists have familiarized politicians with the logic of the housing shortage.Vice President Kamala Harris knows "that if we w...

      

      
        He Could Have Talked About Anything Else
        David A. Graham

        A press conference is a tool for a presidential candidate to get reporters and voters talking about a topic of his or her choice. So why did Donald Trump spend 45 minutes reminding them about some of the many sexual-assault allegations against him?Late this morning at Trump Tower, the former president took the microphone and spoke at length about the civil case in which he was found liable for sexually abusing the writer E. Jean Carroll. He mentioned the other allegations against him that came up...

      

      
        The GOP's Pro-family Delusion
        David A. Graham

        Today's Republican Party aspires to be a pro-family movement, but it has struggled to turn that desire into much more than a plea for people to have more children. Twice in the past two days, the GOP presidential ticket has demonstrated that it has no idea how to help people care for children once they're born.Yesterday, Donald Trump spoke at the Economic Club of New York, where he was asked whether and how he would make child care more affordable. The answer was, even by his standards, confusing...

      

      
        What Tucker Carlson's Spin on World War II Really Says
        Megan Garber

        In the movie The History Boys, based on Alan Bennett's play, a student wins a scholarship to Oxford with the help of an argument he makes on an entrance exam: Hitler, he claims, was "much misunderstood." As fiction, this is mordant comedy--a mockery of the particular type of arrogance required to twist the tragedies of the Holocaust into personal gain. But now the satire has come for our news cycle.In a long and meandering interview on Tucker Carlson's show this week, the podcaster Darryl Cooper o...
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'That's Something That You Won't Recover From as a Doctor'

In Idaho and other states, draconian laws are forcing physicians to ignore their training and put patients' lives at risk.

by Sarah Zhang


Megan Kasper, an ob-gyn in Nampa, Idaho, considers herself pro-life, but she believes that the state's abortion ban goes too far. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Kylie Cooper has seen all the ways a pregnancy can go terrifyingly, perilously wrong. She is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients, also known as a maternal-fetal-medicine specialist, or MFM. The awkward hyphenation highlights the duality of the role. Cooper must care for two patients at once: mother and fetus, mom and baby. On good days, she helps women with complicated pregnancies bring home healthy babies. On bad days, she has to tell families that this will not be possible. Sometimes, they ask her to end the pregnancy; prior to the summer of 2022, she was able to do so.

That summer, Cooper felt a growing sense of dread. Thirteen states--including Idaho, where she practiced--had passed "trigger laws" meant to ban abortion if Roe v. Wade were overturned. When this happened, in June 2022, some of the bans proved so draconian that doctors feared they could be prosecuted for providing medical care once considered standard. Soon enough, stories began to emerge around the country of women denied abortions, even as their health deteriorated.

In Texas, a woman whose water broke at 18 weeks--far too early for her baby to survive outside the womb--was unable to get an abortion until she became septic. She spent three days in the ICU, and one of her fallopian tubes permanently closed from scarring. In Tennessee, a woman lost four pints of blood delivering her dead fetus in a hospital's holding area. In Oklahoma, a bleeding woman with a nonviable pregnancy was turned away from three separate hospitals. One said she could wait in the parking lot until her condition became life-threatening.

Idaho's ban was as strict as they came, and Cooper worried about her high-risk patients who would soon be forced to continue pregnancies that were dangerous, nonviable, or both.

She was confronted with this reality just two days after the ban went into effect, when a woman named Kayla Smith walked into Cooper's office at St. Luke's Boise Medical Center. (St. Luke's was founded by an Episcopal bishop but is no longer religiously affiliated.) Smith was just over four months pregnant with her second baby--a boy she and her husband had already decided to name Brooks.

Her first pregnancy had been complicated. At 19 weeks, she'd developed severe preeclampsia, a condition associated with pregnancy that can cause life-threatening high blood pressure. She started seeing spots in her vision, and doctors worried that she would have a stroke. The only cure for preeclampsia is ending the pregnancy--with a delivery or an abortion. But Smith had chosen to stay pregnant, despite the risks, and she was able to eke it out just long enough on IV blood-pressure drugs for her daughter to be born as a preemie, at 33 weeks. The baby ultimately did well after a NICU stay, one of those success stories that MFMs say is the reason they do what they do.

This time, however, Smith's ultrasound had picked up some worrying fetal anomalies, raising the possibility of Down syndrome. "Okay, that's fine," Smith remembers saying. "But is our son going to survive?" The answer, Cooper realized as she peered at his tiny heart on the ultrasound, was almost certainly no. The left half of the heart had barely formed; a pediatric cardiologist later confirmed that the anomaly was too severe to fix with surgery. Meanwhile, Smith's early-onset preeclampsia in her first pregnancy put her at high risk of developing preeclampsia again. In short, her son would not survive, and staying pregnant would pose a danger to her own health. In the ultrasound room that day, Smith started to cry.

Cooper started to cry too. She was used to conversations like this--delivering what might be the worst news of someone's life was a regular part of her job--but she was not used to telling her patients that they then had no choice about what to do next. Idaho's new ban made performing an abortion for any reason a felony. It contained no true exceptions, allowing doctors only to mount an "affirmative defense" in court in cases involving rape or incest, or to prevent the death of the mother. This put the burden on physicians to prove that their illegal actions were justifiable. The punishment for violating the law was at least two years in prison, and up to five. The state also had a Texas-style vigilante law that allowed a family member of a "preborn child" to sue an abortion provider in civil court for at least $20,000.

From the May 2022 issue: Jessica Bruder on the future of abortion in a post-Roe America

Because Smith had not yet developed preeclampsia, her own life was not technically in danger, and she could not have an abortion in Idaho. Merely protecting her health was not enough. Lawmakers had made that clear: When asked about the health of the mother, Todd Lakey, one of the legislators who introduced the trigger ban in 2020, had said, "I would say it weighs less, yes, than the life of the child." The fact that Smith's baby could not survive didn't matter; Idaho's ban had no exception for lethal fetal anomalies.

If she did get preeclampsia, Smith remembers asking, when could her doctors intervene? Cooper wasn't sure. Idaho's abortion law was restrictive; it was also vague. All Cooper would say was When you are sick enough. Sick enough that she was actually in danger of dying? That seemed awfully risky; Smith had a two-and-a-half-year-old daughter who needed her mom. She also worried that if she continued her pregnancy, her unborn son would suffer. Would he feel pain, she asked, if he died after birth, as his underdeveloped heart tried in vain to pump blood? Cooper did not have a certain answer for this either.


Kylie Cooper is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Smith decided that getting an abortion as soon as possible, before her health was imperiled, would be best, even if that meant traveling to another state. She knew she wanted her abortion to be an early induction of labor--rather than a dilation and evacuation that removed the fetus with medical instruments--because she wanted to hold her son, to say goodbye. She found a hospital in Seattle that could perform an induction abortion and drove with her husband almost eight hours to get there. Unsure how much their insurance would cover, they took out a $16,000 personal loan. Two weeks later, Smith again drove to Seattle and back, this time to pick up her son's ashes. The logistics kept her so busy, she told me, that "I wasn't even allowed the space to grieve the loss of my son."

If Smith had walked into Cooper's office just a week earlier, none of this would have been necessary. She would have been able to get the abortion right there in Boise. But at least she had not yet been in immediate danger, and she'd made it to Seattle safely. Cooper worried about the next patient, and the next. What if someone came in tomorrow with, say, her water broken at 19 weeks, at risk of bleeding and infection? This happened regularly at her hospital.

As summer turned to fall, Cooper started to feel anxious whenever she was on call. "Every time the phone rang, or my pager went off, just this feeling of impending doom," she told me. Would this call be the call? The one in which a woman would die on her watch? She began telling patients at risk for certain complications to consider staying with family outside Idaho, if they could, for part of their pregnancy--just in case they needed an emergency abortion.

Cooper described her feelings as a form of "moral distress," a phrase I heard again and again in interviews with nearly three dozen doctors who are currently practicing or have practiced under post-Roe abortion restrictions. The term was coined in the 1980s to describe the psychological toll on nurses who felt powerless to do the right thing--unable to challenge, for example, doctors ordering painful procedures on patients with no chance of living. The concept gained traction among doctors during the coronavirus pandemic, when overwhelmed hospitals had to ration care, essentially leaving some patients to die.

From the December 2019 issue: Caitlin Flanagan on the dishonesty of the abortion debate

In the two-plus years since Roe was overturned, a handful of studies have cataloged the moral distress of doctors across the country. In one, 96 percent of providers who care for pregnant women in states with restrictive laws reported feelings of moral distress that ranged from "uncomfortable" to "intense" to "worst possible." In a survey of ob-gyns who mostly were not abortion providers, more than 90 percent said the laws had prevented them or their colleagues from providing standard medical care. They described feeling "muzzled," "handcuffed," and "straitjacketed." In another study, ob-gyn residents reported feeling like "puppets," a "hypocrite," or a "robot of the State" under the abortion bans.

The doctors I spoke with had a wide range of personal views on abortion, but they uniformly agreed that the current restrictions are unworkable as medical care. They have watched patients grow incredulous, even angry, upon learning of their limited options. But mostly, their patients are devastated. The bans have added heartbreak on top of heartbreak, forcing women grieving the loss of an unborn child to endure delayed care and unnecessary injury. For some doctors, this has been too much to bear. They have fled to states without bans, leaving behind even fewer doctors to care for patients in places like Idaho.

Cooper had moved to Idaho with her husband and kids in 2018, drawn to the natural beauty and to the idea of practicing in a state underserved by doctors: It ranked 47th in the nation in ob-gyns per capita then, and she was one of just nine MFMs in the state. But in that summer of 2022, she began to fear that she could no longer do right by her patients. What she knew to be medically and ethically correct was now legally wrong. "I could not live with myself if something bad happened to somebody," she told me. "But I also couldn't live with myself if I went to prison and left my family and my small children behind."

At first, Cooper and other doctors distressed by Idaho's ban hoped that it could be amended. If only lawmakers knew what doctors knew, they figured, surely they would see how the rule was harming women who needed an abortion for medical reasons. Indeed, as doctors began speaking up, publicly in the media and privately with lawmakers, several Idaho legislators admitted that they had not understood the impact of the trigger ban. Some had never thought that Roe would be overturned. The ban wasn't really meant to become law--except now it had.

Frankly, doctors had been unprepared too. None had shown up to testify before the trigger ban quietly passed in 2020; they just weren't paying attention. (Almost all public opposition at the time came from anti-abortion activists, who thought the ban was still too lax because it had carve-outs for rape and incest.) Now doctors found themselves taking a crash course in state politics. Lauren Miller, another MFM at St. Luke's, helped form a coalition to get the Idaho Medical Association to put its full lobbying power in the state legislature behind medical exceptions, both for lethal fetal anomalies and for a mother's health. Cooper and a fellow ob-gyn, Amelia Huntsberger, met with the governor's office in their roles as vice chair and chair, respectively, of the Idaho section of the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists.

The results of these efforts were disappointing. The lobbying culminated in a bill passed in March 2023 that offered doctors only marginally more breathing room than before. It changed the affirmative-defense statute into an actual exception to "prevent the death of the pregnant woman," and it clarified that procedures to end ectopic and molar pregnancies--two types of nonviable abnormal pregnancies--were not to be considered abortions. But an exception for lethal fetal anomalies was a nonstarter. And an exception to prevent a life-threatening condition, rather than just preventing the death of the mother, was quashed after the chair of the Idaho Republican Party, Dorothy Moon, lambasted it in a public letter. The previous year, the Idaho GOP had adopted a platform declaring that "abortion is murder from the moment of fertilization" and rejected an exception for the life of the mother; it would reiterate that position in 2024.

Read: Dobbs's confounding effect on abortion rates

Cooper and Huntsberger felt that their meeting with two of the governor's staffers, in December 2022, had been futile as well. It had taken months to schedule a 20-minute conversation, and one of the staffers left in a hurry partway through. "There was a lot of acknowledgment of Yeah, this is really bad. The laws may not be written ideally," Huntsberger told me. "There was also no action."

After the meeting, the two women sat, dejected, in a rental car across from the state capitol, Huntsberger having traveled more than 400 miles from Sandpoint, Idaho, where she was a general ob-gyn in a rural hospital. That was when Cooper turned to her colleague and said she had something to confess: She had just been offered a job in Minnesota, a state where abortion is legal. And she was going to take it. She had reached a point where she just couldn't do it anymore; she couldn't keep turning away patients whom she had the skills to help, who needed her help. "There were so many drives home where I would cry," she later told me.

The departure of so many physicians has strained Idaho's medical system.

Huntsberger was heartbroken to lose a colleague in the fight to change Idaho's law. But she understood. She and her husband, an ER doctor, had also been talking about leaving. "It was once a month, and then once a week, and then every day," she told me, "and then we weren't sleeping." They worried what might happen at work; they worried what it might mean for their three children. Was it time to give up on Idaho? She told Cooper that day, "Do what you need to do to care for yourself." Cooper and her family moved to Minnesota that spring.

Huntsberger soon found a new job in Oregon, where abortion is also legal. A week later, her rural hospital announced the shutdown of its labor-and-delivery unit, citing Idaho's "legal and political climate" as one reason. Staffing a 24/7 unit is expensive, and the ban had made recruiting ob-gyns to rural Idaho more difficult than ever. Even jobs in Boise that used to attract 15 or 20 applicants now had only a handful; some jobs have stayed vacant for two years. The three other ob-gyns at Huntsberger's hospital all ended up finding new positions in states with fewer abortion restrictions.

During Huntsberger's last month in Idaho, many of her patients scheduled their annual checkups early, so they could see her one last time to say goodbye. Over the years, she had gotten to know all about their children and puppies and gardens. These relationships were why she had become a small-town ob-gyn. She'd never thought she would leave.

Two other labor-and-delivery units have since closed in Idaho. The state lost more than 50 ob-gyns practicing obstetrics, about one-fifth of the total, in the first 15 months of the ban, according to an analysis by the Idaho Physician Well-Being Action Collaborative. Among MFMs, who deal with the most complicated pregnancies, the exodus has been even more dramatic. Of the nine practicing in 2022, Cooper was the first to leave, followed by Lauren Miller. A third MFM also left because of the ban. Then a fourth took a new job in Nevada and a fifth tried to retire, but their hospital was so short-staffed by then that they were both persuaded to stay at least part-time. That left only four other MFMs for the entire state.


After the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, St. Luke's Boise Medical Center started airlifting pregnant women with certain complications to other states to receive treatment. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



The departure of so many physicians has strained Idaho's medical system. After Cooper and others moved away, St. Luke's had to rely on traveling doctors to fill the gaps; the hospital was eventually able to hire a few new MFMs, but the process took a long time. Meanwhile, ob-gyns--and family doctors, who deliver many of the babies in rural Idaho--had to manage more pregnancies, including high-risk ones, on their own. The overall lack of ob-gyns has also had implications for women who aren't pregnant, and won't be: Idaho is an attractive place to retire, and the state's growing population of older women need gynecological care as they age into menopause and beyond.

Anne Feighner, an ob-gyn at St. Luke's who has stayed in Boise for now, thinks all the time about her colleagues who have left. Every day, she told me in June, she drove by the house of her neighbor and fellow ob-gyn, Harmony Schroeder, who at the moment was packing up her home of 20 years for a job in Washington State. She, too, was leaving because of the abortion ban. Across the street is the pink house where Cooper used to live and where her daughters used to ride scooters out front.

"I still have a lot of guilt over leaving," Cooper told me. She had made the decision in order to protect herself and her family. But what about her patients in Idaho, and her colleagues? By leaving, she had made a terrible situation for them even worse.

Sara Thomson works 12-hour shifts as an obstetrician at a Catholic hospital in Idaho; she is Catholic herself. Even before the abortion ban, her hospital terminated pregnancies only for medical reasons, per religious directive. "I had never considered myself a quote-unquote abortion provider, " Thomson told me--at least not until certain kinds of care provided at her hospital became illegal under Idaho's ban. It started to change how she thought of, as she put it, "the A-word."

She told me about women who showed up at her hospital after their water had broken too early--well before the line of viability, around 22 weeks. Before then, a baby has no chance of survival outside the womb. This condition is known as previable PPROM, an acronym for "preterm premature rupture of membranes."

In the very best scenario, a woman whose water breaks too early is able to stay pregnant for weeks or even months with enough amniotic fluid--the proverbial "water"--for her baby to develop normally. One doctor, Kim Cox, told me about a patient of his whose water broke at 16 weeks; she was able to stay pregnant until 34 weeks, and gave birth to a baby who fared well. Far more likely, though, a woman will naturally go into labor within a week of her water breaking, delivering a fetus that cannot survive. In the worst case, she could develop an infection before delivery. The infection might tip quickly into sepsis, which can cause the loss of limbs, fertility, and organ function--all on top of the tragedy of losing a baby.

In the very worst case, neither mother nor baby survives. In 2012, a 31-year-old woman in Ireland named Savita Halappanavar died after her water broke at 17 weeks. Doctors had refused to end her pregnancy, waiting for the fetus's heartbeat to stop on its own. When it did, she went into labor, but by then, she had become infected. She died from sepsis three days later. Her death galvanized the abortion-rights movement in Ireland, and the country legalized the procedure in 2018.

Read: Abortion isn't about feminism

Doctors in the United States now worry that abortion bans will cause entirely preventable deaths like Halappanavar's; the possibility haunts Thomson. "We shouldn't have to wait for a case like Savita's in Idaho," she said.

Previable PPROM is the complication that most troubles doctors practicing under strict abortion bans. These cases fall into the gap between what Idaho law currently allows (averting a mother's death) and what many doctors want to be able to do (treat complications that could become deadly). The condition is not life-threatening right away, doctors told me, but they offered very different interpretations of when it becomes so--anywhere from the first signs of infection all the way to sepsis.

No surprise, then, that the trigger ban provoked immediate confusion among doctors over how and when to intervene in these cases. Initially, at least, they had more legal leeway to act quickly: The Biden administration had sued Idaho before the trigger ban went into effect, on the grounds that it conflicted with a Reagan-era federal law: the Emergency Medical Treatment and Active Labor Act (EMTALA), which requires ERs to provide stabilizing treatment when a mother's health, not just her life, is at risk. The Department of Health and Human Services interpreted "stabilizing treatment" to include emergency abortions, and a federal judge issued a partial injunction on Idaho's ban, temporarily allowing such abortions to take place. But Idaho appealed the decision, and when the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to hear the case in January 2024, it stayed the injunction. With that, any protection that the federal law had granted Idaho doctors evaporated.


Sara Thomson, an obstetrician at a Catholic hospital in Idaho, says the state's ban has changed how she thinks about "the A-word." (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Thomson was still working under these severe restrictions when I met her in Boise this past June. She missed the days when her biggest problem at work was persuading her hospital to get a new ultrasound machine. A former military doctor, she struck me as soft-spoken but steely, like the most quietly formidable mom in your PTA. At one point, she pulled out a Trapper Keeper pocket folder of handwritten notes that she had taken after our first phone call.

The cases that most distressed her were ones of previable PPROM where the umbilical cord had prolapsed into the vagina, compressing the cord and exposing the baby and mother to infection. When this happens, Thomson said, a developing fetus cannot survive long: "The loss of the baby is sadly inevitable."

Previously at her Catholic hospital, she would have offered to do what was best for the mother's health: terminate the pregnancy before she became infected, so she could go home to recover. Now she told patients that they had no choice but to wait until they went into labor or became infected, or until the fetus's heart stopped beating, slowly deprived of oxygen from its compressed umbilical cord, sometimes over the course of several days. Thomson did not know that a fetus could take so long to die this way--she was used to intervening much sooner. She found forcing her patients to wait like this "morally disgusting."

"Every time I take care of a patient in this scenario, it makes me question why I'm staying here," she told me. It ate at her to put her own legal interests before her patients' health. She knew that if a zealous prosecutor decided she had acted too hastily, she could lose years of her career and her life defending herself, even if she were ultimately vindicated. But if she made a "self-protective" decision to delay care and a patient died, she wasn't sure how she could go on. "From a moral perspective, that's something that you won't recover from as a doctor."

At St. Luke's, the largest hospital in Idaho, doctors started airlifting some patients with complications like previable PPROM out of state after the trigger ban took effect. Rather than delay care to comply with the law, they felt that the better--or, really, less bad--option was to get women care sooner by transferring them to Oregon, Washington, or Utah.

After the Supreme Court stayed the injunction allowing emergency abortions for a mother's health, in January 2024, Idaho doctors became even more cautious about performing abortions, and the transfers picked up. Over the next three and a half months alone, St. Luke's airlifted six pregnant women out of state. Smaller hospitals, too, transferred patients they would have previously treated.

One woman described fearing for her life as she was sent away from St. Luke's last year, after losing a liter of blood when her placenta began detaching inside her. "I couldn't comprehend," she later told The New York Times. "I'm standing in front of doctors who know exactly what to do and how to help and they're refusing to do it." Another woman whose water broke early went into labor en route to Portland, her doctor told me, and delivered her fetus hundreds of miles from home. Her baby did not survive, and she was left to figure out how to get back to Idaho by herself--a medical transport is only a one-way ride. Another became infected and turned septic in the hours it took her to get to Salt Lake City. She had to go to the ICU, says Lauren Theilen, an MFM at the Utah hospital where she was taken. Other patients were sick when they left Idaho and even sicker when they arrived somewhere else.

Where exactly was that line between a patient who could be transferred versus one who needed care immediately, then and there? "I have sometimes wondered if I'm being selfish," says Stacy Seyb, a longtime MFM at St. Luke's, by putting patients through medical transfer to avoid legal sanction. But no doctor works alone in today's hospitals. When one of the first legally ambiguous cases came up, Seyb saw the unease in the eyes of his team: the nurses, the techs, the anesthesiologists, the residents--all the people who normally assist in an emergency abortion. If he did something legally risky, they would also be exposed. Idaho's law threatens to revoke the license of any health-care professional who assists in an abortion. He came to feel that there was no good option to protect both his team and his patients, but that an out-of-state transfer was often the least terrible one. In Portland or Seattle or Salt Lake City, health-care providers do not have to weigh their own interests against their patients'.

In April, when the Supreme Court heard the Idaho case, the media seized upon the dramatic image of women being airlifted out of state for emergency abortions. Justice Elena Kagan made a point of asking about it in oral arguments. In a press conference afterward, Idaho's attorney general, Raul Labrador, pushed back on the idea that airlifts were happening, citing unnamed doctors who said they didn't know of any such instances. If women were being airlifted, he said, it was unnecessary, because emergency abortions were already allowed to save the life of the mother. "I would hate to think," he added, "that St. Luke's or any other hospital is trying to do something like this just to make a political statement." (St. Luke's had filed an amicus brief with the Court in support of the federal government.)

Labrador's comments echoed accusations from national anti-abortion groups that doctors and others who support abortion rights are sowing confusion in order to "sabotage" the laws. When Moon, the chair of the Idaho Republican Party, had rallied lawmakers against any health exceptions back in 2023, she'd also evoked the specter of "doctors educated in some of the farthest Left academic institutions in our country." (Neither Labrador nor Moon responded to my requests for an interview.)

It is true that doctors tend to support abortion access. But in Idaho, many of the ob-gyns critical of the ban are not at all pro-abortion. Maria Palmquist grew up speaking at Right to Life rallies, as the eldest of eight in a Catholic family. She still doesn't believe in "abortion for birth control," she told me, but medical school had opened her eyes to the tragic ways a pregnancy can go wrong. Lately, she's been sending articles to family members, to show that some women with dangerous pregnancies need abortions "so they can have future children."

Kim Cox, the doctor who told me about a patient who had a relatively healthy child after PPROM at 16 weeks, practices in heavily Mormon eastern Idaho. Cox said that "electively terminating" at any point in a pregnancy is "offensive to me and offensive to God." But he also told me about a recent patient whose water had broken at 19 weeks and who wanted a termination that he was prepared to provide--until he realized it was legally dicey. He thought the dangers of such cases were serious enough that women should be able to decide how much risk they wanted to tolerate. Because, I ventured, they might already have a kid at home? "Or 10 kids at home."


Anne Feighner, an ob-gyn at St. Luke's, has decided to stay in Boise for now. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Megan Kasper, an ob-gyn in Nampa, Idaho, who considers herself pro-life, told me she "never dreamed" that she would live to see Roe v. Wade overturned. But Idaho's law went too far even for her. If doctors are forced to wait until death is a real possibility for an expecting mother, she said, "there's going to be a certain number of those that you don't pull back from the brink." She thought the law needed an exception for the health of the mother.

In the two-plus years since the end of Roe, no doctor has yet been prosecuted in Idaho or any other state for performing an abortion--but who wants to test the law by being the first? Doctors are risk-averse. They're rule followers, Kasper told me, a sentiment I heard over and over again: "I want to follow the rules." "We tend to be rule followers." "Very good rule followers." Kasper said she thought that, in some cases, doctors have been more hesitant to treat patients or more willing to transfer them than was necessary. But if the law is not meant to be as restrictive as it reads to doctors, she said, then legislators should simply change it. "Put it in writing." Make it clear.

She does wonder what it would mean to test the law. Kasper has a somewhat unusual background for a doctor. She was homeschooled, back when it was still illegal in some states, and her parents routinely sent money to legal-defense funds for other homeschoolers. "I grew up in a family whose values were It's okay to take risks to do the right thing," she told me. She still believes that. "There's a little bit of my rebel side that's like, Cool, Raul Labrador, you want to throw me in jail? You have at it." Prosecuting "one of the most pro-life OBs" would prove, wouldn't it, just how extreme Idaho had become on abortion.

When I visited Boise in June, doctors were on edge; the Supreme Court's decision on emergency abortions was expected at any moment. On my last day in town, the Court accidentally published the decision early: The case was going to be dismissed, meaning it would return to the lower court. The injunction allowing emergency abortions would, in the meantime, be reinstated.

As the details trickled out, I caught up with Thomson, who was, for the moment, relieved. She had an overnight shift that evening, and the tight coil of tension that had been lodged inside her loosened with the knowledge that EMTALA would soon be back in place, once the Court formally issued its decision. Doctors at St. Luke's also felt they could stop airlifting patients out of state for emergency abortions.

But Thomson grew frustrated when she realized that this was far from the definitive ruling she had hoped for. The decision was really a nondecision. In dismissing the case, the Court did not actually resolve the conflict between federal and state law, though the Court signaled openness to hearing the case again after another lower-court decision. The dismissal also left in place a separate injunction, from a federal appeals court, that had blocked enforcement of EMTALA in Texas, meaning that women in a far larger and more populous state would still be denied emergency abortions. This case, too, has been appealed to the Supreme Court.

The moral distress of practicing under the ban had sent Sara Thomson to see a counselor. "I was in a war zone," she told me, "and I didn't see a counselor."

Moreover, the federal emergency-treatment law has teeth only if an administration chooses to enforce it, by fining hospitals or excluding them from Medicare and Medicaid when they fail to comply. The Biden administration has issued guidance that says it may sanction hospitals and doctors refusing to provide emergency abortion care, and as vice president, Kamala Harris has been a particularly vocal advocate for abortion access. A Trump administration could simply decide not to enforce the rule--a proposal that is outlined explicitly in Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for a second Trump term. If the emergency-treatment law is a mere "Band-Aid," as multiple doctors put it to me, it is one that can be easily torn off. 

EMTALA is also limited in scope. It covers only patients who show up at an ER, and only those with emergency pregnancy complications. It would not apply to women in Idaho whose pregnancies are made more dangerous by a range of serious but not yet urgent conditions (to say nothing of the women who might want to end a pregnancy for any number of nonmedical reasons). It would not apply to the woman carrying triplets who, as an MFM recounted to me, wanted a reduction to twins because the third fetus had no skull and thus could not live. She had to go out of state to have the procedure--tantamount to an abortion for just one fetus--which made the pregnancy safer for her and the remaining babies. And it did not apply when Kayla Smith, already grieving for her unborn son, worried about preeclampsia. Her family ultimately left Idaho for Washington, so she could have another child in a safer state; her younger daughter was born in late 2023.

From the June 1969 issue: The right of abortion

Smith has joined a lawsuit filed by the Center for Reproductive Rights challenging the limited scope of exceptions under Idaho's ban. A group in Idaho is also planning a ballot initiative that will put the question of abortion to voters--but not until 2026. In the meantime, doctors still want Idaho to add medical exceptions to the law. After the disappointingly narrow exceptions the state legislature passed in 2023, it did nothing more in its 2024 session. A hearing that Thomson was slated to speak at this spring got canceled, last minute, by Republicans, who control the legislature.

Still, Thomson told me she was set on staying in Idaho. She and her husband had moved their family here 11 years ago because they wanted their four kids to "feel like they're from somewhere." Having grown up in a Navy family, she'd moved every few years during her own childhood before joining the military for medical school and continuing to move every few years as a military doctor. When her son was just 14 months old, she deployed to Iraq. She got her job in Idaho after that. When she and her husband bought their house, she told him this was the house she planned to live in for the rest of her life.

In the past two years, she'd seriously wavered on that decision for the first time. The moral distress of practicing under the ban had sent her to see a counselor. "I was in a war zone," she told me, "and I didn't see a counselor." This past fall, she came up with a backup plan: If she had to, she could stop practicing in Idaho and become a traveling doctor, seeing patients in other states.

But then she thought about all the women in Idaho who couldn't afford to leave the state for care. And she thought of her kids, especially her three girls, who would soon no longer be girls. The eldest is 20, the same age as a patient whose baby she had recently delivered. "This could be my daughter," Thomson thought. If everyone like her left, she wondered, who would take care of her daughters?



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "What Abortion Bans Do to Doctors."
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The Supreme Court's Effort to Save Trump Is Already Working

The conservative justices created so many avenues for challenge and confusion that the Court functionally collaborated in Trump's strategy of delay.

by Quinta Jurecic




Just months ago, it seemed conceivable that Donald Trump might spend the final stretch of the presidential campaign in a Washington, D.C., courtroom, on trial for his efforts to overturn the results of the 2020 election. Even a week ago, it was possible that voters might head to the polls on Election Day with Trump's sentencing in the New York hush-money case, then scheduled for September 18, fresh in their mind. But on Friday, New York Supreme Court Justice Juan Merchan pushed the sentencing date back until the end of November--meaning that Trump will go into the election as a convicted felon, but one whose punishment has not yet been decided. And in Washington, Judge Tanya Chutkan has set out a schedule revealing that the January 6 case will not be going to trial anytime soon.

For this, Americans can blame the Supreme Court.

The cases against Trump in Georgia and Florida have foundered for their own reasons--in Georgia, poor judgment by the district attorney; in Florida, a judge appointed by Trump who has done everything in her power to upend the prosecution. But in both D.C. and New York, the culprit is the same: Trump v. United States, the Supreme Court's controversial July ruling establishing broad presidential immunity from prosecution, was a victory for Trump beyond his wildest dreams, shielding him from full criminal accountability for his actions. But the decision by the Court's right-wing supermajority wasn't just a gift to Trump on the substance. It provided Trump with extensive room for delays, allowing him to push back key stages of the criminal process past Election Day.

Adam Serwer: The Supreme Court puts Trump above the law

Because Trump had appealed the issue up from Judge Chutkan, the Court placed proceedings in the January 6 case on hold for months while it pondered the issue--preventing the case from going to trial in March, as Chutkan had originally planned. And now Trump has managed to use the immunity ruling to delay sentencing in the New York case as well, even though a Manhattan jury found him guilty before the Court's ruling. As both judges try to forge ahead, the true scope of the disruption caused by the decision is coming into focus.

Last Thursday, Judge Chutkan opened her courtroom doors for the first hearing in the January 6 case in almost a year. ("Life was almost meaningless without seeing you," Trump's counsel John Lauro jokingly told the judge.) The mood, my Lawfare colleagues Anna Bower and Roger Parloff described, was akin to what an archaeologist might feel examining the ruins of Pompeii: Here lies the January 6 prosecution, trapped in stasis. In this instance, though, Chutkan is tasked with determining which of Pompeii's residents--that is, which components of the indictment--might be resurrected following the Supreme Court's intervention.

That will be a difficult task. Because the decision in Trump has another major advantage for the eponymous plaintiff: It is very, very confusing. And confusion means even more delay.

The ruling divided presidential conduct into three categories: conduct at the core of the president's constitutional responsibilities, for which he is absolutely immune; conduct entirely outside the president's official work, for which he is not immune; and a muddy middle category of official conduct that is only "presumptively" immune, and which prosecutors may pursue if they can show that doing so would pose no "dangers of intrusion" on presidential power. Last month, Special Counsel Jack Smith unveiled a new iteration of the January 6 indictment tailored to the Court's specifications, slicing out conduct that the majority had identified as clearly immune--specifically, Trump's effort to leverage the Justice Department to convince state legislatures that the election was stolen.

So far so good. But quagmires remain. The new indictment largely retains material related to Trump's pressure campaign on then-Vice President Mike Pence to upend the electoral count on January 6--which makes sense, given that the Court placed Trump's conversations with Pence in the "presumptively immune" category. How, though, is Chutkan to decide whether the prosecution has cleared the bar to rebut that presumption? For that matter, how is she to identify the fuzzy line between unofficial and official conduct? The Supreme Court has provided precisely no guidance. According to a scheduling order that Chutkan released following last week's hearing, the briefing alone on the immunity question will take until October 29, six days before the election. And, importantly, because the Court also indicates that Trump can immediately appeal any decision from lower courts on these questions--what's known as an "interlocutory appeal"--whatever Chutkan does could well be subject to months and months of additional litigation.

Trump v. United States is "subject to a lot of different readings," Chutkan noted drily at one point during the hearing. At another, she commented that she was "risking reversal" from the Supreme Court "no matter what I do."

So, too, is Justice Merchan. The true, absurd scope of the complications caused by the immunity ruling is perhaps most apparent in New York, where the Supreme Court's decision has called into question aspects of a prosecution that has nothing to do with presidential power at all. The facts of the case involved a scheme by Trump and those around him in the run-up to the 2016 election to bury negative news stories about the candidate's past extramarital dalliances, and then to fudge records to conceal those payments. Much of the conduct at issue took place before Trump was ever in office, and the portion that touched on Trump's time as president involved his efforts to hide the hush-money scheme after the fact--not precisely an example of the chief executive carrying out his oath to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution.

It is impossible to argue with a straight face that this comes anywhere near the realm of official presidential conduct, and the Supreme Court didn't even try. What it did instead was something far more slippery. In perhaps the most baffling section of the Court's ruling, the majority held that not only are prosecutors to avoid bringing charges against a former president for the expansive category of official acts, but even evidence of official acts can't be used to prosecute unprotected conduct--unless the government can point to a "public record" of the official act instead. (This portion of the immunity decision went too far for Justice Amy Coney Barrett, who wrote separately that such a rule would "hamstring the prosecution.") Precisely what this means is--yet again--unclear, but Trump pounced, moving quickly to inform Justice Merchan that the district attorney had relied here and there during the trial on material from Trump's time in the White House that implicated his responsibilities as president. For this reason, Trump argued, his conviction should be thrown out.

This set in motion the chain of events that ultimately led to the delay of Trump's sentencing into late November. Merchan had originally scheduled the sentencing for July 11--just 10 days after the Court handed down its opinion in Trump. The back-and-forth of court filings between Trump and District Attorney Alvin Bragg over the immunity question led Merchan to delay the date first to September 18, and then--on Friday--again, to November 26. "We are now at a place in time that is fraught with complexities rendering the requirements of a sentencing hearing ... difficult to execute," the judge explained in announcing the most recent delay, referring to the upcoming election.

Many commentators were critical of Merchan's decision. "The legal system was cowed by Trump's bullying and lawlessness," Greg Sargent declared in The New Republic. Perhaps anticipating such a response, Merchan's letter pushing back the hearing has a somewhat defensive tone, insisting that the New York court "is a fair, impartial, and apolitical institution."

Moreover, Justice Merchan was in a genuinely tight spot here. Resolving Trump's immunity motion requires untangling a snarled knot of questions on which the Supreme Court offered little clarity. How exactly is the judge to determine whether the evidence in question--such as testimony by Hope Hicks about Trump's conversations with her during her time in the White House press office--really does implicate official acts, or whether it's unofficial conduct? If the conduct is presumptively immune, has the district attorney done enough to rebut that presumption? Even if it is official, could the conviction survive, or is any use of evidence concerning immunized conduct such an egregious violation that the verdict must be overturned, as Trump argues?

And, crucially, does the Court's seeming guarantee of an interlocutory appeal for Trump on these immunity issues apply to evidentiary questions like these--meaning that Trump could immediately appeal any unfavorable ruling by Merchan, potentially sending it back up to the Supreme Court? Nobody knows, but the additional time it would take to hash out that question could have meant that even if Merchan had tried to speed proceedings along, sentencing would never have happened before Election Day regardless. Seemingly in recognition of this fact, the district attorney's office didn't object to Trump's request to delay the sentencing hearing. That choice limited Merchan's ability to move forward with sentencing without opening himself up to charges of politicizing the proceedings in order to damage Trump. (Seemingly unsatisfied with Merchan's decision, Trump is now asking the federal courts to delay the case still further while he litigates the immunity question.)

Akhil Reed Amar: Something has gone deeply wrong at the Supreme Court

For those who hoped that Trump might finally face criminal accountability before the election, this is a frustrating dodge--another example of the legal system's apparent inability to hold Trump responsible for his actions. But the real villain here isn't Bragg or Merchan, who are doing their best to carry out justice under difficult circumstances. It's the Supreme Court, which created an unmanageable situation that played directly into Trump's goal of delaying a legal reckoning. The conservative supermajority seemed genuinely troubled by Trump's allegations of unjust persecution by prosecutors and lower courts, but comparatively unconcerned about the risks to democracy posed by Trump's own actions.

If Trump wins the election, the expectation is that he'll order the Justice Department to dismiss the federal cases against him. His sentencing in New York, meanwhile, could be put on hold indefinitely. If he loses, the litigation over immunity seems certain to stretch both cases out for months, if not longer.

None of this was preordained. The Supreme Court didn't need to take up the immunity case to begin with. Once it did, the overwhelming majority of experts and commentators--myself included--expected that, at most, the Court would fashion a rule carving out some limited category of immunized conduct, perhaps creating difficulties in the January 6 case but certainly not creating problems in New York. Instead, the conservative justices issued a ruling that not only established a sweeping and poorly defined immunity but also created so many avenues for challenge and confusion that the Court functionally collaborated in Trump's strategy of delay.

Perhaps this reading is uncharitable to the Court--but at a certain point, charity is no longer merited. Following the immunity ruling, President Joe Biden announced support for a slate of reforms pushing back against the Court's decision and advocating changes to an institution that has become extreme and unaccountable. Should Kamala Harris triumph in November, the recent delays in New York and D.C. are further reasons to take up the cause of Court reform again.
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What I Saw on the January 6 Committee

The attack on the Capitol was never a single, isolated event, but the outburst of a movement that is still fighting.

by Jacob Glick


A man waves an American flag during the melee on the Capitol steps before the building was breached and overrun. (Joseph Rushmore)



Days after the January 6 attack on the Capitol, I joined the legal team supporting Representative Jamie Raskin and the other House managers as they prepared for President Donald Trump's second impeachment trial. At that point, relatively little was known about the origins of the attack. What was visible to us, as we scrambled to draft a presentation to the Senate, was a grim yet simple truth: Trump had set a violent mob upon Congress in order to stay in power. Later, I became part of the House January 6 select committee as an investigative counsel on a team examining how domestic violent extremism had contributed to the insurrection.

In those two roles, I was at the front lines of congressional efforts to make sense of the attack. Throughout these investigations, the question I wanted to answer wasn't so much what had happened on January 6 itself--that was clear enough to me--but what the insurrection could become, if we failed to contain the forces that had fueled it. I saw firsthand why we cannot remember the insurrection as only a dangerous anomaly or an ideologically agnostic moment of chaos, whipped up by a repugnant but vapid ex-president. It was the manifestation of an organized and growing authoritarian movement that seeks to shatter our pluralistic society.

Two years after my service on the select committee, I am still haunted by what I heard in the interviews and depositions I conducted with my team, which brought me face-to-face with Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and other extremists. Witnesses described a genuine fascist ideology taking root in modern America, one that presents itself as a savior of our democracy even as it seeks to demolish it. I saw in those depositions glimpses of an America that has no place for me--a gay, Jewish man--and an America where the rule of law is forever threatened by the possibility of violence.

Working on the impeachment-trial team, I remember thinking that my legal research was unequal to the task before us. There was nothing in the record of past impeachments that came close to the high crimes we were trying to explain. A string of 19th-century improprieties--more Teapot Dome than Beer Hall Putsch--were largely mini scandals compared with Trump's attempted coup.

As I researched, I realized that some of the most helpful analogs came from abroad. I kept returning to the theory offered by the Yale historian Timothy Snyder, with whom I'd worked the prior year on a briefing to the Oversight Committee about Trump's authoritarian response to violent unrest in Portland, Oregon. Snyder placed Trump's Big Lie in the context of earlier fascist attempts to consolidate power. Moreover, he stated plainly what too many have downplayed: that the Big Lie hinged on the belief that Black and brown Americans--especially those living in large, Democratic cities--are not equal to their white peers. An essential element of Trump's unending stolen-election conspiracy is that it was a fraud perpetrated by corrupt Democrats who leveraged the votes of communities of color in places such as Philadelphia, Atlanta, and Detroit--that something about those votes was fishy or illegitimate.

The Trump administration's failure to stop the insurrection on January 6 is one piece of a story of democratic decline into racial authoritarianism, a path our country has walked before. Understanding this helped me unify the multiple instances of incitement we highlighted at the impeachment trial: Trump's equivocation after Charlottesville, his menacing of Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, his televised command to the Proud Boys.

It was obvious where this incitement had led. In the trial's final stretch, I sifted through gruesome security footage and amateur videos that the managers would use in making their case. In the clips, you can hear warlike cries of fealty to Trump and shouts of officers as they are overwhelmed by the mob.

But these events seemed to have had little bearing on the eventual verdict. Senate Republicans acquitted Trump from behind a fig-leaf procedural excuse: that the Constitution gave them no authority to convict a president once he left office. Senators couched their acquittal votes in meaningless rhetorical rebukes of Trump. By treating Trump and January 6 as ugly aberrations, many people seemed eager to rebrand the insurrection as a classic tale of American trial and triumph. The Republic endured. Donald Trump was no longer president. We were safe.


The Washington Monument can be seen in the distance as thousands of rioters and Trump loyalists surround the Capitol building. At this point the building had been breached and was being completely overrun. (Joseph Rushmore)



My first days on the select committee, nearly a year after the impeachment effort wrapped, gave me unpleasant deja vu as I again dove into the muck of January 6. I spent much of 2022 sitting with my teammates in conference rooms--or at home, on one end of a committee Webex, which we used for virtual witnesses--interviewing and deposing members of paramilitary groups and others who were connected to the attack on the Capitol. With each conversation, a fuller portrait of the insurrection emerged. This portrait stood in stark contrast to the one being painted by Trump loyalists, in Congress and elsewhere, who were eager to dismiss the attack as a tourist jaunt, a legitimate protest, or a one-off misadventure. Although a less sweeping view of January 6 might give Americans a false sense of security--and allow Trumpists and their apologists to shrug off whatever residual shame they feel--it denies the truth of our investigation.

To many of the witnesses I deposed, January 6 was justified--and vigilantism more generally is justifiable--when the values of inclusive American democracy fail to align with their own authoritarian mindset, which prioritizes hierarchy and traditionalism, and identifies danger in difference. As one Proud Boy told us, his brethren might "strive to be law-abiding citizens," but when laws infringe on things such as "religious values," it is "incumbent" on the Proud Boys to "react" and "in some way rebel when the government becomes tyrannical."

The Capitol was not the only target of this rage. I had far-ranging conversations with current and former Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, Christian nationalists, and QAnon adherents, who explained what had propelled them to January 6 and beyond: anger against racial-justice protesters, who they believed "just burn down buildings and loot small businesses" because "that's what they do"; paranoia about how LGBTQ people are trying to "twist human nature"; conspiratorial hatred, tinged with anti-Semitic tropes, of "elite globalists who are trying to take over the United States" and are the "big picture" enemy. The only way to view our evidence was as part of a broader pattern of antidemocratic violence motivated by racism, homophobia, anti-Semitism, and misogyny.

This vision began to come into focus just a few days after I started, when my team conducted the depositions of Enrique Tarrio and Stewart Rhodes, the men who had led the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers, respectively, on their paths to January 6. The two have since been convicted of seditious conspiracy. Hearing their testimony, I already saw cracks in the narrow conception of January 6 as an awful but isolated day. Rhodes fervently explained that the Oath Keepers had been ready for Trump to call on them during the Black Lives Matter protests in the summer of 2020, months before the election. Tarrio boasted that the Proud Boys remain "activists."

During the months that followed, I looked more closely at the faces of American extremism and saw a cogent worldview staring back at me. Witnesses parroted almost verbatim Trump's vilification of heavily nonwhite cities and rattled off conspiracies that reduced Black Lives Matter protesters to violent puppets of shadow elites. My team regularly recognized in these conversations markers of the "Great Replacement" theory, a white-supremacist conspiracy theory that claims that a largely Jewish elite class is manipulating Black and brown people in order to overpower white, Christian America. This belief--which has already motivated multiple attacks that have resulted in mass death--became a prism through which much of our collected testimony made sense.


Rioters force their way up a set of stairs beneath a scaffolding erected in anticipation of the coming inauguration of Joe Biden. Minutes after this image was taken, this group broke through the police line and were the first ones to reach the Capitol building. Dominic Pezzola (center), a member of the Proud Boys, would eventually be sentenced to 10 years in federal prison and three years' supervised release for his role in the insurrection. (Joseph Rushmore)



In early March, I sat in a poorly heated conference room in the O'Neill House Office Building, just a few steps from the Capitol, as I listened to our witness du jour: Patrick Casey, a former leader of the white-supremacist Groyper network, who explained how "massive multiethnic societies ... have devolved into conflict and tension." His words rattled in my head a few days later, when the same Proud Boy who'd said that January 6 was people fighting back "a little bit" went on to fulsomely defend the Capitol siege as a show of force by heroic guardians of traditional Western morality.

These rationalizations of violence and bigotry became so commonplace that I risked losing sight of their significance. But downplaying them became impossible the afternoon I sat down again in that same conference room, this time for an interview with Jason Van Tatenhove, a former Oath Keeper propagandist. I asked him why he thought Donald Trump was so important to Rhodes, the Oath Keepers' founder. He explained that Rhodes had always hoped that a strong right-wing leader would invite the Oath Keepers to be a praetorian guard to smash ideological opponents and enforce public order. My mind flashed to the ascendant SS in Weimar Germany and the secret police of Pinochet's Chile--two cases where paramilitary fighters were invited by political leaders to engage in extrajudicial violence to conquer their enemies and cleanse their society without fear of consequences.

As we continued to collect evidence and conduct interviews, I became only more convinced that Americans were deeply unaware of the enduring threat of violence--and its dangerous proximity to the political mainstream. Later that spring, we obtained text messages showing eager coordination between Rhodes and Robert Weaver, one of the two co-founders of the Jericho March, an election-denying coalition that embraced Christian-nationalist language and had staged an event in Washington, D.C., in mid-December 2020 that was a key precursor to the insurrection. The other Jericho March co-founder, Arina Grossu, told me in an interview that Black Lives Matter and election fraud were twin threats "destructive to the fabric of America." Both individuals were Trump-administration employees on January 6.

Around the same time, we deposed a North Carolina paramilitary leader, who appeared on-screen with a semiautomatic rifle hanging behind him. He clearly had no appetite for the deposition, but soon he was warning us about the murderous intent of the Three Percenters, who had become too extreme even for him. He worried that militias would cause more violence in 2024 at voting precincts that "they assumed to be fraudulent." Political tolerance of extremism was fueling an unending vigilante fantasy.

Of course, none of these witnesses proclaimed themselves to be foot soldiers of authoritarianism. They believed themselves to be the good guys, who were obeying Donald Trump's command to rescue America from evil forces that had stolen the election and corrupted our society. And during these hours-long exchanges, it was impossible not to sometimes glimpse charming details on the other end of the Webex. Kellye SoRelle, a lawyer for the Oath Keepers, asked us to pause her deposition so she could feed her cat breakfast. Yet by the end of our session, she was ranting about how a "Jewish" intelligence operation was a mechanism to "further the agenda for global groups" and undermine American sovereignty.

Perhaps the most frightening moment came in early June, when I deposed James Watkins, a man who, along with his son Ron, is widely thought to be at the inner core of the QAnon conspiracy theory. (Both have denied being Q.) I began by asking Watkins about the number of visitors to their website, 8kun, which is known for doxxing campaigns, white-supremacist content, and the occasional mass-shooter manifesto. He said that although traffic to the site varies, it would be higher that day. When I asked why, he whispered forebodingly: "Because they know I'm talking to you."

During my tenure on the committee, a regular staccato of political and targeted violence echoed in the background of our investigation: a far-right killing of a racial-justice protester in Portland, Oregon; a white-supremacist massacre at a supermarket in a Black neighborhood in Buffalo, New York; a neo-Nazi plot against an Idaho Pride parade; a mass shooting by a violent Trump supporter at the July 4 celebration of a heavily Jewish Chicago suburb; an attack on the FBI after Trump denounced its search of Mar-a-Lago; an attempted kidnapping of then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi and a hammer attack on her husband by a Big Lie believer.

Then, the weekend after I finished my work on the select committee, a shooter with radical beliefs he'd picked up in far-right online spaces opened fire at an LGBTQ club in Colorado Springs. When I learned the news, I thought immediately of our depositions: snide comments by Proud Boys about the need to defend traditional families, imagined conspiracies in which LGBTQ people acted as yet another arm of sinister elites.

These atrocities reminded me, again and again, that the story of January 6 was not over. I knew that their perpetrators--like the insurrectionists I deposed--were part of something much bigger, something ongoing. Our witnesses expressed a clear vision of the society they wanted, one in which the progress of the late 20th century--on race, sexual orientation, gender, and religious tolerance--would be undone, by force if necessary. These attacks, like January 6 itself, were fitful attempts to make this nightmare a reality.


Rioters run through clouds of tear gas in the later hours of the day as law enforcement eventually began to take back ground and reestablish control over the Capitol. (Joseph Rushmore)



Three and a half years after January 6, Donald Trump is aiming to return to the White House, propelled by openly fascist promises. Following his guilty verdict in New York, Trump's tirades against the rule of law sparked a fresh wave of insurrectionary threats from his supporters, providing a hint of the dangers that could again emerge if he embarks on another sustained and targeted campaign of incitement. Then, on the debate stage, Trump embraced Capitol rioters as "innocent" and refused to commit to accepting the results of the 2024 election--a clear indication that he remains willing to court fascistic violence in order to regain power. Days later, the Supreme Court virtually guaranteed that Trump will be free to stoke more violence from the Oval Office, which prompted a leading architect of his second-term agenda to threaten violence in order to achieve a Trump-led "second American Revolution." Since then, Trump has amplified social-media posts embracing QAnon, called for the jailing of his political opponents, and threatened violence against immigrants.

This dynamic, which mirrors the slow burn toward insurrection that I explored on the select committee, should terrify every American who loves our democracy. Another Trump presidency will invite more hatred and violence targeting not only our democratic infrastructure but also members of vulnerable groups not welcome in the intolerant society that extremists are trying to bring into existence. The insurrection still inspires adherents of this cause. America is still fighting off the January 6 attack, because the attackers themselves are still fighting for their vision of America--one that extends far beyond the steps of the Capitol.
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Trump Again Disgraces a Sacred American Space

It takes a unique kind of vulgarity to bring a 9/11 "truther" to events marking the anniversary of the September 11 attacks.

by David A. Graham




The bar for tastelessness in American politics has dropped precipitously in the past decade. It's even dropped in the past 24 hours. Nonetheless, it takes a unique kind of vulgarity to bring a 9/11 "truther" to events marking the 23rd anniversary of the September 11 attacks.

The culprit is former President Donald Trump, who attended commemorative events in New York and Pennsylvania today. As part of his entourage, he brought along Laura Loomer, a right-wing activist and former Republican presidential candidate. Loomer has a long history of offensive remarks, and Trump's advisers have often worked to distance him from her, though they have been stymied by Trump himself.

David A. Graham: What was he even talking about?

The relevant information here is that just last year, Loomer shared a video alleging that the attacks were "an inside job." As noted by NBC's Vaughn Hillyard and further explained by the liberal organization Media Matters for America, Loomer wrote on X that the Bush administration staged the attacks to cover up a government loss of trillions of dollars. (No such money was lost, and the U.S. government didn't do 9/11.) This is who Trump thought to bring along with him to events commemorating the deaths of thousands of Americans.

Such flippancy is appalling but perhaps not shocking. Despite being a lifelong New Yorker and saying he watched the attacks happen, Trump has never seemed to grasp their seriousness. His first reaction on that day was to boast that one of his signature buildings, 40 Wall Street, was now the tallest in downtown Manhattan. (It wasn't.) Trump has also claimed that he helped clear rubble (no evidence for this exists) and that he hired a crew to assist in the cleanup (ditto).

Even so, he's been happy to wield 9/11 as a political cudgel. In 2010, he joined other conservative voices campaigning against a Muslim cultural center planned for lower Manhattan, which was dubbed the "Ground Zero mosque," though it was neither a mosque nor especially close to Ground Zero. As The Atlantic reported in 2019, his advocacy "for the first time gave him national visibility on the political right." Reprising this bigotry a few years later, he claimed to have watched as thousands of Muslims celebrated the attacks in Jersey City, something that never happened.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: Americans who died in war are "losers" and "suckers"

Then again, Trump has never seemed to grasp solemnity. In 2018, as The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, reported, the then-president skipped a visit to an American World War I cemetery in France, dismissing the men interred there as "losers." Last month, he attempted to use Section 60 at Arlington National Cemetery, some of the most hallowed territory at one of the nation's most hallowed places of rest, as a prop for campaign messaging, and when a cemetery staffer objected, his aides got into a physical confrontation with her.

Trump's gaucherie is echoed by some of his supporters. A widely shared clip from today's ceremony in Manhattan shows Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris greeting each other, but in the background, fans can be heard shouting, "Woo!" and chanting Trump's name like they're attending a political rally. Except it was a ceremony to memorialize more than 2,600 people brutally murdered by terrorists.

Read: Trump's racism: an oral history

This is tacky and offensive, and a president who lacks empathy tends to stumble at the soft-power parts of his job. But this failure to grasp the importance of an event like 9/11 connects to a failure to grasp its policy implications as well. During last night's debate, Trump once again railed against NATO. "We were being ripped off by European nations both on trade and on NATO," he said. Earlier this year, he said he'd encourage Russia to attack NATO members if they didn't meet defense spending targets.

Trump must have forgotten or never bothered to learn that NATO's mutual-defense agreement has been invoked only once--when members of the alliance agreed to assist the United States after the September 11 attacks. In Loomer's mind, maybe this doesn't mean anything, given that it was an inside job anyway. Does Trump live in Loomer's world or the real world?
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How Swing Voters Reacted to the Trump-Harris Debate

"I think she was the clear winner," said one voter. "She was more presidential."

by Sarah Longwell




Before last night's debate, I got a text from a friend who summed up Kamala Harris's predicament: She has to appear feminine but not dainty. She has to be firm but not nasty. She has to call out Donald Trump's lies but not be naggy. She has to dress presidentially but not be blah.

Evidently, women candidates face challenges that men don't--voters question their toughness and are often ambivalent about how they should discuss identity. But at the debate, Harris showed that these hurdles aren't insurmountable.

"I think she was the clear winner. She was more presidential," Faith, a Pennsylvania swing voter (one who supported Trump in 2016 and Joe Biden in 2020), said after the debate.

Peter Wehner: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump

I conduct focus groups with voters every week, and I've heard one theme come up again and again: They often worry about Harris's ability to stand up to dictators such as Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping.

"Some countries do not respect women," Nicole, a swing voter from Arizona, said during a group in July. "And so, to have a female running the United States--I'm all for females, just not as a president. Sorry, ladies."

Voters don't have this concern about Trump, a physically large man who insults his enemies in the most hostile terms possible.

Susan, a two-time Trump voter from Florida, described Trump's style this way last month: "He's just a big bully. The biggest bully on the playground. And if you don't do it his way, you're going to pay for it."

Last night, Trump was, in a certain sense, a stand-in for strongmen like Putin and Xi, and the voters I spoke with right after the debate said that Harris held her own. They appreciated her ability to bait Trump, counter his lies, and look calm while doing it. Her decision to point out how easily foreign despots use flattery to influence Trump also did her a lot of good.

"I was actually pleasantly surprised at Harris," said Jennifer, a swing voter from Georgia. "She addressed most of the issues pretty well, and she gave Donald Trump what other candidates couldn't. She was a little bit sarcastic, talking back with him, which I appreciated."

Jay, a swing voter from Arizona, said of the debate: "Her objective of getting under his skin to unveil what's really behind the curtain--I think she did a really good job."

Trump's team has done itself few favors with women during this campaign. Comments by the GOP's vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, about childless cat ladies, giving more votes to people with children, and the role of "postmenopausal females" aren't just off-putting; they accentuate the ticket's core vulnerabilities on abortion and women's rights.

"I have a really hard time getting past the 'cat ladies' and how, if you're childless, you don't have as much of a stake in the future of America," Faith, the Pennsylvania voter, said after the debate. "He is too conservative for my liking. He is too fundamentalist for my liking."

Helen Lewis: J. D. Vance's very weird views about women

It turns out that this kind of outright misogyny concerns people. And it isn't just women who feel this way.

Chris, a swing voter from Minnesota, said last month that Vance's "cat lady" comment implied that there's only one way to be a family: "a mom and dad, married, and two kids."

"To me, that's my dream, and I'm super happy and loving it," he went on, "but it's not everyone's dream, and I want to be open and respectful to that."

Jay, the Arizonan, said of Vance: "From what I've seen and heard, he's just an extension of Trump. He's not bringing anything interesting to the table."

On the debate stage, Trump tried and failed to bait Harris on identity issues. Instead of taking offense when he said that she isn't Black, she echoed her line that it's just the "same old tired playbook." This is reflective of Harris's broader approach to gender and other identity issues.

In 2016, Hillary Clinton's campaign trumpeted her status as the first female major candidate. "I'm with her" was her campaign slogan. She consciously invoked gender throughout the campaign.

In contrast, Harris's slogan,"For the people," puts voters--not the candidate's identity--at the center of things. And when pressed on the debate stage, instead of raising the salience of race and gender, she said, "We don't want this kind of approach that is just constantly trying to divide us."

Voters seem to appreciate this attitude. After all, they are aware that Harris would be the first woman president. What they want to know is what she stands for.

Carol, a Pennsylvania swing voter, put it this way in July: "I'm fine that she's Black. I'm fine that she's a woman. But is she the best person for this job?"

The nine-person focus group my team spoke with this morning weighed in on Carol's question. We asked these voters how they would describe Harris's performance. The most common response: "presidential."
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Kamala Harris's Most Successful Power Play

In her debate with Trump, she didn't need the mic.

by Megan Garber




In the end, her face said it all.

Before Kamala Harris and Donald Trump met in Philadelphia last night, they agreed to rules stipulating that each candidate's microphone would generally be muted while the other was speaking. The rules were meant to ensure, among other things, equal air time. Predictably, Trump ignored them. He talked out of turn, again and again, forging ahead until ABC's production staff relented, turning on his mic to let him have his say. As a result, the debate ended with, by one estimate, a five-minute difference in speaking time between the two participants. The vice president spent more than half of the debate quite literally silenced. Nevertheless, she communicated.

Harris is known for her ability to turn onstage reactions into discourse; she did that to great effect as a senator and while debating Vice President Mike Pence in 2020. Last night, when unable to reply to Trump's claims, she met them instead with a range of expressions: indignation, amusement, perplexity, pity. Trump is a man of many words, but it does not follow that the words he speaks will be coherent, compelling, or true. On the contrary: They might be so unhinged that the only reply they deserve is a look of baffled incredulity. Over the course of the debate, the former president claimed that Democrats favor the execution of newborn babies; that President Joe Biden secretly hates Harris; that immigrants are eating people's pets.

Read: What was he even talking about?

The claims are gaudy fictions--and the debate's moderators, David Muir and Linsey Davis, tried to clarify that fact, maintaining poker faces while dutifully informing viewers that, for example, officials in Springfield, Ohio, have seen no evidence of the alleged pet-eating. Harris's reactions were fact-checks too. They denied Trump's assertions the dignity of a check in the first place. They refused to take the former president at his word. They refused to normalize him or entertain his antics. Instead, they turned his claims into silent questions: You ... really want people to believe that immigrants are eating puppies?

The pollster Frank Luntz, analyzing the debate on social media last night, suggested that Harris's reactions to Trump were liabilities. The vice president, he argued, needs to "train her face not to respond," because the response itself "feeds into a female stereotype and, more importantly, risks offending undecided voters." This was wrong in every sense. Harris's many reactions to Trump flipped the gender dynamics to her advantage. Her wordless responses were language by another means, eloquent in all they left unsaid.

Read: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump

But Harris's expressions were more than memes in the making. They were also distillations of a broader strategy for interacting with an opponent who is capable of saying so much and so little at the same time. Steve Bannon, the former Trump adviser, once argued that the best way to fight the media is to "flood the zone with shit." Trump long ago abandoned Bannon, but he has maintained the strategy: The former president floods the zone with words, and this is the source of much of the chaos he has sown. Few people--few institutions--have known quite how to react.

Harris's silent assessments of Trump restored a bit of order. The Washington Post, analyzing the debate through the body language of each candidate, broke the event down into individual images and moments of reaction: "Harris put her hand to her chin," "Trump looked straight ahead," "Harris used her eyes." The snippets were blunt to the point of absurdity, but this was the idea. In a debate as in everything else, the reactions matter. They reveal a lot about who someone is--and isn't.

Luntz's analysis, wrong in so many ways, was correct in one: It was true that the split screen, for Harris, was also a tightrope. The vice president had to react without seeming reactive. She couldn't seem angry. She couldn't seem too flippant or too indignant. While TV viewers had a variety of reactions available to them (face-palms, high-fives, fetal positions), the woman onstage had limited possibilities. But she used them to her advantage. If her strategy was to goad her opponent into revealing who he is, she succeeded.

Read: Kamala Harris is the first post-Trump candidate

And her success was written on his face. Trump's expression, at the debate's outset, was frozen into a stoic glare. As Harris baited him, though--and as he repeatedly took the bait she offered--his composure frayed. He began grimacing and puckering and glaring. He seemed, at several moments, to lose control of his emotions. He seemed, indeed, to become a little hysterical--and appeared far from presidential.

Any jury, a good lawyer knows, observes more than the witness on the stand. They watch everything in the courtroom, gathering their evidence and making assessments. Last night, Harris gave Americans something to see. She let Trump talk. And then she widened her eyes at the spectacle.
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The Post-debate Challenge for Harris

Buoyed by her dominant performance, the Democrat will need to reassure voters on their key economic concerns.

by Ronald Brownstein




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


The only way that last night's presidential debate could have gone better for Vice President Kamala Harris is if it had been held in late October, not early September. With a forceful, confident, needling performance, Harris did everything Democrats could have hoped for when they pressured President Joe Biden to leave the race earlier this summer. Former President Donald Trump, to a remarkable extent, marginalized himself, spending much of the evening wallowing in personal grievances and feverish conspiracy theories of the far right.

A snap poll from CNN showed that a decisive majority of voters thought Harris won the debate. And as Harris did with her convention speech last month, she likely made substantial progress last night in convincing open-minded voters that she is capable of handling the presidency. Trump, meanwhile, displayed all the tumultuous and divisive behavior that repels even voters sympathetic to his policy priorities. The debate underscored every personal contrast that the Harris campaign wanted to establish: controlled versus chaotic, young versus old, temperate versus angry, normal versus strange.

"I was expecting Trump to try to rattle Kamala Harris, and I didn't expect Kamala Harris would rattle Trump as much," Aimee Allison, the founder of She the People, a group that works to elect liberal women of color, told me. "He seemed very off-kilter. I'm sure his debate handlers and prep people didn't tell him to talk about eating cats and dogs, and talk about rally size. She lived rent-free in his head."

So much time--nearly two months--remains before Election Day, however, that Harris's strong display last night is unlikely to be the last twist in this campaign. The momentum from the debate will ease concerns among Democrats about a series of recent polls showing Trump cutting into the lead that Harris had established immediately after the Democratic National Convention. And her performance will energize Democrats as early voting begins this month in several states.

But the underlying gravity of the race pulls toward a close and grueling election. Partly, that's because the nation remains evenly divided between the two parties, but it's also because most Americans remain dissatisfied with Biden's presidency. Discontented with inflation, they are inclined to vote for change. Except in his closing statement, a distracted and querulous Trump largely failed last night to make the case against the economic record of the administration in which Harris serves. Yet that case remains available for him to make in the eight weeks ahead.

As for Harris, despite her other accomplishments last night, she probably made the least progress in explaining to voters why they should trust her, not Trump, on the economy. Before Democrats can truly exhale, Harris in turn must still convince more voters that she can produce better results than they believe they've seen over the past four years.

David Frum: How Harris roped a dope

As I've written, one of the most ominous trends for Democrats has been that voters' retrospective assessment of Trump's performance as president has been improving, to the point where it exceeds the highest job-approval rating he received during his time in office. Political strategists believe that's largely because voters have been looking back at Trump's tenure through the lens of what they like least about Biden's: the high cost of living and the pressure on the southern border.

Last night, though, Harris was able to remind voters that the Trump presidency involved more--and worse things--than just lower prices for gas and groceries. In this, she received an assist from him over and over again: All of the aspects of Trump's personal conduct that suppressed the support he enjoyed in office, despite broad satisfaction with the economy, were vividly evident during the debate. He was angry, contemptuous, dismissive, and fixated on right-wing preoccupations: defending the January 6 rioters, repeating false claims that immigrants are eating pets, taking credit for overturning the constitutional right to abortion, again insisting that he won the 2020 election. For much of the evening, he looked and sounded like a man who spent so much time cosseted in the bubble of conservative media and his own rallies that he had lost sight of how to communicate with the broader audience that decides presidential elections.

Whit Ayres, a longtime Republican pollster, told me he thought that Trump "didn't lose any votes" last night because his supporters are so irrevocably bonded to him. But he believed that Trump's faltering performance had dangerously lowered his ceiling of potential support. "He came across as a bitter, angry old man," Ayres said. "And that limits his ability to expand beyond the 46-47 percent he's received in the past."

By contrast, Harris delivered the same kind of assured, even steely performance that she did in her acceptance speech at the Democratic convention. Her answers on defending abortion rights and recounting Trump's history of race-baiting and racial discrimination were among the most powerful responses I have seen in four decades of covering presidential debates. Democrats thought her measured toughness in confronting Trump--without the agitation that Biden tended to display in his encounters with the former president--may have sent a reassuring signal about her ability to stand up to other world leaders, such as Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping.

"She emerged as a very strong leader, and Trump seemed irredeemably negative and dour, and not someone you'd want to handle power again," Stanley Greenberg, a longtime Democratic pollster, told me. "She was very strong on defense, [and talking about] the military leaders who support her and not him." Like other Democratic strategists I spoke with, Greenberg thought the debate inverted the most damaging contrast from the Trump-Biden debate, which was dominated by the image of Biden as frail and scattered. "It was strong leader/weak leader," Greenberg said of the image conveyed by last night's encounter--with Trump on the wrong side of that comparison.

Ayres agreed. "Her preparation, her strategy, her expressions all worked very well to help fill in the blanks that millions of Americans have about her," he said.

Beyond creating the personal contrasts that the Harris campaign sought, the debate also followed her preferred direction on another important front. Given voter disaffection with the past four years' economic outcomes--as many as 60 percent of Americans in some polls have said that they are not better off because of Biden's policies--the campaigns are wrestling over whether voters will mostly look forward or back in making their choice.

Trump's clear preference is that they look back. He wants the election to be a referendum on whether voters believe they were doing better economically under his presidency or Biden's. Harris is just as determined that they look forward, and ask who will fight for them and deliver better results over the next four years.

From the debate's very first question, when the ABC News moderators asked whether Americans are better off than they were four years ago, Harris steered the conversation toward the future. Although nervous in that initial response, Harris focused not on defending the Biden administration's record of the past four years but on emphasizing her agenda to help voters over the next four; she also accurately highlighted the conclusion of numerous economic studies that, compared with the Democrats' plans, Trump's economic agenda poses a greater risk of reigniting inflation, slowing economic growth, and swelling the federal budget deficit. (Harris twisted the knife on the last point by citing a forecast from the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, Trump's alma mater.) On immigration and border security, Harris's other great vulnerability, she briskly pivoted from a question about the Biden years to detailing how Trump had helped sink a bipartisan bill--which she supported and has pledged to sign if given the opportunity as president--to beef up border enforcement.

Peter Wehner: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump

Trump was so distracted by Harris's jabs, and his own tendency to revert to a playlist of conservative obsessions, that he did not consistently challenge her efforts to shift voters' attention toward the future. Only when Trump finally slowed down for his closing statement did he return to an argument that could yet prove compelling for some voters: "Why hasn't she done it" already? he asked, of the many plans that Harris had touted over the previous 90 minutes.

That talking point, if sustained, might ultimately prove more threatening to Harris than almost anything else Trump said last night. Alternatively, the erratic behavior he displayed through the rest of the debate might sink his chances. Such a small number of voters, in so few swing states, will decide the outcome of this election that no one can predict with any confidence what will move them in a little less than two months from now. Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, a senior vice president at Way to Win, a group that provides funding for candidates and organizations focused on mobilizing minority voters, told me after the debate that Harris's performance will likely reinforce her gains with women. But, Fernandez Ancona added, "our biggest challenge in the next period is to persuade men, particularly men of color" who have proved receptive to Trump's contention that he's more capable of managing the economy. "Some of those arguments he was making that fall flat overall are working with men," she said.

On the fundamental hope of all the Democrats who worked to push Biden from the race, Harris delivered: She prosecuted the Democratic case against Trump in a manner that the current president no longer could. But Trump may not always be as ineffective as he was last night in making the Republican case against her. Harris has regained the initiative in the race, but she still has to hold it--for what may seem to Democrats like an eternity. Already, an age seems to have passed since Biden dropped out of the race, but the time left until Election Day is slightly longer.
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What Was He Even Talking About?

Trump's rant about immigrants eating pets was another sign of his break with reality.

by David A. Graham




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


Even in a debate full of bizarre statements from Donald Trump, the one about cats and dogs stuck out.

The question to the former president was simple: Why did you work to kill an immigration bill that would have added thousands of border guards?

His answer was not. He began with a mini-diatribe about his crowd sizes, responding to an earlier attack from Kamala Harris. Once that was out of his system, Trump turned to immigration. Sort of.

"You're going to end up in World War III, just to go into another subject," he said. "What they have done to our country by allowing these millions and millions of people to come into our country. And look at what's happening to the towns all over the United States. And a lot of towns don't want to talk--not going to be Aurora or Springfield. A lot of towns don't want to talk about it because they're so embarrassed by it. In Springfield, they're eating the dogs. The people that came in. They're eating the cats. They're eating--they're eating the pets of the people that live there. And this is what's happening in our country. And it's a shame."

David Frum: How Harris roped a dope

Trump never did explain why he'd killed the border bill. Then he returned to ranting about the rallies, probably leaving many viewers wondering what he had been talking about.

Here's the background, for those not immersed in the conservative internet. For the past few days, allies of Trump have, without offering a shred of evidence, spread reports about Haitian immigrants in the central-Ohio town of Springfield eating pet cats. The town has seen thousands of new arrivals from the stricken Caribbean nation; authorities there say they've helped revitalize the local economy. But, as the debate moderator David Muir immediately clarified, the Springfield city manager says there have been no credible reports of pet-eating. Local police have said the same. Trump weakly protested that he'd seen the claims on television, though he of all people should know better than to believe everything on TV.

Despite the lack of evidence, conservative influencers have insisted that incidents are widespread, eager or content to spread hatred of dark-skinned immigrants and gin up votes. As my colleague Ali Breland explained yesterday, they've spread memes of Trump and cats and said he'll protect the pets. "Taken seriously, the content of these posts is deeply offensive and dehumanizing. But the people sharing them get to hide behind a thin veil of irony," Breland wrote.

Read: The worst cat memes you've ever seen

Trump's own running mate has zealously spread the rumors, even after admitting that he had no proof. At the debate, Trump simply insisted that he was right, but J. D. Vance--always eager to prove he's the smartest kid in the class--can't help giving away the game. In a post on X yesterday, he acknowledged that there were no credible reports about pets being killed yet, though he said his office--he's still a senator representing Ohio, after all--had received tips. (If you suspected that your cat had been snatched off the street, would you call local authorities, or your U.S. senator's office?) Even so, he insisted, the memes were necessary to call attention to harms brought by immigrants, and encouraged his allies to keep spreading the fake claims: "Don't let the crybabies in the media dissuade you, fellow patriots. Keep the cat memes flowing." If politicians insist that they have to lie to you to get you to see the truth, how will one ever know when they aren't lying to you?

When Trump blustered into bringing up the pet claim, some Republicans and conservatives were horrified--not because it was false and offensive, but because they knew it was politically stupid. "YOU STUPID MF'ers JUST GOT TRUMP TO REPEAT YOUR LIE ABOUT THE PETS. CONGRATS ON SETTING THE NEWS STORIES TOMORROW BY LYING SO TRUMP PICKS IT UP AND SAYS STUPID SHIT," Erick Erickson wrote on X. But hey, Trump was just keeping the cat memes flowing, as Vance had exhorted.

(Of course, the Republican ticket makes for curious champions of pets. Trump has long used "like a dog" as a stock insult. Vance has dismissed women who are not mothers as "childless cat ladies." And Trump recently scored an endorsement from Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and the less said about his unbearable history with animals, the better.)

Helen Lewis: Taylor Swift's three-word burn of J. D. Vance

The pet-eating-immigrants moment was damaging because it is a reminder of how Trump cannot focus on issues, how he avidly divides people, and how he cannot resist the allure of the extremely online. As my colleague David Frum wrote, Harris's debate strategy involved baiting Trump into appearing deranged. This wasn't particularly novel; it was President Joe Biden's strategy in the first debate, though he catastrophically failed to execute. But it worked for Harris, as Trump kept losing his cool and heading down strange avenues of thought.

Harris visibly enjoyed this game and kept batting Trump around with her paw. Sometimes, a split screen caught her grinning like the Cheshire Cat as he rambled. And then, not long after the debate ended, the pop star Taylor Swift endorsed Harris on Instagram, alongside a photo of herself and a feline friend. She signed the post "Childless Cat Lady."
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Kamala Harris Broke Donald Trump

In their first face-to-face meeting, the Democratic nominee humiliated the former president.

by Peter Wehner




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


Last night in Philadelphia, Kamala Harris did to Donald Trump what Donald Trump had done to Joe Biden: She broke her opponent on a debate stage.

I've been watching presidential debates since 1976, and I've even been peripherally involved in a few. And I've never seen a candidate execute a debate strategy as well as Harris did.

The night, for Harris supporters, went better than even the most optimistic among them could have hoped. For Trump supporters, it was not just a defeat but a public humiliation, the crushing comeuppance they probably secretly feared might one day arrive but, until now, never quite had.

What Harris appeared to understand, better than anyone else who has debated Trump, is that the key to defeating him is to trigger him psychologically. She did it by repeatedly calling him "weak," mocking him, acting bemused by him, and literally laughing at him. As he lost control of events, Trump became enraged, his voice bellowing into an empty room, his face not just orange but nearly fluorescent. Trump realized that his opponent--and not just any opponent, but a woman of color--was dominating him. And so even as Trump exploded, he was, like a dying supernova, shrinking before our eyes.

Even so devoted a bootlicker as Senator Lindsey Graham declared the debate a "disaster" for the ex-president.

Trump needed to paint himself as the agent of change, to fuse Harris to Biden, and to make the vice president defend her most extreme past statements. Instead, Harris forced Trump to go on the defensive, wandering into the worst possible terrain for him.

Over the course of debate, Trump defended the violent mob that had attacked the Capitol. He insisted that the 2020 election had been stolen from him. He relitigated his slander of the Central Park Five. He defended his decision to invite the Taliban to Camp David and invoked Hungary's authoritarian leader, Viktor Orban, as a character witness. He couldn't bring himself to say that he hopes Ukraine will win its war against Russia, even when pressed. And he spent valuable time emphatically insisting that the multiple indictments against him are "fake cases."

But that's not all. Trump savaged people he had appointed to his administration who have since broken with him. He repeated his claim that Harris wasn't Black. And then there was the piece de resistance: Trump spreading the conspiracy theory, weird even by his standards, that in Springfield, Ohio, Haitian migrants are abducting and devouring their neighbors' pets. "They're eating the dogs!" he roared. "The people that came in--they're eating the cats!" And he still couldn't stop himself. When one of the moderators, ABC's David Muir, rebutted Trump's claim, the former president said, "I've seen people on television! People on television say, 'My dog was taken and used for food!'"

By the debate's end, it was easy to forget that Trump had started reasonably well--he was, by his standards, fairly controlled and focused--and Harris was nervous. It looked like it might end in a draw.

But about 15 minutes into the debate, things began to change. Harris taunted Trump about his rallies: "What you will also notice is that people start leaving his rallies early out of exhaustion and boredom." Trump could not stop himself; he rose to take the bait. "People don't leave my rallies," he insisted. "We have the biggest rallies, the most incredible rallies, in the history of politics."

Harris began to find her rhythm, launching a series of withering attacks, and Trump started to unravel. His countenance darkened, and the volume of his voice rose. He became less coherent and more insulting. His rhetoric became more extreme, at times taking flight from reality. He spoke in sentences that grew clipped, and sometimes barely comprehensible. Half an hour into the debate, Harris was not only in control; she seemed to be having fun. Trump looked desolate and furious. Harris made him see "matador red," in the words of The New York Times' Matt Flegenheimer. Trump never laid a glove on her.

Donald Trump is so feral and narcissistic, so unrestrained and so outside the norm of American politics, that he's difficult to debate. It's disorienting. Very few people have been able to stand up to him without being pulled into the muck. In the past, even when he lost debates on points, he dominated his opponents.

But on a Tuesday night in Philadelphia, Kamala Harris cracked the code. She took Trump apart without losing her composure. She worked to insulate herself against charges that she's a left-wing radical, even reminding voters that she's a gun owner. Harris succeeded in presenting herself, a sitting vice president in an unpopular administration, as the change agent. She appealed to unity, inviting Americans to "turn the page" on a man who belittles the country and seeks to keep it in a constant state of agitation and chaos. And she returned time and again to the argument that Trump cares only for himself, whereas during her career, she's had only one client: the people.

"As a prosecutor, I never asked a victim or a witness, 'Are you a Republican or a Democrat?'" Harris said in her closing statement. "The only thing I ever asked them: 'Are you okay?' And that's the kind of president we need right now. Someone who cares about you and is not putting themselves first."

Two minutes later, after a closing statement in which Trump referred to America as "a failing nation," he exited the stage, into the shadows, a broken man atop a broken campaign.
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Taylor Swift's Three-Word Burn of J. D. Vance

The pop star and self-described "childless cat lady" endorses Kamala Harris.

by Helen Lewis




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


The last three words of Taylor Swift's latest Instagram post were the funniest. After yesterday's presidential debate, a new picture appeared in her feed, which has 283 million followers. Swift was holding her cat Benjamin Button, and the message was signed off: "Taylor Swift, Childless Cat Lady." Just from that, you can guess what the rest of the caption contains: an endorsement of the Democrats in November.

In her post, Swift described Kamala Harris as a "steady-handed, gifted leader" and praised her running mate, Tim Walz, who she said "has been standing up for LGBTQ+ rights, IVF, and a woman's right to her own body for decades."

Read: How Harris roped a dope

The caption didn't mention Donald Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance--and it didn't need to. Anyone who follows politics knows that Vance has repeatedly suggested that childless women are "miserable," and that people who aren't parents do not have a "personal and direct stake" in the future of America. In a 2021 interview with Fox News, he summed up his views with a memorable phrase: that the country was being run by a "bunch of childless cat ladies."

Swift's response--wryly applying that label to herself, as a successful pop star with a gazillion fans, a billion-dollar net worth, and a handsome football-player boyfriend--suggests that she might be the last living exponent of the Obama-era ideal of staying classy in the face of provocation. Remember "When they go low, we go high"? Very 2016. The Democrats' convention in August showed that the party has given up on trying to rise above Trump's outrages and has instead embraced being salty in return: The high/lowlight was when Senator Elizabeth Warren, 75, made a couch joke. Even Barack Obama slyly referred to the small size of Trump's ... crowds. (The Democrats liked that one so much, they have turned it into an advertisement.)

By contrast, Swift's endorsement was incredibly restrained. She made a positive case for the Democrats' policy platform on the issues she cares about, with only a glancing reference to Trump's "chaos," and ended with a suggestion that fans register to vote, do their own research, and make their own choices. This was not a thunderous denunciation of Trump as an urgent threat to democracy. Nor did it use any of the language popular with left-leaning online sites in the late 2010s and 2020s, where writers agonized over staying friends with Republican voters, or whether to talk to their Trumpy uncle at Thanksgiving. Swift's statement merely outlined her own decision, and acknowledged that other people might make a different one.

Helen Lewis: J. D. Vance's very weird views about women

That is more radical than it might seem--because Swift will take criticism from both sides as a result. Mainstream Democrats, of course, are delighted: When Walz received the news live on MSNBC, he clenched his fist to his heart in appreciation. But some of her most ardent fans will find the endorsement tepid, and her criticisms of Trump and Vance too muted. Plenty of leftists will be angry that she didn't mention Gaza. The very online right, meanwhile, is likely to lose its mind that the endorsement exists at all.

Because Swift is such a big star, who has written so personally about her life, some of her fans feel a sense of ownership over her. She faced a backlash recently for hugging Brittany Mahomes, the wife of Kansas City Chiefs quarterback Patrick Mahomes, when both attended the U.S. Open. (Brittany Mahomes has liked pro-Trump posts on Instagram.) The usual Swiftie Kremlinology spread across social media: Did Swift look like she was into the hug, or doing it grudgingly? Did she avoid Mahomes for the rest of the match? And why had they sat in separate suites at the Chiefs game the previous week? Maybe Swift does hate and reject her after all! However, the simplest explanation is probably the correct one: Swift gets on okay with her boyfriend's teammate and his wife, despite their different political leanings. That used to be quite normal. Perhaps Swift would like it to be normal again.

On the right, the early response to the endorsement demonstrates once again that if Swift has a superpower--apart from writing catchy hooks about heartbreak--it is making her critics reveal themselves as oddballs. Within hours of her Instagram endorsement, Elon Musk had taken to X to offer his thoughts: "Fine Taylor ... you win ... I will give you a child and guard your cats with my life." Exactly why Swift would want one of Musk's dozen children is anyone's guess. Oh, wait--I'm hearing in my earpiece that Musk was offering Swift his semen. See what I mean? Musk could have just disagreed with her, but instead he got creepy in a public forum. Another one for the "weird" file.

Obviously, Trump himself will be disappointed in Swift's backing of Harris: After she endorsed Joe Biden in 2020, Trump joked that he liked her music "about 25 percent less now." According to a recent book about his old show, The Apprentice, he has described Swift as "unusually beautiful" and asked an interviewer: "She is liberal, or is that just an act?" He seems genuinely confused that someone could start out in country music and not vote Republican.

If the former president is upset, he has only himself to blame. Swift's statement refers to "the dangers of spreading misinformation" and her fears about the misuse of artificial intelligence. She mentions Trump's decision to post fake AI images on Truth Social of "Swifties for Trump,"a parade of eerily similar blond women holding signs supporting him. Trump's caption said, "I accept!"--which might read as a joke if his entire campaign strategy did not involve blurring the line between fact and fiction. Witness how both Trump and Vance embraced a fake news story about Haitians eating cats, which Vance tried to suggest was true in spirit, because immigration is a problem, even if not, you know, actually true in the sense that it happened. "Don't let the crybabies in the media dissuade you, fellow patriots. Keep the cat memes flowing," Vance declared on X. Swift took a rather different approach. "The simplest way to combat misinformation," she wrote, "is with the truth."

From the October 2024 issue: You think you're so heterodox

The endorsement inevitably made me think of the pivotal scene in Netflix's Miss Americana, an authorized documentary about Swift, which shows her father, Scott, warning her in 2018 not to endorse a Democratic candidate for the Senate in Tennessee. Swift had spoken about how she was encouraged to stay out of politics as a country artist, particularly after fans and the music industry punished the Dixie Chicks (now just the Chicks) for criticizing George W. Bush and the Iraq War. In the scene, Scott Swift voices concerns about her personal safety, because she has already had stalkers, and he also edges toward Michael Jordan's famous formulation that "Republicans buy sneakers too." But she goes ahead anyway. Today, the stakes are even higher. Swift now sits atop one of the biggest brands in the American entertainment industry--and through her boyfriend, Travis Kelce of the NFL's Chiefs, she has strong links to another one. This endorsement carries professional and personal risks.

What is so striking about her statement, though, is not that a 34-year-old childless woman would support the Democrats--in demographic terms, that makes perfect sense. What is most interesting is her tone. Harris has largely ditched Biden's strategy of warning about Trump's threat to democracy, in favor of running an old-school campaign about values and competence. In a similar vein, Swift has provided an understated condemnation of the Republican platform and a measured endorsement of the Democrats. Plus, of course, that one precision-targeted jab on behalf of childless cat ladies everywhere.
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How Joe Rogan Remade Austin

The podcaster and comedian has turned the city into a haven for manosphere influencers, just-asking-questions tech bros, and other "free thinkers" who happen to all think alike.

by Helen Lewis




It's a Tuesday night in downtown Austin, and Joe Rogan is pretending to jerk off right in front of my face. The strangest thing about this situation is that millions of straight American men would kill to switch places with me.

Centimillionaires generally pride themselves on their inaccessibility, but most weeks you can see Rogan live at the Comedy Mothership, which he owns, in exchange for $50 and a two-drink minimum. About 250 tickets for each "Joe Rogan and Friends" show go on sale every Sunday at 2 p.m. central time, and disappear within seconds. When you arrive at the Mothership, the staff locks your phone in a bag, which both ensures that you cannot leak footage online and makes you think you're about to see some really forbidden shit.

You are not. What you will see is four comedians, plus Rogan himself, with routines that might shock the Amish, the over-80 set, college students, Vox staffers, or John Oliver superfans--but not anyone who, say, went to a comedy club in the 1990s. Of the many recent failures of the American left, one of the greatest is making entry-level battle-of-the-sexes humor seem avant-garde. (Did you know that women often run relationship decisions past their female friends? Bitches be crazy! That sort of thing.) As Rogan himself says after he emerges in stonewashed jeans, clutching a glass of something amber on ice: "Fox News called this an anti-woke comedy club. That's just a comedy club!" To underline the point that these jokes can survive outside the safe space of the Mothership, much of the material I saw Rogan perform ended up in his latest Netflix special, which was released in August.

Read: Why is Joe Rogan so popular?

In Austin, the masturbation mimicry happens during a riff about concealing his porn consumption from his wife--"the best person I know," he says, sweetly. That routine captures the essence of the Joe Rogan brand: He is bawdy around his fans, respectful of his wife, loyal to his friends, and indulgent with his golden retriever, who has 900,000 followers on Instagram. He maintains a self-deprecating sense of humor that's rare among men who could buy an island if they wanted one. His politics defy easy categorization--he hates Democratic finger-wagging but supports gay marriage and abortion rights. ("I'm so far away from being a Republican," he said on a podcast in 2022.) He voted for a third-party candidate in 2020, and in early August expressed his admiration for Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a former guest on The Joe Rogan Experience. He also wonders if President Biden might have been replaced by a body double. (Does he have any evidence? Sure, the guy looks taller now.) He sees himself as an outsider, nontribal, just an average Joe. The best way to think of him, one of my friends told me, is as if "Homer Simpson got swole."

Another way to think of him: as perhaps the single most influential person in the United States. His YouTube channel has 17 million subscribers. His podcast, The Joe Rogan Experience, which launched in 2009, has held the top spot on the Spotify charts consistently for the past five years; he records two or three episodes a week, each running to several hours. The former Democratic presidential candidate Andrew Yang, whose campaign for universal basic income went viral after a Rogan appearance five years ago, calls him "the male Oprah."

Rogan now lives in Austin, which has recently become known for its transformation from chilled-out live-music paradise to a miniature version of the Bay Area--similarly full of tech workers, but with fewer IN THIS HOUSE, WE BELIEVE ... signs. Early in the coronavirus pandemic, the Texas capital saw the biggest net gain of remote employees of any major city in America; its downtown is now filled with cranes and new skyscrapers. It is also the center of the Roganverse, an intellectual firmament of manosphere influencers, productivity optimizers, stand-ups, and male-wellness gurus. Austin is at the nexus of a Venn diagram of "has culture," "has gun ranges," "has low taxes," and "has kombucha." The science and technology writer Tim Urban, who runs the popular Wait but Why website, told me that he moved to Austin from New York City because "I would have the experience of talking to someone I respect--some writer friend of mine, or someone who's in a similar kind of career--and I would think, Oh, you're in Austin too."

"It's amazing that the arrival of one person could change a whole town, but it does feel like Rogan did that."

The city attracts people with a distinct set of political positions that don't exactly line up with either main party. They might be religious but are equally likely to be "spiritual." They shoot guns but worry about seed oils. They are relaxed about gay people but often traditional about gender. They dabble with psychedelic drugs but worry about drinking caffeine first thing in the morning. Their numbers might be relatively small in electoral terms, but they transmit their values to the rest of America through podcasts, YouTube, and other platforms largely outside the view of mainstream media.

Go to a cocktail mixer, an ayahuasca party, or a Brazilian-jiu-jitsu gym here and you might run into Tim Ferriss, the author of The 4-Hour Workweek; or the podcasters Lex Fridman, Chris Williamson, Ryan Holiday, Michael Malice, or Aubrey Marcus. Elon Musk is so keen to get people to move to Texas that he is planning an entire community outside Austin called Snailbrook for workers at his Tesla Gigafactory and the Boring Company. (In case you're wondering: Yes, every one of these men has been on Rogan's podcast.) "It's amazing that the arrival of one person could change a whole town, but it does feel like Rogan did that," the journalist Sarah Hepola, who started her career at The Austin Chronicle, told me. "It's a lot like the dot-com invasion of the '90s, like something that happened to the town."

From the April 2024 issue: Is Kara Swisher tearing down tech billionaires--or burnishing their legends?

Rogan and his fans are often called "heterodox," which is funny, because this group has converged on a set of shared opinions, creating what you might call a heterodox orthodoxy: Diversity-and-inclusion initiatives mean that identity counts more than merit; COVID rules were too strict; the pandemic probably started with a lab leak in China; the January 6 insurrection was not as bad as liberals claim; gender medicine for children is out of control; the legacy media are scolding and biased; and so on. The heterodox sphere has low trust in institutions--the press, academia, the CDC--and prefers to listen to individuals. The Roganverse neatly caters to this audience because it is, in essence, a giant talk-show circuit: Go on The Joe Rogan Experience, and you can book another half dozen appearances on other shows to talk about what you said there.

I wanted to ask Rogan about all this: about the world that has coalesced around him, about the intellectual culture that he is exporting from Austin, about what his appeal might mean for November's election. Past research by the marketing firm Morning Consult suggests that his fans are mostly male, predominantly white but a quarter Hispanic, and right-leaning but not locked in for Donald Trump. In other words, he has a nationwide base that both major parties would be delighted to win over--and that Kennedy was clearly desperate to recruit.

But one does not interview Joe Rogan. No human in history has needed publicity less, and he routinely turns down requests, including mine. So that's how I ended up in the front row at the Comedy Mothership, cheerfully observing the two-drink minimum with the $8 canned water Liquid Death, face-to-groin with the male Oprah.

In May 2020, a couple of months into the pandemic, Rogan--then living in Los Angeles--visited Austin. "I went to a restaurant with my kids and they were like, 'We don't have to wear a mask?' " he recalled three years later. "Two months later, I lived here." He bought an eight-bedroom house for $14.4 million just to the east of the city, backing onto Lake Austin. Barely half an hour from the congested traffic of downtown, Rogan's house is set among scrubby hills, behind a gated driveway on a dead-end road. Although Rogan's ability to make headlines blew up during the pandemic, he has been famous for a long time. He was in the cast of the '90s sitcom NewsRadio and hosted NBC's reality show Fear Factor, while building a parallel career as a mixed-martial-arts commentator. Follow his Instagram, and his tastes soon become apparent: energy drinks, killing wild animals, badly lit steaks, migraine-inducing AI graphics, dad-rock playlists, and shooting the breeze with his buddies.

The last of these has been greatly helped by the opening of the Comedy Mothership, in March 2023. The newest star here is Tony Hinchcliffe, who in April took part in Netflix's gleefully offensive roast of Tom Brady and was featured on a Variety cover. The latter was a sign of a mood shift, given that he has never apologized for using an anti-Chinese slur onstage in 2021 to describe a fellow comic. Hinchcliffe hosts his own podcast, Kill Tony, which is now recorded at the Mothership, and he has helped set the tone for Austin's new comedy scene. "There is no victim mentality whatsoever in Texas," Hinchcliffe told Variety, adding, "It's a different little island that we've created." He was on the bill both nights I went to the Mothership, and wore a huge belt buckle with TONY HINCHCLIFFE written on it--presumably for situations in which he is both taking off his trousers and unable to remember who he is. He has very white teeth and a predatory grin, and he throws out jokes that double as tests: Can you handle this, wimp?


Rogan sees himself as an outsider, nontribal, just an average Joe. (Josh Hedges / Getty)



On the first night, Rogan was also accompanied by Shane Gillis, a puppy dog of a comedian. In 2019, Gillis was hired as a Saturday Night Live cast member and then fired four days later, after it was reported that he'd previously used an anti-Asian slur in a bit on his podcast and once described the director Judd Apatow as "gayer than ISIS." Gillis apologized, lay low for a while, and built what is now the biggest podcast on the crowdfunding platform Patreon. He then self-financed his own comedy special, Live in Austin, which has 30 million views on YouTube--and promoted it with an appearance on The JRE. (Gillis has since been on Rogan's show more than a dozen times.) His continued appeal thus demonstrated, Gillis returned to SNL as a host in February.

Rogan's support of Gillis demonstrates why members of his inner circle are so loyal to him. Not only has Rogan personally boosted their careers on his podcast and in his club, but his popularity has forced the comedy industry to recalibrate its tolerance for offense. The best marketing slogan in American history has to be "People don't want you to hear this, but ..." What fans love about Rogan is the same thing his critics hate: an untamable curiosity that makes him open to plainly marginal ideas. One guest tells him that black holes are awesome. A second tells him that the periodic table needs to be updated because carbon has a "bisexual tone." A third tells him that a deworming drug could wipe out COVID. He approaches all of them--tenured professors, harmless crackpots, peddlers of pseudoscience--with the same stoner wonderment.

The liberal case against Rogan usually references one of two culture-war flash points: COVID and gender. Media Matters for America, a progressive journalism-watchdog organization, has accused Rogan and his guests of using his podcast to "promote conspiracy theorists and push anti-trans rhetoric."

In March 2013, the mixed martial artist Fallon Fox knocked out an opponent in 39 seconds and afterward revealed that she had been born male. A few days later, in an eight-minute riff on The JRE, Rogan said he was happy to call Fox "her," but didn't think she should compete against biological females. "I say if you had a dick at one point in time, you also have all the bone structure that comes with having a dick," he added. Rogan's choice of language aside, this was a claim that most Americans would deem uncontroversial: In general, biological males are physically stronger and faster than biological females. His comments prompted a media backlash, because he had violated an emerging consensus on the institutional left that trans women could compete fairly in women's sports and that sex differences were overstated.

Read: Helen Lewis on Trump's red-pill podcast tour

"Free health care--yes!" Rogan tells his audiences these days onstage in Austin, riffing on the political demands of the left. "Education for all--right on! ... Men can get pregnant--fuck! I didn't realize it was a package deal."

During the pandemic, The JRE also drew audience members who were frustrated with the limits of acceptable discussion, at a time when Facebook and YouTube were banning or restricting what they labeled misinformation. Rogan didn't accept the proposition that Americans should shut up and listen to mainstream experts, and that led to him hosting vaccine denialists and conspiracists, and promoting an unproven deworming drug as a treatment for COVID. True, he has a fact-checker--his producer Jamie Vernon, known to fans as Young Jamie, or "Pull That Up, Jamie," after Rogan's frequent instruction to him. But correcting what Rogan and his guests say about multiple conflicting studies during a live podcast is impossible. And to give you an idea of Vernon's place in the hierarchy, he also makes Rogan coffee.

During the pandemic, the decision to host cranks such as Robert Malone--a researcher who claimed to have invented mRNA technology but sought to cast doubt on vaccines that employ it--resulted in a critical open letter signed by hundreds of health experts, a warning label from Spotify, and a gentle rebuke from the White House press secretary. However, Rogan also gave voice to those who felt that some COVID policies, such as outdoor masking and long-running school closures, were unsupported by evidence. A phrase that you will find throughout the right-wing and heterodox media ecosystems is noble lie. This refers to the fact that Anthony Fauci initially told regular people not to wear masks in part because he was worried about supply shortages for doctors and nurses, but it has come to stand in for the wider accusation that public-health experts did not trust Americans with complex data during the pandemic, and instead simply told them what to do.

You don't have to look far in Austin to find the caucus of disaffected liberals that Rogan represents. On my second night at the Mothership, the ushers parked me next to Stephan, a house renovator whose business was booming thanks to all the rich newcomers to the city. He had left San Diego during the pandemic, he told me, because "they caution-taped the whole coastline."

Many on the left suspect that heterodox just means "right-wing and in denial."

A few days earlier, I had met another of these "leftugees," as one transplant jokingly nicknamed them, over coffee at Russell's Bakery. The writer Alana Joblin Ain is a rabbi's wife and a lifelong Democrat who before the pandemic lived happily in New York City and then San Francisco. In the summer of 2020, though, her children's public school announced that it would remain closed into a second academic year, making her worry about the effect on their social skills and academic progress. She moved her son and daughter to a private school nearby--but on the penultimate day of the summer term in 2021, the head of school announced plans to convert its main bathrooms to gender-neutral ones, in part to help "kindergartners who [are] non-binary" and "kindergartners who are trans."

When Ain questioned the policy--suggesting instead that some gender-neutral bathrooms should be provided alongside the existing girls' and boys' bathrooms--she was ostracized, she said. One father told her that her "wanting a space I feel more comfortable in, that's a female space, reminded him of segregationists." The dispute reminded her of other ways she'd felt alienated from the left. While helping her husband tend to his congregation, she had seen marital strife, substance abuse, suicide attempts, and other harms that she attributed to prolonged lockdowns.

And so she made the same journey that Rogan did, leaving California for Texas in 2022. She now runs an off-the-record discussion group called Moontower Verses, which meets in person to discuss culture-war topics. She doesn't know how she will vote in November. Her experience echoes that of other Rogan fans on the coasts, for whom the pandemic brought the realization that their values differed from those around them; at the time, the persistence of masking was a visible symbol of that difference. "It's the Democrats' MAGA hat," Rogan told a guest in November 2022. "They're letting you know, I'm on the good team." Move to Texas, went the promise, and you won't have to see that anymore.

Read: Joe Rogan's show may be dumb. But is it actually deadly?

A sense of left-wing overreach also drove the creation of the new University of Austin, or UATX. (The school's website once boasted about Austin, "If it's good enough for Elon Musk and Joe Rogan, it's good enough for us.") The announcement of the university's launch in 2021 attracted immediate mockery, with The New York Times' Nikole Hannah-Jones describing it as "Trump University at Austin," after the former president's scam-bucket operation.

That was unfair: UATX is run by serious academics, and has raised enough money to give free tuition to its entire founding class of 100. It has, however, leaned into the Roganite philosophy that people must tolerate wacko ideas in order to hear intriguingly heretical ones. In 2022, UATX offered a first taste of its politics when it ran a summer school, called Forbidden Courses, in Dallas. The speakers included UATX co-founder Bari Weiss (canceled by haters on Slack and Twitter), Peter Boghossian (canceled by Portland State University), Ayaan Hirsi Ali (canceled by a literal fatwa), Kathleen Stock (canceled by the University of Sussex), and my fellow Atlantic writer Thomas Chatterton Williams (inexplicably not canceled).

When I visited the UATX offices, in an Art Deco building in downtown Austin, the provost, Jacob Howland, told me that he wanted "to get the politics out of the classroom," and that faculty members will have succeeded if the students can't guess how they vote from what they say in class. Just as in Rogan's comedy club, smartphones are banned in class--"so that students can't be distracted by them, or, for example, record other students and tell the world, 'Oh, you know, this student had this opinion, and it's unacceptable, and I'm putting it out there on TikTok.' "

Many on the left, however, suspect that heterodox just means "right-wing and in denial." An attendee at last year's Forbidden Courses sent me a slide showing survey results about the students' political leanings: Out of 29 respondents, 19 identified as conservative. One major UATX donor is Harlan Crow, the billionaire who has bankrolled Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas's lifestyle for years; he sat in the back of some 2023 summer-school lectures. Another is the Austin-based venture capitalist Joe Lonsdale, who co-founded Palantir with Peter Thiel and others. He recently gave $1 million to a pro-Trump super PAC.

"We really are open to all comers," Howland told me. He wondered whether some people on the left simply didn't want to hear any debate.

The Joe Rogan coalition may indeed represent a real strand in American intellectual and political life--a normie suspicion of both MAGA hats and eternal masking, mixed with tolerance for kooky ideas. But it is fracturing.

"Anti-wokeness" once encompassed everyone who could agree that Drew Barrymore's talk show was annoying, that some left-wing activists on TikTok were out of control, and that corporations were largely banging on about diversity to sell more products rather than out of a genuine commitment to human flourishing. Underneath those headline beliefs, however, were two distinct groups: disaffected liberals and actual conservatives, bound together by a common enemy. "Some of the people who seemed like my comrades on Twitter a while back," Tim Urban told me, "I start to see some of them say stuff like 'See, you start with gay marriage, and now you've got drag queens in this kindergarten class.' And, well, hold on a second."

Today, fractures are obvious across the wider anti-woke movement--and they must be serious, because people have started podcasting about them. Watching Rogan's stand-up set, I realized that much of his culture-war material was now three or four years old; his podcast is one of the only places I still hear COVID mentioned, as Rogan relitigates the criticism he received during the pandemic. There's a real tension in the Roganverse between the stated desire to escape polarization and the appeal of living in an endless 2020, when the sharp definition of the opposing sides yielded growing audiences and made unlikely political alliances possible.

Rogan's sympathetic treatment of his friend Alex Jones demonstrates why power is better mediated through institutions than wielded by individuals.

Those contradictory impulses are evident in Austin. Jon Stokes, a co-founder of the AI company Symbolic, described the city to me as the "DMZ of the culture wars," while the podcaster David Perell put it like this: "Moving to Austin is the geographical equivalent of saying 'I don't read the news anymore.' "

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

But national politics inevitably intrude. In front of the Texas capitol one sunny day, I found myself surrounded by a sea of pink and blue--a Christian rally against the "grooming" of children by LGBTQ activists through sex education in schools. A speaker was telling the crowd about a concealed, well-funded agenda centered on "the dismemberment of the heart and soul of your children."

These are not Rogan's politics. But relentless criticism from the left has pushed him and his fellow travelers closer to people who talk like this. Look at Elon Musk, who has developed an obsession with defeating the "woke mind virus" and an addiction to posting about his grievances.

At its worst, The Joe Rogan Experience is one of America's top venues for rich and powerful people to complain about being publicly contradicted, and Rogan's own feelings of kinship with the canceled mean that he has repeatedly hosted guests whose views are recklessly extreme. This unwise loyalty is most evident in his friendship with the conspiracy theorist Alex Jones. In 2022, the Infowars founder was ordered to pay nearly $1.5 billion in damages to the families of children killed in the Sandy Hook school shooting; his speculation that they were actors had led to a massive harassment campaign against them. At the trial, one father told the court that conspiracy theorists emboldened by Jones had claimed to have urinated on his 7-year-old son's grave and threatened to dig up his body.

During his stand-up set, Rogan said that Jones was right about the existence of "false flags"--events staged by the government or provocateurs to discredit a cause. Then he whispered to himself that Jones had gotten "one thing wrong." He had gotten a lot of things right too, Rogan said at normal volume. Then his voice dropped again: "It was a pretty big thing, though."

Rogan's sympathetic treatment of his friend demonstrates why power is better mediated through institutions than wielded by individuals: It's too easy to be sympathetic to a man sitting in front of you, whom you know as a complete person, rather than to his distant, unseen victims. Also, it's good to be open-minded, but not so much that your brain falls out.

If Rogan is the male Oprah, he is also the human embodiment of America's vexed relationship with free speech: a complex tangle of arguments and conspiracy theories all boiled down into one short, swole man who likes to wear a fanny pack. Rogan is a guy who started a podcast in 2009 to smoke weed with his fellow comics and talk about martial arts--and who, like many Americans, has taken part in a great geographical sorting, moving to be closer to people whose values he shares. He speaks to people who feel silenced, both elite and normie, even as he's turned the very idea that opinions like his are being "silenced" into a joke in itself. As I walked into the Comedy Mothership, I saw a sign on the wall. It read HECKLERS WILL BE ALIENATED.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "You Think You're So Heterodox." It has been updated to reflect that Robert F. Kennedy Jr. suspended his 2024 presidential campaign after the issue went to press.
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How Harris Roped a Dope

She stayed human where Trump went feral.

by David Frum




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


Vice President Kamala Harris walked onto the ABC News debate stage with a mission: trigger a Trump meltdown.

She succeeded.

Former President Donald Trump had a mission too: control yourself.

He failed.

Trump lost his cool over and over. Goaded by predictable provocations, he succumbed again and again.

Trump was pushed into broken-sentence monologues--and even an all-out attack on the 2020 election outcome. He repeated crazy stories about immigrants eating cats and dogs, and was backwards-looking, personal, emotional, defensive, and frequently incomprehensible.

Harris hit pain point after pain point: Trump's bankruptcies, the disdain of generals who had served with him, the boredom and early exits of crowds at his shrinking rallies. Every hit was followed by an ouch. Trump's counterpunches flailed and missed. Harris met them with smiling mockery and cool amusement. The debate was often a battle of eyelids: Harris's opened wide, Trump's squinting and tightening.

Harris's debate prep seemed to have concentrated on psychology as much as on policy. She drove Trump and trapped him and baited him--and it worked every time.

Trump exited the stage leaving uncertain voters still uncertain about whether or not he'd sign a national abortion ban. He left them certain that he did not want Ukraine to win its war of self-defense. He accused Harris of hating Israel but then never bothered to say any words of his own in support of the Jewish state's war of self-defense against Hamas terrorism. In his confusion and reactiveness, he seemed to have forgotten any debate strategy he might have had.

Something every woman watching the debate probably noticed: Trump could not bring himself to say the name of the serving vice president, his opponent for the presidency. For him, Harris was just a pronoun: a nameless, identity-less "she," "her," "you." It's said that narcissists cope with ego injury by refusing to acknowledge the existence of the person who inflicted the hurt. If so, that might explain Trump's behavior. Harris bruised his feelings, and Trump reacted by shutting his eyes and pretending that Harris had no existence of her own independent of President Joe Biden, whose name Trump was somehow able to speak.

Hemmed, harried, and humiliated, Trump lost his footing and his grip. He never got around to making an affirmative case for himself. If any viewer was nostalgic for the early Trump economy before its collapse in his final year in office, that viewer must have been disappointed. If a viewer wanted a conservative policy message, any conservative policy message, that viewer must have been disappointed. When asked whether he had yet developed a health-care plan after a decade in politics, Trump could reply only that he had "concepts of a plan."

Almost from the start, Harris was in control. She had better moments and worse ones, but she was human where Trump was feral. She had warm words for political opponents such as John McCain and Dick Cheney; Trump had warm words for nobody other than Viktor Orban, the Hungarian strongman whom Trump praised for praising Trump. It was an all-points beatdown, and no less a beating because Trump inflicted so much of it on himself.

At a minimum, this display will put an end to the Trump claim that Harris is a witless nonentity unqualified to engage in debate. Harris met Trump face-to-face before tens of millions of witnesses. She dominated and crushed him, using as her principal tools her self-command and her shrewd insight into the ex-president's psychic, moral, and intellectual weaknesses.

Will it matter that Harris so decisively won? How can it not? But it may matter more that Trump so abjectly lost to a competitor for whom he could not utter a syllable of respect.
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What Happened to the Politically Conscious Black Athlete?

Many Black sports stars refused to be silent during the 2020 election. This time around, silence seems to suit them just fine.

by Jemele Hill




If there's one demographic that Vice President Kamala Harris appears to have locked up, it's the Golden State Warrior vote. Steve Kerr, the team's head coach, gave a speech endorsing Harris at the Democratic National Convention, and the superstar point guard Steph Curry beamed in his own message of support via video. Curry's teammate, the boisterous but relatively apolitical power forward Draymond Green, spoke up for the vice president on his podcast last month.

Outside the Bay Area, however, Black athletes have largely avoided getting involved in the presidential election. Four years ago, many of them refused to be silent about politics. This time around, silence seems to suit them just fine.

The 2020 election may have been the high-water mark for Black athletes' political engagement. The killing of George Floyd triggered the biggest mass-protest movement in American history. Donald Trump seemed to interpret the movement as protesting him--"People are tired of watching the highly political @NBA," he tweeted in September 2020--which became a self-fulfilling prophecy and blurred the line between opposing police brutality and opposing Trump. Dozens of prominent athletes spoke out, and a group led by LeBron James launched More Than a Vote, an organization dedicated to increasing Black turnout and fighting voter suppression.

Politics and sports collided most powerfully in Georgia's Senate race that year. The Democrat Raphael Warnock, a relative unknown, was running against Republican Senator Kelly Loeffler, at the time a co-owner of the WNBA's Atlanta Dream. As the incumbent in a Republican-leaning state, Loeffler seemed likely to hold on to her seat, but she drew the ire of WNBA players by criticizing their involvement in Black Lives Matter protests. In response, the Dream and players across the league organized wide-scale support for Warnock by wearing Vote Warnock T-shirts during their nationally televised games and discussing his platform with the media in interviews. The Warnock campaign credited the effort with triggering a spike in interest and donations. In the decisive runoff election in January 2021, Warnock narrowly defeated Loeffler to become Georgia's first Black senator. (A few weeks later, the Dream was sold, requiring Loeffler to give up her stake.) Warnock's victory allowed the Democratic Party to gain control of the Senate through a 50-50 split, with Harris serving as the tiebreaker. That thin control paved the way for Supreme Court Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson to become the first Black woman to serve on the Court.

The energy motivating the Black sports world in 2020 has been hard to find heading into this year's election. This was in part a microcosm of Joe Biden's more general struggles with young and minority voters. But even as polls show Harris improving among those demographics, athletes are still nowhere near as involved as they were last time. That's unfortunate, because the issues they were speaking out about in 2020 have not disappeared over the past four years--and Trump has not suddenly changed his positions on them.

The former president has an extensive track record of belittling outspoken Black athletes. He was a driving force behind the quarterback Colin Kaepernick's NFL exile and even referred to the NFL players who'd protested alongside Kaepernick as "sons of bitches." He has publicly attacked the intelligence of James and in 2021 accused him of being "racist."

Far from being chastened by the 2020 protests, Trump--who passed a criminal-justice-reform bill in 2018--seems to have only dug in harder on his opposition to police accountability. At a rally this past May, Trump promised a crowd of supporters, "We're going to give our police their power back, and we are going to give them immunity from prosecution." Last week, he called for a return to stop-and-frisk policing.

Then, this past Sunday, as if on cue, the sports world was reminded how easy it is for police to abuse their power over Black men.

Jemele Hill: The NFL's dubious rhetoric about race

A few hours before the Miami Dolphins' home opener, their superstar wide receiver Tyreek Hill was pulled over on his way to the stadium for speeding. Police bodycam footage shows one of the cops getting angry when Hill refuses to keep his window open, then yanking him out of the car. Within seconds, Hill is face down on the pavement, getting handcuffed.

Hill did nothing to warrant the police tackling him to the asphalt, putting a knee on his back, and even handcuffing his teammate Calais Campbell, who'd tried to peacefully intervene. Perhaps this episode will remind Hill and his fellow Black athletes that their wealth and fame do not shield them from police abuse.

Enthusiasm for Harris seems highest among women athletes so far. This may be something of a self-inflicted wound for Trump, who largely declined to invite women's-championship teams to the White House and went on a Twitter rant attacking the soccer star Megan Rapinoe after she criticized him in 2019. After the U.S. women's national soccer team lost in the second round of the 2023 World Cup, due in part to a missed penalty kick by Rapinoe, Trump gloated on Truth Social about its defeat: "Nice shot Megan, the USA is going to Hell!!! MAGA."

Women athletes who were no fan of Trump's to begin with seem more ready to rally around a female candidate. Some WNBA players are wearing T-shirts supporting Harris. Others have vowed to get more involved. "I was already voting for democracy," Renee Montgomery, a former Atlanta Dream player who is now a part-owner of the team, told me via text. "With VP Harris' name at the top of the ticket, I'm ready to turn up."

Last month, Nneka Ogwumike, a forward for the Seattle Storm and the president of the WNBA Players Association, took over the leadership of More Than a Vote. A source inside the organization, who spoke on condition of anonymity because they weren't authorized to speak for the group, told me that there is more excitement because of Harris. "It definitely galvanized us," they said. "It made a huge difference, because there was a significant enthusiasm gap between Biden and Harris."

Black male athletes, however, including those who publicly tout their commitment to activism and social justice, have yet to show that they prioritize this November's election as highly as they did the previous one.

Give James credit for handing the reins of his organization to a woman during an election in which women's reproductive freedom is a potentially decisive issue. But he hasn't yet found other ways to get involved personally, setting an example for his tens of millions of fans.

Harris appears to have made some genuine effort to connect with the sports community. Last year, she traveled to Los Angeles to see Brittney Griner play in her first regular season game after being released from prison in Russia. After the game, Harris commended Griner for her strength and courage. (Trump, in contrast, called Griner, who had participated in BLM protests in 2020, "spoiled," and suggested that she wasn't worth freeing.) This past March, Harris co-hosted a reception with the Women's Sports Foundation to honor more than 100 women in sports.

No candidate is entitled to anyone's support. Harris can't take Black athletes for granted just because she's Black too. If they haven't fully rallied to her side, she may need to work harder to win them over. Still, it's fair to wonder what prominent Black athletes are thinking right now. They believed in 2020 that it was important to use their influence. Have they changed their mind?
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The Video That Perfectly Captures the Utter Strangeness of RFK Jr.

What's he doing with that lizard?

by Caitlin Flanagan




RFK Jr. slid into my TikTok "For You" page this weekend. I had never thought of him as being For Me, but TikTok knows all of us better than we know ourselves, so I kept watching. He was standing outside on a sunny day, wearing a pale-blue T-shirt, his mien familiar: inexhaustible, in high spirits, a solo artist ever ready to start one more aria.

"Hey, everybody," he says cheerfully; "I'm down in Baja with Cheryl." Trying to save his marriage, I thought cynically. It's been widely reported that his wife, the actor Cheryl Hines, was "the opposite of encouraging" about his dropping out of the race only to join Donald Trump's team. "This is my first day off in 17 months," Kennedy said, "and it's been great." Great, and apparently not something that required marital lockdown. Hines was not part of the video message. One pictured a casita in which the lights had been dimmed, the AC had been turned to emotional-emergency full blast, and a long-suffering wife lay flattened on the bed.

"Look what I just caught," Kennedy said. It seemed like a statement that should have begun or ended with the word Mom. He lifted a small, bright-green lizard, its head held steady between his forefinger and thumb, its ancient eye glittering. "I wanted you to see this."

He's going to snap that thing's head off, I thought.

"This is a beautiful little lizard," he said, explaining that it was "a cape spiny-tailed iguana" and that "they're so beautiful; they're this emerald color right now. But later on, they'll turn gray, and they get about--ah, 40 inches long."

The life cycle of the cape spiny-tailed lizard seemed to be one more subject that Kennedy knows a hell of a lot about, and on which he can freestyle until the listener is partly hypnotized. The lizard was apparently like the American economy, suicide rate, poisoned soil, teenage disaffection, and vaccination accidents: one more crisis he's got firmly in hand.

"They eat mainly flowers and fruits," he continued, "and occasionally--and opportunistically--some small animals." He paused and smiled slightly at the thought of opportunistically taking down some small animals.

Read: RFK Jr. was my drug dealer

Another thing to know about the cape spiny-tailed iguana, he said, was that "they make great pets."

Pets? Is this the new environmentalism--taking beautiful creatures out of their delicate biospheres and relocating them, far from the land of flowers and fruit, into a mesh cage, there to be fed on handfuls of bitter greens gleaned from the clippings of produce departments? The iguana pet business has led to an overpopulation problem in Florida, where the offspring of lost or abandoned lizards disturb the natural habitats of other species, tear up yards, and fight above their weight in making that state one of the strange wonders of the world.

RFK himself had once owned an iguana, he said, "and also chuckwallas, another great pet I had as a kid." Chuckwallas, he informed the viewer, were the cape spiny-tailed iguana's biggest competitor. The specter of cage fights arose. He had more to say on this subject: The iguanas "were brought here to Baja by the Seri Indians, who canoed over from the mainland, and they were brought to the island as a food source. I've seen green iguanas--which is like their cousins--sold in Barranquilla and some of the other markets in the Caribbean--"

Can nothing shut this man up? He was filibustering, but at least it was sort of interesting. A lot of what he says is interesting. More than interesting; it can be mesmerizing.

It turns out that iguanas are fit for consumption, as are their eggs, and that he'd seen people "cut the eggs out" in markets. That's something I never wanted to see myself, but a mental picture could not be prohibited, because he then added another image: "The eggs come out on a string, and they're considered a delicacy."

The end of the video was even creepier: "It's such a beautiful lizard," he said, lifting the terrified creature up to the camera again. He looked beyond the lizard directly to the lens and, with another slight grin, asked the viewer, "Don't you wish you had one of these?"

I can't explain it; just watch it.

Last month, Kennedy made a video in which he told Roseanne Barr that he'd once been hunting with his friends and, on the way up the mountains, a driver in front of him struck a bear cub, killing it. Kennedy's response was to pick up the dead animal and throw it in the back of his van. "I was going to skin the bear," he told Roseanne, "because it was in very good condition, and put the meat in the refrigerator."

This seems implausible, and in any case, the day went long and he never got around to cutting steaks out of the creature. Instead, with a table at Peter Luger waiting, and the genius machine always running, he told some buddies: "Let's go bring the bear into Central Park, and it'll look like it got hit by a bike ... Everybody thought, 'That's a great idea!'" Police and news crews descended on the scene the next morning.

This isn't something Kennedy did in college; he did it when he was 60 years old. That isn't the time to grow up; it's the time to start getting old. He released the video with Barr because a New Yorker profile was about to drop that included the anecdote, and he must have wanted to get his own version out first. What's clear is that he remains delighted by this nasty story, proud of a prank whose only possible purpose was to freak out the cyclists in Central Park and to show his buddies how reckless and hilarious he was. I don't know a single person who could watch a six-month-old bear get struck and killed by a car and not feel any pity for the animal. But Kennedy didn't show a flicker of compassion.

This summer, reporters also dug up an old photograph of Kennedy holding the ends of a spit on which a four-legged animal had been splayed and charred. He's leaning over the carcass with his mouth wide open, looking like the Prince of Darkness himself. This was followed by the resurfacing of an old magazine story in which his daughter Kick described the day in her youth when he put all of the kids in the car, drove to where he'd been told there was a beached whale, and took a chainsaw to its neck. He then attached the whale's head to the roof of the car with bungee cords. On the drive back, his kids covered their heads with plastic bags that had mouth holes cut out so they could breathe, while blood and fluids streamed down the windows of the car and the other drivers gave them the finger as he bore his grotesque souvenir homeward.

These are behaviors you read about in news articles not about a candidate but about a suspect. Mutilating animal carcasses, or exploiting them for a laugh, or trapping live animals for your enjoyment--these are all acts that can make a detective look at you twice.

The problem with Kennedy is that a lot of what he says actually makes sense.

Consider the address he gave after Joe Biden's most recent State of the Union, comparing the exhausted America of today with the incredibly vital one of his youth, and mine. He talked about the America I grew up in, one in which you might be aware that the government was involved in some very shady operations--principally the Vietnam War--but you never questioned its place as the strongest, the richest, the most innovative, put-a-man-on-the-moon country in the world. In those days we still recited the Pledge of Allegiance, even if the words--allegiance? indivisible?--were incomprehensible. We said the pledge with a sense of purpose--even if our purpose was not to defend the Republic, but to get the morning started so that we could eventually go to recess. But day after day, staring up at that flag, we understood that it was important, and that America was a good thing.

"I grew up in an America that seemed to have achieved its promise as an exemplary nation," Kennedy said. He called us "the freest country in the world and, by no coincidence, also the most prosperous." Back then, he said, "working Americans could provide for their families on a single salary. They could buy a home, raise a family, save for retirement without mountains of debt. We made the best music. We made the best movies, we made gold-standard automobiles that everybody in the world wanted. We made blue jeans. We reconstructed Europe. We put men on the moon. We had the world's healthiest, best-educated children. Our productivity, ingenuity, our can-do spirit were the envy of the world. We had confidence in our strength, our capacity, and the limitless potential of our country."

All of that was true. It wasn't something you figured out; it was something you knew. But where, I wondered, would he place the issue of race within this cosmology? I had forgotten that he is Bobby Kennedy's son--Bobby, who was the muscle on all of his brother's tentative steps in the civil-rights arena and behind all of Lyndon B. Johnson's significant ones, including the Civil Rights Act of 1968.

"Yeah, we had serious racial and environmental problems," RFK said. "But in the heady days of my youth, the environmental movement and the civil-rights movement were picking up steam. My father and some of his allies were fighting to eliminate the last pockets of hunger in Appalachia, in the Mississippi Delta, and on the Indian reservations. And we became, for the first time, a true constitutional democracy in this country, with all races voting and holding political office. Other countries aspired to be like us, and our children grew up proud of their passport, proud of their flag."

Read: The first MAGA Democrat

Then he adumbrated America's current problems: "We've become a nation of chronic illness, of violence, of loneliness, depression, and division, and poverty. Our great cities are becoming tent encampments, modern-day Hoovervilles filled with undocumented immigrants and dispossessed Americans and people living in their cars, plagued by mental illness and addiction and despair."

He rattled off some harrowing truths about our country, things we're used to confronting one at a time, not in a single, shocking snapshot: Among the rich nations of the world, we're 35th in child poverty. Worldwide, we are 36th in literacy and 59th in life expectancy, just behind Algeria. Close to half of us are obese, many of us have chronic illnesses, and our cancer rate is criminally high.

He presents all of this along with a vision of the future both sunny and elegantly expressed--a vision of "the America that almost was and yet may be," which is really just "Make America great again," but with some spin on the ball, and the old Kennedy magic. But at the same time, he is beholden to a long list of the kind of conspiracy theories usually associated with street-corner prophets and the tinfoil-hat crowd. It's impossible to shake him of them, and matched with his abilities of oratory and inspiration, they're dangerous.

Put it this way: One more sign that we're on the downward escalator is that we once had Bobby Kennedy, and now we have Bobby Kennedy Jr.

He and his wife are presumably back from their excursion. Kennedy has already caught a grasshopper in his airy Brentwood home and set it free into his bright garden, a charming little video except for the unnerving skill he displays at clamping his hand around the creature and holding it so that we can see its head clearly. There has been no report on the whereabouts and well-being of the cape spiny-tailed iguana, which we now understand could make such an excellent pet or snack or possibly even souvenir, its tiny head mounted on a matchbook cover and hung alongside other treasures in a trophy room of the great and the meek, between the chainsawed whale's head and whatever was left of the bear.
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How Should Harris Debate Trump?

Democrats have some advice.

by Russell Berman




Stand your ground, but don't take the bait. Be prepared, but not scripted. Call him out, but don't lose your cool. Own your identity, but don't lead with it.

As Kamala Harris gets ready to face Donald Trump in a debate tonight for the first and possibly only time in her abbreviated presidential campaign, Democrats who have advised past nominees have plenty of advice on how she should handle an opponent whose chief political skill is attacking and degrading. Her task, they acknowledged, is tricky: If President Joe Biden's goal in debating Trump in June was to demonstrate that he was fit to serve another four years in the White House--a test he rather famously failed--Harris enters this matchup needing to clear a much higher bar. She must lay out her vision and convince voters that she is ready to be the commander in chief, all the while keeping cool as Trump tries to rattle her.

"Her goal is to be presidential and to withstand his attacks and continue to remind people of her frame: Let's not go back," Jim Messina, who managed Barack Obama's 2012 reelection campaign, told me. "That is easier said than done."

Watch: The candidates prepare to debate

Trump, Messina predicted, "is going to get really nasty with her and whale away." Her main challenge, he said, will be to decide which punches to respond to and which to ignore. "Don't chase every attack," Messina said. "Sometimes you just need to brush it off and look at the camera, look at the country, and say, This is where I'm going to take us."

Bob Shrum, who helped both Al Gore in 2000 and John Kerry in 2004 prepare for their debates against George W. Bush, offered similar advice. "Don't lose your temper," he told me he would advise Harris. "Don't think you have to answer things that aren't important and seem preposterous to people." As an example, he said, Harris should ignore Trump if he calls her a Communist, which he characterized as an outdated attack line that voters would find "absurd," given that Harris's economic positions are well within the Democratic Party's mainstream.

Harris has excelled in past debates, during her successful bids for attorney general of California and in the 2020 presidential campaign. Her takedown of Biden's record on desegregation ("That little girl was me") marked the high point of her short-lived bid for the Democratic nomination. Harris's sharp rejoinder to an interrupting Mike Pence--"Mr. Vice President, I'm speaking"--provided one of the few memorable exchanges of a running-mate debate otherwise overshadowed by a fly on Pence's head.

Yet she has never gone up against someone as tenacious or unscrupulous as Trump. The former president "is the best counterpuncher in modern political history," Messina told me. "This is a better format for him than it is for her." To other Democrats I spoke with, however, that rosy assessment of Trump's skills sounded suspiciously like the kind of expectation-setting that campaigns attempt in the lead-up to big debates, to help their candidate perform better than predicted. The Harris campaign, for example, has complained that the vice president will be "fundamentally disadvantaged" because neither ABC News, the network hosting the debate, nor the Trump campaign would agree to its request that the candidates' microphones stay on throughout the debate; as during the Biden-Trump debate in June, the mics will be muted when the candidates aren't speaking, which could prevent viewers from hearing Trump if he tries to interrupt Harris. Trump's frequent interruptions of Biden during their first debate in 2020 played poorly and prompted one of Biden's snappier retorts when he said to Trump, "Will you shut up, man?" Democrats believe that Trump has even less discipline four years later.

Shrum said he thought Harris would be fine regardless: Trump "behaves badly in ways that send messages about his character, and they're not good messages." Shrum added that he knew he was supposed to raise expectations for Trump's performance, "but I'm not going to."

With Biden off the stage, many Democrats hope the debate will expose Trump as the diminished candidate, a 78-year-old who rambles even more than he used to and who struggles to complete a coherent thought. "She's going to have to get out of Trump's way," Ashley Etienne, who served as Harris's communications director during her first year as vice president, told me. "Let Trump be Trump, and [don't] debate him point for point, back and forth." That could be difficult for Harris. "To some degree, she's going to have to deny that prosecutorial instinct," Etienne said.

Elaina Plott Calabro: The prosecutor vs. the felon

Trump will likely try to tie Harris to Biden's unpopular economic stewardship, blaming them for inflation. Rather than getting bogged down in a defense of the president's policies, Etienne said, Harris should pivot quickly to her vision for the future and a critique of Trump: "Her most important thing is not to defend her record. It's going to be to talk about Donald Trump."

Democrats I spoke with expect Harris to hold back if Trump flings any racist or sexist attacks her way, as she did after he said in July that she only "happened to turn Black" a few years ago, suggesting that she was playing up that part of her identity for political purposes. When CNN's Dana Bash asked her about the comment in an interview last month, she replied: "Same old tired playbook. Next question, please."

Aimee Allison, an Oakland, California-based founder of a political group devoted to empowering women of color, told me that during the debate, Harris should strike exactly that tone. "Continue to give no air to Trump's obsession with identity," Allison said. "He wants to use the age-old white-guy power move, but by not entertaining it, it has very little power amongst the people who will vote for Kamala Harris." She praised Harris for a campaign that has not centered the history-making nature of her candidacy in the same way that Hillary Clinton's "I'm with her" slogan did in 2016. "We've grown as a country," she said.

How much the country has grown, however, remains an open question. Candidates in televised debates are scrutinized nearly as much for how they look when they're not talking as for what they say when they are. Think of George H. W. Bush's glance at his watch in 1992, Gore's heavy sighing in 2000, and Biden's open-mouthed stares in June's debate with Trump. Black women are subjected to even more scrutiny of their body language, Etienne said. "She knows that. She's adjusted to it," she said of Harris. "I would just caution her to be aware of her nonverbals."

Trump has belittled Harris's intelligence, and his campaign has needled her for agreeing to few formal interviews and press conferences, implying that she is weak in situations that she cannot script in advance. Harris did stumble during interviews early in her term as vice president, and her public image did not recover until she launched her campaign in July. Those who have worked with Harris, however, say that Trump knows her only as a right-wing caricature. The debate tonight will be the first time they have met in person. "She is good when she gets a little fire under her," Etienne said. "I don't think he's going to be ready for it."
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Why Mike Lee Folded

In 2016, he tried to stop Trump from becoming president. By 2020, he was trying to help Trump overturn the election. Now he could become Trump's attorney general.

by Tim Alberta




When it was finally his turn to speak during the televised roll call at this summer's Republican National Convention, Senator Mike Lee wore the canny smile of a man who was selling something bigger than his home state of Utah. "It's a place where we love freedom, we love the Constitution," Lee said, "and we despise tyranny."

Watching Lee from some 20 feet away as he spoke, I felt a twinge of deja vu. Hadn't I heard him deliver these same patriotic bromides at a Republican convention before? Yes, I had. It was 2016, in Cleveland. Lee had gone there with a radical agenda: to sabotage Donald Trump's nomination for president. First, he maneuvered his way onto the convention's rule-making committee. Then, he led a push by Never Trumpers to unbind the convention's delegates--that is, to release them from their obligation to vote for Trump as the party's nominee. I was there, watching the drama up close, talking with Lee and other ringleaders in a cramped corridor just outside the committee room as they schemed and argued and tried every trick imaginable to outsmart the party enforcers who'd been tasked with putting down their rebellion.

In public remarks and private discussions leading up to Trump's coronation, Lee invoked nothing less than the survival of American democracy. "I'd like some assurances that he is going to be a vigorous defender for the U.S. Constitution," Lee said on Newsmax TV. "That he's not going to be an autocrat, that he's not going to be an authoritarian."

Cleveland was the climax of Lee's year-long effort to stop Trump. During the primaries, he had implored activist leaders to rally their organizations behind his best friend, Senator Ted Cruz, who had emerged as Trump's chief rival. With Cruz headed for defeat in the spring of 2016, Lee had tried to broker a meeting between the senator from Texas and their Florida colleague, Marco Rubio, hoping they might form a joint ticket to take down Trump. When the Cleveland plot fell apart, it marked Lee's third failure. He still refused to endorse the party's new standard-bearer. Then, that fall, Lee spotted one final opportunity. Hours after the Access Hollywood tape was published, he became one of the first Republicans in Congress to call on Trump to quit the race. "If anyone spoke to my wife, or my daughter, or my mother, or any of my five sisters the way Mr. Trump has spoken to women, I wouldn't hire that person," Lee said in a Facebook Live video. "I certainly don't think I'd feel comfortable hiring that person to be the leader of the free world."

And then Trump was hired as the leader of the free world--triggering an about-face from Lee that rivals even that of J. D. Vance, who once wrote that he feared Trump could be "America's Hitler" before becoming his running mate.

What began as a reluctant, transactional alliance--advising on judicial picks, working with Trump on criminal-justice reform--soon became personal. Lee grew to relish dining at the White House and flying on Air Force One. He told friends that Trump was funny, charming, kindhearted. Before anyone could make sense of it, Lee emerged as one of Trump's staunchest defenders. He steered the Senate Republicans' strategy to acquit the president following his first impeachment. Then, after Trump lost his reelection bid, Lee conspired with right-wing extremists inside and outside the White House to keep the president in office.

Listening to Lee as he addressed the 2024 convention in Milwaukee, I was baffled by the impossible symmetry of it all. Here was the senator speaking about freedom and tyranny--not as a rebuke of the man who he'd feared was an authoritarian, but as an endorsement of him. "Utah, the 45th state admitted to the union," Lee declared from the convention floor, "today proudly casts all of its 40 delegate votes for President Donald J. Trump!"

To hear Lee's friends, allies, and former staffers tell it--and they did, by the dozens, though many requested anonymity to avoid retaliation from the senator--Lee is all but unrecognizable. Once a good-natured Latter-day Saint whose idea of edgy was doing corny impersonations of his fellow senators, he now regularly engages in crude conspiracy theories. Once a politician who seemed to be fashioning himself as a modern Daniel Patrick Moynihan of the right, Lee is now a very online MAGA influencer. It's as if Ned Flanders became a 4chan troll.

"All of us change as times change," he said, shrugging.

Lee will be a top candidate for attorney general if Trump wins in November, according to people close to the former president. This might prove to be the most treacherous position in Washington in 2025: the nation's chief law-enforcement officer, serving at the pleasure of a lawless president who has vowed to wield the justice system against his political opponents as "retribution" for his own criminal prosecutions. Trump has openly toyed with terminating the Constitution. He has also floated subversive ideas--military tribunals for his critics, religious litmus tests for immigrants--that, during his first term, would have been opposed by a remnant of principled Republicans. Today it's unclear whether any such remnant exists. In our many hours of conversation this spring and summer, Lee did not sound to me like a man interested in holding the line.

The day after his floor speech in Milwaukee, Lee sat down across from me at a small table inside the convention's security perimeter. When I showed him a photograph--the senator himself, on the convention floor back in 2016, screaming in opposition to a rules package that effectively ended the campaign to free delegates to vote against Trump--Lee grimaced. I asked him whether he'd changed over the past eight years.

"All of us change as times change," he said, shrugging.

As our conversation went on, however, the senator's tone shifted. He began to insist that, in fact, he hadn't changed; that what the world was seeing and hearing from him was no Trump-induced abnormality but rather the realest, rawest version of himself. "Those who know me," Lee said, "know that privately, this is who I am."

Everyone I talked with wanted to know the same thing: What happened to Mike Lee? Of all the possible answers to that question, this one--that nothing has changed about the man--is the least satisfying. It may also be the most revealing.

Rex Edwin Lee was a giant of the conservative legal movement. Raised in small-town Arizona, Lee graduated as valedictorian from Brigham Young University and finished first in his class at the University of Chicago Law School. At 36, he was recruited to become the founding dean of BYU's law school, a position he held until a newly elected president, Ronald Reagan, came calling. Serving as solicitor general during Reagan's first term, Lee argued before the Supreme Court with "an astonishing rate of success," according to the New York Times' obituary, winning a great majority of his cases and earning renown, according to former Justice David Souter, as "the best solicitor general this nation has ever had."

But Lee's real legacy is independence as much as intellect. Not long after Reagan appointed him, the Times noted, "White House political aides soon discovered that he was not automatically their man." Lee was reliably conservative on a host of matters--busing, abortion, prayer in schools--yet he sometimes set aside his own views, and those of the administration he represented, for what he described as "the broad interests of the nation." The resulting conflicts with Reagan's Republican Party, and criticism from far-right conservatives, wore Lee down. Resigning his post in June 1985, Lee remarked of the political pressure he faced: "I'm the solicitor general, not the pamphleteer general."

Lee had seven children. His two sons followed him into the legal profession. The elder, Thomas, would emulate his father's career arc: graduating with high honors from the University of Chicago Law School, arguing before the U.S. Supreme Court, and accepting an appointment to the Utah Supreme Court. Six and a half years behind him was Rex's other son, Michael.

The younger Lee moved at age 10 with his family to the wealthy suburbs of Washington, D.C., and spent his formative years there. His in-home Mormon mentor was a congressman named Harry Reid; his friends and classmates were the children of politicians. Lee still remembers the first time he was allowed to skip school and watch his father litigate before the high court, he told me. The sight of those ancient lawgivers, carved into marble, adorning the courtroom walls. The booming baritone of the marshal. The nine justices emerging from behind a grand red-velvet curtain. The senator doesn't recall the details of the case his dad was arguing. But he knew that he'd stepped into a realm of the powerful and profound--and, before long, he found himself wanting to be a part of it.

Like his father and brother, Lee attended BYU for his undergraduate degree. Unlike them, he stayed there for his legal studies. There was no shame in this; Rex, who had since returned to BYU, this time as the university's president, had helped build the law school into one of America's top-tier programs. Even so, it was apparent that Mike wasn't a legal prodigy like Thomas. While the older Lee was clerking for the U.S. Supreme Court, the younger brother failed, in his first attempt, to qualify for the BYU Law Review. Classmates described this as a humiliating setback: The Law Review was effectively a prerequisite for earning prestigious clerkships down the line, and Lee was suddenly forced to consider the limitations of his own career.

"I remember having conversations with him. He was disappointed he didn't get onto Law Review, trying to figure out, 'Well, where do I go from here?' " Elizabeth Clark, Lee's classmate, said. "He anticipated, you know, having a career more like his father or brother."

In 1996, during Mike's second year of law school, his father died of cancer. He was just 61 years old. Rex was eulogized by his eldest son, as well as by two Supreme Court justices--the Reagan appointee Sandra Day O'Connor and Byron White, a retired Kennedy appointee--who celebrated the solicitor general for something far more enduring than his obvious legal genius. "He was," White said, "the epitome of integrity."

Mike Lee did eventually qualify for the Law Review and was on staff during his final year in law school, with Clark as editor in chief. By that point, however, his priorities were shifting. Classmates recalled that he seemed more interested in arguing for Republican policies than debating constitutional minutiae. "He started to come across as really partisan--frankly, in a way that stood out, because it was the opposite of his father's reputation," Richard Blake, who worked alongside Lee on the Law Review, told me. Clark added: "Mike was trying to sort of form his own identity and way forward. And I think political life was definitely part of that."

What Lee lacked in achievement--he did not graduate with honors--he made up for with raw ambition. In the decade after he finished law school, he checked the boxes of elite American jurisprudence: prosecuting for a U.S. Attorney's Office, working in private practice, and clerking for two federal judges, including Justice Samuel Alito. What changed the course of Lee's career was a stint as general counsel to Utah Governor Jon Huntsman Jr. A wealthy moderate from the state's most powerful Republican political family, Huntsman took a liking to Lee. Before long, the young lawyer was making a name for himself among Utah's ruling class of Republicans.

One of those Republicans was Enid Mickelsen, a former congresswoman who would soon become chair of the state party. Mickelsen had the highest regard for Rex Lee--she had taken his constitutional-law class at BYU and "idolized him like everyone else did," she told me--and had heard great things about his son. But before long, Mickelsen began to develop misgivings about Mike Lee. She remembers thinking: "Something's off with this guy."

In 2009, around the time Barack Obama's presidency sent the GOP spiraling into paranoia and mass folly, Lee began holding pop-up "Constitution seminars" across Utah. Meeting with small groups of activists, he would warn them about the dangerous consolidation of power in the executive branch and the creep of an imperial presidency. There was not yet a visible movement of Gadsden flags and tricorn hats. Yet Lee was every bit the Tea Party prototype, declaring war on a corrupt Republican establishment while raising hysterical alarms about Obama and the Democratic Party. Lee never embraced the "birther" lie--he was too smart for that--but he found ways to wink and nod at the fringe of the new right. Most notable, as he parlayed the popularity of those seminars into a long-shot bid for the U.S. Senate in 2010, Lee promised that, if elected, he would work to end birthright citizenship, which is guaranteed under the Fourteenth Amendment.

"That's when the hair on the back of my neck stood up," Mickelsen told me. "He was telling people what they wanted to hear, not what was true."

Lee had the perfect foil in Senator Bob Bennett, an institutionalist and a close ally of the GOP leader Mitch McConnell. Bennett had spent decades cutting deals and keeping Washington working. Now he was the target of a populist uprising led by the unlikeliest of agitators: the Beltway-raised progeny of Ronald Reagan's solicitor general. When GOP delegates voted in the May 2010 nominating convention, Bennett placed third. Lee and the top vote-getter, the businessman Tim Bridgewater, advanced to a runoff.

By that point, the Tea Party wave had begun to crash over the Republican Party--Rand Paul in Kentucky, Marco Rubio in Florida. Suddenly, in the six weeks between the Utah convention and the runoff election, the Senate Conservatives Fund poured money into Lee's campaign, while FreedomWorks exported a ground game to Utah on his behalf. These organizations were promising to remind a wayward GOP of its foundational small-government ethos. With their help, Lee won the runoff by two points--fewer than 5,000 votes--and, having secured the GOP nomination in safely red Utah, was on his way to Washington.

Lee was now indebted to leaders of a conservative movement who viewed him as their proxy in a brewing war with the Republican establishment. Several of Lee's contemporaries back then told me that, had the new senator been accepted by McConnell and his allies, he would have fallen in line and become a team player. But he wasn't--and he most certainly didn't.

"Had he not gotten caught up in Tea Party movement when he first got elected, he might have had a very different career. He might have been much more of a mainstream Republican," Spencer Stokes, Lee's first Senate chief of staff, told me. "But Mike craves respect. Those groups on the right gave it to him. And because there were no accolades from the mainstream, he stayed where the accolades were." (Lee's response to this: "I stayed where the truth was.")

He was certainly convincing. Several of Lee's colleagues from that era told me they believed that, perhaps more than any other conservative in Congress, Utah's new senator was the real deal. He spoke the language of limited government--constitutionalism as a check on the executive branch, federalism as a hedge against the abuses of Washington--in a more grounded and less delusional way than many of his Tea Party allies did. Which, they said, is what makes his career arc so baffling.

"If someone told me back then that Mike Lee would sell his soul to Donald Trump, I would have never believed it," Joe Walsh, the former representative from Illinois who came to D.C. alongside Lee in the Tea Party class of 2010, told me. "I still can't believe it."

Lee did not enjoy his first two years in Congress, several of his friends told me. Republicans were in the minority, and he was adrift--not effective enough to be a real problem for the GOP leadership, but not relevant enough, like Rubio and Paul, to garner much attention of his own. Lee passed no meaningful legislation, made few real friends, and built no obviously distinct profile. And then along came Ted Cruz.

Lee first met Cruz in November 2010 at a Federalist Society event in D.C. Lee told the former solicitor general of Texas that he'd seen him argue in front of the U.S. Supreme Court and was impressed; Cruz told Lee he planned to run for Senate in 2012 and wanted an endorsement. Lee had never given an endorsement before. When Lee decided to back him--"You're probably the closest thing to my ideological twin that I'm gonna find," he told Cruz--he envisioned a new dynamic duo in the Senate, a pair of separated-at-birth freedom fighters who would storm McConnell's castle and revolutionize the GOP.

Things didn't quite work out that way. Lee and Cruz did indeed become inseparable in 2013 as the Republican Party clashed with the Obama administration on spending, a government shutdown, and the implementation of the Affordable Care Act. Yet while Lee logged countless hours thinking through policy proposals and parliamentary tactics that Republicans might try, it was Cruz who became the front man. The new senator from Texas was less interested in incremental wins than in dramatic standoffs that would prove his never-say-die mettle to the GOP base. Several former Lee staffers described to me his intermittent fury with Cruz for taking legitimate legislative plans and turning them into kamikaze missions ahead of a presidential run in 2016.

Still, Lee could feel the tide shifting in his and Cruz's direction. Since the 2010 midterm elections, Tea Party conservatives had continued to barrage the GOP establishment. Now, with the 2016 presidential cycle drawing near, Lee sensed an opening to seize control of the party--and Cruz appeared best positioned to lead the charge. It didn't matter, at this point, that Lee was the Robin to Cruz's Batman; Robin would be in line for a Cabinet post at minimum, or, more likely, either a Supreme Court seat or the role of attorney general.

Of course, Donald Trump had other ideas. After laying waste to the large, talented field of Republican hopefuls in the primaries, Trump wound up in a head-to-head contest against Cruz. The scorched-earth campaign that ensued--questioning Cruz's citizenship, calling his wife ugly, suggesting that his father had played a part in John F. Kennedy's assassination--was just as unsettling to Lee as Trump's philosophical incoherence was. The Republican front-runner had no apparent reverence for the nation's founding documents; he had, in one meeting with congressional conservatives, promised to protect Article XII of the Constitution--despite the Constitution having only seven articles. If anything, he could come across as a liberal, swearing off entitlement cuts and defending Planned Parenthood during the campaign.

I observed to Lee how, at that point, he seemed bewildered. He nodded.

"Bewildered," he said, "and frightened."

This was a disorienting time for Tea Party conservatives. The long-tread-upon GOP base had finally risen up against the domineering party elite, demanding transparency and a return to small-government piety--only to then flock to a thrice-married philanderer for whom lies were a second language and conviction came only in the form of self-glorification.

"This is not how I would've predicted things," Lee told me. "Or wanted things."


Lee and the Utah delegate Phill Wright shout "No!" to the rules package that secured Trump's nomination at the 2016 Republican National Convention, in Cleveland. (Chip Somodevilla / Getty)





The closest he ever came to making sense of it, Lee said, was in conversation one day with a trusted member of his staff. The way the staffer saw it, American politics had turned into a raucous bar fight at a Wild West saloon. "Donald Trump walks up to the bar, and he's got a beer bottle in his hand, and he breaks the beer bottle in half over the counter and brandishes it," Lee said, recalling the metaphor. "Immediately, a bunch of people in the room get behind him. Because he's being assertive. And odds are lower, as they perceive it, that they'll be hurt if they get behind him."

Lee didn't care about getting hurt--at least, not back then. He began taking meetings with fellow conservatives in Washington--elected officials, think tankers, movement leaders--in hopes of preventing Trump's nomination. The best idea anyone could come up with was an effort to free the convention delegates in Cleveland. This would set a dangerous precedent, effectively disenfranchising the millions of voters who'd chosen him as their party's nominee. But to Lee, Trump represented enough of a menace to justify such drastic measures.

In the weeks before the convention, both the senator and his wife procured spots on the rules committee that would finalize the bylaws governing the event. The leadership of the Republican National Committee had hand-selected a group of experienced party officials to manage the rule-making process. And the chair of that committee, as luck would have it, was Enid Mickelsen--hardly a Trump enthusiast, yet an enforcer of party norms all the same.

The uprising was a flop. After he failed to fix the rules against Trump in committee, Lee resorted to histrionics. When it came time for the whole convention to vote on the rules, Lee stood at the fore of Utah's delegation shouting "No!"--a scene captured by media outlets worldwide. The senator then began telling Utah's delegates that they would still have the chance to oppose Trump's nomination on the convention floor, because Cruz had carried the state's primary contest. But this wasn't true. Cruz was no longer technically a candidate for president, so pursuant to the proceedings of a convention, no state could cast its delegate votes in his favor. Lee knew that--but charged ahead anyway, dramatizing his show of defiance. "He lied to those Utah delegates. He manipulated them," Mickelsen said. "All so he could get them riled up for this demonstration on the floor to prove how anti-Trump he was."

The more we dwelled on Lee's actions during the 2016 campaign--suggesting that Trump was an aspiring autocrat, attempting to sabotage his nomination, calling for him to quit the race--the more contrite Lee sounded for ever having doubted Trump in the first place.

Lee insisted then and now that his real mission in Cleveland was to correct long-standing problems in the party's rule book; that it had nothing to do with resisting Trump. But everyone who was there and who watched his wrangling knew better. Numerous Utah Republicans who spent time with Lee in Cleveland told me he was devastated by the failure to stop Trump's nomination. One of them was Todd Weiler, a state senator who'd tutored Lee as a teaching assistant in law school. At one point, as Weiler and I compared notes about that mutiny, I mentioned that Lee had been motivated by a belief that Trump represented a threat to American democracy.

"Was he wrong?" Weiler asked.

After the convention fiasco, Lee went dark for a while. He mused to friends about leaving the GOP; about registering as an independent, or perhaps as a Libertarian. Then came the Access Hollywood tape in October 2016. Lee immediately called a meeting with his top staffers. They agreed that it was best for him to keep quiet and let the situation play out. A few hours later--to the shock of his aides--the senator posted a four-minute video online calling for Trump to quit the race.

I had long wondered, given Lee's foresight in diagnosing the dangers of Trumpism, whether he harbored any regret about allying himself with the man. Instead, the more we dwelled on Lee's actions during the 2016 campaign--suggesting that Trump was an aspiring autocrat, attempting to sabotage his nomination, calling for him to quit the race--the more contrite Lee sounded for having doubted Trump in the first place.

"I was a jerk," the senator said. "I was a jerk to him."

It was a remarkable moment. After all of Trump's cruel, ad hominem venom throughout that 2016 campaign, I said to Lee, you're the jerk?

"Fair enough," the senator said. "But his decisions don't have to determine mine."

In the weeks after Election Day 2016, Trump Tower was the world capital of kissing and making up. Republicans who'd spent part of the past year and a half denouncing Trump were now coming to terms with reality: They needed him. This was a tactic of self-preservation, but even more so, it was an opportunity. The incoming president had no perceptible governing agenda. In that vacuum, everyone realized, ordinary lawmakers were about to become extraordinarily powerful. Hence the pilgrimage of countless erstwhile critics--Republicans from every possible rank, including ones who'd called Trump a con artist, a cancer, and worse--who came bearing the gift of surrender.

To hear Lee tell it, he made the trip for a different reason.

"At the request of some mutual friends, I went to Trump Tower after he was elected," he recalled. The purpose of this summit, Lee said, was to "clear the air." He described a conversation in which he tried politely to defuse tensions as Trump harped on the senator's past criticisms. Finally, Lee told me, he ran out of patience.

"I just said, 'Look, let me be frank. I just got reelected. You just got elected. So, for the next four years, we're gonna have some interaction. So let me just be very clear about where we stand,' " Lee recalled. " 'Insofar as you undermine constitutionally limited government ... I will be a thorn in your side, a pain in your neck. I will be your worst nightmare. You will wish I was never born.' "

Lee was hissing every syllable now, leaning toward me, reenacting this moment of machismo. " 'And insofar as you fight to protect those things, I'll be your friend and your ally, and we can work effectively together,' " Lee concluded, offering a practiced scowl that suggested he'd told this story before. " 'Do I make myself clear?' "

The obvious questions around this account notwithstanding--from what I've gathered, never in his life has Lee spoken to anyone this way--he and Trump did seem to broker a peace. His first year in office, Trump traveled to Utah and Lee rode along on Air Force One. "I got to know him as a person. I realized that there's a lot more to him than people realize," Lee told me. "He has deep empathy for Americans. You find him to be a genuinely likable person."

By this point, Republicans controlled the White House and both chambers of Congress, and onetime skeptics like Lee were racing ahead, eager to squeeze as many policy and political wins out of this unforeseen presidency as possible. In fairness to Lee, he wasn't a rubber stamp for the administration--he broke with Trump on raising the debt ceiling, reauthorizing surveillance measures, funding a wall at the southern border, and other issues. (He wanted the border wall, but opposed the funding contrivances Trump pushed for.)

The true test, though, was always going to be what Lee would do when Trump began abusing power. The first impeachment trial was one harbinger. Some Republicans concluded that, although Trump's actions--withholding aid from Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky while pressuring him to investigate Joe Biden--were inappropriate, they did not rise to the level of high crimes and misdemeanors. Lee went further. He met with White House attorneys to plot Trump's defense. He bragged on Fox News that he was going to "embarrass the heck out of the Democratic Party." He said, in a floor speech before voting to acquit, that the Zelensky phone call was "exactly the sort of thing the American people elected President Trump to do."

This rationale for Trump's behavior--that he'd been handed a mandate by pissed-off voters to change the way Washington operates, etiquette and standards be damned--worked for many politicians in many places. Utah was not always one of them. Trump had won the state with just 46 percent of the vote in 2016. And although one wing of the Republican base there became Trumpier during the president's first two years in office, the other wing became that much more moderate. The result, in 2018, was Utah electing as its newest U.S. senator a man known for being perhaps Trump's biggest antagonist in the Republican Party: Mitt Romney.

Once again, Lee found himself playing second fiddle. And, according to friends, he could not stand it. His annoyance with Romney exerted a sort of magnetic push on Lee, moving the senior senator closer to the MAGA base with the junior senator's every motion away from it. "Maybe," Romney told one confidant, according to my colleague McKay Coppins's book Romney: A Reckoning, "he just can't stand being in my shadow." When Romney became the only GOP senator to vote for Trump's conviction, it wasn't enough for Lee to say that Trump had done nothing wrong. He needed to argue that, actually, Trump had done something right.

From the November 2023 issue: McKay Coppins on what Mitt Romney saw in the Senate

Lee began to see, his friends told me, something fundamentally unfair about the way the president was treated. The more he studied the man, the more he came to see him as bold, even valiant, taking on all comers and keeping a sense of humor about it. By the time of the president's reelection bid in 2020, the senator who'd once tried everything to derail Trump's nomination was now one of his biggest cheerleaders.

"To my Mormon friends, my Latter-day Saint friends, think of him as Captain Moroni," Lee said at a rally in Arizona in the fall of 2020, pointing to Trump nearby. "He seeks not power, but to pull it down. He seeks not the praise of the world or the fake news, but he seeks the well-being and the peace of the American people."

It was a stunning remark--comparing Donald Trump to one of the LDS faith's most heroic figures, who symbolizes humility and selflessness--that angered even some of Trump's most ardent Mormon supporters. Lee had to quickly walk it back.

This episode, however, was about more than an errant turn of phrase. The senator had begun to view Trump as something greater than a president. He was an avatar of masculinity and individuality, a middle finger to the governing class that had shown insurgents like Lee the same disrespect it had shown Trump. Lee was more than smitten; he was spellbound. And it was under that spell that he turned his back on American democracy.




The senator likes to tell a tidy, self-respecting story about his role in Trump's attempted coup. It goes something like this: Lee began to suspect that the people advising Trump in the aftermath of the 2020 election, and the ideas they were putting into his head, were unhelpful.

The only realistic way to keep Trump in office--the only constitutional way--was if certain states submitted alternative slates of electors to be considered by Congress when the Electoral College votes were cast on December 14. When no states did so, and the votes were tabulated, and Biden was declared the winner, there was nothing left to do but certify those counts on January 6, 2021. And that's what Lee did.

But this version of events omits certain key details that call into question both his honesty and his allegiance to the Constitution.

In early November, the day the networks called the election for Biden, Lee sent multiple text messages to Mark Meadows, Trump's chief of staff, endorsing the work of the attorney Sidney Powell. Lee called Powell a "straight shooter" and asked that she be brought into the White House to advise the president. A couple of weeks later--after Powell had held a press conference at Republican National Committee headquarters during which she spouted wild allegations and claimed that Trump had "won by a landslide"--Lee recommended to Meadows a new lawyer: John Eastman. This was before Eastman wrote his infamous memo arguing that the vice president had the authority to unilaterally overturn the election results on January 6. But Eastman had already gone public with bogus, uninformed statements suggesting that Democrats had cheated to defeat Trump--and Lee called Meadows's attention to the attorney's "really interesting research."

With the December 14 deadline closing in, Lee told Meadows "there could be a path" to overturning the election if states appointed alternative electors. Meadows replied that he was working on it. But when the states cast their electoral votes in favor of Biden on December 14--and sent no competing electors to Congress--it was over. Legally, constitutionally, and otherwise: Trump was defeated. Lee acknowledged as much to me in our conversations, saying repeatedly that there was no recourse for Trump at that point.

Yet in his texts to Meadows, which were obtained by the House committee investigating the January 6 insurrection and published by CNN, Lee kept pushing. On December 16, he asked Meadows for the White House to provide "some guidance on what arguments to raise" so senators might object to the certifying of Biden's victory. As late as January 4, he told Meadows, "I've been calling state legislators for hours today, and am going to spend hours doing the same tomorrow." The senator said that he was "trying to figure out a path that I can persuasively defend," adding, "We need something from state legislatures to make this legitimate and to have any hope of winning. Even if they can't convene, it might be enough if a majority of them are willing to sign a statement indicating how they would vote."

Lee wants credit because, unlike his friends Ted Cruz and Senator Josh Hawley of Missouri, he ultimately voted to certify all the states' election results. But what he did prior to that was every bit as much an affront to the Constitution, to the peaceful transition of power, and to the institutions of American democracy.

To this day, the senator denies that he--or even Trump--did anything wrong. "Remember," Lee told me, "he in fact left office." The senator paused. "Now, sure, he did some unconventional things beforehand--"

I started to laugh. "Unconventional?"

He shot me a look. "Some unorthodox things," Lee said. "Things that I would not have advised him to do."

A mob of protesters tried to kill the vice president inside the U.S. Capitol building, I responded, and Trump did nothing to stop them.

Lee smirked. "Who actually tried to kill Mike Pence?" he asked. "Who actually tried to kill him?"

I pointed out that people chanting to hang Pence had come within yards of the vice president. That was surely more than unconventional, right?

"Okay. Let's strike the word unconventional," Lee replied. "He handled it in a way that I wouldn't have advised and didn't advise."

When I asked Lee whether he had any regrets about the events leading up to January 6, he thought for a moment.

"Well, you know," Lee said, "had I known that my texts would be leaked to the public selectively, perhaps I would've said less in text messages."

The senator doesn't seem to regret actively participating in an attempted coup. He regrets being caught.

As we sat in his Washington office this past spring, I asked Lee whether he still worried about Trump's dictatorial tendencies. He responded by running through the former president's accomplishments--a reduced regulatory footprint, lower tax rates, the usual--but skirted any reference to January 6.

I reminded Lee of Trump's specific comments since leaving office--about terminating the Constitution, about using his office to seek retribution against political opponents--and reminded him of his own prescient warnings, back in 2016, about Trump becoming an authoritarian.

So, again, I asked: Is he still worried?

"I worry about [that] with every president, with every person we elect to any office," Lee replied. "That's why I believe so strongly in federalism and separation of powers." He said that every recent president has expanded the powers of the executive branch, and he cited Biden's unilateral actions on forgiving student loans as the most recent example that concerned him.

I conceded that the expansion of presidential authority in the post-9/11 era was cause for concern. But is there really a comparison between using executive power for loan forgiveness and using executive power to overturn election results and stay in office?

Lee glared at me. "Did he stay in office?" he asked.

This, it seemed, was the best argument that Mike Lee--self-celebrated constitutionalist, sounder of alarms about an "imperial presidency"--could muster. Because Trump had failed in his attempt to subvert the election, it was no big deal.

"You know, both his brother and his father--as the solicitor general and as a judge--they felt bound by precedent. That was their north star," Blake, Lee's old law-school classmate, told me. "Mike's a politician. I'm not sure he feels bound by anything like that."

In the summer of 2022, Lee launched a new Twitter account: @BasedMikeLee. Allies noticed that the senator's personal style had begun to evolve rather dramatically, between shaving his head, befriending MAGA figures such as Benny Johnson and Donald Trump Jr., and using saltier language than anything his peers thought was in his vocabulary. But it was the embrace of based--Millennial slang for being one's unapologetic true self, regardless of what others might think--that signaled a transformation to the broader world. Two of Lee's friends told me they worried he was having a midlife crisis.

To give a sense of the senator's new online persona: During one stretch this summer, he used the vulgar sexual phrase raw dogging to describe Mormons' approach to life; amplified a baseless far-right rumor that Biden was having a medical emergency aboard Air Force One; earned nearly 10 million views by posting a debunked video that purported to show a "badass" Trump golfing one day after he was shot; and insinuated more than once that Biden might in fact be incapacitated or even deceased, suggesting that a "proof-of-life" video be provided by the White House to satisfy his and his followers' concerns.

I was surprised, then, to discover just how different Lee was in person. There were no taunts, no confrontational insults. The guy who posted on X to his hundreds of thousands of followers about false-flag operations against conservatives was mellow and circumspect in our interactions. At one point, speaking in his office, Lee described the current attorney general, Merrick Garland, as a brilliant and decent man who'd found himself in the untenable position of running an ostensibly nonpartisan Justice Department while facing, Lee believes, pressure from a president who "literally tried through multiple angles to imprison" his political rival.

Lee himself could, ironically enough, soon find himself in that very position. When I asked Lee if he would accept Trump's offer to become attorney general, he asked to discuss the topic off the record. I declined. After thinking for a moment, Lee told me he'd have "a lot of questions" about the job before accepting it. But then he clarified: The questions would primarily be about himself--about his career, whether it was the right fit--and not about the man he'd serve.

If Trump does in fact win, and does in fact choose Lee as his attorney general, it's a near certainty that Trump will lean on him--as he did Bill Barr and Jeff Sessions--to use the Justice Department for his political purposes. When I asked Lee about the importance of insulating the attorney general's office from the self-interested whims of a president, his answer wasn't reassuring.

"We speak in romanticized terms about depoliticizing this or that arm of the government," Lee said. "You don't want a government that operates in a manner that's detached from the electoral process and from individuals who are elected ... If you insulate the Department of Justice--you truly insulate it from political realities altogether--that means they're subject to no one. And that's its own kind of problem."

But what happens when those political realities drive the nation toward catastrophe? Lee knows that the next four years could be crucial for the future of American politics, jurisprudence, and democracy. A former president and his allies have been criminally prosecuted. And Trump has shown every intention of getting revenge.

"I think there are some doors that just shouldn't be opened," Lee told me. Now that this one is open, he added, "you ought to do everything you can to slam the door."

Would Lee actually defy Trump and slam the door? I put that question to Weiler, the state senator who was Lee's teaching assistant back in law school.

"Umm. I, I, I--I don't know," Weiler answered. "Certainly, he's evolved into a Trump loyalist."

The senator himself believes that the prosecutions of Trump were motivated by a desire to appease the Democratic Party's base. If the Republican base demands that Trump deliver on the "retribution" he's been promising--perhaps against critics such as former Representative Liz Cheney and former Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Mark Milley--then, according to Lee's logic, it might be warranted for the Justice Department to carry out the will of the people.

The first time I visited Lee's office in Washington, I kept staring beyond him at a bronze statue in a corner of the room. It depicted a man, elegantly dressed and evidently deep in thought, his right hand hovering just below his chin as he looked off in search of answers. It was Rex Lee.

I asked the senator whether he ever wonders what his father would have made of all this.

"All the time," Lee answered, looking wistful. He closed his eyes. "All the time."

He didn't elaborate, and I found myself wondering too.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "The Radical Conversion of Mike Lee." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Trump Called Harris 'Beautiful.' Now He Has a Problem.

If he finds Harris alluring, there is no doubt in his mind that America will too.

by Xochitl Gonzalez




Donald Trump has a remarkably binary view of the world: Walls are good; migrants are bad. Tariffs are good; taxes are bad. People who love Trump are good; those who don't are bad. And women are hot--or not.

Trump cares about everyone's looks, of course. But as a former owner of the Miss Universe, Miss USA, and Miss Teen USA pageants, he is a self-proclaimed expert on women's beauty. He spent multiple appearances on The Howard Stern Show rating women on a numeric scale. You can see him, like a teenage boy, sizing up every woman he encounters.

This is boorish, of course, but politically, it has proved useful. When he thinks a woman is unattractive, Trump has an easy way to dismiss her. He rips her apart. Carly Fiorina, he said, had "that face": "Would anyone vote for that?" He once tweeted: "If Hillary Clinton can't satisfy her husband what makes her think she can satisfy America?" He reportedly wouldn't make Nikki Haley secretary of state because of "blotch marks on her cheeks": "She's not good for me. She's got that complexion problem." (He calls himself a "skin man.") During their primary battle this year, he insinuated that Haley's husband--a National Guardsman who was deployed to the Horn of Africa--had run out on her. He's extended this same bullying strategy to his legal issues. His main line of defense in his civil trial for the rape and sexual abuse of E. Jean Carroll was that she was not "his type." (Jurors found him responsible for the latter charge.)

Depressingly, this has been pretty effective. Erotic appeal is a form of power that Trump seems to actually respect. By declaring these women undesirable, Trump has portrayed them not just as bossy, unattractive shrews, but as weak.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Four more years of unchecked misogyny

When Trump thinks a woman is hot, however, the situation gets a lot more complicated. And Trump thinks Kamala Harris, whom he will face for the first time onstage in tomorrow's debate, is a certified hottie. He told Elon Musk in an interview that Harris, on the cover of Time, looked like "the most beautiful actress ever to live," comparing her favorably to his own--presumably hot--wife, Melania. "I think we finally found the one thing Trump is incapable of lying about," Desi Lydic joked in a Daily Show segment about the interview. "If he thinks someone is hot, he'll say they're hot. He'll lie about winning an election, but he has deep respect for the sanctity of bangability."

Still, there's an election to try to win, so Trump is forced to take a different line of attack: suggesting that because a woman is beautiful, she must be dumb, and if she's successful nonetheless, that's only because she slept her way to the top. He's used this strategy before too. He called Megyn Kelly a bimbo and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez "not even a smart person." He said Mika Brzezinski had a "low I.Q." and implied that she had made it to Morning Joe only because she was dating her co-host. He told a female reporter once, "You wouldn't have this job if you weren't beautiful," and wrote that "early victories by the women on The Apprentice were, to a very large extent, dependent on their sex appeal." And so now Vice President Harris is "dumb as a rock," "really DUMB," "VERY STUPID," and so on. She only got this far, he has said, thanks to a romantic entanglement she had with the mayor of San Francisco almost 30 years ago, and she "doesn't have the mental capacity to do a REAL Debate."

This probably works on some people, but it's hard to persuade the general public to dismiss observed intelligence in women just because they are conventionally attractive. On a dumber level, sexualizing women backfires because it reinforces the idea that women have a form of power. And it reveals that that power is working--even over Trump. Because when it comes to beautiful women, Trump is a lover, not a fighter.

David A. Graham: He could have talked about anything else

We make so much of Trump's sexism that we seem to dismiss Trump's sexuality--and his open obsession with it. His comments about women are demeaning, but they are also lascivious. He's a civilly convicted sexual abuser who has described his lack of impulse control around beautiful women on multiple occasions. As he told Billy Bush on the Access Hollywood tape, "I'm automatically attracted to beautiful [women]. I just start kissing them. It's like a magnet." Lest we think age is slowing him down, just this year he told a female supporter at Mar-a-Lago, "All these beautiful women, you're driving me crazy." He accompanied this with an emphatic gesture. Had his hand been just a few inches closer to the woman, he might have grabbed something.

He honestly can't seem to help himself: These women are more powerful than he is. "I have seen women manipulate men with just a twitch of their eye--or perhaps another body part," he wrote in The Art of the Comeback. A famous germophobe, he's always been terrified of STDs, but he still can't help himself: "If you have any guilt about not having gone to Vietnam, we have our own Vietnam--it's called the dating game," he told Stern, and vaginas are "potential land mines."

One really gets the impression that Trump would prefer not to be on the wrong side of any woman he's deemed hot. Maybe one day, we can have a politics where female candidates aren't judged by their physical appearance. Harris, unlike Clinton, has so far downplayed her gender, but Trump can't see past it. Given where we are, it matters that Harris's attractiveness is a challenge that Trump hasn't figured out how to solve. It must make him nervous. If he finds Harris alluring, there is no doubt in his mind that America will too. After all, he's the expert.
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Hypocrisy, Spinelessness, and the Triumph of Donald Trump

He said Republican politicians would be easy to break. He was right.

by Mark Leibovich




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


In the summer of 2015, back when he was still talking to traitorous reporters like me, I spent extended stretches with Donald Trump. He was in the early phase of his first campaign for president, though he had quickly made himself the inescapable figure of that race--as he would in pretty much every Republican contest since. We would hop around his various clubs, buildings, holding rooms, limos, planes, golf carts, and mob scenes, Trump disgorging his usual bluster, slander, flattery, and obvious lies. The diatribes were exhausting and disjointed.

But I was struck by one theme that Trump kept pounding on over and over: that he was used to dealing with "brutal, vicious killers"--by which he meant his fellow ruthless operators in showbiz, real estate, casinos, and other big-boy industries. In contrast, he told me, politicians are saps and weaklings.

"I will roll over them," he boasted, referring to the flaccid field of Republican challengers he was about to debate at the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library that September. They were "puppets," "not strong people." He welcomed their contempt, he told me, because that would make his turning them into supplicants all the more humiliating.

"They might speak badly about me now, but they won't later," Trump said. They like to say they are "public servants," he added, his voice dripping with derision at the word servant. But they would eventually submit to him and fear him. They would "evolve," as they say in politics. "It will be very easy; I can make them evolve," Trump told me. "They will evolve."

Like most people who'd been around politics for a while, I was dubious. And wrong. They evolved.

J. D. Vance: Donald Trump is an opioid for the masses

"I've never seen anything like it," Trump told me the following spring, as he was completing his romp to the 2016 nomination. We were talking on the phone, and Trump had just wrapped up a rally in Anaheim, California. Former Texas Governor Rick Perry had recently endorsed him, despite dismissing Trump earlier as a "cancer on conservatism" and "a barking carnival act."

"He made a statement saying something like I'm 'the smartest guy ever to run for office,' " Trump told me (Perry didn't say exactly that, but close). "How do you get from 'cancer on the party' to that? I get it, I get it; it's how politicians are. But I couldn't do that."

Trump accepted Perry's support, and then promptly taunted him. "He was going [around] saying the worst things about me!" Trump said at the Anaheim rally. "I have never seen people able to pivot like politicians."

"It's happening with all of them," Trump said. "Lindsey Graham just called and was very nice ... even though he used to say the worst things." (Graham had called Trump, among other not-nice things, "a race-baiting, xenophobic religious bigot" and "a kook.") Soon enough, the last holdouts would come around too. "It's just so easy, how they do that," Trump said.

As went individual Republican politicians, so went the party. Reince Priebus, the chair of the Republican National Committee in 2016, would become frustrated with Trump over his obvious scorn for his organization. Still, Priebus would gamely try to assure me that the GOP was shaped not by one man but rather by a set of traditions, principles, and conservative ideals. "The party defines the party," Priebus kept telling me.

After Trump won the nomination in 2016, "The party defines the party" became a familiar feckless refrain among the GOP's putative leaders. House Speaker Paul Ryan vowed to me that he would "protect conservatism from being disfigured." Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell told the radio host Hugh Hewitt that "Trump is not going to change the institution," referring to the GOP. "He's not going to change the basic philosophy of the party."

In retrospect, this was hilarious.

By the second night of the 2024 Republican National Convention at Milwaukee's Fiserv Forum in July, some attendees had started showing up with a gauze pad slapped over their right ears, a tribute to the boxy white dressing Trump wore to cover the injury he'd suffered in an attempt on his life in Pennsylvania just days earlier.

The near miss had cast a peculiar aura over Trump's jubilee in Milwaukee. For one thing, the bloodshed reaffirmed the popular Republican notion that Trump is a uniquely marked and defiant figure, as reflected by the T-shirts being sold depicting the wounded nominee raising his fist (as well as the still-fashionable mug-shot merchandise). But I spoke with several convention-goers who appeared stunned into a heightened sense of vulnerability by the event: Trump's physical vulnerability, yes, but perhaps something shared as well. One could view the ear bandages in the crowd as a communal gesture of humanity, or even empathy.

From the January/February 2024 issue: Trump voters are America too

Whatever was behind them, the ear accessories quickly spread through the crowd and became ubiquitous. In a sense, the entire Republican Party has become an accessory. To no one's surprise, everything in Milwaukee revolved around its unavoidable protagonist, "our 45th and soon-to-be 47th president, Donald J. Trump."

On the first night of the convention, Trump made what would become his familiar WWE-style entrance. His head filled the big screen as the Republicans' official cantor, Lee "God Bless the U.S.A." Greenwood, provided the walk-up sermon. "Prayer works," Greenwood called out as Trump stood in the wings. And God ensured, "as Donald Trump turned his head just slightly, that the bullet missed him just enough." Trump was then seen on-screen doing a quick twirl of his finger, the universal gesture for Let's get on with this.

"We have believed for so long that God will make some changes in this country," Greenwood continued. (This was a few days before the other party's God, Joe Biden's "Lord Almighty," would finally get through the White House switchboard.) Greenwood persisted in bestowing his blessings until Trump could wait no longer and began his slow walk onto the convention floor.

The roar was colossal. Trump waved and clapped for himself. Everyone he passed stepped back in reflexive obedience, or awe. I'd been watching Trump's adulators work the arena all week, trying to outdo one another. "My fellow Americans," Senator Marco Rubio said from the podium while Trump--his Audience of One--squinted up at him like a building inspector. As with many other brand-name Republicans in the arena, Rubio had once despised Trump. He ran against him for president in 2016. It got ornery. Rubio implied that Trump had a small penis; Trump derided Rubio as "Liddle Marco" and called him "weak like a baby." That last assessment held up well.

"The only way to make America wealthy and safe and strong again is to make Donald J. Trump our president again," Rubio declaimed from the podium. Trump nodded along from his center box, radiating pride of ownership--Liddle Marco had grown up so beautifully.




Not all that long ago, Rubio had told me that "we should not have cults of personality" in the U.S. His parents and grandparents had fled dictatorship in Cuba. Their journey made him appreciate the gift of freedom and the danger of strongmen.

I talked a lot with Rubio in the last days of the 2016 primary, back when he was happy to speak candidly about Trump, and about how he knew better than to entrust the leadership of the United States to a "fraud," "lunatic," and "con artist" with autocratic instincts. And they all knew better--the Rubios, the Ted Cruzes, the J. D. Vances, the Doug Burgums, the Nikki Haleys, the Mitch McConnells, the Vivek Ramaswamys, all of them. They probably still know better. But they are all expedient, to their political core. "If you don't want to get reelected," Graham once told me, "you're in the wrong business."

For years, many had predicted a reckoning, a shared realization that the noisy, grievance-packed redoubt that the GOP had become--marked by servile devotion to one man--was perhaps not aligned with the party's best traditions of rugged, free-thinking individualists. "Anytime a leader builds an entire movement around himself, it almost always leads to disaster," Rubio had told me.

After so many party defections, electoral defeats, and broken spirits, surely some Republican self-correction was inevitable. But although there have been flashes, they haven't lasted. I've heard all the private doubts about Trump from his most public of validators. These private doubts were once very public. "Mark my words, there will be prominent people in American politics who will spend years explaining to people how they fell into this," Rubio told The New York Times in 2016, right before he "fell into this" himself.

"I don't think so," Doug Burgum, the North Dakota governor, said during his Republican-primary campaign last year, when asked whether he would ever do business with Trump. "I just think it's important that you're judged by the company you keep." Within a few months, however, Burgum would be eager to tell everyone what regular company he was keeping with Trump. "It's been a real honor for Kathryn and I to have spent as much time with the president as we have," Burgum said in June as he was auditioning to be Trump's running mate.

I'd thought that maybe 2024 would be the year the GOP finally began some semblance of a post-Trump future. At the very least, new voices of resistance had to finally assert themselves.

"I feel no need to kiss the ring," Nikki Haley, Trump's most competitive primary challenger in 2024, had vowed in February. Haley even made what passed for a subversive remark in her convention speech, when she said that not everyone agrees with Trump all of the time. "That's their problem," someone yelled out from the crowd.

But the ring, it would be kissed. "Donald Trump has my strong endorsement, period," Haley said.

I ran into former Arkansas Governor Asa Hutchinson on the arena concourse. He was one of the only Republican-primary challengers who dared question Trump's worldview. His campaign had gone nowhere, but Hutchinson held relatively firm. "I'm troubled," Hutchinson told me. "I don't want our party to be defined by attacks on our judiciary system. I don't want it to be defined by anger."

Hutchinson had previously distinguished himself as one of the few Republicans to have held elected office who said he would not vote for Trump. "I've made some commitments about not voting for a convicted felon," Hutchinson conceded to ABC News later at the convention. Then he softened his position. "But that seems like a long time ago."

Also a long time ago: the 2016 Republican convention in Cleveland, where Ted Cruz had delivered his plucky "vote your conscience" speech in defiance of Trump, whom Cruz had called "utterly amoral" and "a sniveling coward."

"God Bless Donald J. Trump" is how Cruz's speech in Milwaukee began. "Let me start by giving thanks to God Almighty for protecting President Trump," he said, while the bandaged Almighty himself preened up at the sniveling coward onstage, who would follow him anywhere.

Biden's defeat of Trump in 2020 had seemed certain to weaken Trump's grip on the Republican Party, if not end his political career. No relevant precedent existed for any one-term president to become his party's default front-runner in the next election. Especially not an extremely unpopular one-term president who lost by 7 million votes, refused to concede, incited a lethal insurrection in an attempt to overturn the result, was impeached for a second time, defied long-honored tradition by skipping the swearing-in of his successor, left behind a traumatized nation (with 25,000 National Guard troops defending the capital against his own supporters), became the first former president to be indicted ... and the rest of the whole loser litany.


LINDSEY GRAHAM
 2015: "You know how to make America great again? Tell Donald Trump to go to hell"; "he is a race-baiting, xenophobic religious bigot."
 2016: "If we nominate Trump, we will get destroyed ... and we will deserve it."
 2024 [To Trump]: "I love you."
 
 (Kent Nishimura / Getty)




TIM SCOTT
 2016: "If Donald Trump can't take a stand against the KKK, we cannot trust him to stand up for America against Putin, Iran, or ISIS."
 2024 [To Trump]: "I just love you."
 
 (Eva Marie Uzcategui / Bloomberg / Getty)



Yet the speed with which Trump has settled back into easy dominance of his party has been both remarkable and entirely foreseeable--foreseen, in fact, by Trump himself. Because if there's been one recurring lesson of the Trump-era GOP, it's this: Never underestimate the durability of a demagogue with a captive base, a desperate will to keep going, and--perhaps most of all--a feeble and terrified opposition of spineless ciphers ("weak like a baby").

"You know what I liked about Trump?" Lindsey Graham asked, waxing nostalgic about the former president--and yearning for his return--during a speech in Nashville in 2022. "Everyone was afraid of him. Including me." It was a killer line, Graham in his amiable-mascot mode. It would also suffice as a preview of the 2024 Republican presidential primaries. "Resistance" to Trump, lame as it was, had become an inside joke among the party faithful.

Trump's last remaining primary challenger, Haley, quit the race on March 6. That same day, Mitch McConnell--who had criticized the then-president for his "disgraceful" conduct on January 6, 2021--endorsed Trump. Two days later, the spring meeting of the Republican National Committee, in Houston, featured a final address by the outgoing chair, Ronna McDaniel.

McDaniel can get a little weepy at times, especially during goodbyes--or, in her case, an eviction. She started the job in 2017, the day before Trump delivered his mood-setting "American carnage" speech at his inauguration. She had done her best for Trump, taken so much of his abuse and carried so much of his water. She sacrificed her dignity, her reputation, her future employment prospects--even her dynastic family surname, Romney, because Uncle Mitt had fully established himself as a MAGA infidel.


MARCO RUBIO
 2016: "Donald Trump is a con artist." He is "the most vulgar person to ever aspire to the presidency."
 2024: "The only way to make America wealthy and safe and strong again is to make Donald J. Trump our president again."
 
 (Joe Raedle / Getty)




TED CRUZ
 2016: Calls Trump a "pathological liar" and "a narcissist at a level I don't think this country has ever seen." Also says, "Donald, you are a sniveling coward."
 2024: "God Bless Donald J. Trump."
 
 (Noam Galai / Getty)



The granddaughter of a Republican governor of Michigan (George Romney) and niece of her party's last pre-Trump nominee (Mitt), McDaniel was always the wrong nepo baby for this dynasty. Yet she tried to adapt. She said all the right things and made herself MAGA-friendly and reliable, enough to persuade Trump to make her his RNC chair.

Even then, McDaniel had to know that an inelegant end would come, as it usually does for even Trump's most fervent flunkies and flatterers. She steadied herself at the podium on the fourth floor of the Hilton Americas-Houston, acknowledged her family, and gave a special nod to her staff. "Thank you for all your hard work to send our candidate, Donald J. Trump, back to the White House," she said. A few RNC employees wiped away tears. They were surely aware that their own days were numbered in this consolidating family business.

Sure enough, 60 RNC staffers would quickly be axed by the incoming regime, executed by the new RNC co-chairs, Michael Whatley and--the real new boss--Lara Trump, Eric Trump's wife, who had been handpicked by the holy father (in-law) himself.

The message was clear: "That Republican Party, frankly, no longer exists," Donald Trump Jr. gloated on Newsmax the day of the RNC staff purges. "The moves that happened today--that's the final blow. People have to understand that ... the MAGA movement is the new Republican Party."

Lara Trump rose from her seat, slim, cocksure, and angular in the classic style of the family wives. Her father-in-law called Lara "his most valuable asset," the Maryland committeeman David Bossie would say in his speech seconding her. She was fully fluent in the family language: victimhood. How unfair it all is. All of the witch hunts. "The scales are always tipped against him," the new co-chair would later tell Sean Hannity on Fox News. "It's rigged so heavily."

"Since the day my father-in-law came down the golden escalator--everyone remembers that famous day--this has never just been about each of us as individuals," she said in her acceptance speech in Houston. "It is about us as a family, and it's been about our country."

"This isn't about just right versus left, Republican versus Democrat," she said. "It's about good versus evil."

These were big stakes indeed. Heads nodded in every row as Lara gazed upon the crowd, and her voice softened in reverence.

"I'd be remiss," she said, "if I didn't thank President Donald J. Trump."

She would never be remiss.


KEVIN MCCARTHY
 2016: Likens Trump to Benito Mussolini.
 January 6, 2021:
 Trump to McCarthy: "Well, Kevin, I guess these people are more upset about the election than you are."
 McCarthy: "More upset? They're trying to fucking kill me!"
 2024: When asked if the Republicans should nominate a convicted felon, he says: "The answer is 100 percent yes."
 
 (Alex Wong / Getty)



After Lara's speech, I made a quick sweep of the place in search of McDaniel, but she had disappeared, possibly never to be seen again.

As I left the Hilton, I ran into Ron Kaufman, a Republican committeeman from Massachusetts. I was surprised to find that Kaufman, a vestige of the pre-Trump party--he served in George H. W. Bush's administration--was still involved with the RNC. As it would turn out, he would not be there much longer: Kaufman was voted off by the MAGA-fied committee a month later.

He had to have seen this coming. Kaufman remained close to Mitt Romney and, unlike McDaniel, did nothing to hide this association. After Houston, Kaufman told me, he was heading down to Florida to celebrate Romney's 77th birthday, not far--geographically, anyway--from Mar-a-Lago, where Trump would be receiving a dear friend of his own the same weekend: Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban, an authoritarian whom Trump hailed as the best leader in the world.

Kaufman told me he was fine with Trump, explaining to me in the common parlance of a practiced Trump apologist that "not everybody likes his style."

"Don't you have any ambivalence at all about Trump?" I asked.

"I have ambivalence about my first wife," Kaufman replied.

This was not an answer I was expecting.

"But you probably wouldn't vote for her as president, either," I said. "Or would you?"

I include this exchange because it typifies how some longtime Republican officials--clearly uneasy about Trump--can become comically evasive whenever asked about him. I interviewed several who veered straight into spheroid equivocation.

Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger, whom Trump famously tried to strong-arm to "find 11,780 votes" to overturn Biden's 2020 victory in the state, seemed especially anxious when I had breakfast with him in Atlanta in May. "Why are you so afraid of saying what you really feel about Trump?" I asked.

"Because no one gives me the platform to do that," he replied.

"But I just did," I said.

"That's not the platform," Raffensperger said, looking down at the phone on which I was recording our discussion.

(Raffensperger's communications aide then jumped in, effectively shutting down whatever platform this was or wasn't.)

The night before, which happened to be primary night in Georgia, I'd attended an election watch party hosted by Mike Dugan, a former Republican majority leader in the state senate who was running for an open congressional seat near the Alabama border.

"Does anything about Trump give you pause?" I'd asked him.

"Oh yeah, I don't want to hang out with him," Dugan had told me, adding that he likes many of Trump's policies.

But what about all of the outrage, distraction, and controversy Trump tends to generate?

"He's not asking me to come play golf with him," Dugan had explained to me.

"What if he did ask?"

"I'm not a golfer."


VIVEK RAMASWAMY
 2021: Calls Trump "a sore loser" and his election denialism "abhorrent." Describes January 6 as "a dark day for democracy."
 2023: Calls January 6 "an inside job."
 2024: "Donald Trump was the greatest president of the 21st century."
 
 (Victor J. Blue / Bloomberg / Getty)




ELISE STEFANIK
 2015: "I think he has been insulting to women."
 2016 [Speaking of some of Trump's policies]: "I don't think that's who we are. That's not according to our constitutional principles."
 2024: "I'd be honored to serve in a future Trump administration."
 
 (Tom Williams / Getty)



Unluckily for Dugan, his main Republican rival for the congressional seat, Brian Jack, used to work for Trump in the White House. Back in March, Trump had traveled to Rome, Georgia, for a rally in which he would praise Jack as "a fighter" and "a MAGA man."

Jack seemed like a savvy operative with good political instincts (proof: he did not respond to my texts). "I am both humbled and honored to earn your endorsement," he said at the rally for the man he called "the greatest president and political athlete of all time." As someone who has hung around Trump a lot, Jack knew enough to focus on the boss's main erogenous zone: his golf game. Trump appears to reserve special appreciation for those attendants who are willing to exult in his alleged physical prowess--right out of the authoritarian playbook of the bare-chested and robust Vladimir Putin on horseback.

"I'm not sure if I should say this," Jack said faux-sheepishly, "but, just a few weeks ago, President Trump put to shame two professional golfers." He then revealed that Trump had shot a 70 on 18 holes. This sounded impressive, I thought, though not as impressive as the 11 holes in one that the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Il shot in the first golf game he ever played (source: North Korean state media, 1994).

If Trump had a mustache, his acolytes would all grow and groom one just like his--as Baath Party loyalists did for Saddam Hussein.

Although Jack was not yet well known in this heavily Republican district, he was "Trump-endorsed"--all the yard signs said so--which is akin to a golden ticket in today's GOP. (Jack wound up winning the primary by a large margin.) The path always starts with a beeline to Trump's rump. As Florida Governor Ron DeSantis observed in January: "You can be the most worthless Republican in America, but if you kiss the ring, he'll say you're wonderful."

In 2022, J. D. Vance proved himself a master. Although the Senate candidate from Ohio had previously dismissed Trump as "noxious," "reprehensible," and "cultural heroin," among other things, he worked to convince Trump that he was reformed. Trump may or may not have believed him, but he very much relished the grovel of it.

"J.D. is kissing my ass. He wants my support so bad!" Trump bragged at a campaign stop with Vance in Youngstown in 2022. He also claimed that Vance had fallen "in love" with him. If anything, this is the fun part for Trump: showing off that he has snapped up another politician like a distressed condo asset. He had made another Republican candidate--a rich Ivy League ex-Marine, no less--self-emasculate on his behalf.

They all wore red ties, or most of them did. Fat and long, the signature Trumpian garments hung just below their belts. It was not clear whether Trump himself cared (he probably did; such an honor!), but dressing in the boss's full uniform--white shirt, navy suit, and the signature neckwear--was an added curtsy. If Trump had a mustache, his acolytes would all grow and groom one just like his--as Baath Party loyalists did for Saddam Hussein.

They made their pilgrimage to the Manhattan Criminal Courthouse, where Trump spent a good part of May facing 34 criminal counts stemming from his ill-fated attempt to hide a $130,000 payment to his alleged porno paramour. The acolytes flanked their victim/defendant on the 15th floor as he sat with his arms crossed, jacket open, and eyes closed through prolonged stretches. "I do have a lot of surrogates, and they are speaking very beautifully," Trump bragged during one of his news conferences.




My visit to 100 Centre Street coincided with the arrival of a large retinue of Trump's defenders: 11 Republican House members made the trip that Thursday. They would take turns decrying ("very beautifully") the "political persecution" that was taking place and the travesty of how Biden had "weaponized" the courts against the "greatest president in history." I waited for the House members at a park across the street from the courthouse, along with a daily clot of reporters and camerapeople, clusters of pro- and anti-Trump demonstrators, and some bemused tourists, most of them from other countries, who had no idea what they'd stumbled upon.

"Standing back and standing by, Mr. President," said Representative Matt Gaetz, the poofy-haired provocateur from Florida who led that day's brownnoser brigade. Gaetz's words, which appeared on X, intentionally echoed Trump's from the 2020 debate where he'd been asked to condemn neofascist groups who had been disrupting some of that summer's Black Lives Matter protests. "Proud Boys, stand back and stand by" is how Trump responded to the debate question, less a call for restraint than a call to action. ("A dog whistle through a bullhorn" is how Kamala Harris described it at the time.)

Each of the Trump toadies in attendance outside the courthouse said their piece about the towering injustice that was occurring inside. Trump is "in good spirits," Representative Anna Paulina Luna of Florida reported, while Gaetz complained that their hero was facing "the Mr. Potato Head doll of crimes," which is not technically a legal classification, by the way.

A group of New York hecklers greeted the traveling-circus caucus with Bronx cheers. One man stood behind the field-trippers holding a Bootlickers sign.

"Lies, lies," the hecklers cried out.

"Get the fuck out of New York!"

"Go to fucking hell!"

"Matt Gaetz is a pedophile!"

Representative Lauren Boebert of Colorado started to speak but was interrupted by chants of "Beetlejuice, Beetlejuice," which, for the uninitiated, referred to an incident at a Denver theater in September 2023 when Boebert was evicted from the musical comedy for performing a series of infractions in her seat: vaping, giggling, and fondling her date below the belt.

Straining to be heard over the hecklers, Boebert vowed that neither Trump nor his supporters would be gagged. "President Trump is not going anywhere ... And we are not going anywhere, either."

A few minutes later, they were all gone.

Boebert saved her best work for that night back at the Capitol, where the House Oversight Committee held a session to debate contempt charges against Attorney General Merrick Garland. (Originally scheduled for that morning, it had been postponed because so many members were in New York.) Boebert took the opportunity to boast on Trump's behalf about one of his favorite topics: his supreme intelligence--as evidenced by the fact that, as Trump loves to mention, he allegedly once "aced" some cognitive test.

But here's what Boebert actually said: "President Trump, when he was in office, underwent testing for his cognitive dissonance."

I've noticed that for whatever reason, Trump is a magnet for these kinds of mangled phrases, misstatements, and malapropisms. This might be because those who speak excitedly about Trump, including Trump himself, tend to talk fast and off-the-cuff and perhaps have less capacity than most for shame and embarrassment (and grammar). They can be desperate to please and maybe get careless or lapse into Freudian candor. "We've been waging an all-out war on American democracy," Trump announced in Iowa this past December.


TOM COTTON
 2021: "It's past time for the president to accept the results of the election, quit misleading the American people, and repudiate mob violence."
 2024: "When Donald Trump was president, America was safe, strong, and prosperous."
 
 (Drew Angerer / Getty)




MIKE JOHNSON
 2015: "The thing about Donald Trump is that he lacks the character and the moral center we desperately need again in the White House ... He is a hothead by nature, and that is a dangerous trait to have in a commander in chief ... I just don't think he has the demeanor to be president."
 2023: "I'm all in for President Trump."
 
 (Tierney L. Cross / Bloomberg / Getty)



Boebert's "cognitive dissonance" claim made me think of the early days of COVID, in 2020, when Trump tried to convince everyone that the pandemic would soon disappear. Why? Because you'll develop "a herd mentality," Trump explained at a town hall in Pennsylvania. He presumably meant "herd immunity," but this felt like an apt malapropism, if there is such a thing.

Trump's movement had in fact drawn his followers together as a self-reinforcing herd. They were joined in contempt for a unified enemies list--defined loosely as liberal elites. They also shared the buoyant faith that supporting Trump would be a panacea. "Four more years, it'll be fixed, it'll be fine, you won't have to vote anymore," Trump reassured a gathering of Christian conservatives this past July.

"What Trump offers is an easy escape from the pain," as Vance wrote in this magazine in 2016. He was a fierce critic of Trump before he became a Republican Senate candidate who saw an obvious path to the front of the herd.

Vance was one of several vice-presidential prospects who trekked to New York to audition to be Trump's next Mike Pence. He donned the red tie and nailed his umbrage marks. Vivek Ramaswamy, the super-thirsty former GOP-primary candidate, performed his own star turn at the courthouse, but with one notable hiccup. "Let's pray for our country being stronger on the other side of this disgusting sham politician," Ramaswamy said. He tried to correct himself--"prosecution"--but it was too late. The word had escaped. The moment went viral.

Cognitive dissonance can be exhausting, and there's a lot of that going around the herd these days. I kept thinking about this as I ambled through the Republican convention. It was such an upbeat and cheerful affair, not characteristic at all of these gatherings since Trump took over the franchise and made it a grievance-filled and even menacing place. Trump was solidly up in the polls. He'd just survived an assassination attempt, which lent a charmed-life quality to the proceedings.

Several delegates I spoke with said the near miss proved that Trump either had been touched by God or possessed a superhuman ability to withstand danger. Biden, meanwhile, seemed old and tired, and his campaign appeared terminal (and in fact it was).

Yet beneath the Republicans' triumphalist excitement in Milwaukee, I sensed an undercurrent of disbelief. They were projecting confidence, yes, but there was a tight, gritted-teeth quality to this, of a once-serious party that had now been subdued, disoriented, and denuded of whatever their convictions once were. The final scene of The Graduate came to mind: Dustin Hoffman and Katharine Ross were out of breath after catching the bus. They had gotten what they thought they wanted. But what had they really just done--again?


J. D. VANCE
 2016-17: Trump is "cultural heroin" ... "Never liked him" ... "I'm a 'Never Trump' guy" ... "Mr. Trump is unfit for our nation's highest office" ... "a moral disaster" ... "America's Hitler."
 2024: Named Donald Trump's running mate.
 
 (Anna Moneymaker / Getty)



Republicans had expressed these doubts before, and not so long ago, before they all capitulated. I watched a lot of Trump's biggest former skeptics as they peacocked their way through the arena: Rubio, Cruz, Graham, Vance, DeSantis, Burgum, Ramaswamy, Elise Stefanik, and the rest. They had made their calculations, wore their practiced faces of satisfaction, and had somehow found a way to live with the learned helplessness that Trump had reduced them to. But others who had served Trump had made different judgments. I kept recalling the words of retired Marine Corps General James Mattis, who had been Trump's first secretary of defense. Mattis, who was of course nowhere near this convention, had issued a statement on the night of January 6, 2021, blasting Trump as well as those who enabled him as "pseudo political leaders whose names will live in infamy as profiles in cowardice." In other words: They all knew better.

That was the nagging dissonance of this spectacle: the gap between what the GOP traditionally believed and what it now allows itself to abide. The party that allegedly reveres the Constitution is going all in on someone who has called for its termination. A party that cherishes freedom is willing to cede authority to a candidate who says he would be a dictator on his first day in office. A party that supposedly venerates law and order is re-upping with an actual felon. A party whose rank and file overwhelmingly wants Russia to defeat Ukraine believes that Biden stole the 2020 election, and that Trump's legal shambles are entirely a Democratic plot. This is now a party whose standard-bearer has not been endorsed by any former Republican president or nominee, or even his own vice president, who barely escaped death by hanging the last time. And to what end, any of it?

Or maybe the dissonance doesn't matter. Trump can do as he pleased, as he predicted. "Well, I think we've had very weak people," he said in 2015. "I look at some of the people that are running, and I think they're not strong people." I remember hearing that as bombast at the time, the kind of casual dismissals Trump tosses around. In retrospect, though, Trump was prospecting, sizing up the Republican "leaders" he would be competing against. If nothing else, Trump has a keen eye for finding soft targets: pushovers he can bully, rules he can flout, entire political parties he can raze and remake in his image. He would roll over them.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "Hypocrisy, Spinelessness, and the Triumph of Donald Trump."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/10/trump-gop-support-jd-vance-2024/679564/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump Promises a 'Bloody Story'

His latest comment about mass deportation are a revelation about how he feels--and a troubling reminder of the sources of his appeal.

by David Frum




Donald Trump says something crazy or vicious almost every time he speaks. It's his nature, but it's also a political strategy. The flow of half-demented, half-depraved talk energizes those who enjoy it--and exhausts those who are horrified by it.

The mainstream media cannot report every outrageous remark, or they would do nothing else. Even those shocking comments that do get reported tend to  make just a blip. The next day, if not the next minute, Trump is telling another lie or vilifying another public servant or issuing another threat. Yesterday's shocker is soon crushed beneath today's, and then tomorrow's, until it's ancient history.

At a campaign rally in Wisconsin yesterday, Trump talked about his plans for "mass deportation" of border-crossers. "In Colorado, they're so brazen, they're taking over sections of the state," he claimed, presumably alluding to reports of gang activity in an apartment building in a Denver suburb. "And you know, getting them out will be a bloody story. They should never have been allowed to come into our country. Nobody checked them."

What did Trump mean by bloody story? He often fantasizes about unleashing state violence against groups and people he dislikes. Speaking to New York City cops in 2017, then-President Trump crowed about how "rough" immigration officers are and urged the police, "Please don't be too nice" when making arrests. During the protests and riots of summer 2020, Trump similarly demanded that police "crack skulls" and "beat the fuck out of" demonstrators. "Just shoot them," he repeated again and again at meetings attended by top officials, according to a book by the Wall Street Journal reporter Michael Bender. And in 2023, Trump suggested on Truth Social that  Mark Milley, Trump's own former top general, deserved the death penalty. (Trump was angry because of a report in this magazine that Milley had assured Chinese military leaders in October 2020 that Trump was not going to order a sneak attack to justify keeping power after his impending election defeat.)

Trump's first term really did see brutal and even deadly repression of illegal border-crossers, as my colleague Caitlin Dickerson has heart-rendingly reported. But Trump's rhetorical eagerness for harm or hurt usually does not translate into real-world action. Mass deportation, in particular, has always been a dark and improbable fantasy. To round up and detain 150,000 people of Japanese descent in 1942 required dozens of assembly points and 10 full-scale internment camps operated by a specialized government agency. Trump is imagining a much more ambitious project--one that would surveil, arrest, and imprison many more people, extend across the whole country, and be followed by mass expulsions to other nations. Congress would have to rewrite laws to do away with the protections that today impede deportation, and would have to appropriate billions of dollars to pay for many more immigration officers and many more holding cells. Aircraft would have to be chartered to transport the deportees to their destinations. Diplomatic pressure would have to be applied to half the world to accept the returnees, many of whom come from collapsed states like Venezuela and Haiti or uncooperative ones like China and Russia.

Bottom line: It's not going to happen. In office and out, Trump has often amended his immigration views to accommodate political reality and to placate wealthy business supporters. If he's returned to power in 2024, there's every reason to think he'd do it again. Before the coronavirus pandemic scrambled the numbers, the Trump administration actually removed fewer illegal immigrants from the interior of the country than the Obama administration before it.

David Frum: The gunman and the would-be dictator

Any real plan to enforce immigration would focus on the workplace. As a candidate for president in 2012, Mitt Romney argued that requiring employers to verify their workers' immigration status would take away the incentive to immigrate illegally. Romney described his policy as "self-deportation": "The illegal immigrants would themselves decide they can do better by going home, because they can't find work here, because they don't have legal documentation to allow them to work here. And so we're not going to round people up."

Trump's "bloody story" talk is not a guide to what a hypothetical future Trump administration would do. A future Trump administration will be a chaos of constitutional and foreign-policy crises, incapable of any kind of considered or consistent domestic policy. Bloody story is instead a revelation about how Trump feels--and a troubling reminder of the sources of his appeal. Real-world enforcement implies real costs. Labor would become more scarce. Immigrant-dependent services would become more expensive. The roofing industry, for example, now relies heavily on the most recent immigrants, so housing would cost more. Trump never accepts trade-offs. He deals in lies and delusions, such as financing child care through supposedly free money from magic tariffs that somehow protect U.S. industry without costing U.S. consumers anything.

Above all, Trump traffics in yearnings for punishment of people he regards as outsiders and inferiors. They will suffer, they will shed blood, they will pay--and somehow their pain and their loss will elevate and empower him and those who support him. It's never true, but for a moment it feels good. What more vivid form of power is there than the power to inflict pain?
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How the GOP Went From Reagan to Trump

The 40th president inadvertently prepared the ground for the 45th in multiple ways.

by Max Boot




Donald Trump's far-right worldview has a lot of critics, many of them Republicans, who argue that Ronald Reagan would "roll over" or "turn over" in his grave if he could see what is happening to his old party. The Trump-dominated, populist-nationalist GOP is certainly very different from the conservative party that Reagan led in the 1980s, and Trump is a very different figure, in both outlook and personality, from Reagan. But it's also true that, however much Trump has changed the Republican Party since 2016 (and the changes have been enormous), the roots of Trumpism can be traced back to Reagan--and, before him, to Barry Goldwater and even earlier figures on the American right. Uncomfortable as it is for many Reagan fans to admit, the 40th president inadvertently prepared the ground for the 45th in multiple ways. These similarities are a reminder that Trump did not emerge from nowhere, and that ridding the Republican Party of his influence won't be easy.

The differences between Trump and Reagan are, to be sure, substantial. Trump criticized Reagan's policies in the '80s. He took out newspaper advertisements in 1987 to argue that "Japan and other nations have been taking advantage of the United States" and that "the world is laughing at America's politicians as we protect ships we don't own, carrying oil we don't need, destined for allies who won't help."

Reagan was pro-immigration and pro-free trade, rejecting the nativism and protectionism that have been Trump's hallmarks. He launched his 1980 campaign with a speech that included a proposal for a "North American Accord" to allow "peoples and commerce" to "flow more freely" across the borders between the United States, Canada, and Mexico. This idea eventually blossomed into the North American Free Trade Agreement, which Trump called the "worst deal ever." As president, Reagan signed the 1986 Simpson-Mazzoli Act, which legalized millions of undocumented immigrants--exactly the kind of "amnesty" provision that Trump and his followers denounce today.

Although Reagan, like Trump, did not see combat, he, unlike Trump, venerated U.S. troops and staunchly supported U.S. alliances such as NATO.

Reagan would never have denounced veterans as "suckers" and "losers," denigrated Medal of Honor recipients, or told the Russians that they can do "whatever the hell they want" to U.S. allies who don't pay more for their defense.

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump says Americans who died in war are 'losers' and 'suckers'

So, too, is it inconceivable that Reagan would have raised any concerns about supporting Ukraine. As president, Reagan backed anti-Communist insurgents from Afghanistan to Nicaragua.

The stylistic differences between Reagan and Trump may be even more notable than the policy differences. Trump is a foul-mouthed vulgarian who maligns his critics in harsh terms. Reagan, by contrast, was a consummate gentleman who seldom had a harsh word for anyone. A product of the early-20th-century, small-town Midwest, Reagan, even in the privacy of his own diary, never spelled out hell and damn (instead writing "h---l" and "d---n"). Reagan revered America as a "shining city on a hill" and ran for reelection in 1984 claiming it was "Morning in America." Reagan would never say, as Trump just did, that "the American dream is dead" and that "our country is doing really badly." Reagan inspired hope, whereas Trump spreads fear.

Despite their many differences, however, the only two presidents who have hosted a nationally televised show before taking office (General Electric Theater for Reagan, The Apprentice for Trump) also share some significant similarities. Reagan was a populist who reviled the government he led, even if he did not call it the "deep state," and belittled expertise. He often quipped, "I've always felt the nine most terrifying words in the English language are: I'm from the Government, and I'm here to help." Reagan's attacks on the federal government were wittier and tamer than Trump's, but they intensified the anti-government mood that Trump has exploited in recent years. Reagan's policies, tilted toward the wealthy, exacerbated income inequality, thus also contributing to the populist backlash that Trump now harnesses.

More similarities: Reagan was proud of his dealmaking skills (learned as a union negotiator, not a real-estate mogul), and he promised in his 1980 campaign to "make America great again." He displayed an often-shocking ignorance of public policy, even if he knew far more, and read far more, than Trump. He often made false statements, even if he uttered fewer than Trump has, and he had a cavalier attitude toward fact-checking. Asked in 1965 by a graduate student about his oft-repeated and false claim that "no nation in history has ever survived a tax burden of one-third of our national income," Reagan breezily replied, "I'm sorry ... I just plain don't have that source any longer," and continued repeating it in his speeches. Reagan arguably inured Republicans to Trump's far more pervasive falsehoods.

So, too, did Reagan's campaign rhetoric sometimes contain the extremism espoused today by Trump. Early in his political career, Reagan regularly accused Democrats of plotting to turn America into a socialist and even communist country with their welfare programs, just as Trump later did. In his famous 1964 "Time for Choosing" speech, Reagan accused Democrats of "taking the party of Jefferson, Jackson, and Cleveland down the road under the banners of Marx, Lenin, and Stalin." Reagan later moderated his rhetoric; Trump never has.

Perhaps the most disturbing Trump-Reagan parallels concern public health and race relations. Reagan mishandled the AIDS epidemic, just as Trump mishandled COVID-19, resulting in needless loss of life. Reagan did not make a speech on AIDS until 1987, six years after the first cases were reported, and did next to nothing to mobilize a federal response even as nearly 50,000 Americans died of the disease while he was in office.

David Frum: Is America still the 'shining city on a hill'?

Although Reagan always insisted, much like Trump, that "I just am incapable of prejudice," he regularly appealed to white-backlash voters--albeit less crudely than Trump. Reagan opposed the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which he called "purely an emotional bill based on political expediency," and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, which he described as "humiliating to the South." He later used coded appeals to white voters, condemning "welfare queens," demanding "law and order," and, in 1980, endorsing "states' rights" in Mississippi near the site where three civil-rights workers had been murdered by the Ku Klux Klan. As president, Reagan tried to water down civil-rights laws and opposed tough sanctions on South Africa.

We should not exaggerate the similarities between Reagan and Trump. If Reagan were alive today, he undoubtedly would be criticized by Trump supporters as a RINO ("Republican in name only"). But Reagan, like other Republican politicians of earlier eras, helped set the GOP--and the country--on the path that led it to embrace Trump. The question for the Republican Party now is: What comes next? Will the party continue moving ever further to the right, toward a Viktor Orban-style authoritarian movement that would presumably have Reagan (an avid believer in democracy) doing more spinning in his grave? Or will it revert to being a more center-right party in the Reagan mold? In the 1980s, "Reaganism" represented a right turn for the GOP. Today it would represent a left turn--a restoration of a more moderate, if still conservative, outlook. That may still happen. But only if Trump loses decisively in November--and even then, it won't be easy.
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The YIMBYs Won Over the Democrats

A niche pro-housing movement has convinced mainstream Democrats of the need to build.

by Jerusalem Demsas




Total and complete victory. For a niche technocratic movement hyper-obsessed with increasing the supply of housing, that's what the past few weeks in Democratic politics have felt like. In recent years, a remote-work-induced housing-market boom has pushed housing affordability higher on the national political agenda. And years of advocacy by yes-in-my-backyard, or YIMBY, activists have familiarized politicians with the logic of the housing shortage.

Vice President Kamala Harris knows "that if we want to make it easier for more young people to buy a home, we need to build more units and clear away some of the outdated laws and regulations that made it harder to build homes for working people in this country," as former President Barack Obama proclaimed on the second night of the Democratic National Convention last month.

In her acceptance speech two nights later, Harris declared to raucous cheers, "We will end America's housing shortage." Her campaign has since focused even more intensely on the issue, launching a "housing blitz in the battlegrounds," complete with a dedicated ad.

That senior members of the Democratic Party believe America's housing shortage is driving the affordability crisis should not be surprising. Over the past two decades, the need for more homes is the closest thing to a consensus that technocrats and experts have. Across a range of ideological sources, academic studies, think-tank reports, real-estate-industry analyses, and state-level legislation have all come to the conclusion that rising home prices and rents are the result of a dwindling supply of houses.  What is surprising is the willingness of national Democratic politicians to foreground this issue--on which state- and local-level Democratic politicians are severely divided.

Last week, pro-housing advocates hosted a "YIMBYs for Harris" fundraising video call on which prominent elected officials such as Colorado Governor Jared Polis, Maryland Governor Wes Moore, San Francisco Mayor London Breed, and Senator Brian Schatz of Hawaii spoke in favor of Harris's focus on the housing crisis.

Alana Semuels: From 'Not in My Backyard' to 'Yes in My Backyard'

But for a movement used to operating in local town halls and making bipartisan deals in statehouses, this newfound attention can be disconcerting. Alexander Berger, the CEO of Open Philanthropy, an early and current funder of the pro-housing movement, told me that he's generally pleased by national Democrats' convergence on the issue but raised one "note of caution": the possibility that "the most famous Democrats highlighting this issue ... make it a more polarized issue." In other words, if YIMBYism becomes identified with Harris and other elite Democrats, will Republican state legislators be more likely to oppose pro-housing bills?

As I reported earlier this year, some prominent movement advocates were relieved when President Joe Biden's State of the Union didn't take a strong stand on housing politics. Similarly, while many pro-housing advocates celebrated on X and other social-media platforms during the convention, others worried behind the scenes about a backlash.

Housing-development regulations generally rest with state and local governments. Although the U.S. government can help with financing, particularly of affordable housing, and can use federal dollars to nudge states to adopt better policies, most experts believe that plausible federal interventions on increasing the housing production are likely to have marginal effects; stronger measures seem politically impossible.

Those afraid of elite Democrats polarizing this issue are misreading the political economy of the housing shortage. The affordability crisis is being driven by Democrat-led states and cities. If downballot Democrats get on board with Harris and Obama, then elected officials in charge of housing policy in highly restrictive California, New York, and Massachusetts will face immense pressure to change course. This will have downstream benefits for the whole country. As people are pushed out of expensive cities such as San Francisco and Boston, they move to more affordable markets, creating upward pressure on prices there. But moving to your second-choice housing market has a major drawback: When people are priced out of living near the jobs that are the best match for them, that hampers the entire economy; productivity, GDP growth, and wages all suffer.

I also doubt that greater polarization by Republicans against housing reform will have much real-world impact in any case. As president, Donald Trump tried pushing the message that Democrats were out to "destroy the suburbs," after Senator Cory Booker of New Jersey proposed to provide grant funding to jurisdictions that updated their own zoning to ease the construction of affordable homes. And yet one of the biggest pro-housing success stories has been pro-Trump Montana Governor Greg Gianforte's slate of reforms--the "Montana Miracle"--that passed last year.

Yes, some helpful bills might fail in the short term, particularly in Republican-led statehouses. But the pro-housing movement's biggest recent defeat came at the hands not of a Republican, but of Arizona Governor Katie Hobbs, a Democrat who vetoed an ambitious bipartisan starter-home bill, prompting backlash from progressives and conservatives alike. Republicans' commitments to business and economic growth can lead them down a pro-housing policy path. Even if Trump or Harris polarizes national Republicans against equity-minded zoning reform, booming red states such as Texas and Florida are unlikely to turn resolutely against development and growth, the twin staples of their political success.

As Trump once famously suggested, people can become tired of too much winning. Movements used to operating in the shadows often stumble when they meet their moment. Strategies optimized for persuading legislators in meetings may falter under the scrutiny of a national electoral campaign. The most common problem is that winning the battle of ideas online or in the ivory tower does not necessarily translate into progress on outcomes.

In general, Democrats are comfortable in the world of demand-side policies--which is to say, in providing subsidies so people can afford existing goods or services--but the housing crisis is fundamentally a supply-side problem. By tying housing unaffordability to the housing shortage, Harris is countering arguments that many downballot Democrats find persuasive: that there is no shortage, that new construction isn't the answer, that redistributing existing housing would be sufficient.

Harris isn't turning away from demand-side strategy. One of her most touted housing policies is $25,000 in down-payment assistance for all eligible first-time homebuyers (eligibility criteria have not yet been detailed). Programs like this are popular and sound promising at first blush, but a large expansion of demand-side programs in a supply-constrained market leads to higher prices. One study of low-income housing markets found that landlords were able to charge higher rents when housing vouchers were made more generous. Another study found faster rent growth in areas with a larger demand subsidy. In order to prevent the down-payment assistance from being absorbed by property owners through higher home prices, the demand subsidy would need to kick in after a lot of new housing stock has been built--an issue that a senior campaign adviser, who requested anonymity to freely discuss internal policy deliberations, told me the campaign well understood.

Regardless, the biggest obstacle facing the pro-housing movement is that many of the legislative victories have yet to translate into significantly more homes being built. Housing markets can take a long while to adjust to legal changes; many major reforms were passed in just the past couple of years. But reorienting local governments toward building rather than slowing down development takes more than time; it also takes continued political effort. In 1982, a statewide bill in California legalized accessory dwelling units (ADUs)--small secondary units, also known as casitas, mother-in-law suites, or garage apartments, that homeowners build on their property.

M. Nolan Gray: The housing revolution is coming

But the law also allowed intransigent local governments to set standards that made building ADUs prohibitively expensive. As a report by the pro-housing organization California YIMBY explains, "In practice, most local jurisdictions adopted onerous and unworkable standards that resulted in few ADUs being permitted for 34 years." Some cities dominated by homes on 5,000-square-foot lots allowed ADUs only on lots larger than 7,500 square feet, a researcher found."

Lawmakers tried to enact more reforms, to little effect. Finally, in 2016 and 2017, a suite of new laws went much further to push cities to allow more ADUs. The state had finally prevailed, and from 2017 to 2021, 68,000 new ADUs were constructed. And by 2022, nearly one in five homes produced in California was an ADU.

This sort of fine-tuning is necessary to figure out what the exact roadblocks to construction are. But what would be even better is if cities themselves felt motivated to be partners in producing more housing rather than obstacles. That's what makes the national Democrats' sweeping new tone on housing policy so exciting. Trying to get housing advocates to hold every blue-state local government to the letter of the law is time-consuming and expensive. Convincing them that their partisan and ideological commitments require figuring out how to build more housing would be much more effective.
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He Could Have Talked About Anything Else

Trump used a press conference to remind voters that he's been accused of sexual assault.

by David A. Graham




A press conference is a tool for a presidential candidate to get reporters and voters talking about a topic of his or her choice. So why did Donald Trump spend 45 minutes reminding them about some of the many sexual-assault allegations against him?

Late this morning at Trump Tower, the former president took the microphone and spoke at length about the civil case in which he was found liable for sexually abusing the writer E. Jean Carroll. He mentioned the other allegations against him that came up in the trial. For good measure, he also dredged up the multimillion-dollar fraud judgment against him and the trial in which he was found guilty of 34 felonies. And, flanked by some of his lawyers, he griped about his representation. "I'm disappointed in my legal talent," the former president said. (He's no peach of a client himself.)

George T. Conway III: Nine New York jurors saw Trump for who he really is

Among other lowlights, Trump accused Carroll of basing her allegation on an episode of Law & Order. He insisted that the Biden Department of Justice was somehow behind a civil proceeding brought against him by a private citizen that began while he was still president. And he repeated baseless claims that the DOJ was coordinating with Manhattan District Attorney Alvin Bragg on his felony case. Despite having spent the past few weeks lambasting Vice President Kamala Harris for not taking reporters' questions, Trump left without taking questions.

Much of this is bizarre, but little of it is fresh, which makes Trump's goal even harder to understand. The ostensible news was an appeal in the Carroll case heard today, but the result seems to be to thrust back into the public eye a series of decisions and allegations that had been mostly left behind, but which could remind voters of what they like least about Trump. The appearance seemed to entice new defamation cases more than swing voters.

Another former Republican president, Ronald Reagan, once wrote, "When you're explaining, you're losing." You'd expect that to be especially true when you're explaining years of sexual-assault allegations against yourself. Meanwhile, Harris is barnstorming swing states, giving interviews to Spanish-language radio, and prepping furiously for next Tuesday's debate. (Trump has said he doesn't need to practice: "I've been preparing all my life for this debate.")

But here's the thing: Trump isn't obviously losing. Most polling averages show Harris with a small lead, but once you account for margins of error and the Republican advantage in the Electoral College, it's a toss-up. Nate Silver's election forecast favors Trump at the moment, as Trump was happy to mention today. Reporters and operatives obsess over campaign tactics and talking points, but nothing seems to demonstrate how calcified American politics are like this split screen of the candidates: one hustling on the hustings, one rambling through his own peccadilloes, and the race neck and neck.

To be sure, Trump's remarks today do connect to some of his campaign themes. He insists that he is a victim of a weaponized Justice Department (that's straightforward projection), and he has decided to paint himself as the only thing protecting his supporters from nefarious forces such as President Joe Biden. The attorney and spokesperson Alina Habba, more on message than Trump, made that connection explicit today. "You must vote Donald Trump back in, because as an attorney, as a woman, as a mother, our future of this country depends on it," she said. "The DOJ is supposed to help our country and protect us, not attack us because you cannot win in the polls." (The message is less persuasive coming a day after Biden's own son pleaded guilty to three felonies in a case brought by the DOJ.)

Read: The real weaponization of the Department of Justice

The martyrdom act remains something that appeals to Trump's existing supporters but seems less likely to expand his coalition. In an election as close as this one, small differences in swing-state turnout or likability could be a deciding factor. Come November, will Trump look back on this press conference as a wise investment of time and attention?
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The GOP's Pro-family Delusion

Trump and Vance have shown that they have no idea how to help people care for children once they're born.

by David A. Graham




Today's Republican Party aspires to be a pro-family movement, but it has struggled to turn that desire into much more than a plea for people to have more children. Twice in the past two days, the GOP presidential ticket has demonstrated that it has no idea how to help people care for children once they're born.

Yesterday, Donald Trump spoke at the Economic Club of New York, where he was asked whether and how he would make child care more affordable. The answer was, even by his standards, confusing and rambling:

I would do that, and we're sitting down, you know, I was somebody, we had Senator Marc Rubio and my daughter Ivanka was so impactful on that issue, it's a very important issue, but I think when you talk about the kind of numbers that I'm talking about, that--because child care is child care, it's something, you have to have it, in this country you have to have it. But when you take those numbers compared to the kind of numbers that I'm talking about by taxing foreign nations at levels that they're not used to, but they'll get used to it very quickly, and it's not going to stop them from doing business with us, but they'll have a very substantial tax when they send product into our country. Those numbers are so much bigger than any numbers that we're talking about, including child care, it's gonna take care. I look forward to having no deficits within a fairly short period of time, coupled with the reductions that I told you about on waste and fraud and all of the other things that are going on in our country. Because I have to stay with child care. I want to stay with child care. But those numbers are small relative to the kinds of economic numbers that I'm talking about, including growth, but growth also headed up by what the plan is that I just told you about. We're going to be taking in trillions of dollars and as much as child care is talked about as being expensive, it's, relatively speaking, not very expensive compared to the kind of numbers we're taking in.


That's a lot of words, from which it's hard to reach any conclusion except that Trump not only has no plan for lowering child-care costs, but has not thought about the issue at all. What do tariffs have to do with day-care prices? This writer doesn't know, and neither does Trump. The economist Brad DeLong, inspired by South Park, has referred to this sort of "solution" as the underpants-gnome theory of policy. Step 1: Jack up tariffs. Step 2: ??? Step 3: Affordable child care!

David A. Graham: The fakest populism you ever saw

Vice-presidential candidate J. D. Vance was asked basically the same question at an event in Arizona on Wednesday. Although he is supposedly the deeper policy thinker on the ticket, his answer was barely more sophisticated:

One of the things that we can do is make it easier for family models to choose, or for families to choose whatever model they want, right? So one of the ways that you might be able to relieve a little bit of pressure on people who are paying so much for day care is make it so that that, you know, maybe, like, Grandma or Grandpa wants to help out a little bit more or maybe there's an aunt or uncle that wants to help out a little bit more.


The idea that young families can just rely on relatives is nearly as out of touch as Mitt Romney's infamous 2012 suggestion that students could start a business by seeking a loan from their parents. Vance assumes that everyone lives near family members. A Census Bureau study published two years ago found that almost 60 percent of 26-year-olds live within 10 miles of where they grew up, but that means 40 percent do not.

Even those who live near family may not be able to rely on them for help. Vance was famously raised by his own grandmother, who stepped in because his mother struggled with addiction; he wrote about that experience in Hillbilly Elegy and speaks warmly about his "Mamaw" on the campaign trail. That relationship is not typical. Mamaw was able to care for young J.D. in part because Papaw had a good union job that enabled him to provide for a family, and then a pension; his wife stayed home with the children. Such arrangements are rarer now, and besides, many Americans work deep into their older years and aren't available for babysitting.

Vance seems generally averse to looking outside the family for child-care support. In 2021, he tweeted, "'Universal day care' is class war against normal people," who, he said, would rather not have both parents working. The fact is that many families who might prefer to have one breadwinner and one caregiver simply can't afford that arrangement, and for them daycare is a normal response. Vance has said that he and Trump represent the "most pro-worker Republican ticket in history," but they're scant on details about how exactly they'd bring back jobs like Papaw's. Trump criticized the UAW for striking last year, and his appointments to the National Labor Relations Board as president were more friendly to employers than to workers.

At the Arizona event, Vance did offer one suggestion for cutting child-care costs: lowering barriers to entering the business.

"We've got a lot of people who love kids, who would love to take care of kids, but they can't, either because they don't have access to the education that they need or maybe more importantly because the state government says you're not allowed to take care of children unless you have some ridiculous certification that has nothing to do--nothing to do with taking care of kids," he said.

Annie Lowrey: The reason child care is so hard to afford

Vance is part of an emerging and persuasive bipartisan consensus that licensing requirements in many professions are too onerous. But cutting red tape is unlikely to significantly lower day-care costs. As my colleague Annie Lowrey wrote in 2022, child care's fundamental problem is that it's highly labor intensive, and labor costs money. At a time when wages have risen and jobs are plentiful, day-care operators are losing employees to higher-paying jobs.

The gap between rhetoric and concrete results is a recurring theme of the fake populism of Trump-Vance Republicans. The GOP insists that it has become a pro-worker party in addition to a pro-family party, but when its policies are subjected to even minimal scrutiny, they seem to offer little to no benefits for working families. It's enough to drive one to become a childless cat lady or gentleman.
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What Tucker Carlson's Spin on World War II Really Says

Forget the villains of history. The true enemies, in his world, are the culture warriors of the present.

by Megan Garber




In the movie The History Boys, based on Alan Bennett's play, a student wins a scholarship to Oxford with the help of an argument he makes on an entrance exam: Hitler, he claims, was "much misunderstood." As fiction, this is mordant comedy--a mockery of the particular type of arrogance required to twist the tragedies of the Holocaust into personal gain. But now the satire has come for our news cycle.

In a long and meandering interview on Tucker Carlson's show this week, the podcaster Darryl Cooper offered musings about the "mythology"--the heroes, the villains, the plot, the moral stakes--of World War II. In his version, however, it is Winston Churchill who has been much misunderstood. Churchill, Cooper told Carlson, with dramatic flair, "was the chief villain of the Second World War."

The claim is wrong, in every sense. The gravity of its error was highlighted by a resonant coincidence: Around the time the interview was posted, Alternative for Germany became the first far-right party to win a German state election since the Nazi era. The past is never dead, the old line goes; it is not even past. But Cooper and his enthusiastic host, these history boys with microphones, were not talking about history--not really. They were talking about themselves. They were treating World War II as a branding exercise. And this was, though not surprising in the context of Carlson's show, a new nadir.

Read: Tucker Carlson's manufactured America

Consensus reality relies on consensus history. In this time of fragile facts, one point most people have been able to agree on is that Hitler was a bad guy. But the time for consensus is over, Cooper implied. Instead, as a phrase in the title of his episode summed things up: "Winston Churchill Ruined Europe."

What becomes clear during the interview, as Cooper makes his convoluted case ("maybe I'm being a little hyperbolic," he allows at one point), is that the true villains of his story are not, in the end, Hitler or Churchill, Axis or Allies. Instead, they are the culture warriors of the present: the woke, the mobs, the ruling class--the people who will be offended by claims such as "Winston Churchill Ruined Europe." And the true heroes, consequently, are those who dare to say the unsayable. "There are just certain things you're not allowed to question," Cooper told Carlson, as he questioned the "myths" of World War II. ("Literally, it's a crime to ask questions?" Carlson replied, before answering his own query: "Yes.") One might not go to jail for the myth-busting, Cooper allowed; still, "you might have your life ruined and lose your job." ("You might absolutely go to jail in this country," Carlson countered.)

Read: American cynicism has reached a breaking point

If your aim is to offer a clever reading of history rather than a true one, World War II will serve you well: Its excessive documentation is fertile ground, giving you many cherries to pick. It will provide the fodder you need to suggest that the Holocaust was, essentially, an unfortunate accident. And then it will allow you, if you choose, to treat the suffering of the people of the past as evidence for your own victimhood. You can take the accepted narrative and rewrite it.

In other contexts, Cooper and Carlson might have decried such an approach--an archly postmodern attitude in which all facts are relative, all orthodoxies suspect. But history boys need their straw men. And Churchill was the war's true villain is less an argument than a provocation: a contention that, when World War II is mapped onto Hallin's spheres, Hitler's villainy should be relocated to the realm of legitimate controversy. It should be moved there because it is one of those things that you are not allowed to question. "Darryl Cooper may be the best and most honest popular historian in the United States," Carlson's show announced, in promoting the interview. "His latest project is the most forbidden of all: trying to understand World War Two."

"Forbidden"--the stuff of perfumes, of clothing, of heterodox educational institutions--makes sense as branding. The forbidden is exotic. The forbidden is brave. The forbidden can transform history boys into men. And it can do all that from the comfort of one's personal podcast studio.

Read: Tucker Carlson's final moments on Fox were as dangerous as they were absurd

History, from such a distance, is easy. Carlson and Cooper can talk about being arrested for questioning orthodoxies with no fear of that actually happening. They can traffic in the mystique of the "forbidden" with no reference to the many things--books, ideas, people--that bear the real risk of being banned. They are free to speak their mind. They are free to do so, indeed, because of the actions of people who did not have the luxury of treating the Holocaust as a thought exercise. The influencers can, if they choose, interpret others' indignation as their victory. They can brag that they have "weakened the narrative" about World War II. They can choose not to wonder what their questioning really amounts to. "History nowadays is not a matter of conviction," a teacher in The History Boys announces. "It's a performance. It's entertainment." His students still have time to age out of such arrogance, the film implies. Or at least they should.
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Netanyahu's Other War

Conflict in Gaza hasn't put an end to Israel's constitutional crisis.

by Gershom Gorenberg




When Hamas invaded Israel on October 7, the most bitter political conflict in the country's history suddenly seemed to be on hold--as if an unseen finger had pushed a pause button with everyone's mouths still open in a shout.

"Judicial reform is not on the agenda," Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu declared at a press conference on October 28, referring to his government's program to eviscerate the supreme court and give the executive unconstrained power. Major  protest organizations that had risen to fight Netanyahu's power grab switched their  mission overnight to philanthropy--helping bereaved families and displaced residents of border towns. Amid sirens warning of incoming rockets from Gaza, arguments over judicial review could obviously wait.

This was an illusion.

Netanyahu and his political allies are still seeking to advance a "constitutional coup," to use the Tel Aviv University law professor Aeyal Gross's term. And in recent days, the conflict between the government and the supreme court has escalated into open confrontation.

Even before now, the effort to transform Israel from a liberal democracy into an autocracy continued alongside the war in Gaza and at times intersected with its management. If Netanyahu retains power, his assault on democracy is certain to outlast the war and may prevent any investigation of the colossal failures that left Israel unprepared for the Hamas attack to begin with. And as costly as the war has been, the internal struggle over democracy ultimately may have the greater effect on Israel's future and its viability.



The battle over the Israeli judiciary began in January 2023, just days after Netanyahu returned to the premiership as the head of the most right-wing government in Israel's history. Netanyahu's justice minister, Yariv Levin, announced a plan for a judicial overhaul that would give the ruling coalition complete control over appointing judges, including supreme-court justices. The plan also included measures that would impede the supreme court from overturning laws and enable the Knesset to easily override the court.

For years, fury with the judiciary--and the guardrails it put on executive power--had festered on the Israeli right. Netanyahu-led coalitions had repeatedly promulgated laws consigning asylum seekers to extended detention, only for the supreme court to overturn them. Based on the doctrine of "extreme unreasonableness" inherited from British law, the court had ordered the dismissal of high-level officials tainted by corruption and blocked the appointment of others. On rare but highly publicized occasions, the court had barred West Bank settlers from building on Palestinian property. Because of the court, Israelis "voted for the right and got the left," Levin's close ally Simcha Rothman, the chair of the Knesset's Constitution, Law, and Justice Committee, railed in a parliamentary speech soon after Levin announced his program. Left, in this case, can be read as a pejorative term for liberal democracy, in which limits on the majority protect civil rights and prevent corruption.

Netanyahu, Levin, and Rothman expected to enact the judicial overhaul quickly: A simple majority in the Knesset suffices to pass a "basic law," as pieces of Israel's incomplete constitution are known. They did not anticipate the tsunami of protests that brought hundreds of thousands of demonstrators into the streets, week after week, chanting "Democracy" as a battle cry. An attempt to quell the outcry by negotiating with centrist opposition parties failed--but slowed the coalition's effort to legislate the overhaul. When war came in October, Levin's proposal was still in the legislative pipeline, where it has remained since.

Read: Benjamin Netanyahu is Israel's worst prime minister ever

On a party-line vote, however, the Knesset had enacted a constitutional amendment barring the courts from using the reasonableness doctrine to overturn any action of the government, the prime minister, or individual cabinet members. The supreme court shot back on January 1, 2024, with a monumental decision: It ruled that it has the power to overturn even constitutional measures if they violate fundamental democratic principles--such as preserving an independent judiciary. And by an 8-7 margin, the court annulled the amendment and restored the reasonableness doctrine.

Since then, Netanyahu's coalition hasn't tried to legislate any other major pieces of the "reform." Levin and Rothman faded from the headlines. Mass demonstrations resumed--but the Israelis in the streets were now demanding a hostage deal, a cease-fire, and accountability in the form of new elections and a commission of inquiry into October's disaster. Those protests reached a new peak after the recent murder of six hostages in Hamas captivity.

But the government never really gave up its assault on Israel's democratic underpinnings. Rather than a frontal attack, it turned to attrition: Instead of trying to change the rules, it ignored them.



One day this summer, in the town of Herzliya, police arrested four people who were picnicking in a park while wearing T-shirts with protest slogans in favor of a hostage deal or against "the government of destruction." The park was near the home of Yuli Edelstein, a prominent politician in Netanyahu's Likud party. The police claimed that the picnic was an illegal demonstration. The four were held for hours, then released without charges.

The same week, a right-wing mob broke into and rioted at an army base where military police had brought soldiers suspected of sodomizing a Palestinian prisoner. Civilian police at the scene made no arrests and conducted no investigation afterward. "The clear policy was to turn a blind eye and not get in trouble" with Itamar Ben-Gvir, Israel's far-right national-security minister, according to an unnamed--and clearly dissatisfied--senior police officer who spoke to a Haaretz reporter.

Taken together, the two incidents demonstrate a deliberate blurring of boundaries by the Netanyahu coalition. Israel has a centralized national police force, under the auspices of the ministry that Ben-Gvir now heads. A bright line is supposed to divide the realm of the national-security minister, who is a politician, from that of the police chief, who is a civil servant. The police chief "can't be identified politically," Yoav Segalovitz, an opposition Knesset member who served as deputy minister under Ben-Gvir's predecessor, told me. A politician can make policy decisions--such as developing a DNA bank or a new investigative unit, for example--but not operative decisions, such as whom to investigate, Segalovitz explains. Ben-Gvir has upended this arrangement--and Netanyahu has allowed him to.

In return for bringing his extreme Jewish Power party into Netanyahu's coalition, Ben-Gvir received not only the ministry, but also the overnight passage of a law designed to give him more direct control of the police. Within days of taking office, Ben-Gvir was instructing senior officers to use tougher measures, including water cannons, to crack down on the protests against judicial "reform." On Ben-Gvir's orders, the popular commander of the Tel Aviv police, who by his own account refused "to fill the emergency room ... at the end of every demonstration," was transferred to a low-status post (he then left the force).

The nonprofit Association for Civil Rights in Israel and other groups asked the supreme court to overturn the so-called Ben-Gvir Law. As the attorney Yonatan Berman, who represents ACRI in the case, told me, when a member of the government determines how the police deal with protests, there is an "inherent conflict of interest."

The court hasn't yet ruled on the law, but it has twice issued injunctions barring Ben-Gvir from giving orders for how to handle specific demonstrations. Nonetheless, in a letter in May to Israel's attorney general, Gali Baharav-Miara, the outgoing national police chief wrote that Ben-Gvir had given instructions to abstain from protecting humanitarian aid convoys on their way to Gaza, which were being attacked by right-wing activists.

Read: What settler violence is doing to Israel

By now, arguably, police commanders know which way the wind is blowing even without specific orders: The barrier between politicians and law enforcement has fallen, and the police now serve the political right. In late August, Ben-Gvir promoted an officer who is under indictment for hurling a stun grenade into a crowd of peaceful pro-democracy demonstrators last year. Attorney General Baharav-Miara informed him that the promotion was illegal and void. Ben-Gvir reportedly responded that the attorney general has "a recommending role, not a deciding role."

But Israeli legal doctrine says otherwise: The supreme court has stipulated that "the legal opinions of the attorney general obligate the government," the legal scholar Ido Baum told me. "She is the legal authority," unless or until the court rules differently. This government, Baum said, repeatedly tells the attorney general, "We're going to do it anyway" and ignores her instructions. In early September, a Jerusalem court issued a temporary injunction blocking the indicted police officer's promotion. The issue may end up before the supreme court. It's all part of a war of attrition between the government and the attorney general, who represents the rule of law.

Another recent case involves the appointment of a new civil-service commissioner, who's responsible for overseeing the large government sector of the economy. This post, too, is meant to be politically neutral. With the current commissioner's term about to end, Baharav-Miara sent a letter to Netanyahu informing him that an independent committee would have to appoint the new one. Yet in early August, the cabinet met and voted that Netanyahu would personally choose the new commissioner.

Possibly the most consequential clash between Netanyahu and Baharav-Miara is one shrouded in wartime secrecy. In early August, the attorney general sent a harsh warning letter to Netanyahu about the government's making "significant decisions by improper procedure." One example, she said, was that the cabinet secretary--a lawyer, but with no legal authority--had given an opinion on July 31 with "weighty consequences for national security." Because her letter was public and the security issue was secret, she did not give details. But the date is suggestive: Early on the morning of July 31, the Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh was assassinated in Tehran, in what is widely presumed to have been an Israeli attack.

One possibility, raised by the prominent Israeli journalist Raviv Drucker and others: Netanyahu authorized the operation without asking for a cabinet vote. Constitutionally, Aeyal Gross has written, a cabinet vote is required for a decision related to "any significant military action that could lead to war." Drucker has reported--albeit without citing his sources-- that the cabinet secretary, Yossi Fuchs, had provided a legal opinion saying that Netanyahu could make the decision on his own, despite the clear danger of igniting a regional war.

The full story is unlikely to emerge soon--except, perhaps, if Netanyahu gives in to public pressure to establish a state commission of inquiry into the October 7 catastrophe and the government's conduct of the war since. What's clear is that the attorney general thinks Netanyahu is making war-related decisions illegally. Gross notes that constitutionally, Israel's prime minister is the "first among equals" in the cabinet, which is collectively the chief executive. But Netanyahu has been deciding alone on issues such as the conditions for a hostage deal, only rarely seeking a cabinet vote. "It's a total collapse of the rule of law," Gross says.



Ultimately, many of these disputes will likely come before the supreme court, which exercises the most important check on executive power. "Who else will protect minorities, protect rights, oversee the government's decisions?" former supreme-court President Dorit Beinisch said to me. And for just that reason, Justice Minister Levin wants to control appointments to the court.

Today all judges in Israel are chosen by a nine-member committee made up of four politicians (the justice minister as chair, another cabinet member, and two members of the Knesset) and five jurists (three supreme-court justices and two delegates from the bar association). The system gives politicians a voice but emphasizes legal qualifications.

A majority of seven is needed to confirm a new justice--meaning that the jurists and the politicians have to reach an agreement. To appoint the president of the supreme court from among the serving justices requires a majority of only five on the panel. By firm tradition, though, the president is always the justice who has been on the court the longest. That tradition, Beinisch said, is protection against "someone who wants to be the president writing rulings that find favor with the government."

Levin's original plan was to legislate a change that would give politicians from the ruling coalition an automatic majority on the panel. When protests and then war put that on hold, he turned to stonewalling--first not convening the committee, then refusing to put supreme-court appointments on the agenda.

Meanwhile, attrition is shifting the balance and creating a more conservative court. Justices have a mandatory retirement age of 70. Former court President Esther Hayut and another liberal justice reached that threshold recently and stepped down. Were the law on the reasonableness doctrine to come before the court today, there would no longer be a majority to overturn it. Hayut has not officially been replaced, and the acting president, Uzi Vogelman--also a liberal--will turn 70 in October. By seniority, the next president should be the liberal justice Yitzhak Amit.

By stonewalling, Levin apparently hoped to force the jurists on the committee to accept his proposals. In his last reported formulation, this included suspending the seniority system and appointing to the court at least one of the two ultraconservative scholars who helped design the proposed judicial overhaul. But Vogelman refused to be strong-armed.

On September 8, ruling in a suit against Levin, the supreme court issued an order that he must convene the committee to elect a new court president. (Given the requirement for a supermajority on the committee to appoint new justices, the court merely urged committee members to reach agreement quickly.) Levin quickly issued a statement denouncing the decision as undemocratic, irresponsible, and "contravening the explicit law." Asked if he would obey the order, he reportedly responded, "All options are on the table." Another Likud cabinet minister declared that it was "forbidden to collaborate" with the court's decision.

As of this writing, whether Levin will accede, defy the court, or demand a vote in the Knesset on changing the system is anyone's guess. He may well see the last of those options as the only way to block Amit's accession to the court presidency. Yet it could also put democracy back on the agenda for those already protesting Netanyahu's refusal to make a hostage deal.

The war has likely hardened Levin's conviction that he needs control over choosing the next president of the court. Polls have shown that more than 90 percent of Israelis favor establishing a state commission of inquiry into the catastrophe of October 7. Similar inquiries in the past--for instance, after the 1973 Yom Kippur War--have had major political repercussions. By law, the government has to ask for an inquiry, but the president of the supreme court chooses the commission members. If Amit is court president, he will likely name himself or Hayut as chair. That's the last thing the government wants.

So the war and the constitutional crisis are entangled. If the protests or the war's end bring down the government, Netanyahu's bid to undermine democracy may be one more terrible memory from his time in power. If the government remains in place, its constitutional coup will continue alongside its effort to avoid responsibility for October 7 and all that has followed.

Much depends on the supreme court, on the attorney general, and--most of all--on the continued determination of large numbers of Israelis to keep fighting the government's plans.
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        A Traditional Swiss Sheep Drive in a Changing World

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 10, 2024

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Sean Gallup, a photographer with Getty Images, recently traveled with shepherds in Switzerland during their annual "Schaful" sheep drive in high alpine meadows, near the Oberaletsch and Grosser Aletsch glaciers. During the drive, shepherds and sheepherders gather scattered sheep and lead them to the village of Belalp, where their owners take them back. The drive is one of many alpine traditions supported, in part, by the Swiss government. Gallup writes: "Climate change, while it has led to increased amounts of grass for grazing, is also creating complications for the shepherds. The Oberaletsch glacier that once provided an easy means of crossing a gorge along the route has shrunk and receded, leading local authorities to blast a path into the rockface and build a suspension bridge." Changing weather patterns have also shifted the summer grazing season, and have affected the altitudes where edible plants can be found.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A shepherd stands by as a flock of sheep walk along a narrow path on a steep mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sheepherder guides sheep on a mountain trail during the annual "Schaful" sheep drive as the severely shrunken Grosser Aletsch glacier lies in the background, photographed on September 7, 2024 near Belalp, Switzerland.
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                [image: Sheep descend a trail along a steep rock face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep descend a trail along a steep rock face into a gorge left by the shrinking Oberaltsch glacier on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flock of sheep gathering inside a stone wall corral]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial view, sheep stand corralled in a stone enclosure dating back to the Middle Ages called a Farricha, where they will be sorted the next day to be returned to their owners, at the conclusion of the annual "Schaful" sheep drive, on September 7, 2024, in Belalp, Switzerland.
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                [image: Two shepherds adorn a sheep with a garland in a mountain meadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheepherders adorn a Valais Blacknose sheep with a garland on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A sheep with long white wool and a black face stands, wearing a garland on its head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sheep stands adorned with a garland during the final portion of the annual "Schaful" sheep drive on September 7, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sean Gallup / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A flock of sheep gathers near a structure, surrounded by tourists, in a high mountain meadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep arrive in a holding pen on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A shepherd leads a flock of sheep along a narrow path in a steep mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andre Summermatter, the head shepherd and an agricultural engineer, leads sheep along a trail, with the Grosser Aletsch glacier seen in the background.
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                [image: A shepherd leads a flock of sheep up a long and winding path up a steep mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andre Summermatter leads sheep up a steep climb on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flock of sheep walking along a narrow trail into a steep mountain valley]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of sheep descending a along a rock face leading into into a gorge left bare by the shrunken Oberaltsch glacier on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A shepherd wearing gray pants, a red vest, and a brimmed hat stands on a hill beside a sheep dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The shepherd Peter Misael and his sheep dog Scotch watch over grazing sheep at a rest stop on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A flock of sheep walks in a line on a mountain trail.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Valais Blacknose sheep walk along a mountain trail on September 7, 2024, near Belalp, Switzerland.
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                [image: Several sheep graze in a mountain meadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze at a rest stop during the annual "Schaful" sheep drive on September 7, 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 Dangerous Rise of the Podcast Historians

If professional scholars don't engage the public, charlatans and Holocaust deniers certainly will.

by Arash Azizi




Even by the standards of the American far right, Tucker Carlson's airing of Holocaust-revisionist views on his popular show on the platform X seemed to hit a new low.

On an episode that streamed September 2, Carlson gushed at his guest Darryl Cooper, introducing him as the "most important popular historian working in the United States today." In the 140-minute-long conversation that ensued, Cooper made the case that Winston Churchill was the "chief villain" of the Second World War and was most responsible for "war becoming what it did." Cooper clarified in tweets following the episode that Adolf Hitler had desperately wanted peace with Britain and had even been ready to "work with the other powers to reach an acceptable solution to the Jewish problem." On the show itself, Cooper claimed that Nazi concentration camps were born of a humanitarian impulse to prevent suffering, because prisoners of war were too numerous to feed, so it was "more humane to just finish them off quickly."

This is, of course, rank historical falsification and outright Nazi apologia. By ignoring the fact that Nazi Germany targeted people with Jewish ancestry for extermination and mass-murdered them on this basis, Cooper engages in a form of Holocaust denial. And the concentration camps and killing centers weren't the only sites of the Holocaust. Of the 6 million Jews murdered by Nazi Germany, up to 2 million were killed in what is often called the Holocaust by bullets, by marauding "deployment groups" (Einsatzgruppen) that were an integral part of the German invasion of Eastern Europe. With the help of the local accomplices, these death squads often rounded up the entire Jewish population and murdered most of them as their very first act upon entering a town.

Read: Hitler would have been astonished

These and other Nazi crimes have been subject to decades of documentary research and widespread historical consensus. To hear Holocaust denial in 2024 is sickening. But within a certain milieu, such revisionism has been quietly flourishing for a while.

The way Carlson introduced the man he said he was a "fan of" was instructive in this respect. To those who closely follow the work of historians, Cooper's is not a familiar name. I was initially embarrassed not to know it. After all, I received a Ph.D. in history from an American university a year ago. How did I not know an alleged contender for the title of the country's "best" historian?

A quick search cleared things up. Cooper isn't actually a historian in any conventional sense. He has published no books and barely any major articles in the popular or academic press. He doesn't appear to have ever conducted original historical research. Before he appeared on Carlson's show, there was no Wikipedia article about him, which suggests that even his internet fame was limited to certain corners.

What Cooper does have is a Substack with more than 100,000 subscribers as well as a popular podcast. His followers on X include not just Carlson but the Republican vice-presidential candidate, Senator J. D. Vance, who has praised Cooper's political commentary before. In other words, within a certain crowd, Cooper was already a known quantity.

This crowd includes the world's richest man, Elon Musk. That Carlson picked X to host his show was not accidental. He started the episode by complaining about being "censored" by tech companies, but he is clearly welcome on Musk's platform. In fact, Musk initially praised the Carlson-Cooper interview as "very interesting" and "worth watching" before deleting his own post and appearing to backtrack.

To understand the scene better, consider that Carlson is currently on a "coast to coast" tour, joined this month by such household names as Vance, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, former Democratic Representative Tulsi Gabbard, the failed Republican presidential contender Vivek Ramaswamy, and Donald Trump Jr. What these figures all have in common is their endorsement of Donald Trump.

In other words, the milieu that welcomes Cooper is one that is at once on the fringe and an alarmingly powerful part of the American political mainstream.

The adjacency of the American far right to Holocaust revisionism, and of both to the right-wing mainstream, isn't entirely new. Shortly after the episode aired, a number of observers pointed out that Cooper's ideas resembled those in Pat Buchanan's 2008 book, Churchill, Hitler and the Unnecessary War, a comparison that Cooper readily welcomed. A conservative who repeatedly flirted with Holocaust revisionism throughout his career, Buchanan wasn't exactly a political outcast, having served as communications director in the White House of President Ronald Reagan before running for president himself in the 1990s and addressing the 1992 Republican National Convention. John Ganz's recent best-selling history, When the Clock Broke: Con Men, Conspiracists, and How America Cracked Up in the Early 1990s, details the pressure the far right brought to bear even during that triumphal post-Cold War era.

But today's world is complicated by an additional, accelerating factor. Microblogging and online outlets have challenged traditional vectors of authoritative knowledge. A good deal of content that bills itself as scholarly doesn't pass through editorial or vetting processes, but surfaces instead through media, such as podcasting and TikTok reels, that encourage easy narratives.

Read: What Tucker Carlson's spin on World War II really says

Writing in Cosmopolitan magazine, a teacher from California recently celebrated this supposed democratization of the public sphere. She praised TikTok for offering "women and non-white scholars direct access to an audience and a platform that encourages collaboration, while dismantling much of the tedious, inaccessible, othering BS of the Ivory Tower." But TikTok's algorithm privileges sensationalism--even the Cosmopolitan author conceded that "a video on Jack the Ripper might pay off, but one on Middle Eastern art may not."

Far from making audiences more informed, a world dominated by TikTok and "popular historians" is rife with pseudo-historical revisionism such as Cooper's. People presenting themselves as authorities play on prejudices and replace complex and multifaceted accounts with simple, scapegoating answers. Actual historians find themselves at a disadvantage when they try to confront sensationalist pseudo-scholarship online.

"I think the podcast media is intrinsically tough because a lot of people go to podcasts for what I call 'shortcut learning,' and that lends itself to the charlatans and self-styled non-PC 'truth tellers,' from [Joe] Rogan to Tucker," Joseph Stieb, a historian at the U.S. Naval War College and an avid user of X, told me.

Countering online falsehoods is made even more difficult by the pleasure the falsifiers take in setting themselves against the supposed establishment. Faced with backlash, Cooper has predictably styled himself as standing up against "the sacred nature of the World War 2 mythos."

In reality, the fare Cooper serves up is boringly unoriginal, and his pretense of impartial truth-seeking is transparently flimsy. Cooper and Carlson spent the episode dredging up tired canards favored by the far right. Cooper expressed doubt as to whether Britain really was a democracy during the war against Hitler, given that it jailed the British fascist leader Oswald Mosley. He went on to claim that after the Nuremberg trials of 1946, which led to punishment of Nazi leaders, "it became effectively illegal in the West to be genuinely right-wing."

The two men ended by questioning whether the United Kingdom won World War II at all, saying that it actually experienced "the worst kind of defeat" in that it's not "majority English" anymore. Cooper went on to praise the recent anti-migrant riots in Britain as the natural reaction of people whose "ancient homeland is being taken from them." To put a finer point on the matter, he also portrayed the white rioters who opposed Martin Luther King's campaign to desegregate Chicago in 1966 as the righteous movement of a Lithuanian neighborhood "to maintain this community that they've built for themselves." His supposedly "heterodox history," in other words, is a stalking horse for an ethno-nationalist political agenda.

Online platforms are rife with racist-inflected pseudo-history, but they aren't the only medium for it. In 2022, Netflix released an enormously popular documentary series called Ancient Apocalypse, following the work of the Scottish-born writer Graham Hancock, who attempted to prove that an allegedly forgotten Ice Age civilization existed, predating ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt by centuries. The Society for American Archaeology released a statement saying that the work rested on false claims and that it propounded a theory that had long been associated with "white supremacist ideologies."

Many bona fide historians are fighting the good fight on social media by bringing their own work and that of professional colleagues to the public. Take Hannah Parker, who posts what she calls "history girl summer" videos on TikTok. A postgraduate student of archaeology at the University of Nottingham who grew up in Saudi Arabia, she shows herself visiting ancient Roman sites or paintings of Greek mythology and puts them in proper historical context. She has more than 300,000 followers and has reportedly inspired many in her audience to pursue history academically.

Still, Parker is well aware of the platform's pitfalls. Because videos recorded on TikTok are capped at 10 minutes, she told me by email, "you have to be selective with what you say. Short-form, snappy content leaves little room for nuance, and of course sensationalism will triumph every time." As she noted, "All it takes is for one incorrect video to gain traction, and the algorithm will reward it with virality, causing even more people to get swept up by a false story." Some platforms try to balance this algorithmic bias by explicitly countering hateful pseudo-history: Search for Hitler on TikTok and you won't see any videos but will instead be sent to a Holocaust-education website jointly run by UNESCO and the World Jewish Congress.

Stieb told me that the "use of online media is inevitable" and "historians either engage to shape the narrative, or they lose automatically." I tend to agree. After all, millions more people scroll online platforms than read any book written by even the most popular of historians. But pseudo-history has an unfortunate home-field advantage on social media, given its penchant for clickbait sensationalism and feeding on the worst impulses of audiences.

Historians must therefore be honest about the strategic limits of beating podcasters and TikTokers at their own game. The alternative is to restore the place of reading--and therefore the primacy of real scholarship--in American education. Doing so would require academics to leave their narrow cocoons and boldly engage the public and its narrative wars. For decades, scholars in the humanities have tended to put little effort into writing for the public or trying to speak to crowds beyond their immediate surroundings. The metrics used for promotion and recruitment seldom value such outreach, and so professors have little incentive to undertake it. What's more, engaging the public means stepping outside the academic community's comfortable world of self-affirming truisms and exposing one's ideas to public challenge.

I am, of course, not the first one to note this urgency. In 2014, the historians Jo Guldi and David Armitage published The History Manifesto, calling on their colleagues to take the job of public intervention more seriously by offering "the wide-angle, long-range views only historians can provide" on the issues of the day. Similarly, in 2019, Jill Lepore took her fellow American historians to task for leaving the work of constructing a national narrative to "charlatans, stooges and tyrants" since the 1970s. But few scholars at your average academic conference seem interested in meeting this challenge.

These were gentle admonitions a few years ago. They should be heard as warning sirens now.
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What Settler Violence Is Doing to Israel

The government has encouraged acts of terror in the West Bank. It can count the results among its failures.

by Assaf Gavron


A Palestinian man checks the destruction following an Israeli raid on Jenin, in the occupied West Bank, on August 6, 2024. (Jaafar Ashtiyeh / AFP / Getty)



Last Thursday, the Israel Defense Forces announced that violence by Jewish settlers against Palestinians was causing "enormous damage to security in the West Bank." A week earlier, Ronen Bar, the head of Shabak, the country's internal-security agency, sent a letter to Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu saying that settler violence leads to "chaos and loss of control; the damage to Israel is indescribable." Bar added that the Israeli police has been helpless to stop the attacks, if not secretly supportive of them.

Just yesterday, a Turkish American woman was shot dead by the Israeli military while protesting at a West Bank settlement. But most of the West Bank violence is of a different nature, involving assaults by settlers on Palestinian civilians. July and August saw a terrible spate of these incidents.

A group of off-duty reservists from a settlement shot and killed a Palestinian resident of East Jerusalem. Settlers attacked Palestinians, foreigners, and Israelis in the village of Kusra; shot a Palestinian and threw stones at a pizzeria in Hawara; burned fields and threw stones in the village of Rujib; attacked Palestinians with batons in the village of Susya; threw stones and burned the car of four Bedouin Israeli women and a baby in the settlement of Givat Ronen; and rampaged through the village of Jit, shooting a Palestinian dead.

These are acts of terror, meant to scare people and wreak havoc. They are not part of any military operation, even though in some cases, IDF soldiers have been present and stood by. And few such incidents tend to capture the attention of the mainstream Israeli news media, let alone the security forces.

The episodes in Jit and Givat Ronen were exceptions. In Jit, where dozens of masked settlers burned cars, vandalized property, and attacked residents, reserve soldiers on the scene did nothing to stop them. But Israeli police and Shabak forces have since arrested four settlers--likely because the White House called for the criminals to be held to account, and the U.S. ambassador to Israel, Jack Lew, posted on X that he was "appalled" by the settlers' violence. In Givat Ronen, the four women who accidentally drove into the settlement, only to come under a hail of stones, tear gas, window smashing, and death threats, were from Rahat, a Bedouin village in the south of Israel. Had the women been run-of-the-mill West Bank Palestinians, as the settlers assumed, rather than Israeli citizens, their story might well have gone unreported.

Settler violence against Palestinians is certainly not a new story. When I researched my novel The Hilltop, published in the U.S. in 2014, I heard about and even witnessed such acts: Settlers physically assaulted Palestinians, burned their olive trees, vandalized their property. But the past year has seen a dramatic increase in the number of attacks.

Read: 'You started a war, you'll get a Nakba'

The chaos of war may be one reason for this. The settlers see the level of aggression that the state is employing against Palestinians in Gaza. Perhaps motivated by their own feelings of humiliation and desire for revenge after the Hamas attack of October 7, they take advantage of the war footing to employ similar force and brutality against Palestinians in the West Bank, knowing that the world's attention is fixed on other theaters.

But perhaps the more important factor is that the Israeli establishment is supporting settler violence to an entirely new degree. Not only are the IDF or police failing to stop the attacks, but members of the Knesset openly praise and legitimize them. One such politician, Limor Son Har-Melech, suggested that the assault on the Bedouin women was justified because it "could have been a case of espionage." Netanyahu's right-wing minister of national security, Itamar Ben-Gvir, presides over the national police force and is particularly supportive of the settler movement. His subordinates seem to understand, even when not getting direct instructions, that they are not to stand in the way of rampaging settlers. The head of Shabak intimated as much in his letter--and Ben-Gvir has since called for his dismissal.

Foreign governments, amazingly, have been the ones to step into this vacuum of law enforcement and governance. Since the beginning of the year, the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Canada, the European Union, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan have placed financial sanctions on individual settlers, as well as particular outposts and right-wing organizations. Such penalties aren't game changers, but they do hamper the ability of those sanctioned to carry on their regular activities.

Adam Tsachi is a film scholar from the settlement of Tekoa whom I befriended during my Hilltop research. I asked him via WhatsApp what he made of the recent wave of violence against Palestinians in the West Bank. He responded:

I deeply oppose this behavior and I can say that the absolute majority of settlers I know--and I know many--are opposed and shocked by it very much. The attackers are a violent handful who do not represent in any way the majority. And it is terrible. First and foremost, they hurt innocent people. Then they hurt us, the settlement movement, discrediting and demonizing it. Finally, they harm the state of Israel.


He defined stopping the violence as a "critical national mission" and lamented that the government seemed to lack the necessary enforcement mechanisms. And he sent me links to statements by settler leaders and op-eds in right-wing newspapers expressing similar sentiments.

I believe in Tsachi's honesty, and I believe him when he says that some others in the settlements also think like him. But when I followed the links he sent me, I found the statements and op-eds from settler leaders condemning the violence very general and lacking in context. One portrayed the instigators as "dropout youths from all over the country," as though these weeds had not grown in their own garden; others claimed that the altercations had been started by Palestinians. I was reminded of the time when an extremist with ties to settlers assassinated Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1995: No real self-reflection or regret emanated from the movement that had produced that crime. Here again was what felt like a rushed, frightened effort to cut losses after a line had been crossed.

Read: Israel's disaster foretold

Settler violence is an emanation of the doctrine of Jewish superiority, which to my mind is disgusting and shameful, a racist ideology as bad as any in history. The manifestations of this worldview on the ground must be crushed forcefully and quickly. But the Israeli establishment has leaned the other way: The escalation of violence in the West Bank over the past year is the result not of random acts but of a government that has encouraged it and can count the results among its disastrous failures.

I don't think that Israel's politics will remain like this forever. This government is an anomaly that will one day come to an end. But settler violence has already inflicted enormous damage: to innocent lives and property, to the future of coexistence, to Israel's legitimacy and security, and to the quiet endeavor to reach agreements that might end the latest cycle of war. In the absence of principled enforcement, we will need to rely on the continued help of foreign governments, and to strengthen our resistance inside Israel.
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The Mysterious, Meteoric Rise of Shein

A murky founding story, a shadowy CEO, and a staggering takeover of American retail

by Timothy McLaughlin

If you've ever bought anything from the fast-fashion company Shein, you know that its marketing can feel inescapable. Shein's website, a digital bazaar bursting with pop-up ads and strobing discounts, lists thousands of new items every day--clothes, housewares, pet supplies, cosmetics, sex toys--at inconceivably low prices: $16.08 for a powder-blue suit, $3.80 for a three-pack of aviator sunglasses. On TikTok and YouTube, company-recruited influencers film themselves modeling their "Shein hauls." Download Shein's app or sign up for its emails, and a barrage of promotions will scream from your inbox. There is always a can't-miss sale, a new deal, a reason to buy.

The company's growth has been astonishing. Founded in China more than a decade ago, Shein was already beginning to disrupt online shopping in the United States when COVID trapped millions of people indoors with money to spend. By November 2022, the company accounted for 50 percent of U.S. fast-fashion sales, up from 12 percent in January 2020. As a private company, Shein doesn't disclose its financials, but in March, the Financial Times reported that its annual profits had reached about $2 billion and that its valuation was more than $60 billion, making it far larger than H&M or Gap.

But the most remarkable thing about Shein might be how opaque it remains even as it dominates U.S. retail. Its origins in China--where most Shein items are made--should, in theory, subject the company to extra scrutiny in the United States. Yet much about Shein is still unknown. How did it so quickly take over American retail? Who runs it, and how does it offer so many products so cheaply? Over the past year, I sought answers to these questions, and what I learned was hardly reassuring.

The mystery begins with Shein's origin story. Shein's website says that it was established in 2012 by the four people who now run the company, but previous descriptions on the site listed the foundational year as 2008, with only one person, CEO Chris Xu, as the founder. Shein once claimed, improbably, that it had been started by "a small group of passionate, fashion loving individuals in North Brunswick, New Jersey." An aide to North Brunswick's mayor told me that, as far as they can tell, the company never operated in the township.

Xu's personal details are their own matter of confusion. Listed on company records as Xu Yangtian, he went by Chris Xu in the early days of the business before settling on Sky Xu, an English translation of the last Chinese character in his given name. He maintains a remarkably low profile. Google Chris Xu or Shein founder, and you will encounter rows of photos of a middle-aged man with small wire-rimmed glasses and a toothy smile. This Chris Xu played no role in starting Shein; he is an engineering professor at Cornell University. (He told me that he occasionally hears from Shein customers demanding their money back on unsatisfactory purchases.)

A 2013 press release called the company's founder an "American-born-Chinese (ABC) graduate of Washington University," a claim repeated in publications such as Forbes. I checked with Washington University in St. Louis, where a spokesperson said that I wasn't the first to inquire about Xu, but that they had no record of him attending the school. A University of Washington spokesperson also told me that the institution had no record of him attending or graduating from the school. A 2022 article in The Guardian referred to reports that Xu had studied at George Washington University, in Washington, D.C., so I checked there too. But a spokesperson told me that the school had no trace of Xu.

Last year, I met a pair of eager company spokespeople in Singapore, where Shein is now headquartered and where, according to company filings, Xu has become a citizen. Over coffee, the spokespeople expressed confidence that Shein officials would be open to speaking with me, but soon after our meeting, they stopped responding to my emails. Instead, I heard from someone at Brunswick Group, a global public-relations and corporate-advisory firm retained by Shein. The firm declined to make Xu or any other company official available for an interview but agreed to respond to questions on behalf of Shein. The spokespeople provided a few facts about Xu: He was born in China in 1983 and graduated from Qingdao University of Science and Technology, in China's Shandong province. They also confirmed that the tale about the company's New Jersey roots was false, and attributed the inaccurate information about Xu being American to a former employee.

In Shein's limited telling, the company owes its rise to sheer innovation: Xu has revolutionized fast fashion by creating a small-batch supply chain capable of quickly producing a staggering number of products and selling them to consumers at exceedingly low prices. The company's constant gathering of user data allows it to predict trends well before its competitors do. But, after sifting through Chinese-media reports, Shein promotional materials, business records, and court documents, and conducting interviews with former employees, I've come to believe that the story Shein tells about its success is incomplete.

Shein has faced considerable headwinds in recent years. The current state of U.S.-China relations, a strategic competition that at times tips into outward hostility, has brought fierce scrutiny to Chinese businesses. The Biden administration has enacted tough rules to curb the development of certain Chinese technology, and has increased tariffs on some Chinese imports. TikTok is facing a possible forced divestment from its Chinese owner. In Shein's case, its planned U.S. public listing appears to be dead, and its reputation has been at least somewhat sullied by denunciations from lawmakers.

Still, the company largely has the United States to thank for its growth. Porous U.S. trade laws have allowed Shein items to stream across American borders, and Washington lacks the strict digital-platform regulations that the European Union imposed on Shein in April. The company recently hired several executives and lobbyists (including a former Biden-administration Treasury Department official, a longtime Home Depot lobbyist, and a former chief of staff to Senator Marco Rubio, who himself regularly blasts the company) to advance its interests and defend its image in the United States. Driving all of this is the American consumer, who buys approximately one item of clothing a week.

In many ways, Shein is a Chinese success story realized in America.

From the March 2021 issue: Rachel Monroe on how ultra-fast fashion is eating the world

This past spring, I rode through District 10, one of Singapore's most expensive neighborhoods, past mansions shrouded in tropical foliage and rooflines peaking above hedgerows. Singaporean business records list Xu as residing in a small development of rental homes here that lease for upwards of $35,000 a month. From the road, I could see only a portion of his house, at the end of a driveway lined with palm trees and closed off with a gate. No cars were visible on the property. The neighborhood was quiet apart from the buzz of insects and some landscapers tending to another home nearby.

Shein has made Xu wealthy, but just how fantastically so is, as with most things relating to him, not entirely clear. According to the Bloomberg Billionaires Index, his net worth sits at about $21.5 billion, which would make him one of the 100 richest people on the planet. Forbes pegs Xu's wealth considerably lower, at $11.2 billion, and Hurun Report, which tracks the world's richest people, estimates it at $7.5 billion.

Technology companies tend to promote the mythology of their founders--tales of tinkerers conjuring world-changing gadgets in garages or Ivy League dropouts disrupting entire industries. But of the few people I spoke with who have actually met Xu, none had particularly strong recollections of him, beyond that he is hardworking and has a detailed understanding of company operations. The Wall Street Journal has called him "the world's most anonymous CEO."

A clearer, if still limited, portrait of Xu can be gleaned from Chinese-language outlets to which Shein officials gave interviews before the company grew more closed off. According to the state newspaper Guangzhou Daily, Xu's path to the house in District 10, if he lives there at all, began in Shandong, in eastern China, where he graduated from university in 2007. According to the Chinese business outlet LatePost, he then moved to Nanjing, where he and two partners founded an e-commerce company, Nanjing Dianwei Information Technology. The operation was low-budget, and so, apparently, was the quality of its clothing. Speaking with LatePost, a former partner described the company's business approach using a Chinese idiom about deceptive advertising: "Like hanging a sheep's head while selling dog meat."

After about a year in operation, when the company had achieved modest success, Wang Xiaohu, one of Xu's partners, arrived at the offices one day to find that Xu had vanished and locked Wang and his colleagues out of the company's PayPal accounts, as he and the third partner, Li Peng, later told multiple outlets. (Wang could not be reached for comment, and Li declined to speak with me.) Shein has refuted this account, and when asked about the allegation, a spokesperson for the company told me only that Xu had "explored various business ventures before 2012."

By 2013, products from a website called Sheinside.com had begun to appear on English-language fashion blogs and in other small outlets. One of the earliest mentions in an American publication came from a student at Bates College, in Maine, who mentioned a Sheinside biker jacket in an article about fall fashion trends in the school newspaper. The company began issuing press releases that seemed to have been translated into English. Many contained a line that plainly laid out the ambitions of the founder, identified as Chris Xu: "Our aim is to be the largest online wardrobe company around the world in 3 years."

In pursuit of that goal, Xu made a decision in 2014 that the company hailed in a statement as a "milestone in Sheinside's development": Instead of placing bulk orders months in advance, as traditional fast-fashion businesses did, Sheinside would work with thousands of small suppliers to produce a variety of styles in quantities of about 100 to 200 pieces. When particular items proved popular, the company could easily order more of them; if a trend failed to catch on, production could be halted. Around the same time, the company launched its app and opened a warehouse outside Los Angeles.

In 2015, Sheinside shortened its name to simply Shein--initially spelled SheIn, pronounced she-in--to coincide with a perplexing new slogan: "She In Shine Out." The company's small-batch approach appeared to work, allowing it to bring clothes to market in only weeks as opposed to months, according to the Chinese brokerage firm Zhongtai Securities, which later studied Shein's rise. Shein also now keeps an unsold-inventory rate of less than 2 percent, a 2023 Boston Consulting Group report found. Shein says this rate is far less than that of its competitors, and likes to point to this to defend against criticism that it is environmentally wasteful. By tamping down overproduction and overhead costs--Shein doesn't have any physical stores--the company can keep prices extra low.

By 2019, Coresight Research, an advisory-and-research firm, estimated Shein's annual sales to be about $4 billion. "When we are in business school, we are told that Zara's story is a miracle," Stella Liu, who was a Shein merchandising manager from 2017 to 2019, told me, referring to the more established Spanish fast-fashion company. "Actually, Shein is running much better than that."

As Shein grew in the United States and other countries, the company remained relatively unknown in China, declining to sell items there at least in part because of an already crowded e-commerce marketplace. A former software engineer for Shein who joined the company in 2018 told me that his parents had cautioned him against taking the job, fearing that it might be a scam. (This person, like some others I interviewed, asked to remain anonymous to avoid possible repercussions.) Only on Black Friday, the annual bacchanalia of American consumerism, did the software engineer recognize the scale of Shein's ambitions, watching on a dashboard as sales flooded in. By evening, workers in the Nanjing office were celebrating with beer and dancing around their cubicles.

For some observers, though, the scale and pace of Shein's production was something to question, not cheer. Sheng Lu, a professor in the department of fashion-and-apparel studies at the University of Delaware, has extensively researched Shein. From December 2022 to December 2023, Lu found, the company offered 1.5 million SKUs, or stock-keeping units, a term used to identify individual products. By comparison, Zara offered only 40,000 SKUs over that period, and H&M offered 23,000. According to Lu, Shein typically priced its products 40 to 60 percent lower than its competitors did.

"Shein sort of doubled the practices of traditional fast-fashion retailers," Lu told me. Given the company's prices, he said, "we have to ask the question: How much can it pay its workers that are involved in making its products?"




At a company meeting in 2020, according to LatePost, Xu invoked a favorite saying of Chinese President Xi Jinping: "We have to be vigilant in times of peace." That year, as Shein's business saw its COVID-era boom in Western markets, the Chinese government stepped up its regulation of tech firms, concerned that they were amassing too much power. By 2021, Shein had moved its headquarters to Singapore, a popular destination for Chinese companies aiming to appeal to international consumers and escape Beijing's glare.

Still, the company has continued to produce the majority of its clothing by contracting with third-party suppliers in China, where labor standards are poor and investigating workplaces is difficult--meaning that Shein's manufacturing isn't subject to much oversight.

In 2022, Britain's Channel 4 filmed undercover at factories contracted by Shein, and found that the workers were paid as little as a few cents an item and worked up to 18 hours a day, with minimal time off. A Shein spokesperson said that the company was "extremely concerned" by the documentary's findings and that it is "investing tens of millions of dollars in strengthening governance and compliance across our supply chain." But this year, Shein itself said that it had conducted an audit of 2,796 of its 5,800 third-party manufacturers and awarded only 29 percent of the facilities a grade of B or better in responsible sourcing. Twenty percent scored either of the two lowest grades, with instances of wage violations and locked emergency exits in the workplace or employee dormitories. Unlike competitors such as H&M and Primark, as well as brands such as Nike and Adidas, Shein does not publicly disclose its third-party manufacturers.

Public Eye, a Swiss advocacy group that has researched Shein's business practices, alleged in 2021 and 2024 reports that workers at Shein suppliers were spending 75 hours a week on the job, in violation of both Chinese labor laws and Shein's own stated policies. After the release of the second report, Shein said that the company had made "significant progress on enhancing conditions across our ecosystem."

In response to questions about the company's labor practices, a spokesperson for Shein pointed me to Shein's code of conduct for suppliers, which says, among other things, that they must comply with local laws, and that employees must be over 16 and get paid on time. Third-party suppliers have to sign and agree to follow the code, according to the company. A spokesperson for Shein also said that the company has tightened penalties for severe violations, increased audits, and expanded training for suppliers.

China's opaque labor system makes it difficult for the United States and other countries importing Shein wares to know how they're produced. But in 2021, President Joe Biden signed the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act (UFLPA), barring goods from entering the United States if they have links to Xinjiang, where the U.S. government accuses China of genocide and says that products are made with "the use of detainee or prison labor and situations of forced labor." About 90 percent of China's cotton crop is grown in Xinjiang; synthetic fibers are produced there as well.

In November 2022, the Bloomberg News reporter Sheridan Prasso published an investigation finding that tests conducted by a German lab had proved on two occasions that Shein garments shipped to the U.S. were made with cotton from Xinjiang. Shein would not tell Bloomberg whether it uses cotton from the region, but when presented with the test results, the company didn't dispute them.

After human-rights groups seized on the Bloomberg story, Shein officials attempted to prove privately to Washington lawmakers that the reporting was false, two people familiar with the situation told me. One of these people, a former Shein employee who asked not to be named out of fear of retaliation, said that the company had surreptitiously accessed Prasso's Shein account to track down the items she'd gotten tested. During meetings in December 2022, the company then claimed to several lawmakers that it had found that the cotton originated elsewhere. Shein never presented those results publicly. "They can't, because then they would have to confess that they looked into Sheridan's data," the former employee said.

Spokespeople for Shein declined to comment on the incident. They told me that Shein screens its products to ensure that they are from "approved regions" and that, for U.S. products, Shein does not source cotton from China.

A former official at the U.S. Department of Homeland Security who was involved in the early implementation of the UFLPA told me that the U.S. government initially struggled to keep up with the volume of work the new regulations demanded. The official, who requested anonymity because they still work in government, told me that Shein's lack of transparency about its business operations made DHS's job more difficult. "There is really just no traceability," this person said of Shein. "Their corporate structure is not clear. They are a private company. They don't have any annual reports available for us to read through." When asked about Shein's operations, a DHS spokesperson told me in an email that the agency is "unable to disclose additional information, methodology, or plans about detaining specific goods under UFLPA to protect law enforcement sensitive and business confidential information."

Another U.S. policy on the books seems almost designed to allow Shein products to avoid scrutiny when they arrive in America. The de minimis clause, a once-obscure provision of U.S. trade law, allows for imports worth less than $800 to enter the United States duty-free and with limited screening. The ceiling used to be $200, but lawmakers raised it in 2016, enabling products from overseas to flood the American market. Use of the de minimis provision expanded further when President Donald Trump imposed tariffs on Chinese goods in 2018; importers figured out that they could ship products to other countries, break them into smaller packages falling below the threshold, and then deliver them to the U.S. tariff-free. From 2018 to 2021, the number of de minimis imports increased by 88 percent, according to the U.S. International Trade Commission. Customs and Border Protection expects more than 1 billion de minimis packages to be processed this year.

CBP has warned that the overwhelming volume of small packages, as well as the fact that many companies shipping to the United States do not provide required information such as the contents of their packages and the importers of record, has made screening and detecting contraband harder. In fiscal year 2022, the agency cleared more than 685 million de minimis shipments even though it did not have enough data to properly determine their risk. "It's not just about tariffs," Charles Benoit, a trade counsel at the Coalition for a Prosperous America, a nonprofit group of domestic producers that opposes the de minimis clause, told me. "It's about no liability for the importer."

In a March 2023 letter to lawmakers, a Shein executive said that "the vast majority" of the company's goods enter the United States under the de minimis provision. Four months later, a different executive told Semafor that de minimis was "never foundational" to the company's success. But an interim report published in June 2023 by the House Select Committee on the Chinese Communist Party found that Shein and Temu, a competitor of Shein's, are likely responsible for more than 30 percent of all packages shipped to the United States each day under de minimis. According to the report, in 2022, Gap paid $700 million in import duties, H&M paid $205 million, and Shein and Temu paid nothing.

"The de minimis loophole insulates Temu and Shein from scrutiny over forced-labor concerns," Mike Gallagher, a Republican who chaired the committee until he resigned from Congress in April, told me. A spokesperson for Shein told me the company believes that the de minimis provision needs to be "reformed to create a more level, transparent playing field ... regardless of where a company is based or ships from," but they did not provide more details on what changes the company would favor.

In April, DHS announced that it was taking new measures to curb illegal textile imports, including improving the screening of de minimis packages and increasing physical inspections. Four pieces of bipartisan legislation have been introduced that would drastically tighten de minimis regulations, including some barring de minimis treatment for imports from China. For two years, however, there has been little progress in advancing such bills. Business groups have pushed back, and two key supporters in Congress, Democratic Representatives Earl Blumenauer and Jennifer Wexton, are retiring at the end of this term. Earlier this year, the state-backed China Daily warned that legislation targeting de minimis would be a blow to U.S.-China relations. American lawmakers, the editorial said, have decided, when it comes to companies like Shein, that "if we cannot compete with them, outlaw them."

With Gallagher's resignation, the China select committee's interest in Shein appears to have waned. Since the committee's interim report was published, another has not followed. The committee spokesperson told me in May that there "won't be anything happening in the near term regarding another report."

Tiina Menzel is a German illustrator whose online shop sells buttons, prints, stickers, and other items, many featuring drawings of skeletons and the internet's favorite animal, cats. Beginning in 2019, she told me in phone interviews, she noticed her designs appearing, without her consent, on products sold by Shein: brooches, T-shirts, phone cases. Sometimes her name hadn't even been fully removed.

A few times, she emailed a generic Shein account and got a response from an employee who identified herself as Bonnie Lu. In one 2020 message I reviewed, Lu apologized to Menzel and admitted, "We have huge amount of products and large number of buyers, it is quite difficult for us to find out all potentially infringing products." Lu sent Menzel screenshots showing that 66 T-shirts and two phone cases with two of her designs had been sold, earning the company $552.12; Lu offered Menzel a total of $600 for compensation and the continued use of her design. Menzel declined. She wanted nothing to do with the company. Shein later offered Menzel a contract, which she shared with me, that would have barred her from publicly criticizing the company, including liking or reposting comments that could be deemed damaging to or disparaging of Shein. She again declined.

For a decade, independent artists such as Menzel and established brands have complained that Shein has stolen and profited from their work. The company has faced dozens of lawsuits in the U.S. and elsewhere, including from the sports-equipment and eyewear company Oakley and from H&M, the latter of which alleges that, in nearly 100 instances, Shein illegally copied its designs, many featuring a bashful cotton-candy-colored unicorn. (A spokesperson for Shein declined to comment on the Oakley and H&M lawsuits.)

Last December, Temu filed a lawsuit in Washington, D.C., accusing Shein of a host of anticompetitive practices. The most troubling allegation is that Shein employees summoned Temu suppliers to the company's offices under false pretenses, then detained those suppliers for up to 10 hours while confiscating and searching their phones for proprietary information. The lawsuit also alleges that Shein illegally copied mobile and web games developed by Temu to reel in customers. "Shein is not a brand; it is a glorified label maker," the complaint alleges. Shein has moved to have the lawsuit dismissed, and last month, Shein filed its own suit against Temu, alleging, among other things, that a Temu employee stole "valuable trade secrets" from Shein.

Shein is aware that allegations of artistic infringement have become a financial and reputational problem. Copyright issues were causing "millions of dollars of damages and attorneys' fees being paid and negative news articles and social media posts about the company," Shein's legal team wrote in an internal document, Wired reported in 2022. Before the Wired article was published, Shein's general counsel sent a cease-and-desist letter to Conde Nast, Wired's parent company, attempting to stop the internal document from getting out. Doing so would cause "serious and irreparable harm," according to a copy of the letter I reviewed. A second letter, sent by another lawyer representing Shein a week after the Wired story ran, urged Wired to return the document or destroy it.

Menzel finally sued the company earlier this year, alleging that Shein had repeatedly used more than a dozen of her designs without her permission. The stealing continued even after the lawsuit was filed, according to an amended complaint that alleges that the company used AI tools to copy Menzel's work and mash it up with other designs. When I searched skeletons and cats on Shein's app in late May, I got results for a T-shirt and a pet hoodie featuring art that looked nearly identical to Menzel's. (A spokesperson for Shein declined to comment.)

Menzel put me in touch with Cassey Ho, a 37-year-old California-based designer who parlayed a popular fitness channel on YouTube into a successful athletic-wear brand. Ho has some 3 million followers on Instagram, enough that Shein took notice when, last year, she started posting allegations that the company was ripping off her skort designs.

She eventually heard from George Chiao, the president of Shein's U.S. business, in February 2023, and posted screenshots of their conversation on her blog. Ho is exactly the type of person Shein would presumably like to have repping its clothing: dynamic and female, with a strong personal brand and an established following. Ho told me that Chiao had floated the idea of a partnership but that she had no interest in working with Shein. (A spokesperson for Shein again declined to comment.)

Ho's decision worked out just fine. Taylor Swift ended up wearing one of her designs, a lavender skort, in a YouTube video promoting the song "Fortnight." Ho said that the skort sold out on her brand's own website within minutes of the video's debut.

None of the anger from creators or reports of grim working conditions or alleged links to human-rights violations appear to have slowed Shein's march. Shein has picked up billions of dollars in outside investment, including from major American private-equity firms. "The State of Fashion 2024," a report by the consultancy McKinsey & Company and the industry-news site The Business of Fashion, found that 40 percent of U.S. consumers had shopped at Shein or Temu in the past 12 months. Shein signed a deal last year with Forever 21 to bring its products into the shopping-mall staple's American retail locations.

Gallagher told me that he doesn't expect young American consumers to be wholly aware of "the depravity of what is going on in Xinjiang" and Shein's possible connection to it. "I do think that generation tends to be very concerned with human rights, so if they were aware of some of these practices, it might sway their view in a different direction," he said.

Perhaps, but resisting the allure of cheap stuff, the societal pressure to keep up with the latest trends, and the seduction of ever-evolving apps takes serious willpower. The McKinsey report points to the success of Shein's "in-app gamification"--features that reward customers with loyalty points for watching livestreams of fashion shows and participating in outfit challenges. Ken Pucker, a former executive at Timberland who is now a fast-fashion critic, has warned of the possible "Sheinification" of the industry--more and more brands replicating Shein's immense production churn. That process is well under way. In March, The Wall Street Journal reported that Shein would begin selling its technology to other brands, and a host of copycat sites are trying to emulate its success. In an effort to compete, H&M has been forced to speed up production, while Amazon is trying to shorten delivery times. The rise of "dupe" culture that champions cheap knockoffs as a trendy and subversive act against high-end brands seems all but designed to benefit Shein and its peers.

In November 2023, Shein filed to go public in the United States. For the company, a public listing here would mark a new moment of triumph, perhaps all the more so for a founder who appears to crave American validation. A U.S. IPO probably won't happen, however, in part because of China, the country from which Xu has tried to distance himself. Because Shein's production primarily takes place there, the company had to ask the China Securities Regulatory Commission for permission to proceed with a possible U.S. listing while a different Chinese regulator was probing Shein, leading to delays. Earlier this year, executives spoke with British officials about going public in the United Kingdom, and in June, the company confidentially filed for an IPO there, according to multiple media reports. If that doesn't work out, according to the Financial Times, a Hong Kong IPO is also being considered.

Regardless of what happens in America to his company, Xu--whoever he is, exactly--has succeeded in demonstrating that a Chinese-founded company selling questionably sourced clothes can thrive in the United States. And he's done so because of American capital, American trade regulations, and, perhaps most crucial, the perpetually unsated American consumer.



Alicia Chen and Koh Ewe contributed reporting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/shein-ceo-chris-xu-fast-fashion/679709/?utm_source=feed
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A Speech That Showed Britain at Its Worst

The foreign secretary's words are not just a blow to Israel.

by Eliot A. Cohen




As Israel was burying and grieving for the six hostages shot in the head by Hamas terrorists to prevent them from being freed by the Israeli military, British Foreign Secretary David Lammy gave a speech.

After a preface in which he described himself as a friend of Israel--"a liberal progressive Zionist," no less--he announced the suspension of a number of licenses for arms exports to the Jewish state. He admitted that His Majesty's government had not determined whether Israel had breached international humanitarian law, and he affirmed that the suspensions did not represent a determination of innocence or guilt. But apparently such uncertainties were irrelevant.

At its Churchillian best, Britain has saved Western civilization, not to mention laid the groundwork for the freedoms that those of us in the United States enjoy. At its worst, though, it gives the rest of the world reason to think that the phrase perfidious Albion has something to it. This is one of those occasions.

Begin with the timing, evidence of either exceptional callousness or, more charitably, exceptional incompetence on the part of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and Lammy himself. Kicking a country as it buried its murdered hostages was bad form. But the best-known of these hostages, Hersh Goldberg-Polin, was a U.S. citizen whose parents had spoken with extraordinary dignity and passion at the Democratic National Convention and then, brokenhearted but full of grace, at his funeral. So if the kick was aimed at the Jewish state, it landed on Americans too.

Read: Hamas's devastating murder of Hersh Goldberg-Polin

Lammy's first excuse for suspending the licenses was that Israel could "do more" in Gaza. Precisely what more, he didn't say, probably because he did not know. We have yet to hear from any British general on how they would have rooted out an army of tens of thousands of Hamas fighters in the most fortified urban complexes to see sustained combat since World War II. The British army today would struggle to put two brigades in the field (the Israelis have deployed more than a dozen in Gaza), and its last experience of urban combat, in Basra, Iraq, was not an encouraging one, as American commanders noted at the time.

Lammy's second excuse was more absurd yet: that there is a "clear risk that the items might be used to commit or facilitate a serious violation of international humanitarian law." Bombs being bombs, missiles being missiles, for that matter bullets being bullets, there is always a clear risk of weapons being used for such purposes.

The final, pathetic note here is that Lammy was announcing the suspension of only 30 of some 350 licenses, and he took pains to ensure that these would not affect anything that matters, certainly not F-35 fighters; nor, in his (admittedly suspect) judgment, would these actions have "a material impact on Israel's security." If so, other than a bit of moralistic preening, what was the point? Particularly when this political theater only strengthened the moral position and domestic standing of an Israeli prime minister whom the British surely loathe?

When Keir Starmer became prime minister with just 34 percent of the popular vote but more than 60 percent of the seats in the House of Commons, he promised to "end the era of noisy performance." The foreign secretary may not have been particularly noisy in his speech, but he most definitely was performative. It is difficult to escape the conclusion that Labour was scrambling to buy off its deeply anti-Israel left wing, which, to his credit, Starmer was able to contain but not remove. Still, appeasement remains appeasement.

The episode has a broader significance than what it says about a novice foreign secretary, his inept staff, and an ever-present anti-Israel animus in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. It reminds us that the special relationship between the U.S. and the U.K., is, in some areas, no longer so special--which is consequential.

Read: The woman keeping the "special relationship" special

To be sure, the Brits will usually show up when it matters. They took some shots at Iranian missiles heading to Israel; sent troops to fight alongside Americans even in ventures that seemed, to them, doubtful; batted away Houthi missiles flying over the Arabian Sea. Their intelligence services remain remarkable in their ability to gather and analyze both technical and human intelligence. They will, under good leadership, accept far more risk than their American cousins, including putting people on the ground in hazardous circumstances.

They can exercise political leadership as well. Ironically, perhaps the most vilified British prime minister of recent times, Boris Johnson, was positively brilliant in rushing to Kyiv, pouring in such aid as Britain could provide, and keeping up the effort even while not in office by trying to talk Donald Trump out of his hostility toward Ukraine. As American allies sometimes do, Johnson and a successor, Rishi Sunak, followed the United States from in front by getting tanks and long-range missiles to Ukraine, and then by persuading (and shaming) the White House and the Pentagon to imitate their example.

But then there are antics like this one. There will probably be more, because as politically incorrect as it is in modern Britain to admit, the British impulse to lead, to take risks on behalf of a cause like Ukraine, to stand up to Russian aggression, depends on its pride in its past. It is the impulse to do things that have weight and consequence, to take a stand, to dare and if necessary to fight.

As British cultural elites have turned on the British past and obsess about the sins of empire, as its own cancel culture has become worse than that of the United States (note, for example, the treatment of J. K. Rowling), as historical figures are judged only by the standards of early-21st-century principles, Britain's will and ability to lead have declined, and will continue to do so.

And then there is the matter of Britain's atrophying muscle. As much as Americans prize the Anglosphere, the fact is that the other English-speaking peoples, as Churchill once termed them, are militarily a disturbingly feeble lot. The British armed forces have fewer men and women under arms than Italy, and not many more than Greece. The Royal Navy has six attack submarines, fewer than 20 major surface combatants, and two aircraft carriers, for which it has struggled to get the airplanes. The Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Forces, by contrast, has 24 attack submarines, four small aircraft carriers, and 48 surface combatants. The British army has slightly more than 200 tanks. Poland has nearly 500 tanks and is acquiring well more than 1,000 more.

Australia, which often gets a pass from Americans, has similarly fallen behind: It is shrinking its deployable ground forces down from three brigades to two, and although it will acquire nuclear submarines, that is a long way off. Its other services are struggling to replace planes and ships, and in some areas (long-range strike aircraft, in particular), they are behind where they were decades ago. As for Canada, best not to ask about one of NATO's worst free riders.

The Anglosphere is real in some respects, particularly with regards to intelligence-sharing, and to some extent a common commitment to the rule of law, the importance of free governments, and resistance to aggression. But in other respects, Americans are kidding themselves if they think the English-speaking states can generate the astounding forces that all of them--including Canada, Australia, and Britain--brought to the crisis of the West in the early 1940s. The numbers tell a different story from the one we would like to believe, which is why more attention to countries like Poland and Japan is warranted. And speeches like the one Lammy delivered help explain why the numbers are as bad as they are, and unlikely to get much better.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2024/09/british-foreign-secretary-david-lammy-israel-speech/679729/?utm_source=feed
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        Photos of the Week: Hairy Elephant, Huge Arms, Beer Museum

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 6, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Scenes from the 2024 Summer Paralympics in Paris, an air festival in England, an inflatable art installation in Shanghai, scenes from the Venice Film Festival, a deserted theme park in China, a soapbox race in Kazakhstan, a dust storm in Sudan, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man in traditional Bavarian costume rides on the back of a cow in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant wearing traditional Bavarian lederhosen races to the finish in the 2024 Munsinger Ochsenrennen ("Munsing Oxen Race") on September 1, 2024, in Munsing, Germany. The event, which pits the pride and glory of local ox breeders against one another, takes place only once every four years.
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                [image: A wheelchair basketball player falls during a game.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trevon Jenifer of Team USA falls as Eithen Leard of Team Australia looks on during the preliminary-round Group B match between Australia and the United States on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Bercy Arena, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: Several wheelchair racers are seen competing on a track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tatyana McFadden of Team USA competes during the women's 100m T54 Round 1 heats on day seven of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Stade de France.
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                [image: Two acrobats stand (strapped in) atop biplane wings as the aircraft fly close to each other.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The AeroSuperBatics Wingwalkers perform for the crowd at the Bournemouth Air Festival on August 29, 2024, in Bournemouth, England.
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                [image: A huge cloud of dust advances across a plain covered in palm trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gigantic dust storm known as a "haboob" advances over palm groves in Dongola in Sudan's Northern State on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: A person steers a homemade vehicle through bubbles on a soapbox derby track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant steers his homemade vehicle through bubbles on a track during the Red Bull Soapbox Race in Almaty, Kazakhstan, on August 31, 2024.
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                [image: A para-athlete with prosthetic legs leaps during a long-jump event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vanessa Low of Team Australia makes a jump in the women's long-jump T63 final at Stade de France, during the  2024 Paralympics, on September 5, 2024.
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                [image: A blind runner and her guide compete in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Ethiopia's para-athlete Gate Yayesh Tesfaw (left) and her guide, Kindu Sisay Girma, compete in the women's 1500-meter T11 athletic events at the Stade de France in Saint-Denis, north of Paris, on September 2, 2024.
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                [image: A para-athlete throws a small red ball during a boccia match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Zhiqiang Yan of Team China competes with teammates Zhijian Lan and Qi Zhang (not in frame) in the boccia mixed-team BC1/BC2 gold-medal match against Team Indonesia on day eight of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at South Paris Arena.
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                [image: A half-dozen workers measure and weld inside a very large steel tube with many ribs and ridges.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees work on a steel-tube-tower production line at a factory in Haian, in China's Jiangsu province, on September 1, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An overgrown section of an abandoned theme park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a deserted, unfinished theme park in Jurong city in east China's Jiangsu province, on September 5, 2024
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                [image: An aerial night view of a line of wildfires burning in a forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows wildfires in Brasilia's National Forest, in Brasilia, Brazil, on September 4, 2024.
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                [image: Firefighters in silhouette battle a large fireball.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters extinguish a fire at a burning electrical substation hit by a Russian bombing in the Dnipropetrovsk region, Ukraine, on September 2, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Evgeniy Maloletka / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts dust and debris from a nearby building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts out dust and debris during an Israeli strike that reportedly targeted a school in the Zeitoun district on the outskirts of Gaza City, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: A music teacher sits on a beach, playing guitar, surrounded by many children who smile and clap.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On September 1, 2024, Ahmad Abu Amsha, 42, a music teacher who had to flee Beit Hanun in the northern Gaza Strip, entertains children at a beach near a camp for displaced Palestinians in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, where he took refuge with his family. Amsha, the father of five, was a music teacher at a school in the north when the war broke out after Hamas's October 7, 2023, attack. In the south, he volunteers to teach music to young displaced Palestinians and to entertain children and youngsters in camps.
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                [image: A dachshund wearing a floral garland on its head, and a dress lined with daisies and tulle]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant walks a costumed dachshund during a dachshund-parade festival in Saint Petersburg, Russia, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: Rapper Ludacris, wearing a costume with oversized arms and hands, prepares to throw the first pitch in a stadium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rapper Ludacris, wearing a costume with oversized arms, walks to the mound to throw out the first pitch prior to the game between the Atlanta Braves and the Colorado Rockies at Truist Park on September 4, 2024, in Atlanta, Georgia.
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                [image: A miniature diorama, featuring models of people on beds made of crackers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Miniature artworks created by Japanese artist Tatsuya Tanaka are on display during the "Small MUJI" exhibition at a MUJI store on September 4, 2024, in Beijing, China.
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                [image: A praying mantis walks a red carpet in Venice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A praying mantis walks the red carpet before the arrival of the cast of the movie April, presented in competition during the 81st International Venice Film Festival at Venice Lido, on September 5, 2024.
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                [image: Actor George Clooney playfully poses among dozens of photographers at a red-carpet event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                George Clooney (center) poses with photographers as he attends the Wolfs red carpet during the 81st Venice International Film Festival on September 1, 2024, in Venice, Italy.
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                [image: A huge crowd walks around near a large statue of the Hindu deity Ganesha.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees carry an idol of the Hindu deity Ganesha ahead of the Ganesh Chaturthi festival, in Mumbai, on August 31, 2024.
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                [image: A para-athlete in a wheelchair reaches back to serve during a tennis match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tokito Oda of Team Japan serves against Ben Bartram of Team Great Britain during their men's singles second-round match on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Roland Garros, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Two athletes collide during a wheelchair rugby match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sarah Adam of Team USA collides with Stuart Robinson of Team Great Britain during a wheelchair rugby semifinal match on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Champs-de-Mars Arena.
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                [image: A swimmer with no arms holds a strap with his mouth, at the edge of a pool, readying to take off at the start of a practice race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Guo Jincheng of Team China practices during a warm-up session ahead of a competition, during the 2024 Paralympics, on September 3, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: An athlete waves to the crowd at a medal ceremony, as fans hold up a large cutout of her face in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold medalist Emeline Pierre of Team France acknowledges fans on the podium at the para-swimming women's 100-meter freestyle S10 medal ceremony on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Paris La Defense Arena.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sean M. Haffey / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A woman takes a selfie in a pool of plastic balls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman takes a selfie as she lies in a pool of plastic balls at the Blow Up Experience installation, part of an exhibit of inflatable art and technology, in Montevideo, Uruguay, on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: A giant inflatable art installation of a figure lying on its back, holding a moon, with the Shanghai skyline in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant inflatable art installation, part of the "Kaws: Holiday" series, appears on the North Bund in Shanghai, China, on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: Two small airplanes fly close, upside down, throwing off streams of sparks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Firebirds display team performs during the night show at the Bournemouth Air Festival on August 29, 2024, in Bournemouth, England.
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                [image: A person wearing an 18th-century costume fires an old-fashioned musket during a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People participate in a Labor Day parade on September 2, 2024, in Marlborough, Massachusetts.
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                [image: Many members of the media crouch and film close to a line of soldiers lying along a berm on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the media film as South Korean Marines take positions after landing on a beach during a combined military-amphibious landing exercise between South Korea and the U.S., called the Ssangyong exercise, in Pohang, South Korea, on September 2, 2024.
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                [image: Two blindfolded goalball players stretch out to make a save during a match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gal Hamrani of Team Israel makes a save as she competes during the goalball women's preliminary-round Pool C Game 22 match between Israel and China on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games.
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                [image: A fencer in a wheelchair shouts and reacts after scoring a point.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Beatrice Maria Vio Grandis of Team Italy celebrates a point during the wheelchair-fencing women's foil-team bronze-medal match between Italy and Hong Kong on day eight of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at the Grand Palais.
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                [image: A para-athlete with a leg prosthesis celebrates with an American flag as he crosses a finish line.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mohamed Lahna of Team USA celebrates with a U.S. flag as he crosses the finish line in second position at the end of the men's PTS2 para-triathlon event at the Paris 2024 Paralympic Games at Pont Alexandre III on September 2, 2024.
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                [image: Two people inside a museum space with dozens of shelves reaching up to a high ceiling, all full of varied beer bottles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors explore a beer museum on September 1, 2024, in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China. The museum features more than 1,000 different beers from around the world.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Yang Suping / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A close view of a small, hairy, three-month-old elephant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Sumatran elephant calf named Rocky Balboa, born on May 25, 2024, stands next to its mother, a 40-year-old elephant named Lembang, at the Surabaya Zoo during the introduction of the three-month-old calf to the public in Surabaya on August 31, 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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Donald Trump Can't Stop Posting

He has begun to speak like someone who is deep inside the right-wing internet.

by Ali Breland




During last night's debate, Donald Trump said some strange things, even by his own standards. He praised the Hungarian leader Viktor Orban (using the antidemocratic term strongman approvingly); lamented that immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, are "eating the dogs"; and falsely suggested that Kamala Harris wants to do "transgender operations on illegal aliens that are in prison." This is not merely the stuff of normal Trumpian discourse. This is the stuff of someone who is merely spending way too much time on the right-wing internet.



Trump has long used the internet prolifically. But recently, he has exhibited himself as someone who is not simply on the internet, but as someone who is of the internet. In real life, he speaks in posts emblematic of the terminally online. Orban is a figure who is dear to much of the online far right for his moves to erode Hungarian democracy but who is likely not a well-known figure to most voters. "Transgender operations for illegal aliens in prison" is a phrase ChatGPT would spit out if you fed it right-wing posts and asked it to parody them. Haitian immigrants eating people's pets in Ohio is a hallucination that was born on the right-wing internet as well.



If you spend enough time among the extremely online right, you'll come to realize that they're into deeply bizarre things. Not bizarre in the sense that their politics may be different from yours, but odd in that you might find their politics off-putting even if you otherwise agree with them on major issues. The extremely online right isn't one thing, but a set of factionalized influencers and posters who often share bigoted memes and traffic in conspiracy theories. It includes the more well-known likes of Candace Owens, Nick Fuentes, and Charlie Kirk but also edgier figures who post under pseudonyms such as Zero HP Lovecraft and Bronze Age Pervert. The fringiest wings are into scientific racism, "white genocide," and raw milk. They love talking about how they "will not eat the bugs," (a conspiracy theory about a globalist plot to impel people to eat bugs to reduce their carbon footprint) and hate something called "the bugmen" (a term for what they see as frail modern, urban men).



These things don't sound normal to people who do not binge-scroll through X feeds made up of posts by people with profile pictures of Greek statues with laser eyes and display names such as Raw Egg Nationalist. These posters say that the absurdity is ironic. It's just a part of the joke. It's just "schizoposting." If you're missing the joke, that's your problem. By the time their ideas trickle down to people like Trump, most of the irony has been washed away, if it ever existed at all. Onstage, Trump didn't sound like someone who was doing a bit or trying to troll anyone; he sounded like he believed every part of it.



Perhaps Trump himself is not incessantly scrolling the fringe of the right-wing internet, but he has surrounded himself with people who are. When Trump traveled to Philadelphia for the debate, he was joined on his plane by the online conspiracy theorist Laura Loomer. Like other prominent figures on the extremely online right, she is prone to inflammatory posts. Loomer has said that she didn't care about the 2019 shootings in New Zealand in which 51 people were killed in two mosques, and has maintained relationships with multiple white nationalists.



That Trump is extremely online doesn't bode well for him. In 2016, Trump spoke more about the things that actually matter to people, even as his campaign rallies were rambling and at times incoherent. His populist rhetoric about corporate greed and elites touched prevailing currents that were coursing through the body politic. Even his bigotry made more strategic sense. Suggesting that brown Middle Easterners are possible terrorists, and instituting a Muslim ban, unfortunately had some mass appeal. Suggesting that Haitians are eating dogs in Springfield is incredibly niche. Post-debate polls suggest that voters saw the same thing--they handily selected Harris as the winner.



The change marks a shift in Trump's rhetoric but also the right's more broadly. Over the past several years, the right has been accruing political tombstones for candidates who logged on too hard: Blake Masters, Kari Lake, and Ron DeSantis all ran prominent internet-brained campaigns and lost their elections. DeSantis made abolishing "wokeness" his totalizing concern in his presidential bid, a thing that plays well on the internet but isn't as galvanizing offline. Lake, who ran for Arizona governor in 2022, appeared with a Nazi sympathizer and QAnon supporters at campaign events. In her current, struggling bid for the Senate, she has pushed a version of the online white-nationalist "Great Replacement" theory. J. D. Vance, who is one of the most online mainstream politicians, won his Senate seat in Ohio, but his relatively narrow victory in a red state suggests that he won in spite of himself. Now, as Trump's running mate, he appears to have brought this style of politics to the presidential campaign as well.



Trump said that he saw immigrants eating people's pets on TV, but if this is actually how he came to the rumor, this, too, is a sign of the right's descent into the fever dreams of its most online members. Right-wing cable news (and radio) channels used to play a significant role in setting the right's agenda, but they now follow the lead of the oddest conspiracy theories being generated online. People like Tucker Carlson have long been a bridge between these two worlds, but parroting the discourse of the online right is now becoming the standard operating procedure of right-wing media at large. These lines have been further blurred by the ascent of explicitly right and more tacitly right-wing livestreams and podcasts, such as those hosted by Adin Ross and Logan Paul--both of which Trump has recently appeared on.



It may be that the entire American right is terminally online and that Trump is closing the gap. After nearly a decade of Trump shaping the online right, the online right has now done the same to him.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/09/donald-trump-debate-terminally-online/679800/?utm_source=feed
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The Real AI Threat Starts When the Polls Close

Whichever candidate loses in November will have an easy scapegoat.

by Matteo Wong




During last night's presidential debate, Donald Trump once again baselessly insisted that the only reason he lost in 2020 was coordinated fraud. "Our elections are bad," Trump declared--gesturing to the possibility that, should he lose in November, he will again contest the results.



After every presidential election nowadays, roughly half the nation is in disbelief at the outcome--and many, in turn, search for excuses. Some of those claims are outright fabricated, such as Republican cries that 2020 was "stolen," which culminated in the riot at the Capitol on January 6. Others are rooted in facts but blown out of proportion, such as Democrats' outrage over Russian propaganda and the abject failure of Facebook's content moderation in 2016. Come this November, the malcontents will need targets for their ire--and either side could find an alluring new scapegoat in generative AI.



Over the past several months, multiple polls have shown that large swaths of Americans fear that AI will be used to sway the election. In a survey conducted in April by researchers at Elon University, 78 percent of participants said they believed AI would be used to affect the presidential election by running fake social-media accounts, generating misinformation, or persuading people not to vote. More than half thought all three were at least somewhat likely to happen. Research conducted by academics in March found that half of Americans think AI will make elections worse. Another poll from last fall found that 74 percent of Americans were worried that deepfakes will manipulate public opinion. These worries make sense: Articles and government notices warning that AI could threaten election security in 2024 are legion.



There are, to be clear, very real reasons to worry that generative AI could influence voters, as I have written: Chatbots regularly assert incorrect but believable claims with confidence, and AI-generated photos and videos can be challenging to immediately detect. The technology could be used to manipulate people's beliefs, impersonate candidates, or spread disenfranchising false information about how to vote. An AI robocall has already been used to try to dissuade people from voting in the New Hampshire primary. And an AI-generated post of Taylor Swift endorsing Trump helped prompt her to endorse Kamala Harris right after last night's debate.



Politicians and public figures have begun to invoke AI-generated disinformation, legitimately and not, as a way to brush off criticism, disparage opponents, and stoke the culture wars. Democratic Representative Shontel Brown recently introduced legislation to safeguard elections from AI, stating that "deceptive AI-generated content is a threat to elections, voters, and our democracy." Others have been more inflammatory, if not fantastical: Trump has falsely claimed that images of a Harris rally were AI-generated, and large tech companies have more broadly been subject to his petulance: He recently called Google "a Crooked, Election Interference Machine." Roger Stone, an architect of Trump's efforts to overturn the 2020 election, has denounced allegedly incriminating audio recordings of him as "AI manipulation." Right-wing concerns about "woke AI" have proliferated amid claims that tech companies are preventing their bots from expressing conservative viewpoints; Elon Musk created a whole AI start-up in part to make an "uncensored" chatbot, echoing how he purchased Twitter under the auspices of free speech, but functionally to protect far-right accounts.



The seeds of an AI election backlash were sown even before this election. The process started in the late 2010s, when fears about the influence of a deepfake apocalypse began, or perhaps even earlier, when Americans finally noticed the rapid spread of mis- and disinformation on social media. But if AI actually becomes a postelection scapegoat, it likely won't be because the technology singlehandedly determined the results. In 2016, the Facebook-Cambridge Analytica scandal was real, but there are plenty of other reasons Hillary Clinton lost. With AI, fact and fiction about election tampering may be hard to separate for people of all political persuasions. Evidence that generative AI turned people away from polling booths or influenced their political beliefs, in favor of either candidate, may well emerge. OpenAI says it has already shut down a covert Iranian operation that used ChatGPT to write content about the 2024 election, and the Department of Justice announced last week that it had disrupted a Russian campaign to influence U.S. elections that also deployed AI-generated content, to spread pro-Kemlin narratives about Ukraine.



Appropriate and legitimate applications of AI to converse with and persuade potential voters--such as automatically translating a campaign message into dozens of different languages--will be mixed up with less well-intentioned uses. All of it could be appropriated as evidence of wrongdoing at scales large and small. Already, the GOP is stoking claims that tech companies and the government have conspired to control the news cycle or even tried to "rig" the 2020 election, fueled by Mark Zuckerberg's recent statement to Congress that Meta suppressed certain content about the pandemic in response to "government pressure."



Generative AI continues to not upend society so much as accelerate its current dysfunctions. Concerns that many members of both major parties seem to share about AI products might simply further rip the nation apart--similar to how disinformation on Facebook reshaped both American political discourse and the company's trajectory after 2016. Like many claims that past elections were fraudulent, the future and effects of AI will be decided not just by computer code, laws, and facts, but millions of people's emotions.
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Kamala Harris's Secret Weapon

She recognizes Trump for what he is.

by Charlie Warzel




The definitive image from last night's debate is a very specific split-screen view of Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. In the left frame, Trump is mid-monologue, lips pursed and gesticulating. Harris occupies the right box, clearly watching her opponent. She's leaning back ever so slightly, her hand on her chin. On her face is something halfway between a grimace and an incredulous smile--a facial expression that many Harris supporters likely recognize as a universal, exasperated response to a Trump rant.



It was a good look. While Trump seethed, Harris seemed amused. She offered righteous indignation while attacking Trump's position on abortion, his love for authoritarian strongmen, and his bald-faced lies about immigrant crime. She effectively baited Trump numerous times--most memorably about crowd sizes at his rallies. All of this was rhetorically significant on its own, and yet, somehow, Harris seemed most withering and effective in the moments when Trump was speaking--the moments when she was able to look across the stage and act almost as an audience barometer for Trump's answers. Crucially, Harris didn't come off as furious or offended as she listened to Trump's lies. Instead, she looked at ABC's cameras the way you might look at your spouse in the presence of an overserved relative who doesn't realize he's making a scene at Thanksgiving dinner.

David Frum: How Harris roped a dope

"I have traveled the world as vice president of the United States, and world leaders are laughing at Donald Trump," Harris said at one point. "I have talked with military leaders, some of whom worked with you, and they say you're a disgrace." In another moment, she referenced his repeated election denial and suggested that perhaps Trump was confused and lacked the temperament to hold the presidency. "The American people deserve better," she said.



What Harris's body language and forceful rhetoric have in common is that they diminish Trump, and do so in a manner that succeeds where other Trump opponents have failed. Harris is the first candidate in a primary or general election to embody what feels like a "post-Trump" ethos. In other words, she's the first person to run against the former president who does not treat him as the center of the U.S. political solar system. Rather than cave to his gravitational, attentional pull, Harris offers a different version of Trump: He's not the sun; he's the guy who has overstayed his welcome at a party.



In particular, Harris succeeds where her predecessor failed. Joe Biden's early campaign quite accurately positioned Trump as a grave threat to democracy and the political order. But doing so made the election exclusively about Trump and backed Democrats into a corner where their messaging and identity were focused on what they opposed, rather than what they stood for. Although Biden is no longer the nominee, his well-delivered speech at the Democratic National Convention embodied this grim ethos: Even while making the case for his successful presidency, the speech was firmly situated in the context of the existential threat of Trumpism. This, to some degree, is the strategy that every one of Trump's opponents has adopted, and for good reason: Trump is a lying, ranting, twice-impeached convicted felon who has repeatedly refused to accept the results of the 2020 election. He has promised that a second presidential term would be a "bloody story," referring to mass deportations. There is every reason to take Trump's reelection bid with the utmost seriousness.



Harris was able to reckon with the darker elements of a Trump presidency while also seizing on the fundamental absurdity of Trump as a candidate--usually with her expressions and body language. Instead of getting baited into Trump tangents--childishly arguing over golf prowess, for example, as Biden did--she treated his digressions as unserious or unworthy. Harris's facial expressions last night made for easy memes and screenshots, but they're also of a piece with Democrats' most salient line of attack--that Republicans are "weird" and enmeshed in an extremely online far-right universe of alternative facts. The weird critique has stuck for Harris and her running mate, Tim Walz, precisely because it is dismissive of Republican talking points. Instead of pearl-clutching, it presents the MAGA arm of the party as lost and out of touch. Harris's incredulous split-screen looks during last night's debate were, essentially, the visual embodiment of that critique. Her constant baiting throughout the night--calling Trump a disgrace and needling him about the size of his rallies--successfully lured Trump into long tangents that are legible only to those steeped in an extended universe of right-wing viral grievance.



For instance: Harris's comment about crowd size sent Trump on an 89-second rant about migrants stealing and eating pets in Springfield, Ohio--a reference to a debunked, racist meme spread by the MAGA faithful online and across conservative cable-news channels. As Trump delivered his deranged monologue, Harris laughed on the other side of the screen. When Trump finished, one of ABC's moderators, David Muir, noted that there had been no "credible reports" of immigrants harming pets in Springfield. Caught flat-footed, Trump offered a feeble rebuttal: "I've seen people on television!"

Read: The worst cat memes you've ever seen


 It's unclear just how much presidential debates matter, even in close elections, though some evidence suggests that they don't change many voters' minds. Regardless, Harris's performance managed to cast Trump as a dusty old artifact--a massive paradigm shift, as Trump has so thoroughly saturated our collective attention that he can feel like an immovable object. Trumpism's shock-and-awe approach--the trolling, dog whistling, and constant memes and tweets--has been absurd and threatening since the real-estate mogul rode down his golden escalator in 2015. But it has also often felt ascendant--the early stages of a cynical, frequently cruel, often internet-powered faux-populist political project. What Harris's campaign and debate style propose, however, is a different view of Trump, not as the central figure in American politics but as a vestigial element of a movement that's so curdled by grievance and enmeshed in an alternate reality that it is becoming not just culturally irrelevant, but something far worse: pitiable.
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Twilight of the Emoji

The usefulness of these formerly fun discourse pictures is on the wane.

by Ian Bogost




As my daughter and I bobbed in our pool floats, I wondered when my wife, still inside the house, was going to join us. I'd left my phone ashore, so I tapped into messages on my smartwatch. I navigated carefully to the emoji interface, then scrolled to find the swimming pool. But no such emoji exists. Instead, there is a person swimming (?). It would be sufficient; I tapped the tiny icon on my tiny screen, only to then be presented with a choice of skin tones for my swimmer: light, medium, dark, or Simpsons-yellow. I picked one and sent the message, which ultimately did what I intended: signal to my wife that we were in the pool. (Later, I discovered that I had actually selected the "man swimming" emoji; separate emoji depict a woman and a gender-neutral person swimming, which unfurl into their own menus of skin colors.)



Using emoji used to be fun and efficient, but now it feels both fraught and ineffective. Instead of communicating the idea of a thing, emoji are now expected to illustrate a specific person, scene, or situation. Although better representation of individuals of all kinds, in all contexts, is a desirable social goal (as I've written before), this approach has significant drawbacks. Emoji are now an illustrative language rather than an ideographic one--they depict specific scenes rather than gesturing toward concepts. And people, rather than ideas, are at the center of emoji-speak. When I searched the emoji for "swim," the various pictures on offer all implied specific embodiment: a bikini, a Speedo, and a one-piece women's swimsuit. My expression was neither satisfied nor expedited by emoji. I wished I'd just used words instead.

Read: I will not thumbs-up your email

My encounter with the innocuous swimming-themed emoji occurred in the aftermath of a more portentous emoji culture war. Although emoji are standardized by an organization called the Unicode Consortium, each platform is free to implement its own image for each one. In 2016, Apple changed its depiction of the gun emoji to a toy water pistol. The company had, it seemed, chosen to abandon the revolver in response to the ongoing epidemic of American gun violence, perhaps to distance itself from that topic. (A spokesperson for the company did not answer questions about the company's decision by the time of publication.) By 2018, major companies such as Google, Samsung, Facebook, Twitter, and Microsoft had followed suit. The shift was so widespread that Unicode changed the emoji's official name to "water pistol."



But Elon Musk's X, formerly Twitter, recently reversed course. The social-media platform now embraces the firearm again as a weapon, not a toy, having replaced the water gun with a cartoon depiction of a semiautomatic pistol. An X software engineer who posted about the change wrote that "the gun emoji was returned back into its rightful form," naming a specific firearm, the Colt M1911. He added a Pepe the Frog image, a common alt-right symbol online, and shared an X post that read, "First they came for our real gun emojis and we said nothing." Writing at Fast Company, Chris Stokel-Walker called the new emoji "disturbingly realistic."



But emoji are language, and the presence of a gun emoji doesn't entail violence any more than the word gun does. One may refer to guns, at times, when intending violence--in one case, a man was jailed for sending an ex-girlfriend the emoji, which a judge construed as a threat. Yet for platforms to attempt to ban the image even over this concern is to force a step backward for human expression. Those who wanted to use the image for communication--no matter the purpose--had previously found themselves constrained to a specific and decidedly secondary meaning of the term (that is, a toy). Like it or not, a gun is a firearm--a device used to propel a bullet at high velocity through explosive force.



The common, pre-2016 design for this emoji, a revolver, offered a reasonable take on the matter. That's because the six-shooter is a good approximation for a generic abstraction of a handgun. You can still purchase and use a revolver, but it evokes a murky, timeless concept with a long history: It suggests the Wild West, law enforcement, prowlers, bank robbers, castle doctrinists, and more. As a generic, it also makes for a good, rebus-like stand-in for firearm-adjacent concepts: firing something in the generic sense, or guns as a nickname for biceps--or, paired with the emoji showing a splash of water, as the water gun that replaced it.



By contrast, X's new gun emoji could certainly feel more threatening--but not because it is no longer a toy, nor because it is realistic, as Stokel-Walker wrote (emoji are cartoons; none are truly realistic). Rather, it's because the semiautomatic handgun that X uses to render the gun emoji has a different and more particular cultural significance. The Colt M1911 is not just a regular gun, as The Verge called it. For decades, it was the standard-issue sidearm for the U.S. Armed Forces and has sometimes been used by law enforcement. As a generic representation of a semiautomatic pistol, the image also evokes more contemporary uses such as recreational shooting, home defense, street crime, and more. Compared with the revolver, those activities are more readily connected to guns as an implement in the culture wars. Semiautomatic pistols also generally look the same as fully automatic ones; both types are the subject of deep strife in America.



Put differently, X's change feels pregnant with political meaning because it is a specific kind of non-toy handgun. Emoji ought to be as broadly expressive as possible. Guns--and swimming, and much more--would be most fruitfully emojified in the most generic, abstract way possible. Yet emoji seem to be evolving in the opposite direction. Unicode approves more new icons every year, with more specific and narrow intended meanings--a lime or a mythical phoenix, say. New emoji this year even include variants that specify which direction the picture faces--a person running to the right rather than to the left--a choice that only further plunges emoji-life into the murk of particulars. This year, Apple also announced Genmoji, a forthcoming feature that uses AI to allow individual users to spawn what seems like any concept imaginable. The feature is meant to "match any moment perfectly," according to Apple. An example shown in a marketing video turned the prompt "smiley relaxing wearing cucumbers" into, well, a yellow emoji head wearing cucumbers, spa-style; "lox bagel" produced a convincing rendition of that preparation. Users will also be able to create Genmoji that resemble real people in your photo albums--presumably adjusting them for specific situations.

Read: Yet another iPhone, dear God

That sounds fun but also doomed. Will Genmoji allow you to depict your mother holding a firearm? Apple didn't respond when I asked what guardrails it might apply to user-created Genmoji. But some people will be bothered, no matter how the feature works. Consider a less charged but still controversial matter: Apple's demo depicted a lox bagel eaten as a sandwich rather than open-faced, as some purists insist it should be eaten.



Whether textual or visual, languages are powerful because they allow an infinity of complex expression. And languages work because the communities that use them develop a shared understanding of their meaning. For years, emoji have been transforming from a sophisticated, powerful visual language capable of diverse expression into just a format for sending pictures that conform to the emoji visual style. To which I say, ?.
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The Worst Cat Memes You've Ever Seen

Why is the MAGA universe joking about Donald Trump saving America's pets?

by Ali Breland




Over the past 24 hours, the MAGA faithful have been busy sharing cat memes with one another. These are not the adorable "lolcats" that have circulated on the internet for well over a decade, but something darker. They reference a baseless and racist claim from Donald Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, that Haitian immigrants in Ohio are eating people's pets. Trump, the memes show, will protect America's house cats from this supposed threat. In one such post, he is depicted running away from a mob of Black people while clutching two tabbies; in another, Kamala Harris prepares to cook a cat in a pot.



These cat memes, which have been posted or reposted by the likes of Senator Ted Cruz, Elon Musk, and Donald Trump Jr., aren't quite a joke, and they aren't quite serious. They're classic trolling. When Cruz posts an image of two cats hugging overlaid with the text please vote for Trump so Haitian immigrants don't eat us, he's winking at his followers and trying to get a rise out of his political opponents. Taken seriously, the content of these posts is deeply offensive and dehumanizing. But the people sharing them get to hide behind a thin veil of irony: They're just some funny cats. If you're offended, that's your problem. (The absurdity is only heightened by the fact that many of the images were clearly made with generative AI, lending them a strange, cartoony aesthetic.) Trump is well versed in this tactic--he routinely attempts to walk right up to the edge of plausible deniability. Consider, for example, the time he floated the idea of executing one of his top generals. Vance made this trolling logic plain earlier today, when he posted, "Don't let the crybabies in the media dissuade you, fellow patriots. Keep the cat memes flowing."



Read: The video that perfectly captures the utter strangeness of RFK Jr.



In the past, this behavior has been called doing it "for the lulz." As Adrian Chen chronicled in The Nation in 2014, lulz--a perversion of lol--justifies heinous behavior online. The term came out of the bowels of 4chan in the mid-aughts and typically means maniacally laughing at a victim. It has often been associated with jokes about topics such as the Holocaust, suicide, terrorism, and rape. Chen's article describes 4chan users flooding the memorial page of a teenage car-crash victim with photographs of the accident, and harassing an 11-year-old girl who had posted a YouTube video they didn't like--all of it for the lulz.



The lulz have always been a tool to obfuscate that an individual was being racist, sexist, or generally hateful. Chen's story offered the example of the infamous hacker Andrew "weev" Aurenheimer. Weev was part of the first waves of what would eventually become known as the alt-right, and he frequently went on anti-Semitic rants "for the lulz." Except there was no irony to be found: He was actually just a neo-Nazi. In 2014, he published an article in The Daily Stormer, and in 2016, he exploited unsecured printers on colleges across the United States by causing them to print swastika-covered fliers supporting "the struggle for global white supremacy."


 The endgame of prior for-the-lulz moments provides clues as to where the MAGA cat memes are headed. The casual misogyny that the trolls of 4chan espoused eventually culminated in cyberstalking and online harassment of women that was sometimes so pernicious, it drove them away from the internet altogether. (Gamergate is the most famous and most significant example of this.) This kind of posting almost never stays online. It's all fun and games, until it isn't.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/09/donald-trump-cat-memes/679775/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Yet Another iPhone, Dear God

What do you mean, you don't need four studio-quality microphones?

by Ian Bogost




Today, in a streamed presentation, Apple announced the latest version of the iPhone, along with upgrades to the AirPods and the Apple Watch. As has been the case since the start of the pandemic, the presentation took the form of a prerecorded showcase, with lots of camera movement and hyper-rehearsed delivery by Apple staff. Over 100 interminable minutes, Apple demonstrated both ordinary activities (email, photo management) and professional ones (filmmaking, audio recording) that will be facilitated by modest updates to what amount to basically the same devices the company has made and sold for a decade. "What a remarkable day of announcements," CEO Tim Cook said in conclusion, but I struggle to believe that he meant it. This was, let us be honest, merely a day of announcements.

I will acknowledge that various changes and improvements to the product lineup are, in fact, on offer. What they are, exactly, is wearying to explain--the annual announcement has become so jargon-rich that my brain shuts down to protect itself. Apple managers and senior vice presidents certainly rattled off a lot of features: a thin isolation split, a 16-core neural engine, the most advanced H2 chip. As usual, the numbers given to these updates are going up: This is the iPhone's 16th generation, and the Apple Watch's 10th. We're up to A18 in Apple silicon, one better than the A17 chip that preceded it; the iPhone 16 Pro is made from grade-5 titanium, which must be at least a few times better than competitors' shoddy eggshell casings of grade-2 titanium. The metal used in Apple's device manufacture remains aerospace-grade (a fact made less celestial by the aviation industry's increasing inability to make airplanes fly properly), and the iPhone Pro now features a 48-megapixel fusion camera that itself unfurls a second-generation quad-pixel sensor, which allows for, well, taking better pictures within a wider focal range.

Read: The iPhone isn't cool

It is no longer novel to note the lack of meaningful novelty in new smartphones. Yearly updates, even those issued by the world's smartphoniest company, have only grown more modest. Indeed, success at the iPhone's scale now demands some degree of ordinariness: Mass appeal cannot sustain rapid change or wild new ideas. Progress tames, and it domesticates. This is what that feels like.

I'm long "overdue" for an update to my iPhone 12 Pro, a sentiment that makes little sense even as I feel it acutely. I bought mine in 2020, a fairly recent year that nevertheless feels distant. What, precisely, am I meant to update? My phone works fine, insofar as it allows me to send and mostly delete emails, watch overproduced how-to videos on YouTube, order plates of awaze tibs or boxes of Bobo's Pumpkin Spice Oat Bites on DoorDash, and even place the occasional telephone call, which sounds worse than ever once I manage to get my AirPods to properly connect.

Ah, but the iPhone 16 Pro is said to house not one but four "studio quality" microphones with improved signal-to-noise ratio. Also, I won't be able to run Apple Intelligence--that's the company's take on generative AI--with my outdated processor. Eleven years ago, when I covered the debut of the iPhone 5S--the first model to have fingerprint security!--I likened the iPhone's annual updates to a seasonal fashion catalog: Even then, the updates had less to do with innovation than with calendrical necessity. Apple Intelligence may well be something different. It's already more than fashion: The technology allows the phone to summarize your emails, prioritize your notifications, and help you make your own emoji on the fly in the middle of a text exchange. It seems cool, well designed, and effectively integrated into the operating system.

Read: The iPhone is now an AI Trojan horse

But it's a kind of fashion too. To update is to engage with the discourse on updating--to experiment with features rather than with utility. Do I want email summaries and bespoke, impromptu emoji? Sure I do, but I also feel disappointed in Apple's lack of ambition. Is this all? Of course it is. What were you expecting? The company that sells pretty pocket phones has a new one, and you need it, or you want it in a way that feels like need, or else maybe you'll receive it as a part of your endless leasing plan.

This year, the designs of these glass rectangles and ear lozenges, which have long been characterized by their smooth and futuristic surfaces, seem to yearn for the trappings of antique technologies. Take the newest Apple Watch, which can be viewed from oblique angles, with an always-on screen that accommodates a ticking seconds hand even when your hand is down. These, of course, have been features of wristwatches for hundreds of years. Or consider the newest AirPods: These devices were already meant to be in your ears more or less full time, but now they can act as earplugs too--or even as hearing aids. The iPhone has finally acknowledged that it wants to be a camera, adding a new, dedicated button for taking pictures--a fancy, Apple-fied version of the shutter release on a classic rangefinder or single-lens reflex camera. According to the presentation, an iPhone software update coming later this year will allow that button to detect half-presses for exposure or focus lock, as such buttons did for decades before cameras were imprisoned inside phones.

Future smartphones will continue to consume forgotten innovations of the past and then regurgitate them to us as if they're new. And we will continue to devour them--in part because they will be new, and in part because we'll have no alternative.
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What I Learned When My AI Kermit Slop Went Viral

Sometimes generative artificial intelligence is just another diversion.

by Damon Beres




First, I want to apologize. My Kermit the Frog post was not entirely sincere.



This particular post of mine has been viewed more than 10 million times, which is far more than I expected. But I did expect something. Social networks have never been the realm of good faith or authenticity; trolls and other engagement baiters have been able to engineer their own virality for years and years, simply by correctly predicting what large numbers of people will respond to. Donald Trump's TikToks don't happen by accident; nor did Kamala Harris's embrace of "brain rot" videos. Each campaign is constructing media that it believes can travel in algorithmic feeds. That's also what I did when I put together my post, which featured a couple dozen AI-generated images of Kermit the Frog.



Allow me to explain. Last weekend--delirious from a lack of sleep and hoping that my screaming toddler would soon settle down in his crib--I was tapping around on my phone in a kind of fried stupor. My mind struggled to latch on to anything. Each of the apps on my home screen seemed to promise only more boredom. I was the sort of trapped that many parents of young children might recognize: A demand for attention could come at any moment, so I couldn't lose myself in a book or a bike ride. But I was looking for a diversion.



Read: What did people do before smartphones?



Then I had an idea. I decided that it would be fun to use Bing Image Creator, based on OpenAI's DALL-E technology, to help me replace each app icon on my iPhone's home screen with a thematically appropriate image of the world's greatest muppet. (Why? You'd have to ask my psychiatrist.) Instead of the basic Gmail icon, I contrived an image of Kermit buried under a massive pile of envelopes. Instead of the basic green phone icon, Kerm chatting on a yellow landline.



The final product was an absurd, borderline-deranged home-screen grid of 24 bespoke frogs. The creation of each one required a series of specific prompts from me. There was Calculator Kermit and Photos Kermit. Authenticator Kermit was dressed like a police officer and wielded a massive baton. My job complete, I took a screenshot and sent it to a friend, who replied, "Damon I truly truly fear for you." About halfway through the project, I had developed an inkling that her message seemed to confirm: People on the internet would probably respond to this. I could use my Kermits to go viral.



Everyone loves Kermit, of course, and that could only help me. But just as important was the fact that I had made the images using generative AI, a hyper-polarizing technology with passionate boosters and passionate critics. My content would have to appeal to both groups in order to go as far as possible. So I tried to walk a middle path. I typed an ambiguously worded post that nonetheless contained a sharp opinion that people could react to: "People will be like, 'generative AI has no practical use case,' but I did just use it to replace every app icon on my home screen with images of Kermit, soooo." Then I embedded the before and after images of my home screen, and published simultaneously on X and Threads.



The reactions were swift, and they haven't stopped. A lot of people just love the images. Others have accused me of destroying the environment, thanks to generative AI's water and energy use. (I suppose I'm guilty on that count; alas, every online action takes its toll.) Quite a few people have criticized me for leeching off Disney's intellectual property. (Another fair knock, given that generative AI is trained on tons of copyrighted material.) Some seem to view me as a tech bro or 4chan creep, perhaps because for the YouTube app, I had generated an image of Kermit watching Pepe the Frog--I meant it as a reference to the purportedly radicalizing content that the site has hosted, not as an endorsement of the symbol.



And many people have posted that I played myself, allowing the AI to do the "fun," imaginative stuff while I took on the rote task of changing the app icons. Those people are wrong: Writing the prompts, looking at the outputs, and adjusting my asks in response was like playing with a toy. By contrast, one person attempted to write a program that would automate every step of the process I had undertaken. Although arguably impressive on its own merits, it appeared to produce bland, interchangeable, witless icons. No fun.



The truth is that the AI didn't just do everything for me. I came up with little details that some people delighted in (a blond-wigged Kermit snapping a selfie for the Instagram icon, Kermit climbing out of a filthy sewer for X), I tweaked and iterated on the prompts until the outputs were right, and I selected the options I thought looked the best. Even the images that some took as evidence of the uselessness of generative AI (an icon for The Washington Post app bearing the nonsensical headline "NEW HASPELES"; a calendar icon showing the month "EOMER") were chosen on purpose. It seemed funny and appropriate to include art with some glitches, given AI's well-documented problems, though avoiding them would have been easy. (For the Atlantic app, of course, I made sure to choose an output with the correct spelling.)



Read: Generative art is stupid



That's not to say that I believe what I did was creative, exactly. The feeling reminded me a bit of editing a talented writer (albeit a nonhuman plagiarist in this case): I gave direction and received something in response, but the fundamental essence of the work did not emerge from my mind. As in working with a person, there was room for surprise--when the image generator took it upon itself, for example, to add a pair of breasts to Kermit for the Instagram icon. (I promise I did not ask for them.) You can nudge the program in one direction or another, but every press of the "Create" button is a bit like pulling a slot machine.



This is one reason generative AI is such an ideal match for the social-media era. These programs are now nested within X, Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat--apps that are defined not just by endless scrolling but by the downward tug from the top of your screen to refresh and get something new. AI images are a confection just like the other algorithmically served junk people now spend so much time consuming. Having a home screen filled with Kermits isn't actually practical. The effort was entirely about entertaining myself and getting engagement, not remaking how I actually navigate my phone. (I reverted to the default app icons almost immediately, because the Kermits all blurred together and made the device harder to use.) It's no wonder that social-media companies are pushing generative AI; the technology feels like it offers both a way to melt time and a shortcut to the kind of numbers-go-up posting that makes these networks so compulsively usable. As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote last month, that plug-and-play quality has given generative-AI images a certain utility for the MAGA set, who routinely embrace outrageous falsehoods for political gain. They can now illustrate and post in seconds whatever meme they're using to rally the base on a given day. Likewise, spammers have found that it pays to flood Facebook with attention-grabbing AI slop.



So here is a use for generative AI: It is lubricant for broken algorithmic machinery. Pour it into a social network, and if you've done the alchemy right, the gears will turn and turn. This is the internet's synthetic maximalist moment, where fake content leads easily to superficial interaction. I soon started to notice that many of the typed responses to my post seemed to be following a script, that they were sent from anonymous accounts that barely followed (or were followed by) anyone at all. I'm certain that many were bots, interacting with a JPEG file that had also been made by one--albeit with my mischievous prompting.



The informational environment has become hopelessly junked up, and the way it works can be dispiriting to even the most cynical of the extremely online. But I have to admit that watching my Kermit post go viral was, dare I say, fun. I'm sure many of the actual people who responded to me felt it too. I was amused. Perhaps when we look back on the generative-AI revolution, we'll realize that chasing this feeling is the ultimate reason for many of these programs--especially as they enter social apps that are designed to prioritize engagement.


 We're a long way from Amusing Ourselves to Death, Neil Postman's famous 1985 book, which argued that television would lead the public to privilege spectacle over substance. But it's clear that Postman saw around the right corner. Many prognosticators have said quite a lot about AI's existential risks, that the technology could be used to construct bioweapons and God knows what else. In the meantime, aided by other sophisticated machines--and, sometimes, an exhausted parent on an iPhone--it's a grade-A brain softener. Use with caution.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/09/kermit-ai-generated-home-screen/679757/?utm_source=feed
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YouTubers Are Almost Too Easy to Dupe

No wonder Russia finds its useful idiots among the extremely online.

by Charlie Warzel




Perhaps the most accurate cliche is that if a deal appears too good to be true, then it probably is.

To wit: If a "private investor" of unknown origin approaches you through an intermediary, offering you $400,000 a month to make "four weekly videos" for a politically partisan website and YouTube page, you may want to attempt to follow the money to make certain you're not being paid by a foreign government as a propagandist. And if you do attempt a bit of due diligence and ask after the identity of your private investor, you might want to double-check that he or she is a real person. For example, if your intermediary sends you a hastily Photoshopped resume featuring a stock photo of a well-coiffed man looking wistfully out the window of a private jet, it is possible that the "accomplished finance professional" who is "deeply engaged in business and philanthropy, leveraging skills and resources to drive positive impact" may, in fact, be a fake man with a fake name.

Now, I am not a lawyer, and this is not a legal perspective. But I do have many years of professional work experience in media and access to subscription-tier flowchart software to offer some advice:




You may be thinking that such data visualization is unnecessary--that of course a YouTuber wouldn't blindly accept $4.8 million a year and a $100,000 signing bonus to make 208 video units of political propaganda for a little-known benefactor. I, too, was of this opinion until I read Wednesday's unsealed indictment of Kostiantyn Kalashnikov and Elena Afanasyeva, two employees of RT, a Russian state-controlled media outlet, who, according to the Department of Justice, allegedly "deployed nearly $10 million to publish RT-curated content ... through a Tennessee-based online content creation company."

Although the indictment does not mention the company by name, details in the document, including the website description--"a network of heterodox commentators that focus on Western political and cultural issues"--match the description of Tenet Media, a company founded in 2022 by the right-wing Canadian YouTuber Lauren Chen and her husband, Liam Donovan. The indictment alleges that the company's founders were aware that their benefactors were Russian (less clear is whether they understood their affiliations with RT) and that the pair accepted the money and hired numerous high-profile MAGA influencers to create political videos for the site, without disclosing to the influencers or their audience where the funding was coming from. (Chen has declined to comment on the case.)

Among the popular pro-Trump influencers embroiled in this state-media-funded fiasco are Dave Rubin, Benny Johnson, and Tim Pool, all of whom had contracts with Tenet Media. The indictment alleges that the online personalities were unaware of Russian involvement in Tenet's operation. Johnson, Rubin, and Pool all issued public statements on Wednesday alleging that they had been deceived by Tenet and that they are "victims" of a foreign-influence operation. Yesterday, YouTube removed the implicated channels from its site, and Tenet Media reportedly went out of business.

The indictment's revelations are notable as further evidence of Russia's repeated attempts to sow division in the American electorate in a contentious presidential-election cycle, as my colleague Tom Nichols wrote yesterday. It describes an evolution in the tactics of Russian information warfare, one where, instead of creating fake accounts or elaborate networks of bots and paid trolls, state actors are merely tapping into an existing community of already popular shock jocks who may not ask questions about where the money is coming from. But perhaps more important, the indictment offers a clear look at the state of the far-right media ecosystem as a patchwork of content mercenaries--a conglomeration of creators so motivated by greed and online engagement that they are a natural fit to become Russian media's useful idiots. Who needs a troll farm when you can rent trolls with their own built-in audiences?

Read: The Russian propaganda attack on America

"It's striking that the content that many of those at the top of the MAGA media game are pushing to voters is so closely aligned with the objectives of Russian state media that RT hardly had to intervene at all," Jared Holt, a senior research analyst who studies the far right at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue think tank, told me. "It was astonishingly easy."

The indictment, which reads less like a John le Carre novel and more like a Coen-brothers screenplay, suggests that the influencers were keen to accept their exorbitant contracts. According to the document, only one unnamed influencer had any reservations about their benefactor, a supposed businessman named "Eduard Grigoriann." As the indictment notes, even though there was no evidence of his existence, even on Google Search, the influencer appeared mostly satisfied by the fake resume from one of Grigoriann's representatives that a Tenet founder shared--with one concern. It wasn't the vague, LinkedIn-style lorem-ipsum language, nor was it the embedded photo of a private jet. No: The influencer was troubled by a mention in the resume that Grigoriann had a focus on "advocating for social justice causes." Nevertheless, he signed the lucrative deal.

Make no mistake: Even though the details are absurd, this was a Russian propaganda attack on Americans. What's less clear is whether their output was worth the investment. Tenet published about 2,000 YouTube videos, which gained more than 16 million views--roughly 8,000 views per video. Afanasyeva, according to the indictment, appeared frustrated with the influencers, who seemed more interested in promoting their own brands than sharing Tenet's raw content on X and other platforms. "I know this is not an obligation, but we are falling behind with numbers," Afanasyeva wrote to one of the company's founders.

That some of MAGA world's biggest influencers should find themselves connected to a Russian disinformation operation makes perfect sense. Their incessant posts and rants, attacking Democrats and fearmongering about migrants, transgender Americans, and "wokeness" run amok, track with a brand of divisive rhetoric that foreign governments wish to inject into the bloodstream of American media. "This idea that Americans are deeply divided, that things are getting worse, that you can't trust the government--the things that seek to destabilize American society--are a natural fit because of the content," Holt told me.

One does not just become a useful idiot for Russian state media only by being greedy. Should the allegations be proved true, the incident will serve as a cautionary tale of what happens when you chase and optimize for engagement at every available opportunity. Pool and Rubin, for example, made their names as disaffected liberals who came to the realization that their peers had evolved away from rational liberalism toward dangerous leftist ideological values. This notion, that lifelong moderate liberals have no choice these days but to support right-wing causes, is a common trope among far-right activists (see: Elon Musk). To defect to the right is a proven lucrative path and, just as important, a way to find a highly engaged audience who's ready to leap to your defense online. Johnson, an alum of BuzzFeed, Independent Journal Review, The Daily Caller, and Blaze Media, is also an inveterate poster and engagement optimizer whose apparent quest for audience has led him deeper down the pro-Trump rabbit hole. (As a point of disclosure: Johnson and I overlapped at BuzzFeed News, before he was fired for plagiarism.) His online biography proudly declares that, "with +5 billion views and +7 million followers across his social media platforms, he is a veteran when it comes to viral content!"

Read: Elon Musk throws a Trump rally

This type of engagement-based worldview--the constant optimizing for maximum attention, regardless of substance--is inherently corrupting, a fact that the Kremlin appears to understand. According to a recent FBI affidavit, a Kremlin-linked propaganda organization has allegedly identified 2,800 digital influencers globally as possible candidates to promote pro-Russian messages. But the downsides of chasing audiences and platform incentives are not limited to information operations, either. Tim Gionet, another BuzzFeed alum, went to jail for his role in storming the Capitol on January 6, 2021, and streaming it live for likes and follows. One of my former colleagues once described Gionet to The New York Times as having politics "guided by platform metrics ... You always think that evil is going to come from movie villain evil, and then you're like--oh no, evil can just start with bad jokes and nihilistic behavior that is fueled by positive reinforcement on various platforms."

This same reinforcement mechanism is what leads Pool, Rubin, Johnson, and Tenet's other influencers to appear unrepentant about their involvement and seemingly uninterested in any introspection about how they ended up unwittingly doing the bidding of a hostile foreign power. Instead, the group has chosen to dutifully follow the far-right-influencer playbook, which suggests that one should never apologize, and spin any accusations of wrongdoing as an opportunity to cast themselves as the victims. For those as fully captured by their audience as Pool, Rubin, and Johnson, it's a good strategy. Their audiences, primed by past rebuttals and victim narratives, are primed to see these influencers as embattled truth tellers. Thus what would seem like awful news (being accused by the federal government of being Russia's useful idiot) is merely another avenue for engagement.
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Yuval Noah Harari's Apocalyptic Vision

His warning of AI's dangers is alarming, but does it help us avoid them?

by Daniel Immerwahr




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


"About 14 billion years ago, matter, energy, time and space came into being." So begins Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2011), by the Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari, and so began one of the 21st century's most astonishing academic careers. Sapiens has sold more than 25 million copies in various languages. Since then, Harari has published several other books, which have also sold millions. He now employs some 15 people to organize his affairs and promote his ideas.

He needs them. Harari might be, after the Dalai Lama, the figure of global renown who is least online. He doesn't use a smartphone ("I'm trying to conserve my time and attention"). He meditates for two hours daily. And he spends a month or more each year on retreat, forgoing what one can only presume are staggering speaking fees to sit in silence. Completing the picture, Harari is bald, bespectacled, and largely vegan. The word guru is sometimes heard.

Harari's monastic aura gives him a powerful allure in Silicon Valley, where he is revered. Bill Gates blurbed Sapiens. Mark Zuckerberg promoted it. In 2020, Jeff Bezos testified remotely to Congress in front of a nearly bare set of bookshelves--a disquieting look for the founder of Amazon, the planet's largest bookseller. Sharp-eyed viewers made out, among the six lonely titles huddling for warmth on the lower-left shelf, two of Harari's books. Harari is to the tech CEO what David Foster Wallace once was to the Williamsburg hipster.

From the March 2024 issue: The rise of techno-authoritarianism

This is a surprising role for someone who started as almost a parody of professorial obscurity. Harari's first monograph, based on his Oxford doctoral thesis, analyzed the genre characteristics of early modern soldiers' memoirs. His second considered small-force military operations in medieval Europe--but only the nonaquatic ones. Academia, he felt, was pushing him toward "narrower and narrower questions."

What changed Harari's trajectory was taking up Vipassana meditation and agreeing to teach an introductory world-history course, a hot-potato assignment usually given to junior professors. (I was handed the same task when I joined my department.) The epic scale suited him. His lectures at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, which formed the basis for Sapiens, told the fascinating tale of how Homo sapiens bested their rivals and swarmed the planet.

Harari is a deft synthesizer with broad curiosity. Does physical prowess correspond to social status? Why do we find lawns so pleasing? Most scholars are too specialized to even pose such questions. Harari dives right in. He shares with Jared Diamond, Steven Pinker, and Slavoj Zizek a zeal for theorizing widely, though he surpasses them in his taste for provocative simplifications. In medieval Europe, he explains, "Knowledge = Scriptures x Logic," whereas after the scientific revolution, "Knowledge = Empirical Data x Mathematics."

Harari is to the tech CEO what David Foster Wallace once was to the Williamsburg hipster.

Heady stuff. Of course, there is nothing inherently more edifying about zooming out than zooming in. We learn from brief histories of time and five-volume biographies of Lyndon B. Johnson alike. But Silicon Valley's recent inventions invite galaxy-brain cogitation of the sort Harari is known for. The larger you feel the disruptions around you to be, the further back you reach for fitting analogies. Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey famously compared space exploration to apes' discovery of tools.

From the October 2018 issue: Yuval Noah Harari on why technology favors tyranny

Have such technological leaps been good? Harari has doubts. Humans have "produced little that we can be proud of," he complained in Sapiens. His next books, Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow (2015) and 21 Lessons for the 21st Century (2018), gazed into the future with apprehension. Now Harari has written another since-the-dawn-of-time overview, Nexus: A Brief History of Information Networks From the Stone Age to AI. It's his grimmest work yet. In it, Harari rejects the notion that more information leads automatically to truth or wisdom. But it has led to artificial intelligence, whose advent Harari describes apocalyptically. "If we mishandle it," he warns, "AI might extinguish not only the human dominion on Earth but the light of consciousness itself, turning the universe into a realm of utter darkness."

Those seeking a precedent for AI often bring up the movable-type printing press, which inundated Europe with books and led, they say, to the scientific revolution. Harari rolls his eyes at this story. Nothing guaranteed that printing would be used for science, he notes. Copernicus's On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres failed to sell its puny initial print run of about 500 copies in 1543. It was, the writer Arthur Koestler joked, an "all-time worst seller."

The book that did sell was Heinrich Kramer's The Hammer of the Witches (1486), which ranted about a supposed satanic conspiracy of sexually voracious women who copulated with demons and cursed men's penises. The historian Tamar Herzig describes Kramer's treatise as "arguably the most misogynistic text to appear in print in premodern times." Yet it was "a bestseller by early modern standards," she writes. With a grip on its readers that Harari likens to QAnon's, Kramer's book encouraged the witch hunts that killed tens of thousands. These murderous sprees, Harari observes, were "made worse" by the printing press.

Ampler information flows made surveillance and tyranny worse too, Harari argues. The Soviet Union was, among other things, "one of the most formidable information networks in history," he writes. When Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn griped about its leader, Joseph Stalin, in letters, he took the precaution of referring to him euphemistically as "the man with the mustache." Even so, his letters were intercepted and understood, and Solzhenitsyn was sentenced to eight years in the Gulag. Much of the material that Moscow gathered about conditions in the country was either unreliable or poorly understood, Harari notes. But that stream of paper fed fantasies of total control, which killed millions of Soviet citizens.

Information has always carried this destructive potential, Harari believes. Yet up until now, he argues, even such hellish episodes have been only that: episodes. Demagogic manias like the ones Kramer fueled tend to burn bright and flame out. It's hard to keep people in a perpetually frenzied state. Their emotional triggers change, and a treatise that once would have induced them to attack their neighbors will, a month or a year later, seem laughable.

States ruled by top-down terror have a durability problem too, Harari explains. Even if they could somehow intercept every letter and plant informants in every household, they'd still need to intelligently analyze all of the incoming reports. No regime has come close to managing this, and for the 20th-century states that got nearest to total control, persistent problems managing information made basic governance difficult.

From the September 2020 issue: China's artificial-intelligence surveillance state goes global

So it was, at any rate, in the age of paper. Collecting data is now much, much easier. A future Solzhenitsyn won't need to send an impolitic letter in clumsy code through governmental mail to have his thoughts revealed. A digital dictatorship could just check his search history. Some people worry that the government will implant a chip in their brain, but they should "instead worry about the smartphones on which they read these conspiracy theories," Harari writes. Phones can already track our eye movements, record our speech, and deliver our private communications to nameless strangers. They are listening devices that, astonishingly, people are willing to leave by the bedside while having sex.

Harari's biggest worry is what happens when AI enters the chat. Currently, massive data collection is offset, as it has always been, by the difficulties of data analysis. We're used to reports of, say, police arresting innocent Black people on the advice of facial-recognition software (algorithms trained on databases full of pictures of white people, as many are, struggle to distinguish among nonwhite individuals). Such stories illustrate the risks of relying on algorithms, but they can offer false comfort by suggesting that AI is too glitchy to work. That won't be true for long.

What defense could there be against an entity that recognized every face, knew every mood, and weaponized that information? In early modern Europe, readers had to find, buy, and potentially translate Kramer's deranged treatise (it was written in Latin) to fall under its spell. Today's political deliriums are stoked by click-maximizing algorithms that steer people toward "engaging" content, which is often whatever feeds their righteous rage. Imagine what will happen, Harari writes, when bots generate that content themselves, personalizing and continually adjusting it to flood the dopamine receptors of each user. Kramer's Hammer of the Witches will seem like a mild sugar high compared with the heroin rush of content the algorithms will concoct. If AI seizes command, it could make serfs or psychopaths of us all.

From the July/August 2023 issue: Adrienne LaFrance on defending humanity in the age of AI

This might happen. Will it, though? Harari regards AI as ultimately unfathomable--and that is his concern. When a computer defeated the South Korean Go champion in 2016, one move it made was so bizarre that it looked like a mistake. The move worked, but the algorithm's programmers couldn't explain its reasoning. Although we know how to make AI models, we don't understand them. We've blithely summoned an "alien intelligence," Harari writes, with no idea what it will do.

Last year, Harari signed an open letter warning of the "profound risks to society and humanity" posed by unleashing "powerful digital minds that no one--not even their creators--can understand, predict, or reliably control." It called for a pause of at least six months on training advanced AI systems, backed by law if needed. Remarkably, some of the researchers who'd developed those systems signed the letter, as did Elon Musk. The implication was that AI is so powerful, even its inventors fear it.

Perhaps, but cynics saw the letter as self-serving. It fed the hype by insisting that artificial intelligence, rather than being a buggy product with limited use, was an epochal development. It showcased tech leaders' Oppenheimer-style moral seriousness. Yet it cost them nothing, as there was no chance their research would actually stop. Four months after signing, Musk publicly launched an AI company.

Harari sits above the fray of Silicon Valley politicking. The hope is that his elevated vantage will allow him to see farther. But just as it's possible to be too narrowly focused and miss the forest for the trees, it's also possible to be too zoomed-out and miss the forest for the solar system. Although Harari is a good guide to how future technologies might destroy democracy (or humanity), he's less helpful on the present-day economics bringing those technologies forth.

Read: Derek Thompson's 2017 interview with Yuval Noah Harari on the post-human world

The economics of the Information Age have been treacherous. They've made content cheaper to consume but less profitable to produce. Consider the effect of the free-content and targeted-advertising models on journalism: Since 2005, the United States has lost nearly a third of its newspapers and more than two-thirds of its newspaper jobs, to the point where nearly 7 percent of newspaper employees now work for a single organization, The New York Times. In the 21st-century United States--at the height and center of the information revolution--we speak of "news deserts," places where reporting has essentially vanished.

AI threatens to exacerbate this. With better chatbots, platforms won't need to link to external content, because they'll reproduce it synthetically. Instead of a Google search that sends users to outside sites, a chatbot query will summarize those sites, keeping users within Google's walled garden. The prospect isn't a network with a million links but a Truman Show-style bubble: personally generated content, read by voices that sound real but aren't, plus product placement. Among other problems, this would cut off writers and publishers--the ones actually generating ideas--from readers. Our intellectual institutions would wither, and the internet would devolve into a closed loop of "five giant websites, each filled with screenshots of the other four," as the software engineer Tom Eastman puts it.

Hand-wringing about the possibility that AI developers will lose control of their creation distracts from the more plausible scenario that they'll use it as planned.

Harari has little to say about the erosion of our intellectual institutions. In a way, he is symptomatic of the trend. Although flesh and blood, Harari is Silicon Valley's ideal of what a chatbot should be. He raids libraries, detects the patterns, and boils all of history down to bullet points. (Modernity, he writes, "can be summarised in a single phrase: humans agree to give up meaning in exchange for power.") He's written an entire book, 21 Lessons for the 21st Century, in the form of a list. For readers whose attention flags, he delivers amusing factoids at a rapid clip.

Read: Things get strange when AI starts training itself

All of this derives from Harari's broad reading. Yet, like a chatbot, he has a quasi-antagonistic relationship with his sources, an I'll read them so you don't have to attitude. He mines other writers for material--a neat quip, a telling anecdote--but rarely seems taken with anyone else's views. Nearly all scholars, in their acknowledgments, identify the interlocutors who inspired or challenged them. In Nexus, Harari doesn't acknowledge any intellectual influences beyond his business relationships: Thanks go to his publishers, his editors, and the "in-house research team at Sapienship"--that is, his employees.

His asceticism is relevant here, too. Harari meditates, he says, to prevent himself from getting "entangled in" or "blinded by" human "fictions." The implication is that everything out there is, in some sense, a trap. Intellectually, Harari is more of a teetotaler than a connoisseur; somehow it's easier to picture him deep in his own thoughts than absorbed in a serious book.

Harari's distance from the here and now shapes how he sees AI. He discusses it as something that simply happened. Its arrival is nobody's fault in particular. At the start of Nexus, Harari brings up, as a parable, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's story of the sorcerer's apprentice, about a well-meaning but hubristic novice who conjures with a magic beyond his ken. People tend to "create powerful things with unintended consequences," Harari agrees, though he faults Goethe for pinning the blame on an individual. In Harari's view, "power always stems from cooperation between large numbers of humans"; it is the product of society.

Surely true, but why are we talking about the sorcerer's apprentice at all? Artificial intelligence isn't a "whoopsie." It's something scientists have been working on purposefully for decades. (The AI project at MIT, still operating, was founded in 1959.) Nor have these efforts been driven by idle curiosity. Individual AI models cost billions of dollars. In 2023, about a fifth of venture capital in North America and Europe went to AI. Such sums make sense only if tech firms can earn enormous revenues off their product, by monopolizing it or marketing it. And at that scale, the most obvious buyers are other large companies or governments. How confident are we that giving more power to corporations and states will turn out well?

Yuval Noah Harari: The end of the new peace

AI might not become an alien intelligence with its own aims. But, presuming it works, it will be a formidable weapon for whoever is rich enough to wield it. Hand-wringing about the possibility that AI developers will lose control of their creation, like the sorcerer's apprentice, distracts from the more plausible scenario that they won't lose control, and that they'll use or sell it as planned. A better German fable might be Richard Wagner's The Ring of the Nibelung : A power-hungry incel forges a ring that will let its owner rule the world--and the gods wage war over it.

Harari's eyes are more on the horizon than on Silicon Valley's economics or politics. This may make for deep insights, but it also makes for unsatisfying recommendations. In Nexus, he proposes four principles. The first is "benevolence," explained thus: "When a computer network collects information on me, that information should be used to help me rather than manipulate me." Don't be evil--check. Who would disagree? Harari's other three values are decentralization of informational channels, accountability from those who collect our data, and some respite from algorithmic surveillance. Again, these are fine, but they are quick, unsurprising, and--especially when expressed in the abstract, as things that "we" should all strive for--not very helpful.

Harari ends Nexus with a pronouncement: "The decisions we all make in the coming years" will determine whether AI turns out to be "a hopeful new chapter" or a "terminal error." Yes, yes, though his persistent first-person pluralizing ("decisions we all make") softly suggests that AI is humanity's collective creation rather than the product of certain corporations and the individuals who run them. This obscures the most important actors in the drama--ironically, just as those actors are sapping our intellectual life, hampering the robust, informed debates we'd need in order to make the decisions Harari envisions.

Taking AI seriously might mean directly confronting the companies developing it. Activists worried about the concentration of economic power speak--with specifics--about antitrust legislation, tighter regulation, transparency, data autonomy, and alternative platforms. Perhaps large corporations should be broken up, as AT&T was.

Harari isn't obviously opposed. His values would in fact seem to justify such measures, especially because some of the nightmarish what-if scenarios he sketches involve out-of-control corporations (and states). Yet Harari slots easily into the dominant worldview of Silicon Valley. Despite his oft-noted digital abstemiousness, he exemplifies its style of gathering and presenting information. And, like many in that world, he combines technological dystopianism with political passivity. Although he thinks tech giants, in further developing AI, might end humankind, he does not treat thwarting them as an urgent priority. His epic narratives, told as stories of humanity as a whole, do not make much room for such us-versus-them clashes.

Harari writes well at the scale of the species. As a book, Nexus doesn't reach the high-water mark of Sapiens, but it offers an arresting vision of how AI could turn catastrophic. The question is whether Harari's wide-angle lens helps us see how to avoid that. Sometimes, for the best view, you need to come down from the mountaintop.



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "A Brief History of Yuval Noah Harari."
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The Lights Go Down on Stan Twitter

Elon Musk's latest legal skirmish got X banned in Brazil, displacing many of the site's culture makers.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




When X was blocked in Brazil on Saturday--the result of a legal skirmish between the platform's owner, Elon Musk, and Alexandre de Moraes, a justice on Brazil's Supreme Court--a sizable crater was left behind. More than 20 million people lost access to the site, yet the effect was about more than numbers. Brazilian users have played an unusually large role in developing the site's well-known super-fan culture. Now they're gone, and they're not sure whether they'll get to come back. It "felt like a huge funeral," Julia Bonin, a 25-year-old X user from Brazil, told me.



Back when X was known as Twitter, Brazilian pop-culture fans developed a reputation for exuberance and visibility. Memorably, they repeatedly replied "Come to Brazil" under basically any and every post from a celebrity. The phrase was a sincere expression of Brazilian fans' regret that their relationships with international stars were often "unilateral," says Mayka Castellano, a professor of cultural and media studies at the Federal Fluminense University, in Brazil. Many pop stars on international tours skipped South America entirely or Brazil in particular.



"Come to Brazil" was posted so often, starting around 2009, that it became a meme among Americans and other English-speaking Twitter users. The meme did its work over the years, and it may be a measure of its success that Taylor Swift finally made a tour stop in Brazil for the first time last year (though not without incident). This was such a significant event that fans convinced the mayor of Rio de Janeiro to turn the city's famous Christ the Redeemer statue into a welcome sign.

Read: Why fangirls scream

To be removed from the site, then, is more than a minor inconvenience--Luana Silva, a 24-year-old Harry Styles fan, referred to the ban as "a great injustice." She joined Twitter when she was 10 years old. "That's 14 years of tweeting every day," she told me. "In all these years, I never imagined something like this could happen." The incident has underscored yet again that, although users may define a platform's culture, their status is ultimately contingent. Sites close, change their rules, or, yes, get banned by governments. (Brazil once blocked WhatsApp three times in an eight-month period.)



Fans talk about the internet as though it's a physical space, which means they have to talk about where to go when one space is no longer available. The history of the web is full of stories of users being shunted from one platform to another, frequently in response to new ownership or some disruptive policy change. This time, many displaced X users have moved over to Bluesky, the decentralized Twitter-like platform backed by Jack Dorsey, which has reportedly signed up about 2 million new users in the past several days. But it's not ideal for fan activity: It doesn't have trending topics, it doesn't support video, and celebrities don't really use it. According to Bonin, her friends will go anywhere but to Instagram's Threads, which she said is stigmatized as being for "losers" and "weird people."



"I think it's a huge loss for Twitter," Bonin said. "We are very smart and charismatic, and we are really fast at making memes." Her friends now talk about X like it's a phantom limb--they can't stop reaching for their phone whenever they have the perfect idea for a post. She has no idea where they're supposed to get their news now ("From news on TV? From websites, like old people?"). And because Bonin is currently living in Budapest and her account has been unaffected, she's been left behind like the last woman standing in a ghost town, posting about Formula One and American pop stars to no one. "I just want you guys back," she tells her friends. "Now I'm all alone with the English tweets."



In the hours before the ban, major fan accounts run by Brazilians said their goodbyes, one after another. ("It's lindaover guys," a Linda Cardellini fan account wrote.) Many of them had always posted in English and thus had enormous followings in the United States and elsewhere. They executed emergency-response plans, listing all of their other accounts on other platforms, unsure which one would win out. Then they waited. "I'm going to brush my teeth," a BTS fan account wrote in Portuguese. "If I don't come back, see you sometime." A bot posting Virginia Woolf quotes, run by someone in Brazil, ended on a series of eerie lines from the writer's diary ("Now is life very solid, or very shifting?"). Bonin saw non-Brazilians expressing horror about the ban, too, "saying, 'This website is nothing without Brazilians; this is so wrong; Elon Musk is so wrong.'" Even Cardi B took issue, posting, "Wait a lot of my fan pages are Brazilian!!! Come back hold up!!"



Access to the site may be reinstated once the political matters are settled, of course. But Musk has not appeared interested in bowing to pressure. The conflict leading to the ban started when he refused to remove dozens of X accounts that Moraes claimed were violating Brazilian law. Musk has been stirring up support from the American political right by framing the dispute as a major free-speech issue, and last week, he called Moraes "an evil dictator." X did not respond to a request for comment.



Setting aside the intricacies of the political arguments involved, Brazilians I spoke with resented suffering someone else's consequences. They expressed anger toward Musk, suggesting that he is a remote, self-interested billionaire with little respect for their country. (A post reading "VAI SE FUDER ELON MUSK"--Portuguese for "Fuck you, Elon Musk"--was reposted 127,000 times.) They also thought the Brazilian government should find some way of dealing with its problems with Musk that didn't involve punishing the users of a site he owns. "At the end of the day, it's us with fan clubs, friends, and the desire to connect with the world who are affected," Silva said.

Read: Twitter's slow and painful end

The first two years of Musk's ownership of X has been marked by upheaval and exodus movements. This isn't the first time many, many people have left at once. But because fan culture is such a huge part of the site's identity and purpose, and has been for so long, these users' absence is especially noticeable. It affects the experience of users who weren't raptured as well. One viral post from a non-Brazilian, non-fan account rattled off a litany of all the changes on the platform since 2022, culminating with the Brazil event. Then she asked, "Why are we even here," suggesting that the site has nothing left of value.



The irony of this week's forceful separation of user from platform is that fans may be the only people who still really, really want to be on X. They didn't call it hell. They didn't delete their accounts--they left them there just in case. They're holding out hope that this is all temporary, and would come right back if the ban were reversed. "We would return that very second," Silva told me. "We miss Twitter so much."
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Elon Musk Has the 'Off' Switch

With both X and Starlink under his control, the world's richest man wields unprecedented power.

by Marina Koren




Since Starlink first beamed down to Brazil two years ago, hundreds of communities in the Amazon that were previously off the grid found themselves connected to the rest of the world. Here was the purest promise of SpaceX's satellite internet--to provide connectivity in even the most remote places on Earth--fulfilled. Elon Musk, the CEO of SpaceX, received a medal from the Brazilian government. But now Starlink's Brazilian service is tangled in a mess of political tensions, court orders, personal insults, and threats to revoke the company's license to operate in the country. And this drama all started because of another Musk business that links strangers around the globe: X, nee Twitter.

For months, X and Brazilian Supreme Court Justice Alexandre de Moraes have been publicly feuding over Moraes's order that X suspend dozens of user accounts, including many belonging to right-wing politicians and pundits, as part of what the judge has called a campaign against online disinformation. Musk has largely ignored the demands, accusing de Moraes of censoring conservative voices. He kept ignoring it even as the court levied fines against X and froze Starlink's Brazilian financial assets in an attempt to pressure any Musk-owned company to pay the penalties. The fight reached a boil in recent days, when de Moraes instructed internet providers in Brazil to cut off access to X altogether and Musk refused to block the site on Starlink until the latter business got its accounts back.

In some ways, this is classic Musk, scuffling with government agencies when he believes they're infringing on his enterprises. "What a scumbag!" Musk posted about de Moraes yesterday, after Starlink reversed course and agreed to block X (and pursue legal action over the locked assets). But in other ways, the debacle is a microcosm of fraught, ongoing debates over free speech and internet regulation around the world. Musk isn't the clear villain here: His actions could be seen as a necessary corrective to government overreach. But they seem less magnanimous when you consider that the alternative to government overreach is, apparently, a World Wide Web governed by the whims of the world's richest man.

This particular feud has crystallized an unsettling truth that is growing more apparent each day: Musk is becoming an internet god. Space-based internet and social media are a potent combination, and their control by a single person is quite unprecedented--and alarming in the same manner as a federal government restricting online speech via sweeping decree. Not only can Musk now determine who gains traction on a small but influential corner of the web; in certain corners of the globe, he can also determine who has access to the internet at all, and regulate what people encounter when they use it.

Renee DiResta: Elon Musk is fighting for attention, not free speech

For a service that took off only about five years ago, Starlink has become impressively ubiquitous, available for use on all seven continents. Musk dispatched terminals to places reeling from natural disasters, and then to the front lines of war. When Russia invaded Ukraine in early 2022, it hacked the satellite provider that the Ukrainian military relied on for communications. Ukrainian officials appealed to Musk for help, and SpaceX dispatched truckloads of Starlink terminals to the besieged country, for free. Soon, Musk found himself with immense decision-making power, as Ukrainian authorities pleaded with him to activate Starlink over a port city in Crimea, apparently so that they could conduct a surprise drone attack on the Russian fleet anchored there. By the end of the war's first year, when SpaceX no longer wanted to foot the bill for Starlink operations, the Pentagon jumped to take over the job before SpaceX could cut off access. As one undersecretary told The New Yorker's Ronan Farrow, "Even though Musk is not technically a diplomat or statesman, I felt it was important to treat him as such, given the influence he had on this issue."

Last year, when Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu hosted Musk for a visit, the billionaire looked--and played--the part of a world leader traveling to a war zone. He toured a kibbutz that Hamas had attacked, dressed in a suit instead of his trademark Occupy Mars T-shirt, and offered Starlink's services to the Israeli government. Israel has imposed internet blackouts and destroyed telecommunications infrastructure in Gaza, a common tactic in modern warfare. This summer, after lengthy negotiations, Israeli authorities allowed SpaceX to activate Starlink in one hospital in Gaza, with more service on the way. The deal resembled agreements between Israel and other world powers for humanitarian aid, but as far as we know, the United States, where SpaceX is registered, did not send Musk to the Middle East to broker it. He flew over on his private jet.

Starlink is what's known in the satellite business as a megaconstellation. At the time of this writing--and that's important to note, because SpaceX launches a fresh batch nearly every week--more than 6,000 operational Starlink satellites are circling Earth, accounting for more than half of all functioning satellites in orbit. (As I've written before, if any aliens stopped by low-Earth orbit, they would think this planet belonged to SpaceX.) Starlink has grown so large in part because SpaceX is simply the most prolific space company in the world. Other companies are working on their own internet constellations, including Amazon, but they're lagging far behind--and none of their leaders owns prominent social-media companies, where they can govern the flow of information.

Read: Private companies are building an exoskeleton around Earth

Compared with SpaceX, the world's town square, as Musk calls X, is a cauldron of chaos, especially for users. Since Musk took over Twitter, he has made it a cozy home for far-right provocateurs, reinstated the accounts of previously banned bad actors, promoted conspiracy theories, and made the website worse at separating fact from fiction. And yet, Musk believes that X is the "number 1 source of news in the world." For a part of the world that relies on Starlink, Musk could, if he wanted, make it the only news source.

The Brazil fiasco may have led to Musk backing down, but it has also revealed just how easily he can serve Starlink users whatever content he may want. Musk's fame, the omnipresence of his many businesses, and his growing attention to politics does not automatically translate to foreign-policy expertise. But what could Brazil--or any nation--really do to curb his control? Pummel Starlink out of the sky? Impossible; as David Burbach, a professor of national-security affairs at the U.S. Naval War College, once told me, "Nobody has enough anti-satellite weapons to come anywhere near shooting that down."

Read: One satellite crash could upend modern life

And Starlink, which currently operates in 75 countries, is only getting bigger. A new batch of satellites went up today. SpaceX has already received approval from U.S. regulators to launch thousands more, and soon SpaceX may start launching Starlinks in even greater quantities on its giant new rocket, Starship. Musk envisions as many as 42,000 satellites orbiting Earth someday. In the next few years, more people than ever may find themselves subject to Musk's decisions when they're doing something as simple as sending an email. The exoskeleton of Starlink satellites surrounding Earth, invisible from the ground, will feel almost palpable, shifting with the whims of the richest person in the world, who controls it all.
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Ted Chiang Is Wrong About AI Art

It's real. But it isn't revolutionary.

by Matteo Wong




Artists and writers all over the world have spent the past two years engaged in an existential battle. Generative-AI programs such as ChatGPT and DALL-E are built on work stolen from humans, and machines threaten to replace the artists and writers who made the material in the first place. Their outrage is well warranted--but their arguments don't always make sense or substantively help defend humanity.



Over the weekend, the legendary science-fiction writer Ted Chiang stepped into the fray, publishing an essay in The New Yorker arguing, as the headline says, that AI "isn't going to make art." Chiang writes not simply that AI's outputs can be or are frequently lacking value but that AI cannot be used to make art, really ever, leaving no room for the many different ways someone might use the technology. Cameras, which automated realist painting, can be a tool for artists, Chiang says. But "a text-to-image generator? I think the answer is no."



As in his previous writings on generative AI, here Chiang provides some sharp and necessary insights into an overwhelming societal shift. He correctly points out that the technology is predicated on a bias toward efficiency, and that these programs lack thought and intention. And I agree with Chiang that using AI to replace human minds for shareholder returns is depressing.



Yet the details of his story are off. Chiang presents strange and limiting frameworks for understanding both generative AI and art, eliminating important nuances in an ongoing conversation about what it means to be creative in 2024.



He makes two major mistakes in the essay, first by suggesting that what counts as "art" is primarily determined by the amount of effort that went into making it, and second that a program's "intelligence" can or should be measured against an organic mind as opposed to being understood on its own terms. As a result, though he clearly intends otherwise, Chiang winds up asking his reader to accept a constrained view of human intelligence, artistic practice, and the potential of this technology--and perhaps even of the value of labor itself.

Read: We're witnessing the birth of a new artistic medium

People will always debate the definition of art, but Chiang offers "a generalization: art is something that results from making a lot of choices." A 10,000-word story, for instance, requires some 10,000 choices; a painting by Georges Seurat, composed of perhaps 220,000 dabs of paint, required 220,000 choices. By contrast, you make very few choices when prompting a generative-AI model, perhaps the "hundred choices" in a 100-word prompt; the program makes the rest for you, and because generative AI works by finding and mimicking statistical patterns in existing writing and images, he writes, those decisions are typically boring, too. Photographers, Chiang allows, make sufficient choices to be artists; users of AI, he predicts, never will.



What ratio of human decisions to canvas size or story length qualifies something as "art"? That glib question points to a more serious issue with Chiang's line of thinking: You do not need to demonstrate hours of toil, make a lot of decisions, or even express thoughts and feelings to make art. Assuming that you do impoverishes human creativity.



Some of the most towering artists and artistic movements in recent history have divorced human skill and intention from their ultimate creations. Making a smaller number of decisions or exerting less intentional control does not necessarily imply less vision, creativity, brilliance, or meaning. In the early 1900s, the Dada and surrealist art movements experimented with automatism, randomness, and chance, such as in a famous collage made by dropping strips of paper and pasting them where they landed, ceding control to gravity and removing expression of human interiority; Salvador Dali fired ink-filled bullets to randomly splatter lithographic stones. Decades later, abstract painters including Jackson Pollock, Joan Mitchell, and Mark Rothko marked their canvases with less apparent technical precision or attention to realism--seemingly random drips of pigment, sweeping brushstrokes, giant fields of color--and the Hungarian-born artist Vera Molnar used simple algorithms to determine the placement of lines, shapes, and colors on paper. Famed Renaissance artists used mathematical principles to guide their work; computer-assisted and algorithmic art today abounds. Andy Warhol employed mass production and called his studio the "Factory." For decades, authors and artists such as Tristan Tzara, Samuel Beckett, John Cage, and Jackson Mac Low have used chance in their textual compositions.



Chiang allows that, under exceedingly rare circumstances, a human might work long and hard enough with a generative-AI model (perhaps entering "tens of thousands of words into its text box") to "deserve to be called an artist." But even setting aside more avant-garde or abstract applications, defining art primarily through "perspiration," as Chiang does, is an old, consistently disproven tack. Edouard Manet, Claude Monet, and other associated 19th-century painters were once ridiculed by the French art establishment because their canvases weren't as realistic as, and didn't require the effort of, academic realism. "The newest version of DALL-E," Chiang writes, "accepts prompts of up to four thousand characters--hundreds of words, but not enough to describe every detail of a scene." Yet Manet's and Monet's Impressionist paintings--so maligned because the pictures involved fewer brushstrokes and thus fewer decisions, viewed through Chiang's framework--shifted the trajectory of visual art and are today celebrated as masterpieces.



In all of these cases, humans devoted time and attention to conceiving each work--as artists using AI might as well. Although Chiang says otherwise, of course AI can be likened to a camera, or many other new technologies and creative mediums that attracted great ire when they were first introduced--radio, television, even the novel. The modern notion of automation via computing that AI embodies was partially inspired by a technology with tremendous artistic capacity: the Jacquard loom, a machine that weaves complex textiles based on punch-card instructions, just like the zeroes and ones of binary code. The Jacquard loom, itself a form of labor automation, was also in some sense a computer that humans could use to make art. Nobody would seriously argue that this means that many Bauhaus textiles and designs--foundational creative influences--are not art.



I am not arguing that a romance novel or still life created by a generative-AI model would inherently constitute art, and I've written previously that although AI products can be powerful tools for human artists, they are not quasi-artists themselves. But there isn't a binary between asking a model for a complete output and sweating long hours before a blank page or canvas. AI could help iterate at many stages of the creative process: role-playing a character or visualizing color schemes or, in its "hallucinations," offering a creative starting point. How a model connects words, images, and knowledge bases across space and time could be the subject of art, even a medium in itself. AI need not make art ex nihilo to be used to make artworks, sometimes fascinating ones; examples of people using the technology this way already abound.



Read: The future of writing is a lot like hip-hop



The impetus to categorically reject AI's creative potential follows from Chiang's other major misstep--the common but flawed criticism that AI programs, because they can't adapt to novel situations as humans and animals do, are not truly "intelligent." Chiang makes a comparison between rats and AlphaZero, a famous AI that effectively trained itself to play chess well: In an experimental setting, the rodents developed a new skill in 24 trials, and AlphaZero took 44 million trials to master chess. Ergo, he concludes, rats are intelligent and AlphaZero is not.



Yet dismissing the technology as little more than "auto-complete," as Chiang does multiple times in his essay, is a category error. Of course an algorithm won't capture our minds' and bodies' expressive intent and subjectivity--one is built from silicon, zeroes, and ones; the others, from organic elements and hundreds of millions of years of evolution. It should be as obvious that AI models, in turn, can do all sorts of things our brains can't.



That distinction is an exciting, not damning, feature of generative AI. These computer programs have unfathomably more computing power and time available; rats and humans have finite brain cells and only a short time on Earth. As a result, the sorts of problems AI can solve, and how, are totally different. There are surely patterns and statistical relationships among the entirety of digitized human writing and visual art a machine can find that a person would not, at least not without several lifetimes. In this stretch of the essay, Chiang is citing an approach to measuring intelligence that comes from the computer scientist Francois Chollet. Yet he fails to acknowledge that Chollet, while seeking a way to benchmark AI programs against humans, also noted in the relevant paper that "  many possible definitions of intelligence may be valid, across many different contexts."



Another problem with arguing that some high number of decisions is what makes something art is that, in addition to being inaccurate, it risks implying that less intentional, "heartfelt," or decision-rich jobs and tasks aren't as deserving of protection. Chiang extends his point about effort to nonartistic and "low-quality text" as well: An email or business report warrants attention only "when the writer put some thought into it." But just as making fewer choices doesn't inherently mean someone doesn't "deserve" to be deemed an artist, just because somebody completes rote tasks at work or writes a report on a deadline doesn't mean that the output is worthless or that a person losing their job to an AI product is reasonable.



There are all sorts of reasons to criticize generative AI--the technology's environmental footprint, gross biases, job displacement, easy creation of misinformation and nonconsensual sexual images, to name a few--but Chiang is arguing on purely creative and aesthetic grounds. Although he isn't valuing some types of work or occupations over others, his logic leads there: Staking a defense of human labor and outputs, and human ownership of that labor and those outputs, on AI being "just" vapid statistics implies the jobs AI does replace might also be "just" vapid statistics. Defending human labor from AI should not be conflated with adjudicating the technology's artistic merit. The Jacquard loom, despite its use as a creative tool, was invented to speed up and automate skilled weaving. The widespread job displacement and economic upheaval it caused mattered regardless of whether it was replacing or augmenting artistic, artisanal, or industrial work.



Chiang's essay, in a sense, frames art not just as a final object but also as a process. "The fact that you're the one who is saying it," he writes, "the fact that it derives from your unique life experience and arrives at a particular moment in the life of whoever is seeing your work, is what makes [art] new." I agree, and would go a step further: The processes through which art arises are not limited and cannot be delimited by a single artist or viewer but involve societies and industries and, yes, technologies. Surely, humans are creative enough to make and even desire a space for generative AI in that.
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            There are currently several large wildfires burning in Southern California, in and around the Greater Los Angeles area, fueled by dry conditions and an intense heat wave. The Airport Fire, the Bridge Fire, and the Line Fire have each burned tens of thousands of acres in the mountains and wilderness and are encroaching on more populated areas, forcing thousands to evacuate. Gathered below are images from the past week of these destructive fires and those affected by them. See also "The Line Fire Is Too Close to L.A. for Comfort," by Caroline Mimbs Nyce.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge cloud of smoke rises above mountains, seen in the distance behind the Los Angeles skyline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant pyrocumulus cloud rises above the Bridge Fire, which is burning in the San Gabriel Mountains behind downtown Los Angeles, on September 10, 2024.
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                A house burns, enveloped by the Airport Fire, in El Cariso Village along Ortega Highway, in Orange County, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter drops a plume of water onto a burning forest at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting helicopter battles the Line Fire on September 8, 2024, in San Bernardino, California.
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                [image: A recently burned hillside is covered in glowing embers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Line Fire slows for the evening after a sudden late-season monsoon rainstorm temporarily halted its 4,000-foot-elevation climb up to the edge of mountain communities, on September 7, 2024, near Running Springs, California.
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                [image: A person near a pickup truck with at least two dogs in the cab stands in a road, watching a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident stops to watch the Airport Fire burn near his home as he evacuates his dogs in the Santa Ana Mountains, in Orange County, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A plume of thick smoke rises from a wildfire burning near a residential area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thick smoke rises from a wildfire burning near a residential area, on September 10, 2024, in Irvine, California.
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                [image: A sign stands in front of a wildfire. The sign shows an image of Smokey Bear, and reads "Our most shameful waste! Remember, only you can prevent wildfires!"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wildfire-prevention sign stands in front of the raging Airport Fire on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: Trees are consumed by a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trees are consumed by the Bridge Fire near Wrightwood, California, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter refills while hovering above a body of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A helicopter refills to make water drops as the Bridge Fire explodes in size from 2,995 acres to 46,727 acres in single day, racing up the San Gabriel Mountains toward the ski-resort community of Wrightwood, on September 10, 2024, near Glendora, California.
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                [image: Firefighters battle a house fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fountain Valley firefighters battle a house fire along El Cariso Road as the Airport Fire burns in the Santa Ana Mountains, in Orange County, on September 10, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Wally Skalij / Los Angeles Times / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person moves horses into a trailer as a wildfire approaches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person moves horses into a trailer as the Airport Fire closes in on September 10, 2024, in El Cariso, an unincorporated community in Riverside County, California.
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                [image: Many streaks show embers blowing in the wind from the top of a burning tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Embers float from a tree under a starry sky as the Line Fire slows for the evening after a sudden storm temporarily slowed its progress on September 7, 2024, near Running Springs, California.
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                [image: A distant view of mountainsides covered in embers and flames, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Bridge Fire explodes in size from 2,995 acres to 46,727 acres in single day, racing up the San Gabriel Mountains toward the ski-resort community of Wrightwood, on September 10, 2024, near Glendora, California.
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                [image: A fox runs down a road past scorched grass and brush.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gray fox flees flames as the Bridge Fire burns nearby on September 10, 2024, near Glendora, California.
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                [image: A plume of smoke created by a wildfire, seen beyond a group playing soccer and a large inflated balloon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A plume of smoke created by the Airport Fire rises over mountains, seen beyond a group playing soccer in Irvine, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A satellite image of a large plume of smoke rising beside the city of San Bernardino]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A satellite image of the Line Fire in Angeles National Forest, California. Smoke plumes are clearly visible, affecting air quality in Los Angeles.
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                [image: People stand on a lakeshore at night, looking toward wildfires burning across mountain ridges.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Airport Fire burns along a hillside as residents watch from the shoreline in Lake Elsinore, California, on September 10, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Mike Blake / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A view of a house on a hillside, with a large wildfire burning above it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Lake Elsinore house seen in the path of the oncoming Airport Fire on September 11, 2024
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                [image: An aircraft drops a plume of bright-red fire retardant onto a hillside, with smoke rising in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial tanker combats the Airport Fire in the hills of Orange County, California, on September 9, 2024.
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                [image: A truck and a scooter go up in flames beside a burning structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vehicles burn in the Airport Fire in El Cariso Village, in Orange County, on September 10, 2024
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                [image: Firefighters are illuminated by the glow of a wildfire at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters are illuminated by the glow of the Bridge Fire in Wrightwood, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand in a park, looking toward rising plumes of smoke from a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People look on as the Airport Fire burns in the hills of Orange County, California, on September 9, 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 Candidates Prepare to Debate

What to expect from Kamala Harris and Donald Trump after the last presidential debate upended the race

by The Editors




Kamala Harris and Donald Trump will face each other in a televised debate on Tuesday in Philadelphia. With fewer than 60 days to go until the election, the evening will be a chance for both candidates to sway swing voters in key battleground states. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists discussed what to expect from Trump and Harris after the last presidential debate upended the race.

Out on the campaign trail, Harris is working to strike a delicate balance between selling her economic plans and distancing herself from Joe Biden's unpopular record. Former Republican Vice President Dick Cheney also endorsed Harris this week, saying that Trump "can never be trusted with power again." Meanwhile, Trump similarly campaigned with his plans for the economy, accusing Harris of embracing Marxism and focusing on her promise to go after price gouging.

Joining guest moderator William Brangham to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the anchor for Washington Post Live; Lisa Desjardins, a correspondent at PBS NewsHour; and Vivian Salama, a national-security reporter at The Wall Street Journal.

Watch the full episode here.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2024/09/presidential-candidates-debate-washington-week/679747/?utm_source=feed
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        'That's Something That You Won't Recover From as a Doctor'
        Sarah Zhang

        Photographs by Bethany MollenkofKylie Cooper has seen all the ways a pregnancy can go terrifyingly, perilously wrong. She is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients, also known as a maternal-fetal-medicine specialist, or MFM. The awkward hyphenation highlights the duality of the role. Cooper must care for two patients at once: mother and fetus, mom and baby. On good days, she helps women with complicated pregnancies bring home healthy babies. On bad days, she has to tell families that this...

      

      
        Trump's Repetitive Speech Is a Bad Sign
        Richard A. Friedman

        Tuesday's presidential debate was, among other things, an excellent real-world test of the candidates' cognitive fitness--and any fair-minded mental-health expert would be very worried about Donald Trump's performance.The former president has repeatedly bragged over the past several years that he has passed various mental-status exams with flying colors. Most of these tests are designed to detect fairly serious cognitive dysfunction, and as such, they are quite easy to pass: They ask simple questi...

      

      
        Bird Flu Is Quietly Getting Scarier
        Yasmin Tayag

        Up until last Friday afternoon, a total of 13 people in the United States had officially come down this year with avian influenza H5, also known as bird flu. A subtype of that virus, a potential pandemic pathogen called H5N1, has for months been circulating in our dairy herds, and has already killed tens of millions of birds here. The 13 human cases through last Friday were generally mild, and more important, they were all clearly linked to sickened cows or poultry. When I checked in with bird-fl...

      

      
        A Food-Allergy Fix Hiding in Plain Sight
        Sarah Zhang

        Tami McGraw used to be so allergic to red meat that even fumes from cooking might send her into anaphylactic shock. She couldn't fry sausages for her family. She couldn't go to cookouts with friends. Once, she passed out driving home with her son after accidentally inhaling fumes while volunteering at the school cafeteria. "That's the closest I came to dying," she told me. Every whiff of sizzling meat, every journey out of the house came spring-loaded with danger.The episode in the school cafeter...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Final Game Beneath the Eiffel Tower
        Alan Taylor

        Christophe Ena / APThe teams of France and Argentina compete during the blind-football gold-medal match in Paris on the last day of the 2024 Paralympic Games. After reaching a 1-1 draw in regular time, France went on to win the game and the medal in a penalty shootout.Previously:September 7: A Vampire Who Bites MedalsSeptember 6: A Show of CamaraderieSeptember 5: Double GoldSeptember 4: Winding Up a Powerful ThrowSeptember 3: A Dodge and Parry

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Vampire Who Bites Medals
        Alan Taylor

        David Ramos / GettyGold-medalist Mauricio Valencia of Team Colombia poses for a photo during the medal ceremony for the men's shot put F34 final on day 10 of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games. Valencia had his canine teeth modified to look like fangs in order to break down any stereotypes people may have about Paralympic athletes. He says, "I didn't want to have the same smile as the rest of the world. I've always said that Paralympic sport has to be a spectacle."Previously:September 6: A Sh...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Show of Camaraderie
        Alan Taylor

        Ezra Shaw / GettyFrom left: Silver medalist Johannes Floors of Team Germany, gold medalist Hunter Woodhall of Team USA, and bronze medalist Olivier Hendriks of Team Netherlands pose for a photo after the men's para-athletics 400m T62 final race, on day nine of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games.Previously:September 5: Double GoldSeptember 4: Winding Up a Powerful ThrowSeptember 3: A Dodge and ParrySeptember 2: Tears of GoldSeptember 1: The Hazards of Blind Football

      

      
        The Fairest Way to Keep Cognitively Declining People From Being Elected
        Ezekiel J. Emanuel

        

Plenty of occupations in the United States have justifiable age limits. Commercial-airline pilots cannot be over 65. Mandatory retirement for all federal law-enforcement officers is 57. Two-thirds of S&P 500 corporations have mandatory age limits for board members, mostly 72 or 75. Many consulting and law firms require their partners to retire in their 60s.The presidency, right now, has no such official restrictions. Age might still disqualify a candidate: After President Joe Biden's horrendous...

      

      
        Paralympics Photo of the Day: Double Gold
        Alan Taylor

        Michael Steele / GettyOksana Masters of Team USA celebrates winning the Women's H5 Road Race on day eight of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games, on September 5, 2024. This win is Masters' second gold medal of the 2024 Paralympic Games, after she placed first in the Para Cycling Road Women's H4-5 Individual Time Trial the day before.Previously:September 4: Winding Up a Powerful ThrowSeptember 3: A Dodge and ParrySeptember 2: Tears of GoldSeptember 1: The Hazards of Blind FootballAugust 31: A P...
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'That's Something That You Won't Recover From as a Doctor'

In Idaho and other states, draconian laws are forcing physicians to ignore their training and put patients' lives at risk.

by Sarah Zhang


Megan Kasper, an ob-gyn in Nampa, Idaho, considers herself pro-life, but she believes that the state's abortion ban goes too far. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Kylie Cooper has seen all the ways a pregnancy can go terrifyingly, perilously wrong. She is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients, also known as a maternal-fetal-medicine specialist, or MFM. The awkward hyphenation highlights the duality of the role. Cooper must care for two patients at once: mother and fetus, mom and baby. On good days, she helps women with complicated pregnancies bring home healthy babies. On bad days, she has to tell families that this will not be possible. Sometimes, they ask her to end the pregnancy; prior to the summer of 2022, she was able to do so.

That summer, Cooper felt a growing sense of dread. Thirteen states--including Idaho, where she practiced--had passed "trigger laws" meant to ban abortion if Roe v. Wade were overturned. When this happened, in June 2022, some of the bans proved so draconian that doctors feared they could be prosecuted for providing medical care once considered standard. Soon enough, stories began to emerge around the country of women denied abortions, even as their health deteriorated.

In Texas, a woman whose water broke at 18 weeks--far too early for her baby to survive outside the womb--was unable to get an abortion until she became septic. She spent three days in the ICU, and one of her fallopian tubes permanently closed from scarring. In Tennessee, a woman lost four pints of blood delivering her dead fetus in a hospital's holding area. In Oklahoma, a bleeding woman with a nonviable pregnancy was turned away from three separate hospitals. One said she could wait in the parking lot until her condition became life-threatening.

Idaho's ban was as strict as they came, and Cooper worried about her high-risk patients who would soon be forced to continue pregnancies that were dangerous, nonviable, or both.

She was confronted with this reality just two days after the ban went into effect, when a woman named Kayla Smith walked into Cooper's office at St. Luke's Boise Medical Center. (St. Luke's was founded by an Episcopal bishop but is no longer religiously affiliated.) Smith was just over four months pregnant with her second baby--a boy she and her husband had already decided to name Brooks.

Her first pregnancy had been complicated. At 19 weeks, she'd developed severe preeclampsia, a condition associated with pregnancy that can cause life-threatening high blood pressure. She started seeing spots in her vision, and doctors worried that she would have a stroke. The only cure for preeclampsia is ending the pregnancy--with a delivery or an abortion. But Smith had chosen to stay pregnant, despite the risks, and she was able to eke it out just long enough on IV blood-pressure drugs for her daughter to be born as a preemie, at 33 weeks. The baby ultimately did well after a NICU stay, one of those success stories that MFMs say is the reason they do what they do.

This time, however, Smith's ultrasound had picked up some worrying fetal anomalies, raising the possibility of Down syndrome. "Okay, that's fine," Smith remembers saying. "But is our son going to survive?" The answer, Cooper realized as she peered at his tiny heart on the ultrasound, was almost certainly no. The left half of the heart had barely formed; a pediatric cardiologist later confirmed that the anomaly was too severe to fix with surgery. Meanwhile, Smith's early-onset preeclampsia in her first pregnancy put her at high risk of developing preeclampsia again. In short, her son would not survive, and staying pregnant would pose a danger to her own health. In the ultrasound room that day, Smith started to cry.

Cooper started to cry too. She was used to conversations like this--delivering what might be the worst news of someone's life was a regular part of her job--but she was not used to telling her patients that they then had no choice about what to do next. Idaho's new ban made performing an abortion for any reason a felony. It contained no true exceptions, allowing doctors only to mount an "affirmative defense" in court in cases involving rape or incest, or to prevent the death of the mother. This put the burden on physicians to prove that their illegal actions were justifiable. The punishment for violating the law was at least two years in prison, and up to five. The state also had a Texas-style vigilante law that allowed a family member of a "preborn child" to sue an abortion provider in civil court for at least $20,000.

From the May 2022 issue: Jessica Bruder on the future of abortion in a post-Roe America

Because Smith had not yet developed preeclampsia, her own life was not technically in danger, and she could not have an abortion in Idaho. Merely protecting her health was not enough. Lawmakers had made that clear: When asked about the health of the mother, Todd Lakey, one of the legislators who introduced the trigger ban in 2020, had said, "I would say it weighs less, yes, than the life of the child." The fact that Smith's baby could not survive didn't matter; Idaho's ban had no exception for lethal fetal anomalies.

If she did get preeclampsia, Smith remembers asking, when could her doctors intervene? Cooper wasn't sure. Idaho's abortion law was restrictive; it was also vague. All Cooper would say was When you are sick enough. Sick enough that she was actually in danger of dying? That seemed awfully risky; Smith had a two-and-a-half-year-old daughter who needed her mom. She also worried that if she continued her pregnancy, her unborn son would suffer. Would he feel pain, she asked, if he died after birth, as his underdeveloped heart tried in vain to pump blood? Cooper did not have a certain answer for this either.


Kylie Cooper is an obstetrician who manages high-risk patients. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Smith decided that getting an abortion as soon as possible, before her health was imperiled, would be best, even if that meant traveling to another state. She knew she wanted her abortion to be an early induction of labor--rather than a dilation and evacuation that removed the fetus with medical instruments--because she wanted to hold her son, to say goodbye. She found a hospital in Seattle that could perform an induction abortion and drove with her husband almost eight hours to get there. Unsure how much their insurance would cover, they took out a $16,000 personal loan. Two weeks later, Smith again drove to Seattle and back, this time to pick up her son's ashes. The logistics kept her so busy, she told me, that "I wasn't even allowed the space to grieve the loss of my son."

If Smith had walked into Cooper's office just a week earlier, none of this would have been necessary. She would have been able to get the abortion right there in Boise. But at least she had not yet been in immediate danger, and she'd made it to Seattle safely. Cooper worried about the next patient, and the next. What if someone came in tomorrow with, say, her water broken at 19 weeks, at risk of bleeding and infection? This happened regularly at her hospital.

As summer turned to fall, Cooper started to feel anxious whenever she was on call. "Every time the phone rang, or my pager went off, just this feeling of impending doom," she told me. Would this call be the call? The one in which a woman would die on her watch? She began telling patients at risk for certain complications to consider staying with family outside Idaho, if they could, for part of their pregnancy--just in case they needed an emergency abortion.

Cooper described her feelings as a form of "moral distress," a phrase I heard again and again in interviews with nearly three dozen doctors who are currently practicing or have practiced under post-Roe abortion restrictions. The term was coined in the 1980s to describe the psychological toll on nurses who felt powerless to do the right thing--unable to challenge, for example, doctors ordering painful procedures on patients with no chance of living. The concept gained traction among doctors during the coronavirus pandemic, when overwhelmed hospitals had to ration care, essentially leaving some patients to die.

From the December 2019 issue: Caitlin Flanagan on the dishonesty of the abortion debate

In the two-plus years since Roe was overturned, a handful of studies have cataloged the moral distress of doctors across the country. In one, 96 percent of providers who care for pregnant women in states with restrictive laws reported feelings of moral distress that ranged from "uncomfortable" to "intense" to "worst possible." In a survey of ob-gyns who mostly were not abortion providers, more than 90 percent said the laws had prevented them or their colleagues from providing standard medical care. They described feeling "muzzled," "handcuffed," and "straitjacketed." In another study, ob-gyn residents reported feeling like "puppets," a "hypocrite," or a "robot of the State" under the abortion bans.

The doctors I spoke with had a wide range of personal views on abortion, but they uniformly agreed that the current restrictions are unworkable as medical care. They have watched patients grow incredulous, even angry, upon learning of their limited options. But mostly, their patients are devastated. The bans have added heartbreak on top of heartbreak, forcing women grieving the loss of an unborn child to endure delayed care and unnecessary injury. For some doctors, this has been too much to bear. They have fled to states without bans, leaving behind even fewer doctors to care for patients in places like Idaho.

Cooper had moved to Idaho with her husband and kids in 2018, drawn to the natural beauty and to the idea of practicing in a state underserved by doctors: It ranked 47th in the nation in ob-gyns per capita then, and she was one of just nine MFMs in the state. But in that summer of 2022, she began to fear that she could no longer do right by her patients. What she knew to be medically and ethically correct was now legally wrong. "I could not live with myself if something bad happened to somebody," she told me. "But I also couldn't live with myself if I went to prison and left my family and my small children behind."

At first, Cooper and other doctors distressed by Idaho's ban hoped that it could be amended. If only lawmakers knew what doctors knew, they figured, surely they would see how the rule was harming women who needed an abortion for medical reasons. Indeed, as doctors began speaking up, publicly in the media and privately with lawmakers, several Idaho legislators admitted that they had not understood the impact of the trigger ban. Some had never thought that Roe would be overturned. The ban wasn't really meant to become law--except now it had.

Frankly, doctors had been unprepared too. None had shown up to testify before the trigger ban quietly passed in 2020; they just weren't paying attention. (Almost all public opposition at the time came from anti-abortion activists, who thought the ban was still too lax because it had carve-outs for rape and incest.) Now doctors found themselves taking a crash course in state politics. Lauren Miller, another MFM at St. Luke's, helped form a coalition to get the Idaho Medical Association to put its full lobbying power in the state legislature behind medical exceptions, both for lethal fetal anomalies and for a mother's health. Cooper and a fellow ob-gyn, Amelia Huntsberger, met with the governor's office in their roles as vice chair and chair, respectively, of the Idaho section of the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists.

The results of these efforts were disappointing. The lobbying culminated in a bill passed in March 2023 that offered doctors only marginally more breathing room than before. It changed the affirmative-defense statute into an actual exception to "prevent the death of the pregnant woman," and it clarified that procedures to end ectopic and molar pregnancies--two types of nonviable abnormal pregnancies--were not to be considered abortions. But an exception for lethal fetal anomalies was a nonstarter. And an exception to prevent a life-threatening condition, rather than just preventing the death of the mother, was quashed after the chair of the Idaho Republican Party, Dorothy Moon, lambasted it in a public letter. The previous year, the Idaho GOP had adopted a platform declaring that "abortion is murder from the moment of fertilization" and rejected an exception for the life of the mother; it would reiterate that position in 2024.

Read: Dobbs's confounding effect on abortion rates

Cooper and Huntsberger felt that their meeting with two of the governor's staffers, in December 2022, had been futile as well. It had taken months to schedule a 20-minute conversation, and one of the staffers left in a hurry partway through. "There was a lot of acknowledgment of Yeah, this is really bad. The laws may not be written ideally," Huntsberger told me. "There was also no action."

After the meeting, the two women sat, dejected, in a rental car across from the state capitol, Huntsberger having traveled more than 400 miles from Sandpoint, Idaho, where she was a general ob-gyn in a rural hospital. That was when Cooper turned to her colleague and said she had something to confess: She had just been offered a job in Minnesota, a state where abortion is legal. And she was going to take it. She had reached a point where she just couldn't do it anymore; she couldn't keep turning away patients whom she had the skills to help, who needed her help. "There were so many drives home where I would cry," she later told me.

The departure of so many physicians has strained Idaho's medical system.

Huntsberger was heartbroken to lose a colleague in the fight to change Idaho's law. But she understood. She and her husband, an ER doctor, had also been talking about leaving. "It was once a month, and then once a week, and then every day," she told me, "and then we weren't sleeping." They worried what might happen at work; they worried what it might mean for their three children. Was it time to give up on Idaho? She told Cooper that day, "Do what you need to do to care for yourself." Cooper and her family moved to Minnesota that spring.

Huntsberger soon found a new job in Oregon, where abortion is also legal. A week later, her rural hospital announced the shutdown of its labor-and-delivery unit, citing Idaho's "legal and political climate" as one reason. Staffing a 24/7 unit is expensive, and the ban had made recruiting ob-gyns to rural Idaho more difficult than ever. Even jobs in Boise that used to attract 15 or 20 applicants now had only a handful; some jobs have stayed vacant for two years. The three other ob-gyns at Huntsberger's hospital all ended up finding new positions in states with fewer abortion restrictions.

During Huntsberger's last month in Idaho, many of her patients scheduled their annual checkups early, so they could see her one last time to say goodbye. Over the years, she had gotten to know all about their children and puppies and gardens. These relationships were why she had become a small-town ob-gyn. She'd never thought she would leave.

Two other labor-and-delivery units have since closed in Idaho. The state lost more than 50 ob-gyns practicing obstetrics, about one-fifth of the total, in the first 15 months of the ban, according to an analysis by the Idaho Physician Well-Being Action Collaborative. Among MFMs, who deal with the most complicated pregnancies, the exodus has been even more dramatic. Of the nine practicing in 2022, Cooper was the first to leave, followed by Lauren Miller. A third MFM also left because of the ban. Then a fourth took a new job in Nevada and a fifth tried to retire, but their hospital was so short-staffed by then that they were both persuaded to stay at least part-time. That left only four other MFMs for the entire state.


After the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, St. Luke's Boise Medical Center started airlifting pregnant women with certain complications to other states to receive treatment. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



The departure of so many physicians has strained Idaho's medical system. After Cooper and others moved away, St. Luke's had to rely on traveling doctors to fill the gaps; the hospital was eventually able to hire a few new MFMs, but the process took a long time. Meanwhile, ob-gyns--and family doctors, who deliver many of the babies in rural Idaho--had to manage more pregnancies, including high-risk ones, on their own. The overall lack of ob-gyns has also had implications for women who aren't pregnant, and won't be: Idaho is an attractive place to retire, and the state's growing population of older women need gynecological care as they age into menopause and beyond.

Anne Feighner, an ob-gyn at St. Luke's who has stayed in Boise for now, thinks all the time about her colleagues who have left. Every day, she told me in June, she drove by the house of her neighbor and fellow ob-gyn, Harmony Schroeder, who at the moment was packing up her home of 20 years for a job in Washington State. She, too, was leaving because of the abortion ban. Across the street is the pink house where Cooper used to live and where her daughters used to ride scooters out front.

"I still have a lot of guilt over leaving," Cooper told me. She had made the decision in order to protect herself and her family. But what about her patients in Idaho, and her colleagues? By leaving, she had made a terrible situation for them even worse.

Sara Thomson works 12-hour shifts as an obstetrician at a Catholic hospital in Idaho; she is Catholic herself. Even before the abortion ban, her hospital terminated pregnancies only for medical reasons, per religious directive. "I had never considered myself a quote-unquote abortion provider, " Thomson told me--at least not until certain kinds of care provided at her hospital became illegal under Idaho's ban. It started to change how she thought of, as she put it, "the A-word."

She told me about women who showed up at her hospital after their water had broken too early--well before the line of viability, around 22 weeks. Before then, a baby has no chance of survival outside the womb. This condition is known as previable PPROM, an acronym for "preterm premature rupture of membranes."

In the very best scenario, a woman whose water breaks too early is able to stay pregnant for weeks or even months with enough amniotic fluid--the proverbial "water"--for her baby to develop normally. One doctor, Kim Cox, told me about a patient of his whose water broke at 16 weeks; she was able to stay pregnant until 34 weeks, and gave birth to a baby who fared well. Far more likely, though, a woman will naturally go into labor within a week of her water breaking, delivering a fetus that cannot survive. In the worst case, she could develop an infection before delivery. The infection might tip quickly into sepsis, which can cause the loss of limbs, fertility, and organ function--all on top of the tragedy of losing a baby.

In the very worst case, neither mother nor baby survives. In 2012, a 31-year-old woman in Ireland named Savita Halappanavar died after her water broke at 17 weeks. Doctors had refused to end her pregnancy, waiting for the fetus's heartbeat to stop on its own. When it did, she went into labor, but by then, she had become infected. She died from sepsis three days later. Her death galvanized the abortion-rights movement in Ireland, and the country legalized the procedure in 2018.

Read: Abortion isn't about feminism

Doctors in the United States now worry that abortion bans will cause entirely preventable deaths like Halappanavar's; the possibility haunts Thomson. "We shouldn't have to wait for a case like Savita's in Idaho," she said.

Previable PPROM is the complication that most troubles doctors practicing under strict abortion bans. These cases fall into the gap between what Idaho law currently allows (averting a mother's death) and what many doctors want to be able to do (treat complications that could become deadly). The condition is not life-threatening right away, doctors told me, but they offered very different interpretations of when it becomes so--anywhere from the first signs of infection all the way to sepsis.

No surprise, then, that the trigger ban provoked immediate confusion among doctors over how and when to intervene in these cases. Initially, at least, they had more legal leeway to act quickly: The Biden administration had sued Idaho before the trigger ban went into effect, on the grounds that it conflicted with a Reagan-era federal law: the Emergency Medical Treatment and Active Labor Act (EMTALA), which requires ERs to provide stabilizing treatment when a mother's health, not just her life, is at risk. The Department of Health and Human Services interpreted "stabilizing treatment" to include emergency abortions, and a federal judge issued a partial injunction on Idaho's ban, temporarily allowing such abortions to take place. But Idaho appealed the decision, and when the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to hear the case in January 2024, it stayed the injunction. With that, any protection that the federal law had granted Idaho doctors evaporated.


Sara Thomson, an obstetrician at a Catholic hospital in Idaho, says the state's ban has changed how she thinks about "the A-word." (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Thomson was still working under these severe restrictions when I met her in Boise this past June. She missed the days when her biggest problem at work was persuading her hospital to get a new ultrasound machine. A former military doctor, she struck me as soft-spoken but steely, like the most quietly formidable mom in your PTA. At one point, she pulled out a Trapper Keeper pocket folder of handwritten notes that she had taken after our first phone call.

The cases that most distressed her were ones of previable PPROM where the umbilical cord had prolapsed into the vagina, compressing the cord and exposing the baby and mother to infection. When this happens, Thomson said, a developing fetus cannot survive long: "The loss of the baby is sadly inevitable."

Previously at her Catholic hospital, she would have offered to do what was best for the mother's health: terminate the pregnancy before she became infected, so she could go home to recover. Now she told patients that they had no choice but to wait until they went into labor or became infected, or until the fetus's heart stopped beating, slowly deprived of oxygen from its compressed umbilical cord, sometimes over the course of several days. Thomson did not know that a fetus could take so long to die this way--she was used to intervening much sooner. She found forcing her patients to wait like this "morally disgusting."

"Every time I take care of a patient in this scenario, it makes me question why I'm staying here," she told me. It ate at her to put her own legal interests before her patients' health. She knew that if a zealous prosecutor decided she had acted too hastily, she could lose years of her career and her life defending herself, even if she were ultimately vindicated. But if she made a "self-protective" decision to delay care and a patient died, she wasn't sure how she could go on. "From a moral perspective, that's something that you won't recover from as a doctor."

At St. Luke's, the largest hospital in Idaho, doctors started airlifting some patients with complications like previable PPROM out of state after the trigger ban took effect. Rather than delay care to comply with the law, they felt that the better--or, really, less bad--option was to get women care sooner by transferring them to Oregon, Washington, or Utah.

After the Supreme Court stayed the injunction allowing emergency abortions for a mother's health, in January 2024, Idaho doctors became even more cautious about performing abortions, and the transfers picked up. Over the next three and a half months alone, St. Luke's airlifted six pregnant women out of state. Smaller hospitals, too, transferred patients they would have previously treated.

One woman described fearing for her life as she was sent away from St. Luke's last year, after losing a liter of blood when her placenta began detaching inside her. "I couldn't comprehend," she later told The New York Times. "I'm standing in front of doctors who know exactly what to do and how to help and they're refusing to do it." Another woman whose water broke early went into labor en route to Portland, her doctor told me, and delivered her fetus hundreds of miles from home. Her baby did not survive, and she was left to figure out how to get back to Idaho by herself--a medical transport is only a one-way ride. Another became infected and turned septic in the hours it took her to get to Salt Lake City. She had to go to the ICU, says Lauren Theilen, an MFM at the Utah hospital where she was taken. Other patients were sick when they left Idaho and even sicker when they arrived somewhere else.

Where exactly was that line between a patient who could be transferred versus one who needed care immediately, then and there? "I have sometimes wondered if I'm being selfish," says Stacy Seyb, a longtime MFM at St. Luke's, by putting patients through medical transfer to avoid legal sanction. But no doctor works alone in today's hospitals. When one of the first legally ambiguous cases came up, Seyb saw the unease in the eyes of his team: the nurses, the techs, the anesthesiologists, the residents--all the people who normally assist in an emergency abortion. If he did something legally risky, they would also be exposed. Idaho's law threatens to revoke the license of any health-care professional who assists in an abortion. He came to feel that there was no good option to protect both his team and his patients, but that an out-of-state transfer was often the least terrible one. In Portland or Seattle or Salt Lake City, health-care providers do not have to weigh their own interests against their patients'.

In April, when the Supreme Court heard the Idaho case, the media seized upon the dramatic image of women being airlifted out of state for emergency abortions. Justice Elena Kagan made a point of asking about it in oral arguments. In a press conference afterward, Idaho's attorney general, Raul Labrador, pushed back on the idea that airlifts were happening, citing unnamed doctors who said they didn't know of any such instances. If women were being airlifted, he said, it was unnecessary, because emergency abortions were already allowed to save the life of the mother. "I would hate to think," he added, "that St. Luke's or any other hospital is trying to do something like this just to make a political statement." (St. Luke's had filed an amicus brief with the Court in support of the federal government.)

Labrador's comments echoed accusations from national anti-abortion groups that doctors and others who support abortion rights are sowing confusion in order to "sabotage" the laws. When Moon, the chair of the Idaho Republican Party, had rallied lawmakers against any health exceptions back in 2023, she'd also evoked the specter of "doctors educated in some of the farthest Left academic institutions in our country." (Neither Labrador nor Moon responded to my requests for an interview.)

It is true that doctors tend to support abortion access. But in Idaho, many of the ob-gyns critical of the ban are not at all pro-abortion. Maria Palmquist grew up speaking at Right to Life rallies, as the eldest of eight in a Catholic family. She still doesn't believe in "abortion for birth control," she told me, but medical school had opened her eyes to the tragic ways a pregnancy can go wrong. Lately, she's been sending articles to family members, to show that some women with dangerous pregnancies need abortions "so they can have future children."

Kim Cox, the doctor who told me about a patient who had a relatively healthy child after PPROM at 16 weeks, practices in heavily Mormon eastern Idaho. Cox said that "electively terminating" at any point in a pregnancy is "offensive to me and offensive to God." But he also told me about a recent patient whose water had broken at 19 weeks and who wanted a termination that he was prepared to provide--until he realized it was legally dicey. He thought the dangers of such cases were serious enough that women should be able to decide how much risk they wanted to tolerate. Because, I ventured, they might already have a kid at home? "Or 10 kids at home."


Anne Feighner, an ob-gyn at St. Luke's, has decided to stay in Boise for now. (Bethany Mollenkof for The Atlantic)



Megan Kasper, an ob-gyn in Nampa, Idaho, who considers herself pro-life, told me she "never dreamed" that she would live to see Roe v. Wade overturned. But Idaho's law went too far even for her. If doctors are forced to wait until death is a real possibility for an expecting mother, she said, "there's going to be a certain number of those that you don't pull back from the brink." She thought the law needed an exception for the health of the mother.

In the two-plus years since the end of Roe, no doctor has yet been prosecuted in Idaho or any other state for performing an abortion--but who wants to test the law by being the first? Doctors are risk-averse. They're rule followers, Kasper told me, a sentiment I heard over and over again: "I want to follow the rules." "We tend to be rule followers." "Very good rule followers." Kasper said she thought that, in some cases, doctors have been more hesitant to treat patients or more willing to transfer them than was necessary. But if the law is not meant to be as restrictive as it reads to doctors, she said, then legislators should simply change it. "Put it in writing." Make it clear.

She does wonder what it would mean to test the law. Kasper has a somewhat unusual background for a doctor. She was homeschooled, back when it was still illegal in some states, and her parents routinely sent money to legal-defense funds for other homeschoolers. "I grew up in a family whose values were It's okay to take risks to do the right thing," she told me. She still believes that. "There's a little bit of my rebel side that's like, Cool, Raul Labrador, you want to throw me in jail? You have at it." Prosecuting "one of the most pro-life OBs" would prove, wouldn't it, just how extreme Idaho had become on abortion.

When I visited Boise in June, doctors were on edge; the Supreme Court's decision on emergency abortions was expected at any moment. On my last day in town, the Court accidentally published the decision early: The case was going to be dismissed, meaning it would return to the lower court. The injunction allowing emergency abortions would, in the meantime, be reinstated.

As the details trickled out, I caught up with Thomson, who was, for the moment, relieved. She had an overnight shift that evening, and the tight coil of tension that had been lodged inside her loosened with the knowledge that EMTALA would soon be back in place, once the Court formally issued its decision. Doctors at St. Luke's also felt they could stop airlifting patients out of state for emergency abortions.

But Thomson grew frustrated when she realized that this was far from the definitive ruling she had hoped for. The decision was really a nondecision. In dismissing the case, the Court did not actually resolve the conflict between federal and state law, though the Court signaled openness to hearing the case again after another lower-court decision. The dismissal also left in place a separate injunction, from a federal appeals court, that had blocked enforcement of EMTALA in Texas, meaning that women in a far larger and more populous state would still be denied emergency abortions. This case, too, has been appealed to the Supreme Court.

The moral distress of practicing under the ban had sent Sara Thomson to see a counselor. "I was in a war zone," she told me, "and I didn't see a counselor."

Moreover, the federal emergency-treatment law has teeth only if an administration chooses to enforce it, by fining hospitals or excluding them from Medicare and Medicaid when they fail to comply. The Biden administration has issued guidance that says it may sanction hospitals and doctors refusing to provide emergency abortion care, and as vice president, Kamala Harris has been a particularly vocal advocate for abortion access. A Trump administration could simply decide not to enforce the rule--a proposal that is outlined explicitly in Project 2025, the Heritage Foundation's blueprint for a second Trump term. If the emergency-treatment law is a mere "Band-Aid," as multiple doctors put it to me, it is one that can be easily torn off. 

EMTALA is also limited in scope. It covers only patients who show up at an ER, and only those with emergency pregnancy complications. It would not apply to women in Idaho whose pregnancies are made more dangerous by a range of serious but not yet urgent conditions (to say nothing of the women who might want to end a pregnancy for any number of nonmedical reasons). It would not apply to the woman carrying triplets who, as an MFM recounted to me, wanted a reduction to twins because the third fetus had no skull and thus could not live. She had to go out of state to have the procedure--tantamount to an abortion for just one fetus--which made the pregnancy safer for her and the remaining babies. And it did not apply when Kayla Smith, already grieving for her unborn son, worried about preeclampsia. Her family ultimately left Idaho for Washington, so she could have another child in a safer state; her younger daughter was born in late 2023.

From the June 1969 issue: The right of abortion

Smith has joined a lawsuit filed by the Center for Reproductive Rights challenging the limited scope of exceptions under Idaho's ban. A group in Idaho is also planning a ballot initiative that will put the question of abortion to voters--but not until 2026. In the meantime, doctors still want Idaho to add medical exceptions to the law. After the disappointingly narrow exceptions the state legislature passed in 2023, it did nothing more in its 2024 session. A hearing that Thomson was slated to speak at this spring got canceled, last minute, by Republicans, who control the legislature.

Still, Thomson told me she was set on staying in Idaho. She and her husband had moved their family here 11 years ago because they wanted their four kids to "feel like they're from somewhere." Having grown up in a Navy family, she'd moved every few years during her own childhood before joining the military for medical school and continuing to move every few years as a military doctor. When her son was just 14 months old, she deployed to Iraq. She got her job in Idaho after that. When she and her husband bought their house, she told him this was the house she planned to live in for the rest of her life.

In the past two years, she'd seriously wavered on that decision for the first time. The moral distress of practicing under the ban had sent her to see a counselor. "I was in a war zone," she told me, "and I didn't see a counselor." This past fall, she came up with a backup plan: If she had to, she could stop practicing in Idaho and become a traveling doctor, seeing patients in other states.

But then she thought about all the women in Idaho who couldn't afford to leave the state for care. And she thought of her kids, especially her three girls, who would soon no longer be girls. The eldest is 20, the same age as a patient whose baby she had recently delivered. "This could be my daughter," Thomson thought. If everyone like her left, she wondered, who would take care of her daughters?



This article appears in the October 2024 print edition with the headline "What Abortion Bans Do to Doctors."
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Trump's Repetitive Speech Is a Bad Sign

If the debate was a cognitive test, the former president failed.

by Richard A. Friedman




Tuesday's presidential debate was, among other things, an excellent real-world test of the candidates' cognitive fitness--and any fair-minded mental-health expert would be very worried about Donald Trump's performance.

The former president has repeatedly bragged over the past several years that he has passed various mental-status exams with flying colors. Most of these tests are designed to detect fairly serious cognitive dysfunction, and as such, they are quite easy to pass: They ask simple questions such as "What is the date?" and challenge participants to spell world backwards or write any complete sentence. By contrast, a 90-minute debate that involves unknown questions and unanticipated rebuttals requires candidates to think on their feet. It is a much more demanding and representative test of cognitive health than a simple mental-status exam you take in a doctor's office. Specifically, the debate serves as an evaluation of the candidates' mental flexibility under pressure--their capacity to deal with uncertainty and the unforeseen.

Just to be clear: Although I am a psychiatrist, I am not offering any specific medical diagnoses for any public figure. I have never met or examined either candidate. But I watched the debate with particular attention to the candidates' vocabulary, verbal and logical coherence, and ability to adapt to new topics--all signs of a healthy brain. Although Kamala Harris certainly exhibited some rigidity and repetition, her speech remained within the normal realm for politicians, who have a reputation for harping on their favorite talking points. By contrast, Donald Trump's expressions of those tendencies were alarming. He displayed some striking, if familiar, patterns that are commonly seen among people in cognitive decline.

Much of the time, following Trump's train of thought was difficult, if not impossible. In response to a question from the moderator David Muir about whether he regretted anything he'd done during the January 6 insurrection, Trump said:

I have said "blood bash--bath." It was a different term, and it was a term that related to energy, because they have destroyed our energy business. That was where bloodbath was. Also, on Charlottesville, that story has been, as you would say, debunked. Laura Ingraham, Sean Hannity, Jesse--all of these people, they covered it. If they go an extra sentence, they will see it was perfect. It was debunked in almost every newspaper. But they still bring it up, just like they bring 2025 up. They bring all of this stuff up. I ask you this: You talk about the Capitol. Why are we allowing these millions of people to come through on the southern border? How come she's not doing anything--and I'll tell you what I would do. And I would be very proud to do it.


Evading the question is an age-old debate-winning tactic. But Trump's response seems to go beyond evasion. It is both tangential, in that it is completely irrelevant to the question, and circumstantial, in that it is rambling and never gets to a point. Circumstantial and tangential speech can indicate a fundamental problem with an underlying cognitive process, such as logical and goal-oriented thinking. Did Trump realize that his answer was neither germane to the question nor logical?

Eleven days before the debate, at a campaign event in Pennsylvania, Trump responded to criticism of his rambling speech by claiming that it is part of a deliberate strategy to frustrate his opponents. "I do the weave," he told the audience. "You know what the weave is? I'll talk about, like, nine different things that they all come back brilliantly together. And it's like--and friends of mine that are, like, English professors, they say: 'It's the most brilliant thing I've ever seen.'" Viewers can judge for themselves whether the disjointed statements they heard during the debate cohered brilliantly in the end.

Read: How swing voters reacted to the Trump-Harris debate

The speech Trump excuses as the "weave" is one of many tics that are starting to look less strategic and more uncontrollable. Last week, David A. Graham wrote in The Atlantic that the former president has a penchant for describing objects and events as being "like nobody has ever seen before." At the debate, true to form, Trump repeatedly fell back on the superlative. Of the economy under his presidency: "Nobody's ever seen anything like it." Of inflation under the Biden administration: "I've never seen a worse period of time." Of the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan: "That was one of the most incompetently handled situations anybody has ever seen." Harris, for her part, also showed some verbal tics and leaned on tired formulations. For instance, she invited viewers more than 15 times to "understand" things. But Trump's turns of phrase are so disjointed, so unusual, and so frequently uttered that they're difficult to pass off as normal speech.

Trump's speech during the debate was repetitive not only in form but also in content. Politicians regularly return during debates to their strongest topics--that's just good strategy. Harris twice mentioned Project 2025, which voters widely disapproved of in recent polling, and insisted three times that Americans want to "move forward" or "chart a new way forward." Trump likewise expounded at every opportunity on immigration, a weak issue for Harris. But plenty of the former president's repetitions seemed compulsive, not strategic. After praising the Hungarian strongman Viktor Orban, Trump spoke unprompted, at length, and without clarity about gas pipelines in the United States and Europe, an issue unlikely to connect with many voters. A few minutes later, he brought up the pipelines again. The moderators cut him off for a commercial break. Even in cases where Trump could have reasonably defended himself, he was unable to articulate basic exculpatory evidence. When Harris raised his infamous "very fine people on both sides" remark regarding the 2017 white-supremacist march in Charlottesville, Virginia, Trump could have pointed out that even at the time, he had specified, "I'm not talking about the neo-Nazis and the white nationalists--because they should be condemned totally." But he did not.

Read: The mistake that could cost Trump the election

In psychiatry, the tendency to conspicuously and rigidly repeat a thought beyond the point of relevance, called "perseverance," is known to be correlated with a variety of clinical disorders, including those involving a loss of cognitive reserve. People tend to stick to familiar topics over and over when they experience an impairment in cognitive functioning--for instance, in short-term memory. Short-term memory is essentially your mental sketch pad: how many different thoughts you can juggle in your mind, keep track of, and use at the same time. Given the complexity of being president, short-term memory is a vital skill.

If a patient presented to me with the verbal incoherence, tangential thinking, and repetitive speech that Trump now regularly demonstrates, I would almost certainly refer them for a rigorous neuropsychiatric evaluation to rule out a cognitive illness. A condition such as vascular dementia or Alzheimer's disease would not be out of the ordinary for a 78-year-old. Only careful medical examination can establish whether someone indeed has a diagnosable illness--simply observing Trump, or anyone else, from afar is not enough. For those who do have such diseases or conditions, several treatments and services exist to help them and their loved ones cope with their decline. But that does not mean any of them would be qualified to serve as commander in chief.
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Bird Flu Is Quietly Getting Scarier

Perhaps it's time to talk about an H5N1 pandemic.

by Yasmin Tayag




Up until last Friday afternoon, a total of 13 people in the United States had officially come down this year with avian influenza H5, also known as bird flu. A subtype of that virus, a potential pandemic pathogen called H5N1, has for months been circulating in our dairy herds, and has already killed tens of millions of birds here. The 13 human cases through last Friday were generally mild, and more important, they were all clearly linked to sickened cows or poultry. When I checked in with bird-flu experts in July, they told me that this fact was crucial. The red flag for a crisis would come only, they said, if and when the virus started showing signs of spreading from person to person.

Then came Case 14. According to the week's-end update from the CDC, at least one more person has now been infected with an H5 virus, and this time, the patient, who is in Missouri, isn't known to have been exposed to any ailing farm animal. In other words, the harbinger of a broader, deadly crisis may just have ratcheted a little further up the flagpole.

Read: How much worse would a bird-flu pandemic be?

Whatever state of danger this implies, the CDC's report didn't get much play. Although the case was covered by major news outlets, it competed for attention through the weekend with stories on the war in Gaza, another ghastly high-school shooting, and tonight's presidential debate, among many other pressing matters. When I told my husband, a historian, about the new infection, he was nonplussed. After I explained the implications--possible human-to-human transmission?!--he conceded that it "seemed bad," then continued eating dinner. The next night, at a wedding party in a crowded bar in Brooklyn, I tried again: Was anybody else feeling spooked? No one was aware of any updates from Missouri, nor did they seem to care that much when I described the details. This is where we are with bird flu at the moment: the awkward space between watchful waiting and all-out panic mode. The risks may still be minimal, but the stakes are very high--and each new piece of information seems to make the situation only a bit less stable than it was before. Yet it's hard to keep a solid grasp on what it means and whether it's important.

For most people, ignoring bird flu altogether may be entirely appropriate, at least for now; also, bringing up a novel respiratory virus at someone's wedding party is a great way to kill the vibe. (Sorry, Max and Daphne!) According to the CDC, the danger posed to the general public by bird flu "remains low." The Missouri case, which was detected via seasonal-flu surveillance, remains puzzling. For now, there's no affirmative evidence that the disease was caught from someone else; the person may instead have been infected by a contaminated bird feeder, an infected cat, or even just a glass of raw milk. Beyond the fact that the patient is an adult who had "underlying medical conditions," and that they were hospitalized and treated with antiviral medications, little else is known about them, not even their specific age. In fact, it isn't even clear whether bird flu was the primary reason the patient was hospitalized. The most comforting outcome so far is that the person doesn't seem to have infected anyone else.

This leaves public-health researchers and science journalists in a tricky situation. Given all of these unknowns, it would be both premature and immoral to sound the alarm about the next pandemic. At the same time, bird flu is a real and growing concern, and the current state of play--specialists on heightened alert, set against a near-total state of ignorance among many members of the public--is disquieting. The mere fact that H5N1 is now spreading through the nation's farms, exposing chickens, cows, and pigs alike, means that it will have many opportunities, in the months and years ahead, to recombine or mutate in dangerous ways. "It's like playing the lottery," one flu expert told me this summer. "We're giving this virus a lot of tickets."

Read: There are no good options left with bird flu

The public ought to understand this risk and take it seriously--but how does one communicate an awkward state of in-between? COVID fatigue still lingers, and few people will want to think about another virus, let alone the possibility of further masks and isolation, until it's truly necessary. "I only want to know when I need to tell my aging parents how to stay safe," a friend told me. By that criterion, bird flu can safely be ignored. Even taking the Missouri case into account, all of the available information indicates that a pandemic is not imminent. Still, the facts may change at any time, and experts are awaiting further data. Once the CDC has identified the exact subtype of virus involved in the Missouri case, we'll know whether the person really was infected with the same H5N1 bird-flu virus that is circulating on farms.

Even if this case proves to be a false alarm, people tracking bird flu seem more on edge than ever. The fact that more than a dozen people have already been infected this year is alarming in itself. At any given moment, we may be just a few mutations away from another global outbreak of a new disease. The public needn't worry for the moment, but the gap between what's happening with bird flu and how that news gets received seems a little stranger every day.
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A Food-Allergy Fix Hiding in Plain Sight

Why did it take so long to reach patients?

by Sarah Zhang




Tami McGraw used to be so allergic to red meat that even fumes from cooking might send her into anaphylactic shock. She couldn't fry sausages for her family. She couldn't go to cookouts with friends. Once, she passed out driving home with her son after accidentally inhaling fumes while volunteering at the school cafeteria. "That's the closest I came to dying," she told me. Every whiff of sizzling meat, every journey out of the house came spring-loaded with danger.



The episode in the school cafeteria rattled McGraw so much that she brought up with her allergist a then-unorthodox therapy called Xolair. Xolair is a bimonthly or monthly injection originally approved in 2003 for asthma, which McGraw has been diagnosed with. But doctors had long suspected that Xolair could do more, and they had already started noticing an intriguing curious side effect in asthma patients: Their allergic reactions to food were diminished too.



McGraw's doctor agreed to prescribe her Xolair--officially for asthma but unofficially with the hope of treating her allergy. Soon, she found she could cook red meat in the house again. Then, she could eat it. She had a bite of bacon, a bite of hamburger. All good. McGraw still doesn't care for red meat--doctors recommend continuing avoidance, and she had developed a distaste after her allergic reactions anyway--but she no longer worries about a cross-contaminated utensil or fumes lingering in the air. "I could go in places without fear," she said. "I could go out to eat." Since 2016, she has been living, in other words, a pretty normal life.



Earlier this year--more than 20 years after Xolair first came to market and eight years after it transformed McGraw's life--Xolair was approved for food allergies. The drug is finally available to the millions of Americans with severe, sometimes-fatal allergic reactions. Rates of food allergies have been rising this entire time, nearly doubling in children since Xolair was initially developed. Though it is not meant to be a cure, the drug provides enough protection against accidental exposure to bring tremendous relief.



"It's a complete life-changer," says Robert Wood, a pediatric allergist at Johns Hopkins who co-led the study that recently got Xolair green-lighted for food allergies. And it's been a long time coming.







Xolair works by intercepting immune molecules called IgE, known to be a trigger in allergic reactions. For this reason, its potential to calm food allergies was apparent from the very beginning, but a frustrating series of events in the 2000s kept drugs like it out of many patients' reach.



First, a similar drug that was ahead of Xolair in development was unceremoniously shelved in 2004--despite promising results in treating peanut allergy--as the result of a bitter legal battle between its manufacturer and Xolair's. This cleared the path for Xolair, which suffered a different setback: Its clinical trial for peanut allergy was terminated early in 2006 for safety reasons unrelated to the drug itself. Two children had severe reactions when they were being "challenged" with peanuts to gauge the extent of their allergy. Xolair's manufacturer deemed the peanut challenges, and therefore the whole trial, too risky. The incomplete results from the study, when they were published, nevertheless looked encouraging.



Throughout this period, Xolair was available to patients with asthma, and in 2014, it was also approved for idiopathic, or unexplained, chronic hives. Both of these conditions tend to involve high levels of IgE, the molecule that Xolair blocks. They often overlap with food allergies, says Scott Commins, an allergist at the University of North Carolina, who is also McGraw's doctor. This led to a two-tier system: Commins could offer Xolair to food-allergy patients who, like McGraw, also had asthma or chronic hives. Patients who didn't have multiple conditions were out of luck. They could get Xolair off-label, but few could afford it. Insurance companies do not cover off-label prescriptions, and the list price runs $30,000 to $60,000 a year. "We were definitely not able to use it as much as we wanted," Commins told me.



To secure FDA approval and insurance coverage of Xolair for food allergies, patients needed more than promising preliminary data and anecdotal stories: They needed a big, definitive clinical trial. In 2019, Wood and other researchers finally secured the funding for such a trial, dubbed OUtMATCH, which was a collaboration between the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases and Xolair's manufacturers. The results of the first of its three stages were published this February: After 16 weeks on Xolair, two-thirds of participants allergic to peanuts and at least two other foods (such as milk and eggs) were able to eat the equivalent of two and a half peanuts. A similar proportion could eat their other allergy foods too. This study persuaded the FDA to approve the drug for food allergies.



Xolair is most life-changing for patients with allergies that are difficult to avoid--either because their allergen is rarely labeled or because they react to even trace amounts, or both. That includes people like McGraw, and it includes people like Christine Robinson, whom I interviewed five years ago about her corn allergy. Chemicals derived from corn, it turns out, are hidden just about everywhere in processed food: Robinson would react to bottled water, iced tea, table salt, bagged salads, frozen fish, the wax on apples and oranges. She went out with an armament of Benadryl, Zantac, prednisone, and EpiPens, the last of which delivers a jolt of emergency epinephrine to counteract anaphylaxis. Since we first talked, she has also started Xolair. "It's amazing, really," she told me recently. She still doesn't eat corn, but her reactivity is much lower. "The reactions are not an emergency now; they are an annoyance." Recently, her EpiPen expired before she had occasion to use it.



Patients with only mild allergies, on the other hand, might not find an injection every two or four weeks worth the trouble. And Xolair did not work as well for one-third of people in the trial. Predicting who will or will not respond to Xolair and understanding why is one of the big remaining questions ahead, says Scott Sicherer, an allergist at Mount Sinai and a principal investigator on the OUtMATCH trial.



Xolair also has the practical advantage of treating multiple food allergies at once, says Stacie Jones, a pediatric allergist at Arkansas Children's Hospital who is also part of the OUtMATCH study. The only other treatment available, oral immunotherapy, is food specific: Patients ingest a tiny daily amount of their allergy food, gradually upping the dose over time until they reach a maintenance dose. An oral immunotherapy for peanuts called Palforzia is approved, and some allergy doctors now offer custom regimens for a number of foods. But the process can be arduous, and patients with multiple allergies generally need to go through it for each food.



Xolair and oral immunotherapy potentially could be used together. The second of the three stages of the OUtMATCH trial was designed to investigate whether adding Xolair can make oral immunotherapy safer and more effective. The third stage follows participants after they discontinue Xolair, and as some reincorporate allergy foods back into their diet. "What we're learning in the clinic and in the study is that most people can actually start to eat the food they're allergic to," Wood told me, adding that the results would be published in the coming months. The data, if convincing, could dramatically change how Xolair is used--the drug is currently approved only alongside strict avoidance.



In our conversation, Wood also evinced more than a hint of impatience about the two decades needed to make Xolair available for food allergies in the first place. "It's honestly quite ridiculous that it took this long," he told me. "But at least we're here now."
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Final Game Beneath the Eiffel Tower

The gold-medal blind-football match between France and Argentina

by Alan Taylor




The teams of France and Argentina compete during the blind-football gold-medal match in Paris on the last day of the 2024 Paralympic Games. After reaching a 1-1 draw in regular time, France went on to win the game and the medal in a penalty shootout.

Previously:

	September 7: A Vampire Who Bites Medals

	September 6: A Show of Camaraderie

	September 5: Double Gold

	September 4: Winding Up a Powerful Throw

	September 3: A Dodge and Parry
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Vampire Who Bites Medals

Mauricio Valencia of Team Colombia poses with his gold

by Alan Taylor




Gold-medalist Mauricio Valencia of Team Colombia poses for a photo during the medal ceremony for the men's shot put F34 final on day 10 of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games. Valencia had his canine teeth modified to look like fangs in order to break down any stereotypes people may have about Paralympic athletes. He says, "I didn't want to have the same smile as the rest of the world. I've always said that Paralympic sport has to be a spectacle."

Previously:

	September 6: A Show of Camaraderie

	September 5: Double Gold

	September 4: Winding Up a Powerful Throw

	September 3: A Dodge and Parry

	September 2: Tears of Gold
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: A Show of Camaraderie

Medal winners from Germany, Netherlands, and the United States celebrate together.

by Alan Taylor




From left: Silver medalist Johannes Floors of Team Germany, gold medalist Hunter Woodhall of Team USA, and bronze medalist Olivier Hendriks of Team Netherlands pose for a photo after the men's para-athletics 400m T62 final race, on day nine of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games.

Previously:

	September 5: Double Gold

	September 4: Winding Up a Powerful Throw

	September 3: A Dodge and Parry

	September 2: Tears of Gold

	September 1: The Hazards of Blind Football
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The Fairest Way to Keep Cognitively Declining People From Being Elected

Put an upper age limit on public office.

by Ezekiel J. Emanuel





 
 Plenty of occupations in the United States have justifiable age limits. Commercial-airline pilots cannot be over 65. Mandatory retirement for all federal law-enforcement officers is 57. Two-thirds of S&P 500 corporations have mandatory age limits for board members, mostly 72 or 75. Many consulting and law firms require their partners to retire in their 60s.



The presidency, right now, has no such official restrictions. Age might still disqualify a candidate: After President Joe Biden's horrendous debate performance earlier this year, his party pressured him to recognize how his more obvious limits, and appearance of cognitive decline, were hurting Democrats' chances of keeping the Oval Office. Former President Donald Trump, at 78, is still his party's candidate, despite delivering incoherent speeches that raise legitimate questions about his mental capacities.



Beyond Biden and Trump, other political candidates and elected officials have displayed signs of age-related cognitive decline: Think of Dianne Feinstein and Orrin Hatch. The country has an interest in ensuring that cognitively impaired people are not elected to office--and, in particular, to the presidency, the most powerful job in the world. The simplest and fairest mechanism to protect the United States from this problem is to institute an upper age limit for all federal elected officials and judges.



Currently, 32 states and the District of Columbia have age limits for judges. Mostly, these are set at age 70, but some are higher: 72, 73, 75. Vermont's mandatory age limit for judges is 90. South Dakota is voting on a ballot measure this year to amend the state constitution to limit the age of its congressional candidates to 80. There is bipartisan support for such age limits. Nearly 80 percent of the American public endorses an age limit for federal elected officials, and 74 percent for Supreme Court justices. Most respondents to one CBS poll thought the limit should be under 70 years of age for politicians.



Opponents of age limits sometimes argue that these measures usurp the public's right to choose our leaders--that democracy can self-correct, because voters can decline to endorse aging politicians who are losing mental function. If Biden had stayed on the ballot, no one would have been forced to vote for him.



But incumbent advantage makes elections poor vehicles for rejecting cognitively declining politicians. Biden's 2024 presidential campaign was a clear example of this: By insisting on running as the incumbent, Biden cleared the field, scaring away other potential candidates. Challenging an incumbent elected official in a primary can be career-ending and is not something politicians undertake voluntarily. Consequently, when Representative Dean Phillips tried to recruit a plausible alternative to run against President Biden, no one accepted, leaving him, a junior member of the House of Representatives, the only candidate to challenge the president. Unsurprisingly, this ended Phillips's political career. And because Democratic voters had few other choices, they handed Biden primary after primary, even though the majority thought he was too old and becoming too impaired. Only deus ex machina in the form of Nancy Pelosi, Barack Obama, Chuck Schumer, Hakeem Jeffries, big-money donors, and a few others forced the unprecedented: a candidate with sufficient delegates to be nominated the presidential candidate of a major party withdrawing from the race. It took Biden's exit for a full field of possible successors--including Vice President Kamala Harris--to come into public view.



Another objection to mandatory age limits is that any cutoff would be arbitrary, given that age-related mental decline is not the same for every person. Some people lose fluid intelligence at a young age, whereas some octogenarians are still mentally sharp enough to hold office and be wise judges. And, yes, age limits are arbitrary. So are age minimums, which almost all countries--including ours--have for voting and for holding office. But the alternative is mandatory mental-competency tests. These, too, are arbitrary, vague, and easily manipulated. Some people are great at test-taking, and others (like me and my two brothers) are bad at standardized tests of any kind. Screening tools and assessments for dementia may examine different dimensions of cognitive ability, but they are almost never diagnostic by themselves. Any system of testing would first have to determine the right cognitive test for being a senator, a federal judge, or the president, and developing a validated instrument for these unique positions would require data that do not exist. Second, a testing system would need someone to determine what constitutes passing. Who would that be, and how would they be insulated from special pleading by powerful people? An age limit, conversely, is unambiguous and not open to manipulation.



And choosing one based on when people are more likely to start losing function is possible. Higher age cutoffs, such as the one in Vermont for judges, would be riskier: At age 80, the risk of Alzheimer's dementia, for instance, is nearly 20 percent, and at 85 is greater than 33 percent. In adults with at least college education--which all judges and almost all elected officials have--the first signs of cognitive impairment appear at an average age of 76. In line with the age limits for boards at many corporations, I would propose 75 as the age cutoff.



Some people argue that such a cutoff would exclude the many older people who are mentally intact from providing valuable leadership to the country. An upper age limit of 75 would have excluded from service people such as Benjamin Franklin, who at age 81 was an active participant in the Constitutional Convention, as well as Oliver Wendell Holmes and John Paul Stevens, who both retired from the Supreme Court at age 90, having continued to make significant contributions. Maybe the most pertinent of all to this debate is Pelosi, who was 82 when she stepped down as speaker of the House and is still as sharp as ever at 84, wielding tremendous political power (and running for reelection this fall).



But age limits would not preclude these people from serving the country. They could offer counsel and influence in many ways beyond holding an elected political position or judgeship. Today, sitting presidents call former presidents or Cabinet officials for advice. Presidents have often sent retired politicians on important international missions and even to head delicate negotiations. Mandatory age limits for elected officeholders and judges would not prohibit this type of national service and assistance.



Biden's exit from the presidential race in July is already seen by most as central to his legacy as a public servant. Using his exit as the impetus to bring mandatory age maximums for all federal elected officials and judges would require a constitutional amendment, the campaign for which former Presidents Biden, George W. Bush, and Bill Clinton could all lead. That, more than anything, would cement Biden's place in history.
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Paralympics Photo of the Day: Double Gold



by Alan Taylor




Oksana Masters of Team USA celebrates winning the Women's H5 Road Race on day eight of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games, on September 5, 2024. This win is Masters' second gold medal of the 2024 Paralympic Games, after she placed first in the Para Cycling Road Women's H4-5 Individual Time Trial the day before.

Previously:

	September 4: Winding Up a Powerful Throw

	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
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        Does Kamala Harris Believe in Evolution?
        Daniel Engber

        On a presidential-debate stage 17 years ago, a moderator posed what was then a kind of  gotcha question: "Do you believe in evolution?" he asked John McCain. The senator froze for a moment before delivering a "yes." Then, after several other candidates expressed their disagreement, he clarified: "I believe in evolution," he said, "but I also believe, when I hike the Grand Canyon and see it at sunset, that the hand of God is there."Not a single synthetic theory that explains the history of life wa...

      

      
        The Next President Will Be a Climate-Disaster President
        Zoe Schlanger

        Tonight's presidential debate was held while wildfires rage in Nevada, Southern California, Oregon, and Idaho. Louisiana is bracing for a possible hurricane landfall. After a year of floods and storms across the country, more than 10 percent of Americans no longer have home insurance, as climate risk sends the insurance industry fleeing vulnerable places. Record heat waves have strained infrastructure and killed hundreds of Americans. For millions more, the ravages of climate change are already a...

      

      
        This Fire Is Too Close to L.A. for Comfort
        Caroline Mimbs Nyce

        From downtown Los Angeles all the way out to the edge of the Line Fire is sprawl that turns into more sprawl. It's just block after block after block of homes and businesses and people living their life, until on one side of the street is a suburban neighborhood, and on the other side, a 26,000-acre wildfire. Some 65,000 buildings are threatened, and more than 10,000 people have been ordered to evacuate.In recent years, fires have begun spilling into places dominated by people. Americans who live...

      

      
        The Scariest Spacewalk in 50 Years
        Marina Koren

        Early this morning, four private astronauts blasted into orbit to carry out SpaceX's most dangerous mission yet. After a few days of circling Earth, the passengers will suit up and open the hatch of their spaceship. All of the precious, breathable air inside their capsule will escape into the cold void. Two of them will venture out, gripping an exterior ladder with their gloved hands as they dangle over the planet. All four will be exposed to the vacuum of space, and they will rely on their space...

      

      
        Do Animals Know That They Will Die?
        Ross Andersen

        Updated at 5:00 p.m. ET on September 11, 2024 Moni the chimpanzee was still new to the Dutch zoo when she lost her baby. The keepers hadn't even known that she was pregnant. Neither did Zoe Goldsborough, a graduate student who had spent months jotting down every social interaction that occurred among the chimps, from nine to five, four days a week, for a study on jealousy. One chilly midwinter morning, Goldsborough found Moni sitting by herself on a high tree stump in the center of her enclosure,...

      

      
        The Most Personal Climate Case in the World
        Zoe Schlanger

        When I called Mex Mullner one afternoon this week, the temperature in his small Austrian village was roughly 91 degrees Fahrenheit. The 43-year-old was indoors, because if he went outside, his muscles would cease effectively communicating with his brain, temporarily paralyzing him. Mullner has multiple sclerosis, and like the majority of MS patients, he experiences Uhthoff's syndrome, whereby heat exposure makes his neurological symptoms worse. He feels like a remote-controlled car with a defective controller, he told me;...

      

      
        America's New Climate Delusion
        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 ha...
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Does Kamala Harris Believe in Evolution?

In another election, she might have been asked.

by Daniel Engber




On a presidential-debate stage 17 years ago, a moderator posed what was then a kind of  gotcha question: "Do you believe in evolution?" he asked John McCain. The senator froze for a moment before delivering a "yes." Then, after several other candidates expressed their disagreement, he clarified: "I believe in evolution," he said, "but I also believe, when I hike the Grand Canyon and see it at sunset, that the hand of God is there."



Not a single synthetic theory that explains the history of life was floated during Tuesday night's debate--not even one! In fact, the moderators hardly asked the candidates, Kamala Harris and Donald Trump, about any scientific issues whatsoever. It's 2024, just a year and change since the formal end of the coronavirus pandemic, and another global pathogenic threat is already looming. Also, we're living through the hottest stretch of years that's ever been recorded. Certainly, scientific topics such as these matter to the public interest at least as much today as they did in previous elections. Yet aside from Trump's desultory defense of his administration's response to COVID--"we got gowns; we got masks"--pandemic policy was not mentioned, and the subject of climate change emerged only in the 87th minute of a 90-minute live event.

Otherwise, our would-be presidents' thoughts on science policy and innovation simply didn't make the cut. They were asked to talk about the economy, abortion, immigration, and the war in Ukraine, but not how they would handle the next emerging virus, or what they think about immunization policy, or why a military operation first deployed during the Trump administration spread anti-vaccine propaganda overseas. The moderators made no reference to technology at all. They did not discuss AI. This debate, likely the only one these two candidates will have, was unscientific, through and through.



Not so long ago, topics like these were considered core to the project of the presidency. If the evolution question could be asked in 2007--if it could even be a litmus test--that's because the country was in the midst of a debate over whether public schools should be allowed, or forced, to teach biblical accounts of the Creation. Soon after McCain laid out his theory of the divine canyon-maker, Barack Obama was faced with a similar challenge at a live CNN event. "If one of your daughters asked you--and maybe they already have--'Daddy, did God really create the world in six days?,'" a moderator asked him, "what would you say?" Obama gave a waffling reply: "My belief is that the story that the Bible tells about God creating this magnificent Earth on which we live--that is essentially true, that is fundamentally true," he said. "Now, whether it happened exactly as we might understand it reading the text of the Bible: That, I don't presume to know."



Such questions, however awkward, got at something big: how America would teach its future citizens to understand the very fact of our existence, and whether science or religion should be paramount in public life (or what the balance of the two should really be). During that campaign cycle, an entire grassroots effort would emerge to cajole both Obama and McCain into having a full debate on scientific questions. Those efforts eventually coalesced into the nonpartisan group Science Debate. Its supporters were numerous and impressive--lots of Nobel laureates, along with several scientists who ended up as senior members of the Obama administration. Noting that science formed "the basis of some of the thorniest public policy issues in recent history," two of the group's key organizers, Lawrence Krauss and Chris Mooney, wrote in the Los Angeles Times that fall that "a presidential debate on science would help voters determine who among the candidates is up to the task of dealing with whatever comes next."



However gamely the candidates would answer questions on phylogeny and the Big Bang, they did not agree that scientific topics deserved a nationally televised debate. But Obama and McCain did give written answers to a set of 14 questions, laying out their attitudes on matters such as how to foster innovation, protect the oceans, manage stem-cell research, and, yes, guard against the next pandemic. In 2012, the major candidates again submitted statements in response to Science Debate. (And again, pandemics made the list of topics for discussion: "I will empower the private sector to pursue the breakthroughs that will equip society" to prevent them, Mitt Romney wrote.)

By 2016, Science Debate had to press its case, enlisting a group of adorable children to ask the candidates whether they would share their views on "fixing our climate," "the dying honeybees," and "wobots and jobs," among other matters of national importance. They got some written answers, in the end, not just from Trump and Hillary Clinton, but also from Gary Johnson and Jill Stein. Ironically, this time around, the pandemic question was downplayed, but the candidates did give answers on the matter of scientific integrity. "Science is science and facts are facts," Trump wrote at the time. "My administration will ensure that there will be total transparency and accountability without political bias."



Trump would not exactly be locked into an ironclad adherence to empirical reality; a few years later, he was literally redrawing his administration's hurricane forecasts, as if to bend the very atmosphere in service of his pride. Of course the statements Science Debate had elicited were never binding, and Trump (or whoever on his campaign actually wrote those answers) may well have lied about the fact of whether he believes that facts are facts. But they symbolized a way of thinking, or at least the pretense of a frame of mind. As a scientist might say, they were data. And even if the answers weren't always enlightening, they got plenty of attention, which is noteworthy in itself. Not so long ago, a presidential candidate would or could be held accountable, at least to some extent, for their views on ocean health, the internet, vaccination, or cosmology.



In 2020, a dozen years after it began, Science Debate ran aground. Both candidates that year refused to answer any of its questions. Even Joe Biden, who campaigned explicitly on the promise of a scientific restoration--his victory speech would promise "to marshal the forces of science and the forces of hope in the great battles of our time"--could not be bothered to engage. COVID was still raging, and the candidates did discuss pandemic policy (as well as climate change) during their regular debates. "We got the gowns. We got the masks," Trump said back then, almost exactly as he did this week. But at the same time, in the fall of our most recent election--when science was so clearly tied to urgent policy conundrums, when acting on the data (whatever that entailed) was both tricky and divisive, and when public-health measures could lead to riotous protest--our potential presidents were also moving on from the very notion that science policy, in the broader sense, ought to be thrashed out.



Science Debate, which was eventually folded into the National Science Policy Network, now has more diffuse goals about engaging candidates at all levels to answer a science-policy questionnaire. It hasn't shown any signs of seriously trying to extract answers from the presidential candidates in 2024. The website where the project started, ScienceDebate2008.com, is a sketchy Russian news site. (Among its posted stories are "There Is No Place to Store Sugar in Russia," by a "graduate student," and "How to Exchange Currency in Kharkov at a Favorable Rate.") ScienceDebate.com has also gone offline, and the group's social-media presence even in this election year has been almost nonexistent.



This week's debate added another note of confirmation: A long stretch of treating science like it matters, for America and for presidential politics, has reached its end.
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The Next President Will Be a Climate-Disaster President

How will they help Americans deal with the extreme weather battering the country?

by Zoe Schlanger




Tonight's presidential debate was held while wildfires rage in Nevada, Southern California, Oregon, and Idaho. Louisiana is bracing for a possible hurricane landfall. After a year of floods and storms across the country, more than 10 percent of Americans no longer have home insurance, as climate risk sends the insurance industry fleeing vulnerable places. Record heat waves have strained infrastructure and killed hundreds of Americans. For millions more, the ravages of climate change are already at their doorstep.

These are all material miseries--tragedies and health hazards and inconveniences--that America's two presidential candidates could use to connect with voters. Arguably, voters are owed a plan that would address these problems. Yet during the debate, climate discussion did not go far beyond Donald Trump making a scattered mention of solar energy--warning that under a Kamala Harris presidency, the country would "go back to windmills and solar, where they need a whole desert to get some energy to come out," before adding, incongruously, "I'm a big fan of solar, by the way." Harris, meanwhile, doubled down on her statement that she would not ban fracking. The moderators did broach the topic, asking the two candidates, "What would you do to fight climate change?" Harris briefly mentioned people losing their homes and insurance rates rising due to extreme weather. And she stressed that "we can deal with this issue"--before speaking about American manufacturing and U.S. gas production reaching historic levels. Trump spoke about tariffs on Mexican-produced cars. Neither mentioned what they would do to cope with the threat of more chaotic weather.

Yet the near-total absence of climate talk in the 2024 presidential election is divorced from the reality the next president will have to face. Harris, if she's serious about continuing Joe Biden's legacy, will eventually have to articulate some plan for what should happen next beyond implementing Biden's Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), the single largest climate policy the country has ever seen. And Trump may not be concerned about rising carbon emissions, but he will have to deal with the reality of climate change, like it or not. The next president will be a climate-disaster president, and will likely be forced by circumstance to answer at least one climate-change question. And at this point, it's not just "What would you do to fight climate change?" It's "How will you help Americans handle its effects?"

Right now, America's political conversation about addressing climate change is effectively on pause. Trump has promised at several rallies to "drill, baby, drill," and he told oil executives that it would be a "deal" for them to donate $1 billion to his campaign, given the money he would save them by rolling back taxes and environmental regulations. Harris, by contrast, would almost certainly take at least as strong a stance on climate change as Biden has, but her campaign team, at least, appears to have decided that these issues are not politically advantageous to bring up at live events. She has scarcely mentioned climate change, though her platform has generally affirmed that she would advance environmental justice, protect public lands, and build on the IRA.

And yet, this year alone, the United States has seen 20 disasters and counting that did more than $1 billion in damage, part of a general upward trend of these high-devastation events. (In the 1980s, the country saw an average of fewer than four such events each year.) How the federal government intends to aid communities affected by storms, floods, and fires should be a standard part of any debate conversation now. Beyond disasters, the candidates could be asked about their plans for dealing with heat: Under the Biden administration, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration took steps to address, for the first time, the problem of workers dying in extreme heat, for example. Yet the climate dangers facing all Americans go far beyond that and will accelerate in the next four years. What are the candidates' plans for them? What will happen to the ailing National Flood Insurance Program? How will firefighting forces, now routinely stretched beyond capacity, be supported? Climate chaos is an oncoming train, but levers do exist to slow it down and buffer its impact. Harris's official platform says that she will increase "resilience to climate disasters." Neither Trump's platform nor the GOP's mentions the topic at all.

Whether the two candidates would try to do anything to slow climate change itself is a different question. Trump's position is clear: He removed the U.S. from the Paris Agreement once and would likely do so again, blocking climate action on the international stage. Project 2025, a policy document closely affiliated with the Trump campaign, would see federal climate-science and weather-forecasting departments dismantled, along with a long list of environmental policies and the mechanisms to enforce them.

Harris's intentions are also clear: She would address climate change, though the details on how are fuzzy. The U.S. is newly the world's top oil and gas producer, drilling more oil now than any country ever has at any point in time. The country is essentially already drill-baby-drilling. This presents a clear contradiction for U.S. climate policy. What would a Harris presidency do about that, if anything? She has already walked back her 2019 campaign pledge to ban fracking, saying that she would not do that if elected president. (The comment, made after Trump attacked her stance in Pennsylvania, a major fracking state, represents one of her most definitive comments yet on anything climate-related.) She repeated that position during the debate, and spoke about the country's success as an oil producer, emphasizing the importance of relying on "diverse sources of energy so we reduce reliance of foreign oil."

Harris can certainly tout the record of the Biden administration, which passed the IRA and has been quietly issuing updates on energy-infrastructure policy, such as a recent update on solar-permitting reform. But the IRA on its own is not enough to achieve the U.S.'s emissions-reduction goals or its energy-delivery needs. Harris will surely do something to further meet the moment on climate policy, should she be elected president. But we don't know what. Trump, meanwhile, would be a major setback for America's climate future.

For at least some viewers watching tonight's debate from battened-down Louisiana or burning Iowa or scorching Arizona, those questions are likely top of mind. Even if the climate crisis isn't most voters' top issue, it can still swing elections, according to one voter analysis of the 2020 presidential outcome. And more than one-third of U.S. voters say that climate is very important to them in this election. But this isn't just a question of how people will vote in November. It's a question of how the next president will confront what is coming, with more and more force every year, for the country.
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This Fire Is Too Close to L.A. for Comfort

Urban spillover is becoming a greater threat as wildfires grow.

by Caroline Mimbs Nyce




From downtown Los Angeles all the way out to the edge of the Line Fire is sprawl that turns into more sprawl. It's just block after block after block of homes and businesses and people living their life, until on one side of the street is a suburban neighborhood, and on the other side, a 26,000-acre wildfire. Some 65,000 buildings are threatened, and more than 10,000 people have been ordered to evacuate.



In recent years, fires have begun spilling into places dominated by people. Americans who live on the edges of major cities have long been much safer from the threat of fire than those who live in the middle of a forest. But wildfires in the West are growing so big, and so quickly, that cities are becoming vulnerable too.



Cities used to burn all the time. My predecessors at The Atlantic covered urban blazes in Portland, Maine (1866), and in the magazine's hometown of Boston (1872). Chicago famously burned in 1871. These began as urban fires, started by human error or other mishaps--legend blames the Great Chicago Fire on a cow knocking over a lantern in a barn--but natural disasters could set them off too: San Francisco went up in flames in 1906, in the aftermath of a devastating earthquake. In the 20th century, people started to get serious about fire prevention. They developed thorough fire codes, the kind we're used to today: sprinkler systems, fire exits, evacuation signs. Catastrophic urban fires became old horror stories.



Then, in the 21st century, the wildfires got big--so big that they started roaring into more densely populated areas. In 2017, a fire hit Santa Rosa, in California's wine country, and flattened more than 5,000 structures. Then, in 2018, a fire tornado tore into the fringes of Redding (population 91,000), in Northern California. In 2021, a late-December fire in Colorado blew into the Boulder suburbs, destroying about 1,000 homes. Then, last year, on Maui, the deadliest fire recorded in modern American history destroyed the town of Lahaina in a matter of hours.



"I see it as like watching polio come back, or some plague that we fixed," Stephen J. Pyne, a professor emeritus at Arizona State University and the author of The Pyrocene, told me. Pyne was part of the team behind a 2023 paper arguing that, although public perception of these disasters is that they were "wildfires that involved houses," they really were "urban fires initiated by wildfires." Essentially, even if a fire starts as a wildfire, when it reaches an urban area, it can change so much in the way it spreads that it's a different beast. A wildfire moves among trees, but an urban fire moves among buildings.



Modern communities aren't built to prepare for this kind of spillover. "The problem is fundamentally that we have built cities and towns without all the pyric hygiene that used to come with the cities," Pyne explained. For decades, no one had to think about this problem, so no one did, even as cities grew and sprawl became a default. "Everybody thought it was done," he said.



When fire scientists talk about urban fire, they don't necessarily mean a fire unfolding in the center of a major city. They also mean suburbs and smaller cities--anywhere that has homes close together. Fighting a fire deep in a forest requires a very different strategy than fighting a fire in a neighborhood. Wildland firefighters try to prioritize life and property, but their job is to wrangle blazes into control. That could mean letting some areas burn if they're not densely inhabited. But for urban firefighters, as Pyne pointed out, "every fire is an existential threat to life and property." When an urban spillover fire occurs, firefighters have to deal with both types of fire at once. It's no wonder that these types of fires are among some of the costliest and most destructive in recent history.



Part of what's causing so many of these spillover events are embers. Giant fires can emit sparks that, when blown by the wind, can travel up to five miles ahead of the fire. Pyne compared them to a blizzard, or a swarm of locusts. They can burrow through a rooftop vent into a home's attic, igniting some forgotten box of old clothes. Then the whole house catches fire. The solution is, essentially, to fortify the homes on the outskirts of communities. Homes can be built with special, more fire-resistant materials, and homeowners can clear their property of highly flammable items close to their house. These are standard precautions, sometimes even required by law for people who live on the edges of forests. But now cities and homeowners have more reason to weigh taking these precautions miles into the built environment. Barring extreme wildfire conditions, a fire probably wouldn't burn all the way to the skyscrapers of Los Angeles, but one could burn thousands of homes on the fringe of the city.



The Line Fire isn't even the only fire burning around Los Angeles right now; it's just the biggest. Thankfully, it appears to be moving north and east, away from the suburbs and deeper into the forest, and firefighters have been able to contain the part of the fire that brushes up against the most densely populated area, Rick Carhart, a public-information officer with Cal Fire, told me. (Some mountain towns, including Big Bear Lake, are still under threat.) The wind occasionally changes directions in a way that's unpredictable--but unless they make a catastrophic shift, the L.A. suburbs seem safe.



Still, the whole thing is just a bit too close for comfort. Major fires are burning across the West right now, in Oregon and Nevada and Idaho and Montana. Some of those fires are bigger than the Line Fire; so much area is burning right now that the country's firefighting resources are strained. Fires keep getting larger and unrulier, thanks in part to climate change--but also because, over the past century, Americans suppressed many natural fires rather than letting them burn through. Now the forests are loaded with potential fuel, and big fires keep happening.



These fires mean fighting that much harder to keep them in the wildland. Fires are a natural part of many forests' ecology; it's not unusual for forests to burn. But humans, perhaps a bit arrogantly, thought they had bumped the problem off their streets and into the woods forever. Now it's creeping back in, and flames keep brushing up against our communities, forcing us to rethink who is at risk.
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The Scariest Spacewalk in 50 Years

Spaceflight is entering its cowboy era.

by Marina Koren




Early this morning, four private astronauts blasted into orbit to carry out SpaceX's most dangerous mission yet. After a few days of circling Earth, the passengers will suit up and open the hatch of their spaceship. All of the precious, breathable air inside their capsule will escape into the cold void. Two of them will venture out, gripping an exterior ladder with their gloved hands as they dangle over the planet. All four will be exposed to the vacuum of space, and they will rely on their spacesuits, which SpaceX has never tested in space before, to keep them alive. It will be the first civilian spacewalk in history--and perhaps the riskiest spacewalk in decades.

The mission, known as Polaris Dawn, is a throwback to the early days of American spaceflight. Before NASA developed airlock technology--the small compartment that separates the livable environment within a spaceship from the inhospitable one without--the country's space capsules subjected the whole crew to the vacuum during spacewalks. SpaceX is returning to the older style because a private citizen, the billionaire businessman Jared Isaacman, wants to do a spacewalk. Isaacman is funding the mission, so the company has an incentive to cater to his space dreams, however wild. But SpaceX also has a history of moving fast and breaking things to achieve its own ambitious goals and, given customers with attitudes to match, is racking up firsts in private spaceflight. The company could start looking less like it's replaying NASA's greatest hits and more like it's lapping the venerated space agency--as long as its passengers make it back home.

Isaacman previously chartered a SpaceX mission in 2021, the first orbital trip without government astronauts. In 2022, he commissioned SpaceX for three more, essentially starting his own private spaceflight program guided by a lifelong interest in space exploration and a penchant for high-flying firsts: As a young pilot, Isaacman broke a speed record for flying around the world. Isaacman and the rest of the crew--two SpaceX employees and one of his longtime friends, a retired Air Force pilot--have trained extensively for the journey, including simulating the emptying and refilling of air in SpaceX's Dragon capsule. But even among the most prepared professional astronauts, there are "unknowable levels of anxiety in first-time spacewalkers, and this uncertainty applies to the whole crew when there's no airlock," Kenneth "Taco" Cockrell, a retired NASA shuttle astronaut, told me. Even if spacewalkers are cool as cucumbers, time and breathable air are both finite during a spacewalk, and serious malfunctions in their suits, ship, or life-support systems could be deadly.

Isaacman is aware of the potential dangers, but seems largely unbothered by them. "It is not without risk, and you're taking that risk because you want to advance the ball forward, things that help SpaceX open up this frontier for everyone," Isaacman told CBS News in a recent interview. Someone was eventually going to perform the first private spacewalk, so why not now, and why not him?

Read: America's new vision of astronauts

In pictures of the first American spacewalk, from 1965, NASA astronaut Ed White looks like the epitome of a space cowboy, hovering unsupported over Earth, the tether attaching him like a lasso to the Gemini capsule floating in front of him. What the image doesn't capture is how harrowing White's experience was. White and the other astronaut on the mission, James McDivitt, struggled with nearly every aspect of the walk: opening the hatch, wrangling the tangle of cords once White was back inside, closing the hatch. Later, on Earth, White described the final 30-second battle with the door as "probably the most dramatic moment of my life." Both astronauts "were near exhausted," Carroll "Pete" Woodling, the NASA chief for crew safety and procedures at the time, recalled in an interview in 2000. NASA would have lost both men if they hadn't managed to seal that door. A year later, Gene Cernan found it nearly impossible to move around when his spacesuit stiffened in the vacuum of space. On top of that, the early space capsules lacked handholds and footholds on the outside, which made maneuvering extremely strenuous. When Cernan was finally back in, the space historian Michael Neufeld has written, "he looked as red as a boiled lobster."

Polaris Dawn seems even more hair-raising when you consider that the Dragon wasn't designed for spacewalks. Yes, it has ferried plenty of astronauts to and from the International Space Station in recent years, but those passengers have always remained cozily enclosed inside the vehicle until it docked with the ISS. Dragon has no airlock, and SpaceX engineers have had to modify the capsule for this mission, including boosting its oxygen reserves so all four suits have enough air to last through the entire two-hour event.

According to Isaacman, Polaris Dawn has incorporated some crucial improvements on the old-fashioned spacewalks. He and his fellow spacewalker, Sarah Gillis, a SpaceX astronaut trainer, will keep their feet on the ladder. The Dragon spacecraft bears a motorized system to help the astronauts handle the hatch. And compared with what White and Cernan wore, the SpaceX suit is a garment of science fiction, sleek and tight-fitting, with a helmet that displays the performance stats of the suit to the wearer. Hopefully it will not transform into, as Cernan described his own outfit, "a rusty suit of armor" in the vacuum of space. Polaris Dawn is a first-of-its-kind experiment, though, and these features don't guarantee an easy spacewalk--nothing can.

Commercial spaceflight was always going to introduce new shades of risk to leaving Earth. If the Polaris attempt goes wrong, it will become one more entry in the perpetually growing catalog of wealthy individuals choosing the wrong extreme adventure. If it succeeds, then SpaceX gets to market spacewalks to everyone. And, with the help of its most loyal customer, it will further cement its status as the preeminent space company in America. A successful demonstration of SpaceX's extravehicular-activity suits could put the company ahead of even NASA. The spacesuits that NASA uses on the International Space Station are more than 40 years old and regularly give astronauts trouble. Just this summer, NASA called off a spacewalk before the astronauts even left the ISS's airlock, when Tracy Dyson's spacesuit sprang a water leak. NASA has also struggled to develop suits for its future moonwalkers, who are supposed to land on the lunar surface before the end of the decade--never mind outfits that could help extend human presence even deeper into the solar system. If SpaceX's designs prove themselves up to this challenge, the company will have the most desirable suits in the business.

Read: Elon Musk to the rescue

SpaceX's influence on America's spacefaring agenda grows stronger each year, setting the example--and providing the technology--for what the country might be capable of in this century. The same may soon be true of SpaceX's customers. Isaacman has offered to use the mission after Polaris Dawn to raise the orbit of the Hubble Space Telescope, which sinks a little closer to Earth each year, in order to extend its life span--an operation that would involve spacewalking. NASA hasn't taken Isaacman up on the offer yet, but if it does, the agency will cede one more unit of power to the commercial space sector, and to a single wealthy American with visions of grandeur.

In the coming years, SpaceX customers may dream of using Dragon to clean up space junk, or to refuel a space telescope that has run out of gas, or to simply float untethered from a spacecraft because Bruce McCandless looked cool doing it in 1988. SpaceX likes to portray itself as a mission-driven company, whose employees have bought into its ultimate dream, but it is still a company, where customers will be able to pay handsomely for the chance to risk their lives. What Isaacman is pulling isn't just a stunt, but it has some elements of one: the risk, the questionable rationale, the bid for personal glory. He's inaugurating a true cowboy era in spaceflight. Now the daring astronauts are not employees spacewalking for the glory of their country and planet, but customers buying into danger for their own reasons--and still steering the course of our cosmic future.
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Do Animals Know That They Will Die?

An existential mystery

by Ross Andersen




Updated at 5:00 p.m. ET on September 11, 2024 

Moni the chimpanzee was still new to the Dutch zoo when she lost her baby. The keepers hadn't even known that she was pregnant. Neither did Zoe Goldsborough, a graduate student who had spent months jotting down every social interaction that occurred among the chimps, from nine to five, four days a week, for a study on jealousy. One chilly midwinter morning, Goldsborough found Moni sitting by herself on a high tree stump in the center of her enclosure, cradling something in her arms. That she was by herself was not surprising: Moni had been struggling to get along with the zoo's 14 other chimps. But when Goldsborough edged closer, she knew that something was wrong. Moni had a newborn, and it wasn't moving.

Goldsborough raced downstairs to a room where the zookeepers were preparing food for the chimps, and told them what she'd seen. At first, they didn't believe her. They said that Moni was probably just playing with some straw. After the keepers saw the baby with their own eyes, they entered the enclosure and tried to take it away from her. Moni wouldn't part with it. They decided to wait and try again.

By this point, another female chimp named Tushi was lingering nearby. Tushi was one of Goldsborough's favorites. A few years earlier, she'd achieved global fame for executing a planned attack on a drone that was recording the chimps for a documentary. Long before that, she'd had a miscarriage of her own. For Tushi, the sight of Moni and her baby may have brought back that memory, or even just its emotional contours. For the next two days, she stayed near Moni, who held the tiny carcass. Finally, in a tussle with the keepers, it fell from Moni's grasp and Tushi snatched it up and refused to give it back. Moni grew extremely agitated. The keepers separated Tushi in a private room. Moni pounded at the door.

Goldsborough wasn't sure how to interpret this behavior. Moni seemed to have been driven by fierce maternal attachment, an emotion that is familiar to humans. Tushi could have been responding to an echo of this feeling from deep in her past. But it's not clear that either of the chimps really understood what had happened to the baby. They may have mistakenly believed that it would come back to life. It's telling that we can't say for certain, even though chimpanzees are among our nearest--and most closely watched--neighbors on the tree of life.

This past June, more than 20 scientists met at Kyoto University for the largest-ever conference on comparative thanatology--the study of how animals experience death. The discipline is small, but its literature dates back to Aristotle. In 350 B.C.E., he wrote about a pair of dolphins that he'd seen gliding beneath the surface of the Aegean Sea, supporting a dead calf, "trying out of compassion to prevent its being devoured." Most of the literature in comparative thanatology consists of anecdotes like these. Some are short, like Aristotle's, but others, like the story of Moni and her baby, which was published in the journal Primates in 2019, and to which we shall return, contain extraordinary social details.

Scientists would like to go beyond these isolated scenes. They want to understand what feelings surge inside animals when they lose kin. They want to know whether animals are haunted by death, as we are. But they're hampered by certain practicalities. They cannot interview animals (or at least not yet). They can monitor their hormonal shifts--baboon cortisol levels spike when they lose someone close--but these can be triggered by other stressors. They don't give us the texture and grain of their grief, if indeed it is grief that they feel.

Read: How first contact with whale civilization could unfold

So far, the best comparative-thanatology data has come from observations of animals in the wild or captive populations in zoos. But here, too, there are problems. The species that react most interestingly to death--the usual suspects: nonhuman primates, whales, and elephants--have long lifespans. Their communities don't lose individuals very often. Capturing systematic data about their reactions to death tends to require years' or decades' worth of work.

Alecia Carter, an evolutionary anthropologist at the University College of London, told me that she has identified a colony of more than 1,000 rhesus macaques on Cayo Santiago, an island off Puerto Rico, that would be perfect for such a study. The monkeys are highly social, and tend to live for 15 or 20 years--long enough to form deep relationships, but not so long that their deaths would be too few and far between. As a start, one of Carter's grad students recently spent nearly a summer there collecting data. Only 11 monkeys died. "It was a great season for them, but terrible for us," Carter said.

Humans have spent months in steamy jungles or zoo enclosures, dodging feces, to pursue this work. We are death-obsessed animals, after all, and have been since the dawn of recorded history, if not before. Our oldest work of epic literature tells the story of King Gilgamesh and his struggle with mortality. "Death is sitting in my bedroom, and wherever I turn, there too is death," he says, before setting out in search of a plant that promises immortality. Human cultures have devised richly symbolic rituals to precede death and to follow it. For more than 10,000 years, we have laid our lost children in the ground, surrounded by flowers. We are a species of faithful mausoleum attendants, pyramid builders, inventors of the three-volley salute. We have imagined a great many afterlives for our dead, in heaven above or here on Earth aboard the great turning wheel of reincarnation. We have sicced our philosophers, armed with fine distinctions and caveats, on death; their definition of it now runs to more than 10,000 words. We have even projected our finitude onto the universe itself. Scientists tell us that it too will die after the last galaxies unwind and the black holes evaporate, particle by particle, trillions upon trillions of years from now.

These elaborate human conceptions of death are not passed down through our genes. They develop over decades in the minds of individuals, and in our cultures, they accrete over centuries. Human children tend to learn that death is not a temporary or reversible state somewhere between the ages of 4 and 7, or a bit earlier if they lose a beloved family member or animal. A 2004 paper in Cognition argued that, at this developmental stage, children understand death as a permanent loss of agency.

Read: A journey into the animal mind

In her new book, Playing Possum: How Animals Understand Death, the Spanish philosopher Susana Monso argues that many other animals likely share this simple concept of death. That may seem like common sense, but without access to their minds, it is difficult to know for sure. Mammals, fish, birds, reptiles, and insects are all cognizant of agency in the natural world. They monitor their environments for movement. They distinguish between inanimate objects and those that crawl or swim in pursuit of some goal. And some of them behave in ways that suggest an understanding that other animals can lose this agency forever. The hard part is knowing whether these behaviors flow from a conceptual recognition of death, or if they're simply instincts.

Consider the termite. At the June meeting in Kyoto, an urban entomologist at LSU named Qian Sun presented a paper on the corpse-management practices of the eastern subterranean variety. More than 1 million of these insects may pack into labyrinthine underground colonies that sprawl for hundreds of feet. When worker termites come across a dead colleague in one of the colony's tunnels, they react in different ways, depending on the state of the corpse. Fresh ones, they devour. Old and moldering ones, they bury. Other social insects that live in close quarters engage in similar practices. (Aristotle noted that bees carry their dead out of the hive.) But these behaviors don't appear to be driven by a concept of death. Termite corpses produce oleic acid, which appears to trigger the burial behavior, as it does in several different social insects. When E. O. Wilson dabbed this chemical onto a live ant, its fellow colony members did not pause to consider whether the still-moving animal had suffered a permanent loss of agency. They simply carried it outside, even as it kicked its legs in protest.

Chimps are not termites. Their large, complex brains are better-equipped to entertain a concept like death, and there is evidence to suggest that they feel something like grief. Several species of nonhuman primates have been known to gather around a community member that has recently died. In many cases, they will touch its body gently. These gatherings tend to dissipate slowly and in a patterned way: the individuals who were closest to the deceased animal stay longest. Jane Goodall observed an eight-year-old chimp lingering by his dead mother so long that he died, too.

Other mammals also tend to congregate around their dead. When giraffes do it, they swing their long necks at scavengers to keep them at bay. In India, the bodies of five young elephants have been found with branches and dirt scattered over them, leading some scientists to suggest that they'd been buried. Andre Goncalves, an expert in comparative thanatology from Kyoto University, cautioned me about making too much of this anecdote. The elephants were found in trenches that they may have fallen into, he said. The dirt and branches could have piled up as family members tried desperately to dig them out.

In her book, Monso argues that too much has been made of all these grief responses. She reminds her readers that animals live in a bloody world where predators pounce in the dark of night, or plunge down, talons-first, from unseen heights. The lurid violence of their environment provides a rich text for understanding death. Monso imagines a young stag watching a dominance struggle between two older bucks. After their horns crack together a few times too many, the weaker combatant fails to get up. The young stag begins to understand the basics of mortality. If the lesson doesn't take, he will likely have many occasions to relearn it.

Read: There are no 'five stages' of grief

This education would presumably be accelerated in carnivores, who see death frequently and at close range. Goncalves told me that he's not so sure. Many animals eat other animals while they are still alive, he said. It's not clear that they are trying to bring about death, or that they conceive of it as a separate state of being. They might simply be trying to get a moving food source into their mouths, like frogs that shoot their sticky tongues at everything moth-like, just as a matter of reflex. Goncalves noted that even the precise one-bite kills deployed by big cats are instinctual, not learned behaviors.

Among chimpanzees, acts of wanton violence, up to and including murder, suggest a deeper understanding of death. Like wolves and lions--and people--chimps sometimes team up to kill members of rival groups. These attacks can have an air of premeditation. Two or three males will cross into terrain occupied by another group. They will move quickly and with stealth, and won't stop to eat, even when passing by prime food sources. They target lone victims, and coordinate their attacks to avoid sustaining bruises or cuts of their own. In some cases, they will keep on striking long after a victim has signaled submission and let up only when the unlucky animal has ceased to breathe.

If indeed chimpanzees do have a concept of death, it is not as layered or intricate as ours; that much is certain. Humans know what death is, and we know that someday it will happen to us. James Anderson, an emeritus professor at Kyoto University, who is widely regarded as the godfather of comparative thanatology, has argued that chimps do not have a similar sense of their own mortality. He does not believe that anyone has ever really seen a chimp attempt suicide, in all the many thousands of hours that we have observed them. According to Anderson, only an animal that knows that it can die will try to bring about its own death. That there are no reliable reports of chimps, he says, or any other animals, engaging in this behavior suggests that the existential burden of mortality is uniquely ours to carry.

Anderson doesn't know for sure, of course. Comparative thanatologists aren't really in the business of giving answers, at least not yet. They can tell us that a chimp's conception of death is grander than a termite's, but much else is mysterious and maybe always will be. We can only hope that by continuing to watch chimps, we will notice new behaviors that betray a bit more of their interiority, or at least give us new grounds to speculate. The story of Moni and her baby may be one of them. Before coming across it, I'd read many papers about the way that chimps react to their deceased, but very few about how they treat the bereaved.

After the zookeepers got Tushi alone, they decided to let things cool off. They kept her away from the others until the next day. In the meantime, for Moni, everything had changed. She had previously struggled to connect with her fellow chimps in the enclosure. She had a way of pulling other females' fur too hard during grooming, and she often sat too close to them, staring awkwardly. On the day that Tushi rejoined the group, Moni was surrounded by the other chimps. When she saw Tushi, she leapt up to perform an aggressive threat display. She even slapped her.

Tushi didn't fight back, and in the 30 days that followed, she and the other chimps interacted with Moni more than they ever had before. No other chimp experienced an equivalent increase in attention. Almost all of the chimps contributed. They embraced Moni and gave her extra body kisses. But they did not contribute equally. Some cared for Moni more than others, and none more than Tushi. Something important seems to have passed between the two chimps. A few months later, things largely went back to normal in the enclosure. Moni stopped getting extra kisses. The males started bullying her again. But she and Tushi still often sat together. Even today, I am told, they remain close.

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



The original text misspelled Susana Monso's name.
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The Most Personal Climate Case in the World

Did Austria's rising temperatures violate this man's human rights?

by Zoe Schlanger




When I called Mex Mullner one afternoon this week, the temperature in his small Austrian village was roughly 91 degrees Fahrenheit. The 43-year-old was indoors, because if he went outside, his muscles would cease effectively communicating with his brain, temporarily paralyzing him. Mullner has multiple sclerosis, and like the majority of MS patients, he experiences Uhthoff's syndrome, whereby heat exposure makes his neurological symptoms worse. He feels like a remote-controlled car with a defective controller, he told me; the engine and wheels work fine, but because the controller won't connect, the car won't move.



"Mex" was once a nickname, but now he uses it as a pseudonym to protect his private life: He is suing the Austrian government for violating his human rights by failing to curb the climate crisis. The case is before the European Court of Human Rights, the decisions of which are binding for implicated countries. People turn to international courts when, like Mullner and his lawyer, they've exhausted their options in national courts. The ECHR has indicated that it's taking Mullner's case seriously by marking it for priority review, according to Michaela Kromer, Mullner's lawyer.



The case is part of a raft of recent climate lawsuits testing how the law can be used to press for stronger climate policy. Climate cases globally have more than doubled since 2017; 230 were filed last year alone. But Mullner's case is unique, and strikingly intimate. If it moves forward, he will be the first individual to get standing in a climate case at the ECHR. All of the lawyers I spoke with for this story think he would probably be the first individual anywhere in the world to have their personal harms from climate change be recognized as a violation of their human rights.



Mullner v. Austria highlights the direct connection between health and climate change. Heat can exacerbate any number of medical conditions, as varied as diabetes and depression, and, for Mullner's illness, it is the trigger for greater distress. At the same time, Austria has fallen short on its climate commitments: The country recently missed a European Union deadline for submitting a climate plan, and is forecast to miss even the minimum EU emissions-reduction goals, too. Mullner's lawyer is arguing that, by failing to adequately address greenhouse-gas emissions, Austria has violated Mullner's rights under the European Convention on Human Rights, which Austria has ratified and which protects "life, freedom, and security" as well as "respect for private and family life."



The case is similar to many in which children have sued their governments, alleging that inaction on climate is infringing on their right to a livable future. One such case was just successful in South Korea; another, in Germany in 2021, forced the government to pass a more ambitious emissions-reduction target, on the grounds that the prior one unfairly burdened future generations. But for Mullner, the harm is happening now. His disease is robbing him of motor function a little more every year, but heat is why he can't walk outside on this summer afternoon.



Mullner was diagnosed with MS when he was 23. At first, he could still run and play baseball, in a club he'd started with friends who'd brought back a few bats and mitts from a U.S. vacation. A few years after his diagnosis, he prepared the baseball diamond for winter on a chilly fall day. When he got home, he drew a hot bath to warm up, climbed in, and realized he couldn't climb out. The controller had disconnected from the car. He had to drain the water and wait for his body to cool before he could leave the tub. Since then, heat has been a prison.



In cool weather, he can walk with the help of crutches. But when the temperature approaches 77 degrees Fahrenheit, he has to use a wheelchair. By that temperature or above, he can't move at all. In the summer, he spends all daylight hours indoors. But even nighttime sometimes ceases to offer relief. The Austrian national weather service has been reporting greater numbers of summer nights when temperatures didn't dip below 68 degrees, the threshold at which Mullner says he can start feeling the effects of Uhthoff's syndrome. Right now, he is waiting for an autumn chill to set in. But in these first days of September, much of the country has been in a heat wave. Austria, like most other places on Earth, is getting hotter, and in fact it's heating faster than the global average. The annual number of days above 77 degrees have almost doubled in Mullner's lifetime, according to the complaint. This July was the second-hottest July in the country's lowlands on record. "The government is sleeping and doing nothing," Mullner said. He is grateful for the country's universal health system, which has treated his disease, but doesn't understand why Austria does not take the right to a livable climate as seriously. Most of the rest of the country appears to agree; the majority of Austrians want the country to do more, according to a 2021 European Investment Bank survey.

Read: Climate change is shifting the planet's most basic properties

The same court considering Mullner's case recently heard another, brought by a society of senior women concerned with climate change (and backed by Greenpeace), who sued Switzerland on similar grounds. Older people, and older women especially, are more vulnerable than other groups to extreme heat. The ECHR ruled that the four women who brought the case didn't have standing as individuals, but that the collective to which they belonged--a society of more than 2,000 KlimaSeniorinnen--did. And Switzerland's failure to do its share to prevent global warming from exceeding 1.5 degrees Celsius, the goal set by the Paris Agreement, was a human-rights violation, the court said.



But by throwing out the women's individual cases, the court set the bar very high for determining a true climate victim, Andreas Muller, a professor of human-rights law at the University of Basel, told me. Virtually anyone can claim that their life is degraded by climate change, because, in some way, it probably is; for courts to avoid a flood of cases, they need to set a threshold. Through Mullner, the court "will have to say whether the standard can be met at all," Muller said. The link between rising temperatures and his disability is so evident that if the court won't find him as a direct victim of climate change, perhaps no one would qualify. "My hunch is he has a good chance to be accepted."



Austria has not yet formally responded to the court, but the country will likely argue that it is in compliance with EU targets, several lawyers said. If that argument doesn't sway the court, and Mullner wins, then Austria might be compelled to strengthen its climate laws, giving future litigants more fuel to claim that EU targets are not sufficient to meet members' climate obligations. It could have a snowball effect. "The European countries are very nervous about certain cases being lost," Muller said.

Read: America's new climate delusion

Nothing about Mullner's life would change, though: The world has warmed too much for him already. Nor would a win in itself alter the trajectory of climate change: Austria accounts for less than one-quarter of 1 percent of the world's emissions. Maria Antonia Tigre, the director of global climate-change litigation at Columbia Law School's Sabin Center, was frank about the use of these cases: "They're marginal; they're not going to bring changes of the magnitude we need," she said. But each is part of a larger strategy to force countries to address climate change more aggressively. More climate litigation could make countries change their laws to avoid further legal conflicts, Tigre said. More high-profile cases may make it harder for countries to produce weak proposals at international climate negotiations. It's all a pressure campaign, and pressure campaigns can work.

Mullner used to work as an energy consultant, so climate change was on his mind before it was so much in the news. He became involved in climate litigation after seeing a call that Kromer, now his lawyer, posted through the MS Society of Austria. He responded within a day. He sees this case as his civic duty. Everyone is hurt by climate change, to some degree or another, and "if people with disabilities have a problem, you can be quite sure that all the other people will have the same problem some few years later," he told me. People with disabilities are two to four times more likely to be hurt or die in a climate event, such as a heat wave or flood. But few people have suffered the right mix of specific harms to convince a cautious court. "It's my lawsuit because I was able to prove my problems with the heat. They are medically proven," he said. "That's the reason why I can go to the government and say, 'Please do something.'" Other people might want to bring cases like this, but they can't. He can, so he is.
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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, 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/09/louisiana-climate-carbon-capture-lng/679664/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s October issue on Trump's antidemocratic actions, and the Republican politicians who bent to his will

With reporting by Anne Applebaum, Tim Alberta, Elaina Plott Calabro, Mark Leibovich, Helen Lewis, Hanna Rosin, and Sarah Zhang




For its October 2024 issue, The Atlantic looks to the presidential election with a package of stories--and a striking cover illustration--examining Donald Trump's antidemocratic tendencies. Articles cover the Republican politicians who bent easily to Trump's will, and the threats that a second Trump term poses, with reporting by Tim Alberta, Anne Applebaum, Mark Leibovich, Helen Lewis, Elaina Plott Calabro, Hanna Rosin, and Sarah Zhang. Stories are publishing this week and next; please reach out with any questions or requests to interview The Atlantic's writers on their reporting.
 
 On the cover: The illustrator Justin Metz borrowed the visual language of old Ray Bradbury and Stephen King paperbacks to portray a circus wagon on its ominous approach to a defiled Capitol. Something Wicked This Way Comes, Bradbury's 1962 masterpiece, was a particular inspiration. Over the course of The Atlantic's 167-year history, only very rarely have we published a cover without a headline or typography.
 
 Leading the package, and online today, is Mark Leibovich's "Hypocrisy, Spinelessness, and the Triumph of Donald Trump." Back in 2015, when Trump first sought the Republican Party's nomination, he boasted to Leibovich that he would easily bend Republicans to his will. "They might speak badly about me now, but they won't later," Trump said. But politicians were weak, Trump said, unlike the "brutal, vicious killers" he dealt with in the business world--they were pathetic "puppets" who, Trump said, would submit to him. "It will be very easy," Trump said.
 
 To Leibovich and just about anyone who'd spent time around politics, this sounded like empty bombast. But Trump turned out to be right. He "rolled over" his Republican competitors, gleefully humiliating them along the way. When he secured the GOP nomination in 2016, party elders such as Mitch McConnell assured people that Republican institutions were strong enough to withstand Trump. "He's not going to change the basic philosophy of the party," McConnell said. In retrospect, this was hilarious.
 
 Republican leaders know full well who Trump is; after all, most of them condemned him fulsomely. Yet today, even after he lost the presidency in 2020, Trump dominates the GOP and has remade it in his image. His family controls the party apparatus. Despite knowing better, Republican politicians--including many who once said that Trump would destroy the party--march in lockstep obeisance to him, kissing his ring and even imitating his sartorial style. "If Trump had a mustache," Leibovich writes, "his acolytes would all grow and groom one just like his--as Baath party loyalists did for Saddam Hussein."
 
 The party's prostration before Trump is total; the gap between what the GOP historically espoused and what it now allows itself to abide is huge. A once-serious party has been subdued, disoriented, and denuded of whatever its convictions once were. And all of this, Leibovich wonders, to what end
 
 Already published: Elaina Plott Calabro's profile of Kash Patel, "The Man Who Will Do Anything for Trump," looks into Patel's exceptional devotion to Trump during his presidency, and how Patel is the type of person Trump is likely to turn to in a second term.
 
 The issue continues The Atlantic's crucial reporting on the 2024 election, which includes the "If Trump Wins" cover package for the January/February 2024 issue. "If Trump Wins" featured essays by two dozen Atlantic writers on the consequences of a possible second Trump presidency, and was recently translated into Spanish.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com



This press release originally stated that the cover of this issue might be the first in The Atlantic's history bearing no headline or typography. A reader has since directed us to the December 1954 cover, a seasonal illustration by Frederick Banbery bearing no headline or typography. Banbery had made a similar cover for the December 1953 issue.
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        The Stars Who Came to Hate Their Fame
        Spencer Kornhaber

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.The last time The Atlantic put a modern pop star on its cover was 2008, when Britney Spears, clad in oversize sunglasses, occupied a piece of media real estate usually devoted to probing the fate of democracy. Her appearance shocked many readers. "Everyone Officially a Tabloid or About to Become One," read the headline to an incredulous...

      

      
        Trump Blames Everybody but Himself
        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.This morning found the former apex predator of American politics looking for some hand-holding. Donald Trump said on Fox & Friends that he is "not inclined" to do any more debates, but that if he does, he wants only the friendliest possible moderators--his suggestions were the Fox News hosts Sean Hannity...

      

      
        The Issue Neither Party Can Ignore
        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.Tonight's debate--if it doesn't devolve fully into personal attacks--presents an opportunity for the moderators to ask Kamala Harris and Donald Trump about policy proposals, including on the urgent problem of housing. The U.S. is experiencing a housing shortage of at least 4 million homes, and many Americ...

      

      
        What the First Debate Question for Trump Must Be
        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.I find it exhausting to have to point out that Donald Trump has--yet again--threatened to engage in violent and dictatorial behavior, and that--yet again--the collective reaction by some in America seems to be a numb acceptance that this is just who Trump is.But as I wrote this past spring, Trump's goal is ...

      

      
        Two Books Worth Reading Back-to-Back
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is staff writer Michael Powell, who has written about the seriousness of Donald Trump's incident at Arlington National Cemetery, the unreality of Colu...

      

      
        When Life Feels Too Busy for Friendship
        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.Lately, my friends and I have been talking about a euphoric feeling you might call the "post-rescheduling thrill." It's what happens when you have dinner plans with a friend, possibly on a cold or rainy weeknight, and they text you a few hours before to say that something has come up, or they're not f...

      

      
        A New Level of Incoherence From Trump
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Yesterday, at the Economic Club of New York, one member asked Donald Trump a very specific question about his policy priorities: "If you win in November, can you commit to prioritizing legislation to make child care affordable, and if so, what specific piece of legislation will you advance?"Trump's reply was not only not specific;...

      

      
        Critics Are Missing the Point of AI Art
        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.Today's generative-AI tools can concoct stunning designs and playful prose with the push of a few buttons. That, in turn, has bred fears about how the technology could hurt human artists and writers, and led many, in their defense of humanity, to a well-intentioned but confused claim. Even if AI can produce images and text, critics argue, thes...

      

      
        The Feeling That's Hardest to Communicate
        Emma Sarappo

        Join Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic, and Alex Wagner for a discussion of Goldberg's new book, On Heroism. The conversation will take place at the 92nd Street Y in New York City, 1395 Lexington Avenue, on September 8 at 6 p.m. The most pain I've ever been in--my 10 on the arbitrary scale used in hospitals--was caused by gallstones. The condition is easily fixed, but my ordeal went on for months, because it was early 2020 and the pandemic forced me to delay the surgery that would c...

      

      
        The Russian Propaganda Attack on America
        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.When people think of the world of espionage, they probably imagine glamorous foreign capitals, suave undercover operators, and cool gadgets. The reality is far more pedestrian: Yesterday, the Justice Department revealed an alleged Russian scheme to pay laundered money to American right-wing social-media...

      

      
        Religious Education and the Meaning of Life
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.In a 1927 Atlantic article, the Episcopal priest Bernard Iddings Bell leveled quite the original insult at college students: They were becoming "mental and ethical jellyfish." These students were drifters and conformists, Bell complained; they lacked standards and had no real understanding of truth, beauty, or goodness. The problem, he ...
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The Stars Who Came to Hate Their Fame

Celebrity worship comes at a cost.

by Spencer Kornhaber




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


The last time The Atlantic put a modern pop star on its cover was 2008, when Britney Spears, clad in oversize sunglasses, occupied a piece of media real estate usually devoted to probing the fate of democracy. Her appearance shocked many readers. "Everyone Officially a Tabloid or About to Become One," read the headline to an incredulous Gawker post about the cover, expressing concern that the internet was pushing the media in seedier directions than ever. (A bit rich from them, no?)

But our Spears story was not tabloid fare; it was about tabloid fare. In a reported feature titled "Shooting Britney," the writer David Samuels embedded himself with the paparazzi who were chasing the 26-year-old Spears around Los Angeles at the height of her public struggles with fame and family. Shortly before the story was published, those struggles led a judge to put her in a conservatorship for 13 years, under which her father and others controlled her personal and financial affairs. Samuels described the all-American economic forces underlying the aggressive snooping. The paparazzi tended to be entrepreneurial types, many of them immigrants. Their work satisfied a deep-seated public yearning--not just for gossip, but for reassurance.

"The paparazzi exist for the same reason that the stars exist: we want to see their pictures," Samuels wrote. "Happier, wealthier, wildly more beautiful, partying harder, driving better cars, they live the lives that the rest of us can only dream about, until the party ends and we are confirmed in our belief that it is better, after all, not to be them."

The article came to my mind recently when Chappell Roan--the 26-year-old pop sensation who's influenced by Spears--sent the public a stern warning: "Please stop touching me." In a blunt social-media video, she emphasized the bizarreness of strangers coming up to her as if they were her best friend: "I'm a random bitch; you're a random bitch--just think about that for a second, okay?" To some critics, these comments seemed ungrateful. To others, they called attention to toxic, even dangerous fan behaviors that, in the most extreme cases, can escalate to stalking or violence. Fame worship appears to have become more intense than ever in recent years, judging by the rise of neologisms such as stan and parasocial relationship. Amateurs with smartphones now act a lot like paparazzi, tracking the movements of Taylor Swift's jet or leaking details about Bad Bunny's dating life to the gossip account Deux Moi.

A review of The Atlantic's archives offers a reminder that being beloved hasn't ever been easy. Back in August 1973, The Atlantic's cover featured one of Spears's spiritual predecessors: Marilyn Monroe. The article was an excerpt from Norman Mailer's posthumous biography of the actress, who died in 1962. The opening passage focuses on Monroe's 1956 trip to the U.K., where admirers and journalists swarmed her, and judged her. "The British do not care if she is witty, or refreshingly dumb, but she must choose to be one or be the other," he wrote, describing her first press conference in the country. As Mailer saw it, the tragedy of Monroe was that she hungered to be respected, not just ogled. She wanted to make "a film that would bestow upon her public identity a soul," but the admiration she received never matched the validation she sought. Monroe, Mailer surmised pitilessly, lost the "biggest bet of her life."

The challenges of fame would inspire another Atlantic cover in November 1999, though this one was centered on a relatively un-glamorous figure: the psychoanalyst Erik Erikson. His adult daughter, Sue Erikson Bloland, wrote about being raised by the scholar who had coined the idea of an "identity crisis"--and who eventually suffered from one himself. After the publication of his acclaimed book Childhood and Society in 1950, Bloland noticed a change in how people regarded her dad: "In his presence they became mysteriously childlike: animated, eager, deferential." The fascination even extended to her. She wrote, "Upon first learning that he was my father, someone might say, 'Really? Can I touch you?'"

But her dad never seemed satisfied with the fame, and his personal relationships suffered as a result. Bloland, a therapist herself, theorized that people like her father were driven to seek public recognition in order to compensate for their own flaws and insecurities, creating an image that "reflects what the private person most longs to be." But that performance has limitations. Bloland speculated that her father couldn't escape feeling like a fraud who might be exposed at any moment.

But what about Erickson's admirers? Why do normal people try to make gods out of mortals? Bloland saw fannish impulses as a seductive psychological coping mechanism: "We imagine that our heroes have transcended the adversities of the human condition," she wrote. We want to believe "that achieving recognition--success--can set us all free from gnawing feelings of self-doubt." But the idealization of others rests on a fantasy, one that comes at great "cost to interpersonal relationships."

That cost seems to be inherent to fame in any era. Mailer certainly thought that the public idealization of Monroe heightened her own insecurities and unhappiness. Today, Roan has made a point to say that she thinks of herself as a drag queen; she is, in essence, trying to set a hard boundary between her persona and her personhood. But the division between the private and the public is exactly what entices people to scrutinize celebrities so fiercely in the first place. Fans want to scratch the veneer they admire and get to the truth of the person who's underneath. And being scratched, as many stars have learned, doesn't feel so good.
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Trump Blames Everybody but Himself

He can't face the truth about his performance at the debate.

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.


This morning found the former apex predator of American politics looking for some hand-holding. Donald Trump said on Fox & Friends that he is "not inclined" to do any more debates, but that if he does, he wants only the friendliest possible moderators--his suggestions were the Fox News hosts Sean Hannity, Jesse Watters, or Laura Ingraham.

Trump's comment came during a morning spent complaining about last night's ABC moderators and arguing that the network should lose its broadcasting license. He was trying to pick up the pieces from a shambolic performance. "Trump lost his cool over and over," David Frum wrote in The Atlantic. "Goaded by predictable provocations, he succumbed again and again." Kamala Harris baited him with surgical precision, triggering his insecurities while giving him full freedom to openly wallow in his delusions.

Even some of Trump's most reliable sycophants had to recognize that the fault lay neither in the stars nor in the moderators but rather in the candidate himself. Others in the former president's universe, though, have refused to acknowledge that truth. During the debate, the conservative activist and Turning Point USA founder Charlie Kirk posted on X: "Did you really think they were going to give Trump a fair debate? Trump got shot on July 13th, and now a drive by shooting on September 10th." Megyn Kelly posted: "These moderators are a disgraceful failure and this is one of the most biased, unfair debates I have ever seen. Shame on you @ABC." Other reactions were even more hysterical. Sean Davis, a co-founder of The Federalist, suggested not only that ABC lose its license but that the moderators and network executives be charged with "criminal election fraud and interference." "What you saw last night from ABC has never happened before in American history," the former Trump aide Stephen Miller complained in a post on X. "We've always had leftwing bias from establishment corporate press. This was something else entirely: this was aggressively working to sabotage and undermine the democratic process."

As soon as he got offstage, Trump grasped onto his supporters' line of defense. "I thought that was my best Debate, EVER, especially since it was THREE ON ONE!" Trump wrote on Truth Social, echoing phrasing used online during the debate. Trump must be aware on some level that last night, tens of millions of voters watched a bitter, confused, and diminished elderly man fall apart in front of their eyes. At his rallies, Trump can get away with his signature lies and tantrums of grievance--and with not saying much at all about actual policy plans. In his softball interviews with fawning right-wing hosts, he can ramble and lie without fear of being challenged. At the presidential debate, though, it didn't work. So he has decided to blame everybody but himself.

History should note that the former president spent part of the day of the debate hanging out with a notoriously bigoted conspiracy theorist and posting memes referencing a false claim about Haitian immigrants eating pets in Ohio. Even after the story of the pet-eating immigrants was debunked, Trump and his running mate, J. D. Vance, continued to push the racist idea, which led to the debate's most memorable moment. "In Springfield, they're eating the dogs, the people that came in, they're eating the cats," Trump declared. "They're eating the pets of the people that live there, and this is what's happening in our country."

Actually, it's not happening, as the debate moderator David Muir pointed out, noting that ABC had reached out to the Springfield city manager to confirm this. Trump and his supporters were incensed that the ABC moderators, who fact-checked some of Trump's statements in the debate live, corrected this and a few of his other egregious lies--for example, pointing out that killing newborn babies is illegal, contra Trump's claim that in some states, doctors can "execute" babies after birth.

Attacking debate moderators and the media in general is nothing new for Trump. He makes no secret of his loathing for the press and for anyone who holds him to account. Indeed, he tried to inoculate himself against a poor debate performance by pre-attacking ABC, accusing it of liberal bias. But it wasn't the moderators or the network, or even Harris, who forced Trump to begin ranting that "they're eating the dogs!" That was all Trump. Ever the showman, he may understand just how awful last night's show was for him--which is why he's pointing the finger at everyone else.

Related:

	What was Trump even talking about?
 	Kamala Harris's most successful power play






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Peter Wehner: Kamala Harris broke Donald Trump.
 	Trump again disgraces a sacred American space.
 	The post-debate challenge for Harris
 	How Joe Rogan remade Austin




Today's News

	Speaker Mike Johnson pulled a stopgap government-funding bill hours before the House was set to vote on it because more Republicans withdrew their support. Congress has until September 30 to come to an agreement on government funding in order to avert a government shutdown.
 	Mexico's Senate narrowly passed a controversial and sweeping judicial-reform measure that would allow voters to elect judges at all levels, including the Supreme Court.
 	Officials arrested a Southern California man yesterday for allegedly starting the Line Fire that has burned more than 34,000 acres in the state.




Evening Read


Devin Oktar Yalkin



'I Was Responsible for Those People'

By Tim Alberta

On the evening of September 4, 2021, one week before the 20th anniversary of 9/11, Glenn Vogt stood at the footprint of the North Tower and gazed at the names stamped in bronze. The sun was diving below the buildings across the Hudson River in New Jersey, and though we didn't realize it, the memorial was shut off to the public. Tourists had been herded behind a rope line some 20 feet away, but we'd walked right past them. As we looked on silently, a security guard approached. "I'm sorry, but the site is closed for tonight," the man said.
 Glenn studied the guard. Then he folded his hands as if in prayer. "Please," he said. "I was the general manager of Windows on the World, the restaurant that was at the top of this building. These were my employees."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How swing voters reacted to the Trump-Harris debate
 	J. D. Vance's very weird views about women
 	David Frum: How Harris roped a dope
 	Gullible Mr. Trump
 	Kamala Harris's secret weapon
 	Taylor Swift's three-word burn of J. D. Vance




Culture Break


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Bloomberg / Getty; Kate Green / Getty.



Analyze. Taylor Swift is a perfect bogeywoman for almost everything the GOP is targeting in the presidential race, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. All This and More, a new novel by Peng Shepherd, follows the consequences of a reality TV show that allows contestants to make multiple life-altering choices.

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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The Issue Neither Party Can Ignore

A conversation with Jerusalem Demsas on why national politicians can no longer hide from the housing crisis

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.


Tonight's debate--if it doesn't devolve fully into personal attacks--presents an opportunity for the moderators to ask Kamala Harris and Donald Trump about policy proposals, including on the urgent problem of housing. The U.S. is experiencing a housing shortage of at least 4 million homes, and many Americans can't find or afford a place to live. I spoke with my colleague Jerusalem Demsas, whose new Atlantic Editions book, On the Housing Crisis, was published last week, about how housing became a problem too big for national politicians to avoid.





Impossible to Hide From

Lora Kelley: How have you seen the national discussion around housing change since you started covering this topic?

Jerusalem Demsas: The classic thing people say is that housing politics is local. But lately, we have been seeing more federal and national engagement. Housing really divides people within the parties--it's not a classic left-right issue--and that's part of why the national parties have largely avoided it in the past.

The pandemic shifted the conversation. It's not that there wasn't a housing problem before the pandemic, but it felt to some Americans like an issue that was contained to coastal, rich cities and states. People thought: This is a California problem, a New York problem, a Massachusetts problem, a Washington State problem. But when more people started working remotely and moved to second- and third-tier housing markets, it suddenly became clear that a lot of other places in the country are going to have to build more housing in order to accommodate growth.

Lora: Is that why national politicians now seem to find the housing crisis impossible to avoid?

Jerusalem: Inflation is obviously the No. 1 story for the Biden administration, and a major part of why he has been so unpopular. It became very clear that shelter--both rent and homeownership--was a large component of what was making inflation so painful for people.

Housing even 10 years ago wasn't something that could be a central political message. But recently, the housing problem has gotten so bad that it doesn't matter that it's very difficult to deal with the thorny politics of it. Politicians understand that they have to engage on this or they're going to face real problems at the ballot box.

Lora: How much power does the federal government actually have to deal with this problem?

Jerusalem: National politicians have been hiding for a really long time behind the idea that housing is a local issue. But there's actually a lot the federal government can do--so much goes into housing, including interest rates, regulations, tariffs. We're finally approaching a moment where the federal government is accepting that it has a role here.

The federal government and state government's job is not to say, This is exactly where you should build your housing and where you shouldn't build your housing. But their role can be to make it much easier to build housing and to set standards of what's allowable. They don't need to be prescribing to every neighborhood exactly what to do and where. They just need to set clear standards, like we do in every other part of the economy.

Lora: As you noted, housing is not a classic left-right issue. Does the Democrats' focus on housing in this election risk making the issue more politically polarized?

Jerusalem: A lot of people who work on policy are very worried about being caught in the polarization vortex. And I understand why people are afraid of this. Every major pro-housing bill has been passed with bipartisan support, and there's good reason to believe that some politicians would no longer want to do that if they feel like it becomes a Democratic issue.

But there are a couple of reasons I'm not too worried about that. First, I think that Democratic areas are the places where this problem is most acute. If Democrats work on making housing more affordable, that actually helps the entire country. Making San Francisco, New York, and Los Angeles much more accessible means that there's not as much downstream pressure on secondary and tertiary housing markets. If someone is priced out of California, they might buy a house in Arizona, which pushes up prices there too.

And although there's some concern that Republicans will react negatively to Democrats saying they're trying to deal with housing affordability, it's really hard to imagine that they would just flip on a dime in states like Florida and Texas and decide they are suddenly antidevelopment. In these states, Republicans' political power is based on the fact that these places are accessible for people to buy cheap homes in and therefore are seeing quick population growth. It's no surprise that Republicans have been amenable to passing pro-housing policy.

Lora: What will you be watching for in the debate tonight in terms of housing?

Jerusalem: On the Republican side, I'm looking to see whether their message on housing remains focused on their anti-immigration framing. A lot of what J. D. Vance and Donald Trump have been talking about when it comes to housing is reducing the demand pressure from immigrants. But they are wildly overstating that pressure: New immigrants often stay with family and friends--it's not like most of them are taking units that other people would be renting on the free market.

They are ignoring that most of the demand pressure is coming from Americans moving around. The majority of the pandemic price inflation is happening because of a remote-work-induced shift in the market. My hope is that there's some sort of discussion from the Republican ticket about increasing supply.

On the Democratic side, it's going to be interesting to see what Harris chooses to emphasize. There are parts of her proposals that have been focused on increasing the supply of housing, and parts of her proposals have been focused on the demand side. She wants to send payment assistance to some first-time homebuyers--but if you do that in a market that's extremely supply-constrained, that leads to inflation. Democrats like to talk about giving people money. They have trouble talking about how to increase supply, so hearing how she talks about it will be really important. Although, of course, I'm not even sure that they will talk much about policy--they may well just yell at each other.

Related:

	The YIMBYs won over the Democrats.
 	The labyrinthine rules that created a housing crisis






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How should Harris debate Trump?
 	Tim Alberta: Why Mike Lee folded
 	How the War on Terror warped the American left




Today's News

	Presidential nominees Donald Trump and Vice President Kamala Harris will debate tonight at 9 p.m. ET on ABC News.
 	Ukraine launched a major drone attack on Moscow, killing at least one person and setting fire to multiple residential buildings, according to Russian officials.
 	U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken criticized the Israeli military's conduct in the occupied West Bank after the Israel Defense Forces said an initial inquiry showed that a Turkish American activist was "highly likely" to have been "unintentionally" shot by its forces.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Wildfires in the West are growing so big, and so quickly, that cities are becoming vulnerable too, Caroline Mimbs Nyce writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Justin T. Gellerson / The New York Times / Redux



The Dangerous Rise of the Podcast Historians

By Arash Azizi

Even by the standards of the American far right, Tucker Carlson's airing of Holocaust-revisionist views on his popular show on the platform X seemed to hit a new low.
 On an episode that streamed September 2, Carlson gushed at his guest Darryl Cooper, introducing him as the "most important popular historian working in the United States today." In the 140-minute-long conversation that ensued, Cooper made the case that Winston Churchill was the "chief villain" of the Second World War and was most responsible for "war becoming what it did." Cooper clarified in tweets following the episode that Adolf Hitler had desperately wanted peace with Britain and had even been ready to "work with the other powers to reach an acceptable solution to the Jewish problem."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	James Earl Jones was never just one thing.
 	The video that perfectly captures the utter strangeness of RFK Jr.
 	The scariest spacewalk in 50 years
 	Yet another iPhone, dear God
 	When America's views on autism started to change




Culture Break


Sean Gallup / Getty



Check out. These photos from the annual "Schaful" sheep drive in Switzerland's high alpine meadows, which show shepherds and sheepherders gathering scattered sheep.

Look back. Fifty years after his hit album Band on the Run, Paul McCartney is still pursuing musical perfection, Joe Scarborough writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What the First Debate Question for Trump Must Be

The moderators ought to start with the fact that he rejects the foundations of the American system of government.

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.


I find it exhausting to have to point out that Donald Trump has--yet again--threatened to engage in violent and dictatorial behavior, and that--yet again--the collective reaction by some in America seems to be a numb acceptance that this is just who Trump is.

But as I wrote this past spring, Trump's goal is to exhaust people who care about democracy: That's why he regularly inundates the nation with his rancid word salads. His screeds are aimed at making us all so tired that when he actually attempts to carry out these schemes, we'll hardly have the energy to notice. Oh, he's ordering Homeland Security to arrest people in unconstitutional dragnets? Yeah, I've been hearing stuff about that for a long time.

Here is part of what he posted early Saturday evening over at his personal rantatorium, Truth Social:

CEASE & DESIST: I, together with many Attorneys and Legal Scholars, am watching the Sanctity of the 2024 Presidential Election very closely because I know, better than most, the rampant Cheating and Skullduggery that has taken place by the Democrats in the 2020 Presidential Election. It was a Disgrace to our Nation! Therefore, the 2024 Election, where Votes have just started being cast, will be under the closest professional scrutiny and, WHEN I WIN, those people that CHEATED will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the Law, which will include long term prison sentences so that this Depravity of Justice does not happen again.


This post is the 45th president of the United States putting in writing that he must win, and that after he wins, he will mobilize the machinery of government against his opponents because there was clearly fraud anyway.

(I will just note that I refuse to believe that Trump really coughed up a word like skulduggery on his own. Spelling it incorrectly does point to him, but the likelihood that someone else is writing these posts is a reminder that Trump is surrounded by people who have no objections to his plans and will willingly carry them out.)

Some of this was drowned out by Trump's other deranged statements last week. Just before he issued his Stalinist threats, he dropped a piece of pure weapons-grade nuttery about kids getting gender-changing surgery during a normal school day in America. "Can you imagine you're a parent," he said at a rally in Wisconsin on Saturday, "and your son leaves the house and you say, 'Jimmy, I love you so much. Go have a good day in school' and your son comes back with a brutal operation. Can you even imagine this? What the hell is wrong with our country?"

You cannot imagine it because it's never happened. Any parent knows that most schools completely plotz if they even have to give a kid some ibuprofen, but on Planet Trump, school nurses can apparently do surgery in the office. At the same rally, Trump threatened to round up undocumented immigrants en masse and admitted it would be a "bloody story."
 
 To recap: In one day, Trump threatened the use of mass government violence inside the United States, asserted that kids are getting secret medical procedures at schools, and promised to lock up his political opponents. One might reasonably assume that when Trump takes the stage with Vice President Kamala Harris tomorrow night, the first thing the moderators will ask is: Are you out of your mind?

Well, maybe not in those words, exactly. But the very first question at the debate should reflect a basic paradox in this election: How can any meeting between Trump and Harris be a "debate" if Trump has already made clear that he rejects the foundations of the American system of government?

Debates are based on good faith and shared assumptions about democracy. Trump bellows at us, over and over, that he couldn't give a damn about any of that. He's running because he wants to stay out of prison, get revenge on his enemies, exercise untrammeled power, and gain access to even more money. Are we really expecting a give-and-take about, say, child care (a subject on which Trump was spectacularly incoherent a few days ago) between a candidate who will govern as a traditional president and a would-be junta leader who intends to jail his opponents--including, possibly, the woman standing next to him and the reporters grilling him?

I can't give you a lot of headlines about all of these mad comments because, for the most part, they don't exist. (Reuters summed up the raving on Saturday as "Trump Revs Up Small-Town Base in Wisconsin," which is true, in the way that a 1967 headline saying Mao Encourages Chinese Intellectuals to Aid With Agricultural Efforts would be true but perhaps incomplete.) The New York Times had nothing about Trump's weekend comments on its front page today. This morning's Washington Post homepage simply said: "Harris Hunkers Down for 'Debate Camp,' Trump Opts for 'Policy Sessions' as Showdown Looms." This headline is no doubt an accurate account of what's happening in the campaigns, but "Trump says he will inevitably win and prosecute his opponents for fraud anyway" is probably more important than whether he is being briefed yet again on policies he doesn't care about or understand.

Politico, meanwhile, boldly suggested yesterday that the "shadow of Tulsi Gabbard" now "looms" over Harris. Yes, if there's one thing we're all wondering, it's how the shadow of ...

Wait, what? Tulsi Gabbard?

For those of you not steeped in the current weirdness of American politics, Gabbard is the former representative from Hawaii who was masquerading for a few years as a standard Democrat before quitting her job in Congress and coming out as a fringy attention seeker. In a 2019 Democratic primary debate, she managed to rough up Harris on a question about crime.

When Harris is about to step onstage with Trump--a convicted felon, the instigator of a violent insurrection, and an avowed threat to democracy--does anyone at Politico believe that millions of Americans are tuning in and thinking Gosh, I remember that big Tulsi Gabbard moment; I wonder if that shadow is looming here?

Several writers at The Atlantic, including our editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, have raised the issue of the "bias toward coherence" that prevents many journalists--and millions of Americans--from saying out loud that the Republican nominee for the presidency of the United States is emotionally unstable and a menace to the Constitution. This is not going to change in the next two months. But if Trump's comments this weekend are not the first questions at the debate--if his threat to democracy is not the only question--then there is no point in debates at all.

Related: 

	Trump promises a "bloody story."
 	A new level of incoherence, even for Trump






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Mark Leibovich: Hypocrisy, spinelessness, and the triumph of Donald Trump
 	Pro-life voters are politically homeless.
 	Trump called Harris "beautiful." Now he has a problem.
 	Break up Big Econ, David Deming argues.




Today's News

	Congress has until September 30 to come to a stopgap agreement about federal-government funding in order to avoid a government shutdown.
 	The Justice Department charged two people from California with leading a white-supremacist group that allegedly plotted to assassinate "high-value" targets and incite a race war.
 	The Line wildfire in Southern California has grown to cover more than 21,000 acres, forcing school closures and evacuations.






Dispatches

	Work in Progress: A niche pro-housing movement has convinced mainstream Democrats of the need to build, Jerusalem Demsas writes.
 	The Weekly Planet: An Austrian man with multiple sclerosis could be the first person in the world to have their personal harms from climate change be recognized as a violation of their human rights, Zoe Schlanger reports.
 	The Wonder Reader: Life can feel too busy to see our friends. But there are ways to pursue friendships that suit your particular stage in life, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photograph by Brad Wilson



Do Animals Know That They Will Die?

By Ross Andersen

Moni the chimpanzee was still new to the Dutch zoo when she lost her baby. The keepers hadn't even known that she was pregnant. Neither did Zoe Goldsborough, a graduate student who had spent months jotting down every social interaction that occurred among the chimps, from nine to five, four days a week, for a study on jealousy. One chilly midwinter morning, Goldsborough found Moni sitting by herself on a high tree stump in the center of her enclosure, cradling something in her arms. That she was by herself was not surprising: Moni had been struggling to get along with the zoo's 14 other chimps. But when Goldsborough edged closer, she knew that something was wrong. Moni had a newborn, and it wasn't moving.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	How the GOP went from Reagan to Trump
 	What settler violence is doing to Israel
 	A food-allergy fix hiding in plain sight
 	A book that puts the life back in biography




Culture Break


Neon Rated



Watch. Mavis Beacon Teaches Typing, a popular educational game first released in 1987, ushered a generation of kids onto the computer. Seeking Mavis Beacon (out now in theaters) is a documentary about what happened next.

Read. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and James are two "deep and excellent" novels worth reading back-to-back, Michael Powell shares.

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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Two Books Worth Reading Back-to-Back

Culture and entertainment musts from Michael Powell

by Stephanie Bai




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is staff writer Michael Powell, who has written about the seriousness of Donald Trump's incident at Arlington National Cemetery, the unreality of Columbia University's "liberated zone," and how everything went wrong for New York City Mayor Eric Adams.

Michael is a loyal Knicks fan whose love for basketball helped inspire the creation of Rez Ball, an upcoming Netflix film that's based on his book. He also appreciates the lyrical genius of Bob Dylan, Ursula K. Le Guin's poetic musings, and Vermeer's delicate work.

First, here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Inside the dangerous, secretive world of extreme fishing
 	The Democrat who's not that worried about Trump
 	The friendship paradox




The Culture Survey: Michael Powell

The upcoming culture event I'm most looking forward to: The Toronto International Film Festival, where I will attend the premiere of Rez Ball, a sports-drama movie directed by the Navajo filmmaker Sydney Freeland. The film, about a high-school basketball team from the Navajo Nation vying to compete in the state championships, was co-produced by LeBron James and inspired by my book Canyon Dreams; it will debut on Netflix on September 27 and features an all-Native main cast.

A good recommendation I recently received: To read back-to-back Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, by Mark Twain, and James, a novel by Percival Everett that reimagines Huck Finn's story from the perspective of his friend Jim, an escaped slave. The novels are both deep and excellent. [Related: A bloody retelling of Huckleberry Finn]

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Following Wikipedia entries deeper and deeper down the rabbit hole. I start with some current controversy and end up reading about Imperial Roman trading ports on the southeast shore of India. Secondly, and most consistently, I keep up with the Knicks and the Mets on any platform available.

A painting or other piece of visual art that I cherish: Anything by the delicate, transcendent Johannes Vermeer, and the Taj Mahal, the sight of which never fails to bring me to tears. [Related: Vermeer's revelavations]

My favorite blockbuster and favorite art movie: The Brazilian movie City of God, directed by Fernando Meirelles and Katia Lund, and The Godfather are my top blockbuster picks. For my art-film selection, Alfonso Cuaron's film Roma, set in Mexico City, astounded me. [Related: The uncomfortable and profound authenticity of Roma]

Actors I would watch in anything: Robert Duvall is such a nuanced, smart actor who never feels the need to dominate a scene. He lets it come to him. Robert De Niro is another brilliant actor who can be menacing or a leading man or a comic, which is rare--although I'm reminded of late that, yes, there really are some movies I would not watch even him in. Then there's Meryl Streep, a star with the soul of a character actor. There is no role she could not inhabit.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: Bob Dylan. He has endless artistry, expressive vocal phrasing, and oh, those lyrics ...

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: I have started my rewatch of Homicide: Life on the Street. The precursor to The Wire, the series was astonishing at the time for network television. So many great actors: Andre Braugher, Yaphet Kotto, Melissa Leo, Ned Beatty, Richard Belzer, and on and on. I'm interested to see if it holds up after three decades. [Related: The angriest man in television]

The best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: For fiction, I recommend Gilead, by Marilynne Robinson, and The Left Hand of Darkness, by Ursula K. Le Guin, who is poetic and artful without being arty. As for nonfiction: The Science Delusion and A New Science of Life, both by Rupert Sheldrake, a biologist and philosopher who relentlessly challenges what we think we know.

The last debate I had about culture: Should the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions movement prevent an Israeli dance troupe from performing in New York? Should protesters target an exhibition in Manhattan commemorating those killed by Hamas on October 7? I strongly argue for artistic and academic freedom--and I find it inane to pick out a flawed democracy in a world full of far more flawed nations and say that it alone should be cut off from global support. [Related: Cancel culture cuts both ways.]

A museum show that I loved: The "Winslow Homer: Crosscurrents" show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, in New York City, had the great virtue of exposing me to the work of an artist I had seen only in passing. And the "Vasily Kandinsky: Around the Circle" exhibit at the nearby Guggenheim Museum was simply brilliant.

Something I recently revisited: Eugene D. Genovese's Roll, Jordan, Roll, his magisterial and occasionally controversial and revisionist history of American slavery.

Online creators that I'm a fan of: I've come to truly admire many podcasts. To name just three of many: the eccentric, ecumenical, and inquiring DemystifySci, run by two wayward Columbia University-trained scientists; the incisive The Rest Is History, with the historians Dominic Sandbrook and Tom Holland, which ranges impossibly wide, with wit and humor; and The Glenn Show, featuring the congenitally contrarian Glenn Loury, an economist at Brown University.

My favorite stories I've read in The Atlantic recently: Caitlin Dickerson followed her beat, her passion, to the dangerous jungle in the Darien Gap and wrote a story not of adventure but of compassion and humanity. Mark Leibovich has a scalpel eye and humor with steeliness beneath, as seen in his recent articles on Joe Biden's refusal to confront his own aging. Then there's Stephanie McCrummen's cover story on the displacement of the Maasai, Jennifer Senior on anything ...

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to:

"The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity."





The Week Ahead

	The Killer's Game, an action-comedy about an assassin who takes out a hit on himself but must fight off the hit men when they target his ex-girlfriend (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 4 of Emily in Paris, a romantic-comedy series about an American woman who lives in Paris and must navigate work, friends, and a complicated love life (part two premieres Thursday on Netflix)
 	Tell Me Everything, a novel by the Pulitzer Prize winner Elizabeth Strout about a group of townspeople who come together after a woman is murdered (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Rose Wong



How Snacks Took Over American Life

By Ellen Cushing

There was a time, if you can believe it, when a respectable person could not have a little treat whenever she wanted. This time was, roughly, from the dawn of the republic to the middle of the 1980s. The American workday, menu, and social clock were oriented around meals, and eating between them was discouraged: If you were a child, snacking gave you cavities and spoiled your appetite; if you were an adult, it was kind of unseemly. There were no elaborate treats after soccer practice, or snack trays on strollers, or yogurts in tubes ... The phrases girl dinner and new flavor drop were totally nonsensical, instead of just a bit nonsensical. Libraries, classrooms, cubicles, and theaters were, generally, where you read, learned, worked, and saw La boheme--but definitely did not eat.
 Some 40 years later, we are not just eating between meals; we are abandoning them entirely.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The brash new sound of hedonism
 	Slow Horses and the dark psychology of an unwinnable game
 	What Tucker Carlson's spin on World War II really says
 	Seven books that demystify human behavior
 	The allure of living a radically different life
 	Kaos offers a sharp twist on a familiar story.
 	Rachel Kushner's surprising swerve






Catch Up on The Atlantic

	The GOP's pro-family delusion
 	Anne Applebaum: The Democrats' patriotic vanguard
 	What awaits a Harris presidency




Photo Album


George Clooney poses with photographers as he attends the Wolfs red carpet during the Venice International Film Festival. (Pascal Le Segretain / Getty)



Check out these photos of the week, which show George Clooney at the Venice International Film Festival, the aftermath of a Russian bombing in Ukraine, Paralympians competing for gold, 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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When Life Feels Too Busy for Friendship

You know that's the case when you find yourself feeling the "post-rescheduling thrill."

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.


Lately, my friends and I have been talking about a euphoric feeling you might call the "post-rescheduling thrill." It's what happens when you have dinner plans with a friend, possibly on a cold or rainy weeknight, and they text you a few hours before to say that something has come up, or they're not feeling well, and could you reschedule? To be clear, you do want to see this friend; but the moment they tell you they can't make it, the new possibilities of your night unfold before you: You can do your laundry; you can go to bed early; you can spend quality time with your partner.

American life often feels too busy for seeing our friends. And if that's at times true for the childless young Millennials in my own cohort, it's even more true for parents or those with elder-care responsibilities. My colleague Olga Khazan wrote earlier this week that the loneliness crisis in America is more complicated than meets the eye; it's not exactly that Americans don't have friends, but instead that they're not seeing the friends they do have. Or, as Olga puts it: "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."

Today's newsletter explores how to move beyond "We should get together!" and the post-rescheduling thrill, and pursue friendships that mold themselves to your particular stage in life.



On Friendship

The Friendship Paradox

By Olga Khazan

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

Read the article.

Why Americans Suddenly Stopped Hanging Out

By Derek Thompson

Too much aloneness is creating a crisis of social fitness.

Read the article.

Why You Never See Your Friends Anymore

By Judith Shulevitz

Our unpredictable and overburdened schedules are taking a dire toll on American society.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The scheduling woes of adult friendship: To avoid the dreaded back-and-forth of coordinating hangouts, some friends are repurposing the shared digital calendar, a workplace staple, to plan their personal lives, Tori Latham wrote in 2019.
 	Pay a little less attention to your friends: Intensity might seem like a fast track to connection, but shared distraction might be more powerful, Richard A. Friedman argued in 2023.




Other Diversions

	Six underrated hobbies to try out
 	Inside the dangerous, secretive world of extreme fishing
 	The last social network




P.S.


Courtesy of Kate Schecter



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Kate Schecter, 65, writes, "This is a seagull at Lake Michigan that kept poking around my feet. I was amazed at its beauty and brazenness."

-- Isabel
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A New Level of Incoherence From Trump

His answer to a specific policy question yesterday made absolutely no sense.

by Isabel Fattal




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


Yesterday, at the Economic Club of New York, one member asked Donald Trump a very specific question about his policy priorities: "If you win in November, can you commit to prioritizing legislation to make child care affordable, and if so, what specific piece of legislation will you advance?"

Trump's reply was not only not specific; it was incoherent. After a little throat-clearing about how "important" an issue child care is, he seemed to turn to a discussion of his nebulous idea to increase tariffs on foreign imports, although even that is hard to ascertain. Trump said:

But I think when you talk about the kind of numbers that I'm talking about, that--because, look, child care is child care. It's, couldn't--you know, there's something ... You have to have it. In this country, you have to have it.
 But when you talk about those numbers compared to the kind of numbers that I'm talking about by taxing foreign nations at levels that they're not used to, but they'll get used to it very quickly. And it's not going to stop them from doing business with us, but they'll have a very substantial tax when they send product into our country.
 Those numbers are so much bigger than any numbers that we're talking about, including child care, that it's gonna take care. We're gonna have--I, I look forward to having no deficits within a fairly short period of time, coupled with, uh, the reductions that I told you about on waste and fraud and all of the other things that are going on in our country--because I have to stay with child care. I want to stay with child care, but those numbers are small relative to the kind of economic numbers that I'm talking about, including growth.


In a rare occurrence, Trump here seems to acknowledge that he has diverged from the topic at hand. But he suggests that tariffs are, for some reason, the topic worth talking about instead. He continues:

But growth also headed up by what the plan is that I just, uh, that I just told you about. We're gonna be taking in trillions of dollars, and as much as child care is talked about as being expensive, it's, relatively speaking, not very expensive compared to the kind of numbers we'll be taking in.
 We're going to make this into an incredible country that can afford to take care of its people, and then we'll worry about the rest of the world. Let's help other people. But we're gonna take care of our country first. This is about America first. It's about: Make America great again. We have to do it, because right now we're a failing nation. So we'll take care of it. Thank you. Very good question.


It was a good question, particularly for a ticket that has claimed to be staunchly pro-family. As my colleague David Graham wrote this morning, "The GOP insists that it has become a pro-worker party in addition to a pro-family party, but when its policies are subjected to even minimal scrutiny, they seem to offer little to no benefits for working families." (J. D. Vance, for his part, answered a similar question on Wednesday with the unrealistic assumption that all Americans can rely on family members for help with child care: "Maybe, like, Grandma or Grandpa wants to help out a little bit more.")

The lack of clear policy commitments in Trump's response is a problem; so is the fact that the tariff plan he has been hawking is likely to raise prices for American consumers by billions of dollars. But the biggest problem, the problem that all journalistic analysis of Trump's response ought to lead with, is that his answer makes absolutely no sense. Earlier this summer, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, warned about "one of the most pernicious biases in journalism, the bias toward coherence." Journalists "feel, understandably, that it is our job to make things make sense," he wrote. "But what if the actual story is that politics today makes no sense?"

Reading through some media outlets' attempts to report on Trump's comments yesterday, one can witness in real time the process of trying to impose sense where there is none. An Associated Press headline reads: "Trump Suggests Tariffs Can Help Solve Rising Child Care Costs in a Major Economic Speech"; the article gives ample space--and the implication of seriousness--to Trump's unspecified tariff plan. A CNN headline reads: "Trump Claims Boosting Tariffs Will Pay for Child Care but Doesn't Explain How." The story acknowledges that Trump "dodged" the question asked, but it still tries to parse a policy point from his answer, discussing economists' concerns with Trump's tariff idea and Harris's own proposals to lower the cost of child care for Americans.

A Newsweek article rounded up some social-media comments about Trump's incoherent response but then went on to say: "However, not all social media users were critical, with a number praising Trump for answering questions, pointing out that Democratic nominee Vice President Kamala Harris has largely avoided unscripted interviews during her campaign." This point will hopefully be obvious to most readers, but one can both believe that Harris's campaign should have more sit-down interviews with reporters and hold Trump to a bar higher than he answered a question with words that did not make sense.

As the editor of this newsletter, I spend much of my time reading through press coverage of Donald Trump's latest statements. In this case, I was heartened to see at least a few analyses leading with the incoherence of his child-care reply. But press coverage of Trump's statements is not actually serving readers unless each and every article begins with the fact that his words are gibberish.

Trump's inability to respond to the most basic of policy questions without devolving into inarticulate rambling does not bode well for next week's debate. A similar performance then could show the American public once again that the man is not fit to be president. But it would help if journalists would report accurately on what we're all seeing in front of us.

Related:

	The GOP's pro-family delusion
 	The reason child care is so hard to afford






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump reminds voters that he's been accused of sexual assault.
 	Yuval Noah Harari's apocalyptic vision
 	Autocracy in America: The end of democracy has already begun.




Today's News

	The New York judge in Donald Trump's hush-money case delayed the former president's sentencing hearing until November 26.
 	A 26-year-old American activist was killed in the West Bank while protesting Israel's occupation of the region, according to U.S. and Palestinian officials. The Israeli military said that its troops fired at a demonstrator, but it did not confirm the identity of who was shot.
 	The father of the teen suspect who killed four people at Apalachee High School was arrested and charged yesterday with involuntary manslaughter, second-degree murder, and cruelty to children, according to the Georgia Bureau of Investigation.






Dispatches

	Atlantic Intelligence: Critics are missing the point of AI art, Matteo Wong writes.
 	The Books Briefing: Pain can stump even gifted writers, but a few have managed to describe the experience exquisitely, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Sean Dong



The Mysterious, Meteoric Rise of Shein

By Timothy McLaughlin

The most remarkable thing about Shein might be how opaque it remains even as it dominates U.S. retail. Its origins in China--where most Shein items are made--should, in theory, subject the company to extra scrutiny in the United States. Yet much about Shein is still unknown. How did it so quickly take over American retail? Who runs it, and how does it offer so many products so cheaply? Over the past year, I sought answers to these questions, and what I learned was hardly reassuring.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The most personal climate case in the world
 	Thomas Weber: Hitler would have been astonished.
 	A speech that showed Britain at its worst
 	How to save America




Culture Break


Illustration by Rose Wong



Take a bite. Snacks have taken over American life, Ellen Cushing writes. How did we get here?

Watch. Kaos (out now on Netflix) is a new show that offers a sharp twist on Greek mythology, Hannah Giorgis writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

For your weekend reading, I recommend this essay by the writer and doctor Ezekiel J. Emanuel, in which he argues that no one older than 75 should be president. (Longtime Atlantic readers may remember his unforgettable 2014 article on a similar subject.) The public conversation around presidential candidates' age and cognitive fitness has somewhat cooled since Joe Biden's decision to drop out of the race, but it's a discussion that remains worth having--all the more so because if the current Republican nominee wins, he will be the oldest president in American history.

-- Isabel



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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Critics Are Missing the Point of AI Art

Artists have experimented with algorithms and randomness for more than a century.

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.


Today's generative-AI tools can concoct stunning designs and playful prose with the push of a few buttons. That, in turn, has bred fears about how the technology could hurt human artists and writers, and led many, in their defense of humanity, to a well-intentioned but confused claim. Even if AI can produce images and text, critics argue, these products are designed to obviate human intent and expression, and thus can never truly make "art." In this vein of thinking, humans can never use AI to make art; the technology is a creative void.

The latest, and perhaps highest profile, voice to make this argument was the acclaimed science-fiction author Ted Chiang, writing in The New Yorker last weekend. But, as I wrote in response yesterday, the claim that AI models cannot be used for art, because they reduce human intention, is wrong--artists and writers have experimented with algorithms and randomness in their work for more than a century, and AI is just another such tool. "As a result," I wrote, "though he clearly intends otherwise, Chiang winds up asking his reader to accept a constrained view of human intelligence, artistic practice, and the potential of this technology--and perhaps even of the value of labor itself."




Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Ted Chiang Is Wrong About AI Art

By Matteo Wong

Over the weekend, the legendary science-fiction writer Ted Chiang stepped into the fray, publishing an essay in The New Yorker arguing, as the headline says, that AI "isn't going to make art." Chiang writes not simply that AI's outputs can be or are frequently lacking value but that AI cannot be used to make art, really ever, leaving no room for the many different ways someone might use the technology. Cameras, which automated realist painting, can be a tool for artists, Chiang says. But "a text-to-image generator? I think the answer is no."


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	Even if AI can be a creative tool, the technology is also built on stolen art and writing. And despite an onslaught of copyright lawsuits against tech companies, "artists are losing the war against AI," I wrote last fall.
 	Generative AI may offer not just a tool for artists, but a new artistic medium, akin to photography and film before it. "Creative artificial intelligence is the art of the archives," the author Stephen Marche wrote in a 2022 essay. "It is the art derived from the massive cultural archives we already inhabit."




P.S.

One enormous internet casualty of the past several years has been true social networks--platforms that allow you to simply connect and keep up to date with friends. But despite Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and X no longer primarily serving that function, the social network lives on in an unexpected place, my colleague Lora Kelley reports: Venmo.

-- Matteo
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The Feeling That's Hardest to Communicate

Pain can stump even gifted writers, but a few have managed to describe the experience exquisitely.

by Emma Sarappo




Join Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic, and Alex Wagner for a discussion of Goldberg's new book, On Heroism. The conversation will take place at the 92nd Street Y in New York City, 1395 Lexington Avenue, on September 8 at 6 p.m. 

The most pain I've ever been in--my 10 on the arbitrary scale used in hospitals--was caused by gallstones. The condition is easily fixed, but my ordeal went on for months, because it was early 2020 and the pandemic forced me to delay the surgery that would cure me. I was confined to my apartment, trying carefully to manage my illness, yet frequently enduring long, grueling stretches of pain and vomiting. Those hours were fundamentally lonely: I was beyond the ability to speak, and no consolation from others could reach me. They were also weirdly meditative, approaching a kind of dark transcendence. Some nights I would roll around on the floor in the dark at 2, 3, or 4 a.m., exhausted, in an altered state of consciousness. I would breathe, and I would wait. My mind and body were united on a journey marked in seconds--from each heartbeat to the next.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	Rachel Kushner's surprising swerve
 	AI is coming for amateur novelists. That's fine.
 	Seven books that demystify human behavior
 	The multiverse conundrum


I'm not the first person, or writer, to call suffering an experience beyond ordinary description. "As Emily Dickinson once wrote, pain places the sufferer in an 'infinite' present tense," my colleague Walt Hunter points out in an article this week about the almost incommunicable nature of the sensation. "Pain demands the kinds of human expression that are the most spontaneous and the least composed: grunts, cries, pleas for help. Yet writers in every medium try again and again to assign words to the experience." One of those writers is Garth Greenwell, whose new novel, Small Rain, follows a man in the midst of an agonizing medical crisis. And Greenwell's in good company, as B. D. McClay noted last year. Humanity has produced so much writing about sickness because "hardly anyone can escape getting seriously ill at least once in their life," she wrote.

But although the experience of pain is near universal, each case is particular--and the details can be extremely difficult to relate to another person. "The merest schoolgirl, when she falls in love, has Shakespeare, Donne, Keats to speak her mind for her; but let a sufferer try to describe a pain in his head to a doctor and language at once runs dry," Virginia Woolf wrote close to a century ago in "On Being Ill." Can my opening paragraph really explain to you what it felt like to be me, with pain radiating up my back and under my ribs? Maybe if you've had gallstones--or gone through some other famously painful experience, such as a broken limb or childbirth--you can relate, but how would we truly know if our sensations were anything alike? And I'm no exception to the human tendency to block out excruciating memories. Would my past self identify with how I describe the feeling today?

Perhaps those questions are too focused on legibility. McClay argues that the best writing about illness and pain is intensely individual, eschewing cliche for "the actual textures of human life." And Hunter believes that, in Small Rain, Greenwell has cracked some of the code: "He shows through the novel that pain, no matter how severe, needn't shut out the possibilities of language." The author does this by evoking poetry or music, punctuating his prose with rhythmic clauses--and by focusing on the aspects of the narrator's consciousness that grow while his world shrinks to his hospital room. Each minute he spends in bed, hurting, is nevertheless an opportunity for memories and musings on art and life. His slow journey from one moment to the next is full of possibility, even in the face of pain.






The Nearly Impossible Task of Describing Pain

By Walt Hunter

Garth Greenwell's latest novel finds the language to capture the ineffable human experience of serious illness.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Wind at My Back, by Misty Copeland with Susan Fales-Hill

Copeland's memoir is a tale of endurance and athleticism, awe-inducing feats of motion and perseverance through mental and emotional pain. The world-famous ballerina, who was the first Black principal dancer in American Ballet Theatre history, makes her book a love letter to her mentor Raven Wilkinson, another Black ballerina, who died in 2018. In the 1940s, Wilkinson decided she would be willing to "die to dance," which she almost did--performing across the country despite violently enforced segregation laws in the South. By the time she and Copeland embarked on a friendship, Wilkinson had retired and fallen into obscurity; Copeland was furious to learn that a fellow Black ballerina had been erased from the discipline's history. Learning from her "was that missing piece that helped me to connect the power I felt onstage to the power I held off it," she writes. Copeland wrings meaning from the toll that dance takes, recalling "wrecked" muscles and toes "cemented in my pointe shoes." Dance influences how she writes about physical transformations, including pregnancy--she calls her son's kicks "grands battements." Wilkinson's wisdom about dance, aging, exhaustion, and exertion puts Copeland's own struggle against ballet's racism into historical relief. Ultimately, their pas de deux underscores the power of the art their bodies forge.  -- Emmeline Clein

From our list: Nine books about aging, growing, and changing





Out Next Week

? Tell Me Everything, by Elizabeth Strout

? Ordinary Disasters, by Anne Anlin Cheng


? Dear Dickhead, by Virginie Despentes, translated by Frank Wynne







Your Weekend Read


Peter Fisher for The Atlantic



Inside the Dangerous, Secretive World of Extreme Fishing

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.

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 Russian Propaganda Attack on America

Sometimes money is more effective than weapons.

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.


When people think of the world of espionage, they probably imagine glamorous foreign capitals, suave undercover operators, and cool gadgets. The reality is far more pedestrian: Yesterday, the Justice Department revealed an alleged Russian scheme to pay laundered money to American right-wing social-media trolls that seems more like a bad sitcom pitch than a top-notch intelligence operation.

According to a federal indictment unsealed yesterday, two Russian citizens, Kostiantyn Kalashnikov and Elena Afanasyeva, worked with a Tennessee company not named in the indictment but identified in the press as likely to be Tenet Media, owned by the conservative entrepreneurs Lauren Chen and her husband, Liam Donovan. The Russians work for RT, a Kremlin-controlled propaganda outlet; they are accused of laundering nearly $10 million and directing the money to the company.

Chen and Donovan then allegedly used most of that money to pay for content from right-wing social-media influencers including Tim Pool, Dave Rubin, Lauren Southern, and Benny Johnson. Unless you've spent time sloshing around in some of the dumber wading pools of the internet, you may not have heard of these people, but they have several million followers among them.

So far, Pool, Rubin, and Johnson claim that they had no idea what was going on, and have even asserted that they're the real victims here. On one level, it's not hard to believe that someone like Pool was clueless about who he was working for, especially if you've seen any of his content; these people are not exactly brimming with nuanced insights. (As the legal commentator Ken White dryly observed in a post on Bluesky: "Saying Tim Pool did something unwittingly is a tautology.") And even without this money, some of them were likely to make the same divisive, pro-Russian bilge that they would have made anyway--as long as they could find someone to pay for their microphones and cameras.

On the other hand, you might think a person at all concerned about due diligence would ask a few questions about the amount of cash being dumped on their head. An op-ed in a newspaper or a magazine usually nets the writer a few hundred bucks. Well-known podcasters and the biggest writers on Substack--and there are only a few--can make $1 million or more a year, but most people on those platforms never get near that kind of income. According to the indictment, however, the unnamed company agreed to pay one contributor $400,000 each month for hosting four weekly videos, and offered another a contract to make occasional videos at $100,000 a pop.

Now, maybe I'm not well versed in the high-flying world of Tennessee media companies, but that seems like an awful lot of cabbage.

What's really going on here is that the Russians have identified two major weaknesses in their American adversaries. The first is that a big slice of the American public, especially since the ascent of Donald Trump and the MAGA movement, has an almost limitless appetite for stories that jack up their adrenaline: They will embrace wild conspiracies and "news" meant to generate social conflict so long as the stories are exciting, validate their preexisting worldviews, and give them some escape from life's daily doldrums.

The other is that more than a few Americans have the combination of immense greed and ego-driven grievances that make them easy targets either for recruitment or to be used as clueless dupes. The Russians, along with every other intelligence service in the world, count on finding such people and exploiting their avarice and insecurity. This is not new. (The United States does it too. Money is almost always the easiest inducement to treason.) But the widespread influence of social media has opened a new front in the intelligence battle.

Professional secret agents no longer need to find highly placed Americans who have access to secrets or who might influence policy discussions. Instead of the painstaking work that usually takes months or even years to suborn foreign citizens, the Kremlin can just dragoon a couple of its own people to pose as business sharps with money to burn, spread cash around like manure in a field full of half-wits, and see what blossoms.

The shenanigans described in the DOJ document were not exactly a SPECTRE-level op. In this case, Kalashnikov and Afanasyeva apparently developed and maintained a fake persona named "Eduard Grigoriann" who, for some reason, was just itching to plop a ton of money down on a venture in Tennessee. (Grigorian is a common name from the Caucasus region, but it is almost never transliterated with a double n at the end, which was a possible tell that it was a fake.) Even more amusing, Grigoriann apparently missed a meeting with his American partners because he was on Moscow time when he was supposed to be in Paris. According to the DOJ indictment, when Grigoriann realized he was too early for the meeting, he then performed a Google search for "time in Paris."

Oops. Remember, junior spies, always be aware of your time zone.

As idiotic as this business was, Americans should not be complacent. Yes, people such as Johnson and Pool are execrable trolls, and yes, Chen has been fired from Blaze Media, a major conservative media outlet. But to the Russians, cooperative foreigners are interchangeable and replaceable. Meanwhile, the Kremlin is playing a very smart game here. For a relative pittance--$10 million is probably the loose change in the bottom drawer of Vladimir Putin's desk--they gain a potentially huge amount of social discord, which in turn can translate directly into the electoral outcome the Russians so fervently desire: Trump's return to the Oval Office.

Today, Putin even trolled America by saying--"ironically," according to the Russian press service TASS--that he would prefer that Kamala Harris win the election. She "laughs so emphatically and infectiously," he said, that perhaps she wouldn't impose more sanctions on Russia. That's a lovely mixture of condescension and sexism, of course. Putin added that Trump had been very hard on Russia and imposed more sanctions than any other president; this is false, but it allowed Putin to affirm an oft-deployed Trump lie.

The Justice Department finally seems to be going on the offense and fighting back against these Russian attacks on America. But this indictment is probably only the tip of the iceberg: Unfortunately, the Russians have scads of money, and plenty of Americans are despicable enough to take their cash.

Related:

	The great Russian disinformation campaign (from 2018)
 	Anne Applebaum: The new propaganda war




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: The Democrats' patriotic vanguard
 	The catchphrase Trump can't stop using
 	Elon Musk has the "off" switch.




Today's News

	A 14-year-old student is accused of killing two students and two teachers in a shooting yesterday at Apalachee High School, in Winder, Georgia. He is expected to be tried as an adult for multiple counts of felony murder and could face additional charges, according to the Georgia Bureau of Investigation.
 	Hunter Biden agreed to plead guilty to all of the charges in his federal-tax case, avoiding trial.
 	During a hearing in the federal election-subversion case against Trump, the judge indicated that she would not let the presidential race affect the timeline of the case.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: The bitcoin scammers came for Atlantic writer Annie Lowrey in a WhatsApp group chat. The exchanges that followed were revealing.
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: Figuring out what it's all about is humanity's most important shared project, Isabel Fattal writes. Does religion have a role to play in our education?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



To Play or Not to Play With Your Kid?

By Amanda Ruggeri

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 the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	It matters if it's COVID.
 	What Tucker Carlson's spin on World War II really says
 	How to be manifestly happier
 	Ted Chiang is wrong about AI art.




Culture Break


Photograph by Sam Wachs



Listen. The Dare's dance-rock music embodies the brash new sound of hedonism, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Read. These seven books help demystify human behavior.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

As I was finishing today's Daily, news broke that Dimitri Simes and his wife have been indicted for violating sanctions on Russia and money laundering. Americans of a certain age may remember Simes from the 1980s: He was a former KGB officer who defected to the United States in the '70s and then made himself a mainstay on television, commenting on Soviet affairs. He was the head of the Center for the National Interest from 1994 to 2022, a think tank that publishes the influential magazine The National Interest. (Disclaimer: I was a regular contributor to the magazine over the years.)

Those of us who watched Simes's career trajectory, however, might not be surprised at where he ended up, politically and geographically. Simes is now 76, and like some of the other fading stars of the Cold War era, he seems to have resented his declining influence in America. He decamped to Putin's Russia, where his years of anti-Kremlin conservatism went out the window--no pun intended--and he again became a fixture on television. If the charges are true, it looks again like a case of a man who craved importance and cash and found them both in Moscow.

-- 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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Religious Education and the Meaning of Life

Figuring out <em>what it's all about</em> is humanity's most important shared project. Does religion have a role to play?

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present and surface delightful treasures. Sign up here.


In a 1927 Atlantic article, the Episcopal priest Bernard Iddings Bell leveled quite the original insult at college students: They were becoming "mental and ethical jellyfish." These students were drifters and conformists, Bell complained; they lacked standards and had no real understanding of truth, beauty, or goodness. The problem, he believed, was that colleges were obsessed with teaching facts, and did not help students mold those facts into some sort of "interpretation of life." Universities, Bell wrote, should be assisting students in "the answering of the question, 'What is it all about?'" Yet, he continued, schools found it "easier to ignore this problem than to face it, because the facing of it inevitably involves religion."

A century later, inevitable feels like the right word. A long line of American politicians, scholars, and community leaders has characterized education as a way to hand down values and ethical priorities. Is religion essential to this sort of education? Some religious conservatives say yes--and then go on to manipulate the issue to achieve their own aims. This past summer, several states introduced legislation that would require public schools to display the Ten Commandments, and Louisiana became the first state to pass such a law (a move that the Supreme Court had ruled unconstitutional in 1980). In some cases, state officials have defended these measures as a way to teach students history; in other cases, they haven't even bothered hiding the role of their personal beliefs.

When it comes to private education, the quandary is not a legal one; instead, the primary question is one of pedagogy. What can, or should, private, secular institutions do to offer students a path toward exploring what it's "all about"? And should the study of religion have anything to do with that search?

The answer might depend on what a person actually means by teaching religion. In a 1925 essay, the theologian and minister Charles M. Sheldon walked readers through some possible definitions: Does teaching religion mean teaching "doctrine," or "faith," or "conduct"? In other words, teaching religion might mean instructing students to follow certain ritual observances. Or it might mean encouraging them to believe in a certain god. Or it might just mean teaching them lessons about how to live a good and moral life--lessons that can be found in religion but not exclusively there.

Bell and Sheldon were writing at a time when American higher education was just starting to disentangle itself from Protestant Christian tenets. Most private, secular institutions separate themselves more clearly from religious indoctrination today--an important division in a multi-faith and multicultural society. In our modern era, a more specific question remains: Can the optional study of religion help students grasp the meaning of life?

Bell, for his part, argued that when it came to colleges, the "ignoring of religion is fatal to the real purpose of education" (italics his). But he didn't appear to mean religion in the purely doctrinal sense. "Facts and behavior are dead stuff until man begins to interpret them; and that interpretation is bound to become a religious activity," he wrote. Teachers, he believed, shouldn't give "students a set of cut and dried religious interpretations to be swallowed by them without personal experiment ... What ought to be done for the groping student is to present to him the religious interpretations of the ages and ask him to use them as possible keys to the understanding of material and life."

Bell seems to have been proposing something between religion as doctrine, taught in order to inspire obedience, and religion as a mere lens through which students can learn facts. His approach to religious education allowed him to leave ample room for the truths of science too: Writing about efforts to forbid educators from teaching about, for example, how the Earth is older than Hebrew texts suggest, he argues that "no man with a sound philosophy of religion thinks that it detracts from the dignity of God to say that he took his time in making the universe."

My own education has left me with the sense that religious study is by no means essential to a young person's pursuit of meaning, although contending early on with moral concerns can help. I attended a modern Orthodox Jewish institution for elementary and high school, and although I spent much of my time there reconciling my opinions and beliefs with those being proposed to me as "true," I'm still grateful to have spent my younger years tackling philosophical and theological inquiries. I learned to be a citizen of the world, someone equipped to make ethical decisions--not because of the specific religious framework I was offered (which, on some occasions, I challenged and even rejected), but because I'd given moral issues substantive thought. A shared religious experience also meant that I was part of a community, and that feeling inspired me to learn in a way that no curriculum could.

Religious education is far from the only method for imparting such a feeling. But it's as true as it is cliched to say that many Americans are missing a sense of community, of neighborly responsibility, perhaps even of purpose. Bell's critique of the students of his day is a reminder that figuring out what it's all about is humanity's most important shared project. The answers might lie in nature, a good book, a great friend, or showing up for a person in need. But the facts of life on their own will never be enough.
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        Wildfires Rage in Southern California

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 11, 2024

            	22 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            There are currently several large wildfires burning in Southern California, in and around the Greater Los Angeles area, fueled by dry conditions and an intense heat wave. The Airport Fire, the Bridge Fire, and the Line Fire have each burned tens of thousands of acres in the mountains and wilderness and are encroaching on more populated areas, forcing thousands to evacuate. Gathered below are images from the past week of these destructive fires and those affected by them. See also "The Line Fire Is Too Close to L.A. for Comfort," by Caroline Mimbs Nyce.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge cloud of smoke rises above mountains, seen in the distance behind the Los Angeles skyline.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant pyrocumulus cloud rises above the Bridge Fire, which is burning in the San Gabriel Mountains behind downtown Los Angeles, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A house, entirely consumed by flames]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A house burns, enveloped by the Airport Fire, in El Cariso Village along Ortega Highway, in Orange County, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter drops a plume of water onto a burning forest at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A firefighting helicopter battles the Line Fire on September 8, 2024, in San Bernardino, California.
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                [image: A recently burned hillside is covered in glowing embers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Line Fire slows for the evening after a sudden late-season monsoon rainstorm temporarily halted its 4,000-foot-elevation climb up to the edge of mountain communities, on September 7, 2024, near Running Springs, California.
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                [image: A person near a pickup truck with at least two dogs in the cab stands in a road, watching a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A resident stops to watch the Airport Fire burn near his home as he evacuates his dogs in the Santa Ana Mountains, in Orange County, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A plume of thick smoke rises from a wildfire burning near a residential area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thick smoke rises from a wildfire burning near a residential area, on September 10, 2024, in Irvine, California.
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                [image: A sign stands in front of a wildfire. The sign shows an image of Smokey Bear, and reads "Our most shameful waste! Remember, only you can prevent wildfires!"]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A wildfire-prevention sign stands in front of the raging Airport Fire on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: Trees are consumed by a wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trees are consumed by the Bridge Fire near Wrightwood, California, on September 11, 2024.
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                [image: A firefighting helicopter refills while hovering above a body of water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A helicopter refills to make water drops as the Bridge Fire explodes in size from 2,995 acres to 46,727 acres in single day, racing up the San Gabriel Mountains toward the ski-resort community of Wrightwood, on September 10, 2024, near Glendora, California.
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                [image: Firefighters battle a house fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fountain Valley firefighters battle a house fire along El Cariso Road as the Airport Fire burns in the Santa Ana Mountains, in Orange County, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A person moves horses into a trailer as a wildfire approaches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person moves horses into a trailer as the Airport Fire closes in on September 10, 2024, in El Cariso, an unincorporated community in Riverside County, California.
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                [image: Many streaks show embers blowing in the wind from the top of a burning tree.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Embers float from a tree under a starry sky as the Line Fire slows for the evening after a sudden storm temporarily slowed its progress on September 7, 2024, near Running Springs, California.
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                [image: A distant view of mountainsides covered in embers and flames, seen at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Bridge Fire explodes in size from 2,995 acres to 46,727 acres in single day, racing up the San Gabriel Mountains toward the ski-resort community of Wrightwood, on September 10, 2024, near Glendora, California.
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                [image: A fox runs down a road past scorched grass and brush.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gray fox flees flames as the Bridge Fire burns nearby on September 10, 2024, near Glendora, California.
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                [image: A plume of smoke created by a wildfire, seen beyond a group playing soccer and a large inflated balloon]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A plume of smoke created by the Airport Fire rises over mountains, seen beyond a group playing soccer in Irvine, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A satellite image of a large plume of smoke rising beside the city of San Bernardino]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A satellite image of the Line Fire in Angeles National Forest, California. Smoke plumes are clearly visible, affecting air quality in Los Angeles.
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                [image: People stand on a lakeshore at night, looking toward wildfires burning across mountain ridges.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Airport Fire burns along a hillside as residents watch from the shoreline in Lake Elsinore, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: A view of a house on a hillside, with a large wildfire burning above it]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Lake Elsinore house seen in the path of the oncoming Airport Fire on September 11, 2024
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                [image: An aircraft drops a plume of bright-red fire retardant onto a hillside, with smoke rising in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial tanker combats the Airport Fire in the hills of Orange County, California, on September 9, 2024.
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                [image: A truck and a scooter go up in flames beside a burning structure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vehicles burn in the Airport Fire in El Cariso Village, in Orange County, on September 10, 2024
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                [image: Firefighters are illuminated by the glow of a wildfire at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters are illuminated by the glow of the Bridge Fire in Wrightwood, California, on September 10, 2024.
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                [image: Several people stand in a park, looking toward rising plumes of smoke from a nearby wildfire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People look on as the Airport Fire burns in the hills of Orange County, California, on September 9, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/09/photos-wildfires-rage-around-southern-california/679785/



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




        A Traditional Swiss Sheep Drive in a Changing World

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 10, 2024

            	12 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Sean Gallup, a photographer with Getty Images, recently traveled with shepherds in Switzerland during their annual "Schaful" sheep drive in high alpine meadows, near the Oberaletsch and Grosser Aletsch glaciers. During the drive, shepherds and sheepherders gather scattered sheep and lead them to the village of Belalp, where their owners take them back. The drive is one of many alpine traditions supported, in part, by the Swiss government. Gallup writes: "Climate change, while it has led to increased amounts of grass for grazing, is also creating complications for the shepherds. The Oberaletsch glacier that once provided an easy means of crossing a gorge along the route has shrunk and receded, leading local authorities to blast a path into the rockface and build a suspension bridge." Changing weather patterns have also shifted the summer grazing season, and have affected the altitudes where edible plants can be found.


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A shepherd stands by as a flock of sheep walk along a narrow path on a steep mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sheepherder guides sheep on a mountain trail during the annual "Schaful" sheep drive as the severely shrunken Grosser Aletsch glacier lies in the background, photographed on September 7, 2024 near Belalp, Switzerland.
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                [image: Sheep descend a trail along a steep rock face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep descend a trail along a steep rock face into a gorge left by the shrinking Oberaltsch glacier on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flock of sheep gathering inside a stone wall corral]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial view, sheep stand corralled in a stone enclosure dating back to the Middle Ages called a Farricha, where they will be sorted the next day to be returned to their owners, at the conclusion of the annual "Schaful" sheep drive, on September 7, 2024, in Belalp, Switzerland.
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                [image: Two shepherds adorn a sheep with a garland in a mountain meadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheepherders adorn a Valais Blacknose sheep with a garland on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A sheep with long white wool and a black face stands, wearing a garland on its head.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A sheep stands adorned with a garland during the final portion of the annual "Schaful" sheep drive on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A flock of sheep gathers near a structure, surrounded by tourists, in a high mountain meadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep arrive in a holding pen on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A shepherd leads a flock of sheep along a narrow path in a steep mountain valley.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andre Summermatter, the head shepherd and an agricultural engineer, leads sheep along a trail, with the Grosser Aletsch glacier seen in the background.
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                [image: A shepherd leads a flock of sheep up a long and winding path up a steep mountainside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Andre Summermatter leads sheep up a steep climb on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flock of sheep walking along a narrow trail into a steep mountain valley]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of sheep descending a along a rock face leading into into a gorge left bare by the shrunken Oberaltsch glacier on September 7, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sean Gallup / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A shepherd wearing gray pants, a red vest, and a brimmed hat stands on a hill beside a sheep dog.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The shepherd Peter Misael and his sheep dog Scotch watch over grazing sheep at a rest stop on September 7, 2024.
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                [image: A flock of sheep walks in a line on a mountain trail.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Valais Blacknose sheep walk along a mountain trail on September 7, 2024, near Belalp, Switzerland.
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                [image: Several sheep graze in a mountain meadow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sheep graze at a rest stop during the annual "Schaful" sheep drive on September 7, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Sean Gallup / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Hairy Elephant, Huge Arms, Beer Museum

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	September 6, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Scenes from the 2024 Summer Paralympics in Paris, an air festival in England, an inflatable art installation in Shanghai, scenes from the Venice Film Festival, a deserted theme park in China, a soapbox race in Kazakhstan, a dust storm in Sudan, and much more


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


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A man in traditional Bavarian costume rides on the back of a cow in front of a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant wearing traditional Bavarian lederhosen races to the finish in the 2024 Munsinger Ochsenrennen ("Munsing Oxen Race") on September 1, 2024, in Munsing, Germany. The event, which pits the pride and glory of local ox breeders against one another, takes place only once every four years.
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                [image: A wheelchair basketball player falls during a game.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trevon Jenifer of Team USA falls as Eithen Leard of Team Australia looks on during the preliminary-round Group B match between Australia and the United States on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Bercy Arena, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: Several wheelchair racers are seen competing on a track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tatyana McFadden of Team USA competes during the women's 100m T54 Round 1 heats on day seven of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Stade de France.
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                [image: Two acrobats stand (strapped in) atop biplane wings as the aircraft fly close to each other.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The AeroSuperBatics Wingwalkers perform for the crowd at the Bournemouth Air Festival on August 29, 2024, in Bournemouth, England.
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                [image: A huge cloud of dust advances across a plain covered in palm trees.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gigantic dust storm known as a "haboob" advances over palm groves in Dongola in Sudan's Northern State on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: A person steers a homemade vehicle through bubbles on a soapbox derby track.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant steers his homemade vehicle through bubbles on a track during the Red Bull Soapbox Race in Almaty, Kazakhstan, on August 31, 2024.
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                [image: A para-athlete with prosthetic legs leaps during a long-jump event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vanessa Low of Team Australia makes a jump in the women's long-jump T63 final at Stade de France, during the  2024 Paralympics, on September 5, 2024.
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                [image: A blind runner and her guide compete in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Team Ethiopia's para-athlete Gate Yayesh Tesfaw (left) and her guide, Kindu Sisay Girma, compete in the women's 1500-meter T11 athletic events at the Stade de France in Saint-Denis, north of Paris, on September 2, 2024.
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                [image: A para-athlete throws a small red ball during a boccia match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Zhiqiang Yan of Team China competes with teammates Zhijian Lan and Qi Zhang (not in frame) in the boccia mixed-team BC1/BC2 gold-medal match against Team Indonesia on day eight of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at South Paris Arena.
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                [image: A half-dozen workers measure and weld inside a very large steel tube with many ribs and ridges.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Employees work on a steel-tube-tower production line at a factory in Haian, in China's Jiangsu province, on September 1, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An overgrown section of an abandoned theme park]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a deserted, unfinished theme park in Jurong city in east China's Jiangsu province, on September 5, 2024
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                [image: An aerial night view of a line of wildfires burning in a forest]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows wildfires in Brasilia's National Forest, in Brasilia, Brazil, on September 4, 2024.
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                [image: Firefighters in silhouette battle a large fireball.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Firefighters extinguish a fire at a burning electrical substation hit by a Russian bombing in the Dnipropetrovsk region, Ukraine, on September 2, 2024.
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                [image: A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts dust and debris from a nearby building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man takes cover behind a column as an explosion blasts out dust and debris during an Israeli strike that reportedly targeted a school in the Zeitoun district on the outskirts of Gaza City, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: A music teacher sits on a beach, playing guitar, surrounded by many children who smile and clap.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On September 1, 2024, Ahmad Abu Amsha, 42, a music teacher who had to flee Beit Hanun in the northern Gaza Strip, entertains children at a beach near a camp for displaced Palestinians in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, where he took refuge with his family. Amsha, the father of five, was a music teacher at a school in the north when the war broke out after Hamas's October 7, 2023, attack. In the south, he volunteers to teach music to young displaced Palestinians and to entertain children and youngsters in camps.
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                [image: A dachshund wearing a floral garland on its head, and a dress lined with daisies and tulle]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A participant walks a costumed dachshund during a dachshund-parade festival in Saint Petersburg, Russia, on September 1, 2024.
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                [image: Rapper Ludacris, wearing a costume with oversized arms and hands, prepares to throw the first pitch in a stadium.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Rapper Ludacris, wearing a costume with oversized arms, walks to the mound to throw out the first pitch prior to the game between the Atlanta Braves and the Colorado Rockies at Truist Park on September 4, 2024, in Atlanta, Georgia.
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                [image: A miniature diorama, featuring models of people on beds made of crackers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Miniature artworks created by Japanese artist Tatsuya Tanaka are on display during the "Small MUJI" exhibition at a MUJI store on September 4, 2024, in Beijing, China.
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                [image: A praying mantis walks a red carpet in Venice.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A praying mantis walks the red carpet before the arrival of the cast of the movie April, presented in competition during the 81st International Venice Film Festival at Venice Lido, on September 5, 2024.
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                [image: Actor George Clooney playfully poses among dozens of photographers at a red-carpet event.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                George Clooney (center) poses with photographers as he attends the Wolfs red carpet during the 81st Venice International Film Festival on September 1, 2024, in Venice, Italy.
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                [image: A huge crowd walks around near a large statue of the Hindu deity Ganesha.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Devotees carry an idol of the Hindu deity Ganesha ahead of the Ganesh Chaturthi festival, in Mumbai, on August 31, 2024.
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                [image: A para-athlete in a wheelchair reaches back to serve during a tennis match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tokito Oda of Team Japan serves against Ben Bartram of Team Great Britain during their men's singles second-round match on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Roland Garros, in Paris, France.
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                [image: Two athletes collide during a wheelchair rugby match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sarah Adam of Team USA collides with Stuart Robinson of Team Great Britain during a wheelchair rugby semifinal match on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Champs-de-Mars Arena.
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                [image: A swimmer with no arms holds a strap with his mouth, at the edge of a pool, readying to take off at the start of a practice race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Guo Jincheng of Team China practices during a warm-up session ahead of a competition, during the 2024 Paralympics, on September 3, 2024, in Paris, France.
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                [image: An athlete waves to the crowd at a medal ceremony, as fans hold up a large cutout of her face in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gold medalist Emeline Pierre of Team France acknowledges fans on the podium at the para-swimming women's 100-meter freestyle S10 medal ceremony on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at Paris La Defense Arena.
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                [image: A woman takes a selfie in a pool of plastic balls.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman takes a selfie as she lies in a pool of plastic balls at the Blow Up Experience installation, part of an exhibit of inflatable art and technology, in Montevideo, Uruguay, on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: A giant inflatable art installation of a figure lying on its back, holding a moon, with the Shanghai skyline in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant inflatable art installation, part of the "Kaws: Holiday" series, appears on the North Bund in Shanghai, China, on August 30, 2024.
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                [image: Two small airplanes fly close, upside down, throwing off streams of sparks.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Firebirds display team performs during the night show at the Bournemouth Air Festival on August 29, 2024, in Bournemouth, England.
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                [image: A person wearing an 18th-century costume fires an old-fashioned musket during a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People participate in a Labor Day parade on September 2, 2024, in Marlborough, Massachusetts.
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                [image: Many members of the media crouch and film close to a line of soldiers lying along a berm on a beach.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the media film as South Korean Marines take positions after landing on a beach during a combined military-amphibious landing exercise between South Korea and the U.S., called the Ssangyong exercise, in Pohang, South Korea, on September 2, 2024.
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                [image: Two blindfolded goalball players stretch out to make a save during a match.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gal Hamrani of Team Israel makes a save as she competes during the goalball women's preliminary-round Pool C Game 22 match between Israel and China on day four of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games.
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                [image: A fencer in a wheelchair shouts and reacts after scoring a point.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Beatrice Maria Vio Grandis of Team Italy celebrates a point during the wheelchair-fencing women's foil-team bronze-medal match between Italy and Hong Kong on day eight of the Paris 2024 Summer Paralympic Games at the Grand Palais.
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                [image: A para-athlete with a leg prosthesis celebrates with an American flag as he crosses a finish line.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mohamed Lahna of Team USA celebrates with a U.S. flag as he crosses the finish line in second position at the end of the men's PTS2 para-triathlon event at the Paris 2024 Paralympic Games at Pont Alexandre III on September 2, 2024.
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                [image: Two people inside a museum space with dozens of shelves reaching up to a high ceiling, all full of varied beer bottles]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors explore a beer museum on September 1, 2024, in Nanjing, Jiangsu province, China. The museum features more than 1,000 different beers from around the world.
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                [image: A close view of a small, hairy, three-month-old elephant.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Sumatran elephant calf named Rocky Balboa, born on May 25, 2024, stands next to its mother, a 40-year-old elephant named Lembang, at the Surabaya Zoo during the introduction of the three-month-old calf to the public in Surabaya on August 31, 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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